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I have been thinking a lot  these last few months about space, sacred space in particular. Every time I 
walk into our Beit Knesset, I often pause for a moment to look around. After nearly a year of not davening 
in our home, the space of our Beit Knesset feels a bit strange and weird. It's dusty and empty. It feels 
desecrated. The hebrew concept, חילול השם, desecration of God’s name is based on the root of חלל  .חלל 
means empty space. When there is a place where God’s name has been desecrated, it is as if that space 
has been emptied or diminished of God’s presence which is מלא כל הארץ כבודו. In this way, an unused and 
empty shul is a desecration. I am not suggesting that we have a choice in the matter. The Kiddush 
Hashem that has been created by davening in people’s gardens, local parks, and outside of shul offsets 
the חילול, but it is a desecration nonetheless.  
 
Why has this happened to us? I can only speculate. But I do know that as a society, we have lost an 
awareness of holiness and of sacred space. We are an irreverent generation. I am not just referring to our 
relationship to shul and the casualness with which we sometimes enter davening late -  schmoozing, 
high-fiving and checking our phone (count me as one of the culprits). That is just the tip of the iceberg; a 
mere reflection of modern society’s broader ills. We are a society with no boundaries. Nothing is sacred 
anymore. There is no respect for one’s elders, for medical experts, for one’s place in line, for institutions, 
for one’s privacy, for parents, educators, for leaders, for judges, for life experience, for the human body, 
for truth, for basic decency, for the lessons of the past, and for historical memory. We have lost the notion 
of havdalah (separation) between what is secular and holy,  between what is right and wrong, and 
between truth and falseness. Perhaps we needed to close down our shuls during this pandemic, in order 
to regain our moral clarity and an awareness of what is truly sacred in life.  
 
I usually stay away from speaking about politics from the pulpit. In such a divisive environment, a rabbi 
risks alienating half his congregation just by wading into political debates. And yet, something so horrific 
happened this last week that to not speak about it would be an abdication of my role as a spiritual leader. 
Whether one is on the right or left, pro or anti the American President, what happened just a few days 
ago in America should transcend political differences and party. By this point, you know that I am surely 
referring to the insurrection that struck at the heart of American democracy, stoked and incited by the 
President of the United States. Not just any building was terrorized, but the historic Capitol building, the 
equivalent of our Knesset. The Capitol represents so many values that we as a society hold sacred, no 
matter one’s nationality or upbringing. As someone who grew up in America this desecration has struck 
me deeply. And I am deeply saddened. But it is not only through this lens that I view this event. From the 
perspective of an Israeli citizen and a communal rabbi,  I am concerned about what this event portends 
for our struggling democracy here in Medinat Yisrael.  
 

Democracy and Holiness 
 
I remember visiting the American capitol on an eight grade trip to Washington D.C. It is hard to describe 
the reverence one feels walking through the congressional chambers. The Greek architecture is meant to 
inspire a sense of awe. The pillars that adorn the building create a sense of permanence, rootedness, and 
strength. The message is that American democracy is no less durable than the huge marble pillars that 
encircle this most majestic and historic of edifices. I don’t use this term carelessly, but I would dare say 
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there is a holiness that one feels when you visit the Capitol of the United States. The holiness stems from 
the fact that the capitol is the seat of the greatest democracy in human history.  
 
You might wonder, what does Democracy have to do with holiness and קדושה? Is a democratic 
government even permitted according to the Torah? Is it lichatchliah or b’dieved?  Democracy is one of 
humanity’s greatest accomplishments. At the heart of the democratic ethos is the notion that every 
human being is endowed in the image of God, בצלם אלקים. For this reason, everyone gets to vote and to be 
represented. Whereas tyrants take away people’s freedoms, democracies protect and celebrate human 
freedom, בחירה חופשית, about which Maimonides writes, “This principle is a fundamental concept and a 
pillar on which rests the totality of the Torah and mitzvot.”  
 
Liberal democracies protect minority groups. No people in history have needed protection as a minority 
group more than the Jewish people. Jews have never been more welcome in a diaspora country than in 
America. Democratic rules means that Jews are protected under the law from Anti-semitism and hatred. 
Pharoah’s Egypt was the first Anti-semitic regime in history. The Exodus story teaches us that we need to 
stand up against the Pharaohs of the world - oppressors, tyrants, and demagogues who seek to take away 
our freedom and embrace leaders who value our contribution to society.  
 
Democractic governments make a fundamental choice -  to deliberate over differences of opinion without 
resorting to violence or bloodshed. Ivan Perkins, author of Vanishing Coup, sums it up as follows, “In the 
long run, democracies consistently find their way toward cooperation and trust.”1 Democracies generally 
engage in fewer wars and senseless bloodshed. They create a peaceful framework for resolving disputes. 
Long before modern day democracies came into existence, Judaism valued peaceful but fiery debate. 
Over 1500 years ago, the Jewish people developed the Talmud and the paradoxical notion that when we 
engage in arguments for the sake of heaven (מחלוקת לשם שמים), we bring peace to the world, תלמידי 
  .חכמים מרבים שלום בעולם
 
Democratic societies embrace values of responsibility, accountability, rule of law, transparency, 
fact-based discourse, and an independent and corrupt-free judiciary. These are all values that are deeply 
rooted in the Jewish tradition. Freedom from Pharaoh was not an end in and of itself. Only forty-nine 
days after the Exodus, the Jewisj people stood at Sinai to receive 613 mitzvot. We distinguish ourselves 
amongst the nations for our law-based civilization -  ּוִמי ּגֹוי ָּגדֹול ֲאֶׁשר לֹו ֻחִּקים ּוִמְׁשָּפִטים ַצִּדיִקם ְּככֹל ַהּתֹוָרה ַהּזֹאת 
  .ֲאֶׁשר ָאנִֹכי נֵֹתן ִלְפֵניֶכם ַהּיֹום
 
The Torah has a realistic (and even negative) view of human nature. Before the flood, God proclaims כי 
 For this reason, every Jew is commanded to observe Halakha and follow the .יצר לב האדם רע מנעוריו
mitzvot. Through doing this, we refine our characters,  develop self-control and discipline, and recognize 
that we accountable for our actions - מי הוא הגיבור? הכובש את יצרו. Those in power such as a judge and 
Jewish monarch are commanded to take extra precautions to avoid abusing power. A Jewish monarch is 
commanded to write a Sefer Torah and carry it with him at all times to guard himself from abusing his 
power and the law. Democractic governance presumes a realistic view of human nature as well. The 
concepts of “balance of power” and “checks and balances'' are meant to ensure that no one person 
amasses too much power.  
 

1 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/volokh-conspiracy/wp/2014/06/20/by-ivan-perkins-why-dont-democracies-fight-ea
ch-other/ 
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It is for all these reasons that the the democratic process is sacrosanct and Capitol of the United States is 
a holy place. And so what happened last Wednesday, when a violent mob stormed the Capitol, was a 
desecration of a sacred and holy place. This type of behaviour is undemocratic, unethical, and dangerous 
for the future of democracy. To see angry and violent mobs (riled up by conspiracy theories laced with 
Anti-Semitism) attack the Capitol in an attempt to overthrow the certification of a fair and free election, 
not just runs counter to everything that America stands for, but it also runs counter to what we value 
as Torah-observant Jews. 

Leadership and Followership  
 
How America reached this devastating historical moment is complicated. There are larger cultural, social, 
and religious factors that brought America to this breaking point. Societies and governments don’t 
collapse because of one bad leader. The desecration of the Capitol simply exposed a cancer that had been 
metastasizing within. But people are responsible for their behaviour, especially democratically elected 
leaders. Unfortunately, there is nothing shocking about what happened at the American Capitol and the 
President’s role in inciting this insurrection. This was the culmination of a months-long attempt to 
overturn a free and fair election with no credible evidence.  
 
When this president was first elected, many Orthodox Jews saw him as an Achashveirosh-type figure; 
someone who could be easily swayed but would ultimately choose Mordechai over Haman. With Ivanka 
as Esther and Jared as Mordechai, everything fit into place. And indeed, in terms of Israeli policy, this 
President has elevated Mordechai over Haman.  Understandably, many Israelis and Orthodox Jews feel a 
deep sense of gratitude (count me among them) to the President for his warm embrace of Medinat 
Yisrael. But let’s put aside the President’s Middle Eastern policy and focus instead on the (irreparable?) 
damage that he has caused to the world’s greatest democracy. It would appear that we must look to 
Yetziat Mitzrayim and the character of Pharaoh to understand this current historical moment more so 
than Purim and Achashveirosh.  
 
Pharaoh is a shrewd political operator. Fearful of the exponential growth of the Jewish people, he 
recognizes that fear can be a powerful tool to consolidate power and strengthen his authoritarian rule. 
Pharoah’s pretext for enslaving the Jews is a conspiracy theory of his own making, “Let us deal shrewdly 
with them, lest they increase, and a war befall us, and they join our enemies and wage war against us and 
depart from the land.” But what is allegedly at stake is not just Pharaoh's kingdom, but his own 
self-image. As the Exodus story unfolds it becomes clear that Pharaoh suffers from a God-complex. Rashi 
comments that he would relieve himself at the Nile early in the morning before his servants awoke in 
order to give the impression that he was a God and not human. This is why God had to punish Pharaoh 
with so many plagues because with this grandiose self-image, Pharaoh is incapable of reflecting on his 
mistakes or learning from the past.  Ultimately, his whole empire is destroyed because of his 
unwillingness to recognize God’s existence and his own wrongdoing. Even after the ten plagues, when 
Pharaoh finally capitulates, he quickly changes tune and decides to pursue the Jews to Yam Suf.  
 
The Great Ishbitzer Rebbe shares a remarkable insight about Parshat Va’era that speaks to our particular 
moment. The Ishbitzer explains that the seven plagues found in parshat Va’era correspond to a verse in 
Sefer Mishlei which lists seven ethical sins which are an abomination in the eyes of God.  
 
Six things the LORD hates; Seven are an abomination to Him: 
A haughty bearing, A lying tongue, Hands that shed innocent blood, 
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A mind that hatches evil plots, Feet quick to run to evil, 
A false witness testifying lies, And one who incites brothers to quarrel. 
 
The Ishbitzer writes, 
 ענין השבע מכות שבסדר הזה. הם נגד פסוק [משלי ו', ט"ז] שש הנה שנא ה' ושבע תועבות נפשו. וזאת תדע שכל העונשין

 שיש בעולם אפילו אצל העכו"ם כגון שלפעמים משפילים שר אחד ונותנים ממשלה לאחד הכל הוא מהמידות הרעות
 הנזכרים בפסוק שש הנה שנא ה' וגו'2

“Know that all the punishments that God brings upon the world, even those brought upon 
non-Jews when one of their great leaders is deposed and his authority is handed over to another... 
This happens because [the leader] violates the six evil deeds listed in the pasuk.” The Ishbitzer goes on to 
explain how each of the plagues correspond to these severe ethical violations.  
 
I am generally skeptical of reading modern day experiences into the words of the Tanakh. We are not 
prophets and so we must tread with caution. However, it is precisely these types of ethical violations, 
committed by the President, without the least bit reflection on how waging war on truth would cause 
America to unravel, that have led to this moment of crisis. What we witnessed in the US Capitol was the 
culmination of these ethical violations leading to “inciting innocent brothers to quarrel.”  
 
Clearly, there has been a crisis of leadership in America. But let’s put the leadership aside. A leader can 
incite a mob, but incitement only works when people are willing to take up arms and act upon those 
words. Are not the “brothers who quarrel” also responsible? Pharaoh placed himself above the needs of 
his people, but where were the Egyptians? God only hardened Pharaoh's heart, why did they not stand up 
to Pharoah? The tenth plague should have been their breaking point. Yet, they pursue the Jews through 
the desert with the same ruthlessness as Pharaoh. In this way, the commentary of the Ishbitzer is 
illuminating. He begins his analysis speaking about the unethical leadership of Pharaoh, but then he 
transitions into speaking about the Egyptian population at large - וכאן כשנענשו מצרים על כל העוונות הללו 
  .שהיו משוקעים בלבם
 
Indeed, that the Egyptians are at fault emerges from the pesukim themselves. The next morning, after 
sending away the Israelites, Pharoah wakes up with a hardened heart.  He saddles his own chariot to 
chase the Jews and “takes his nation with him,” ויאסר את רכבו ואת עמו לקח עמו. How exactly do you “take a 
nation with you?” The passivity of the Egyptian army is unmistakable. One has to wonder, how they did 
not recognize the futility of this endeavor after ten crushing plagues? It appears the Egyptians had long 
ago surrendered their free will. So desensitised by the conspiracies and fear-mongering of their 
authoritarian ruler and so compromised by his immoral demands of throwing Jewish babies into the nile, 
they just do as they are told. They are just servile pawns. “Why did you storm the Capitol”? “Because my 
President told me to” is what we are hearing from the perpetrators of last week’s attack. Imagine an 
alternative scenario in which Pharaoh rallies his soldiers to chase through the desert, only to look behind 
and find himself alone? Pharaoh was only as strong as the army he led. So Egyptians suffer the same fate 
of Pharaoh at Yam Suf - מרכבת פרעה וחילו ירה בים ומבחר שלשיו טבעו בים סוף.  
 
The lessons here are clear. Leaders are only as strong as their followers. Strongmen abuse the law 
because they have followers who enable them to abuse the law. We must choose our leaders carefully 
and never surrender our own free will and moral agency. We must respect our democratically leaders, 
but never follow them uncritically. We are responsible for the values in our own society. Failure to take a 

2 Thank you to my friend, Rabbi Yossi Kanofsky for sharing with me this source.  
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stand against the moral and ethical violations around us, especially in our leaders, can lead to breakdown 
of society, to brothers quarreling, and the desecration of all that we hold sacred.  
 

What of Israel?  
 

What happens in America affects all democracies around the world, especially Israel. To use a Corona 
metaphor, our democracy is right now on a ventilator in the ICU. In demonstrations over the last few 
months, violence is becoming more commonplace. We are a fractured society as President Reuven Rivlin 
has spoken about in the past. We have four disparate tribes here in Israel and there is a lot of anger 
boiling beneath the surface. To some degree, Israel’s ground-breaking signing of the Abraham Peace 
Accords and our breath-taking vaccine rollout masks the problems that lurk beneath the surface. Divisive 
rhetoric from our political leadership is tearing us apart. Our Prime Minister and political leaders have 
not brought out the best in us or each other as they constantly bicker over who will lead which party and 
engage in political theatre over the responsibility of governing. Every Israeli politician has developed a 
Yertle-the Turtle complex. Everyone thinks that they are the one who should be in charge.  
 
The rule of law in Israel is in a precarious place - not only in Haredi and Arab circles but on the fringes of 
the Dati leumi community as well. It is becoming more acceptable to riot and injure soldiers. This is 
something that was unheard of twenty years ago. Soldiers were holy. No one ever dared to hurt a soldier. 
This week, the mifaked of Sayeret Golani was injured in a clash with fellow Jews. Who knows what will 
happen next? Is nothing sacred anymore?  
 

Restoration 
 
As I reflect upon the chaotic events happening abroad and in Israel, I wonder how we can undo some of 
the damage done and regain a notion of the sacred, of kedusha, in our society and beyond. Can we turn 
back the clock and if so how? How do we untrample democratic norms that have been violated time and 
time again? How can we educate our children to value the democratic process and be good citizens?  How 
can we ensure that what happened at the US Capitol does not happen in the Knesset? How do we end all 
this madness?  
 
There are no magical solutions. But we must start somewhere to restore our core values and sacredness 
to our lives. I believe we must address this challenge in three different spaces in our lives - on the 
internet, the home, and the Beit Knesset. 
 
The internet is where we spend most of our time. We are hooked up all day, for work, school, our social 
lives, and Torah learning. As citizens of a democratic society we must be more accountable for the 
choices we make, both online and in the real world. On social media, the desecration of the written word 
has reached a breaking point. We must redeem the written word, one tweet at a time. What happened at 
the Capitol was online violence pouring out into real life. Do we promote dialogue or divisiveness with 
our online presence? We must learn to weigh our own words and retweets more carefully. We must not 
get swept up in Twitter-shaming tsunamis. We must exercise our critical thinking, encourage more 
nuanced dialogue and fight against any attempts to see reality in black and white terms. We must redeem 
our public and political discourse through the Talmudic notion of arguing for the sake of Heaven. As a 
society, we must figure out how to imbue online space with kedusha instead of hatred and vitriol.  
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When it comes to the home and family setting, Covid has given us a great opportunity. For too long, we 
have relied on schools, shuls, and youth groups to educate our children. Covid taught us that all parents 
are educators and we are responsible for creating a sacred space out of our home. By being forced to 
daven in local parks and backyards, and even in our living  rooms, we have come to understand that we 
must invest our homes with more kedusha. If our children have never met their rav/educator in school 
because of Corona, then who will be their rav? Mom and dad. Without going to shul on Shabbat, we have 
had to dig deeper to make Shabbat feel special and unique. We can no longer accept the notion that 
holiness is only found in shul. A home can be a place of sanctity too. It must be.  
 
This idea, that home but be the center of a Jewish life dedicated to holiness is one of the key takeaways 
from the Exodus story in Sefer Shemot. The ritual of eating the Korban Pesach surrounded by one’s 
family, is the ultimate educational experience in Jewish life - והגדת לבנך ביום ההוא לאמר. The home needs 
to be the place where critical and thoughtful but respectful dialogue takes place. It needs to be the place 
where our children develop the moral capacity to be good democratic citizens. It needs to be a place 
where our children live and breathe a life filled with sanctity. We must fight the desecration of our core 
values online and in the realm of politics by infusing our homes with kedusha.  
 
In our community, we are on the cusp of returning to daven in our own Beit Knesset after a year’s break. 
Let us not take this opportunity for granted.  
 
The chaos in the world and this last year of Corona has caused me to realize why the Beit Knesset 
is even more important in our day and age. In a world in which politics dominate our cultural 
discourse, and political affiliations have separated us into echo chambers on the right and the left, the 
Beit Knesset is the one place which transcends these political differences. When we come together to 
daven, you might find yourself sitting next to someone with altogether different political views. But the 
communal davening experience reminds us that our three-thousand year heritage runs much deeper 
than today’s political differences. We are בני אברהם יצחק ויעקב, not…. 
 
As we enter (and soon re-enter) the Beit Knesset, we symbolically leave the outside world behind, 
thereby creating the havdalah that is so lacking in our lives. The sturdiness of the Beit Knesset’s 
features -  the Aron, the Bimah, the pews, and the standardized tefillot stand in contrast to the 
relative and flimsy values of modern society. With so much desecration around us, we need the 
Beit Knesset as our anchor; as a bastion of stability in a world that has lost its way. Perhaps we 
needed to take a break from the Beit Knesset during Corona times, in order to come back and 
reclaim its sacredness.  
 
May our return to shul remind us of everything that is sacred and teach us להבדיל between the sacred 
and secular, between right and wrong.  
 
May the restoration of our communal sacred space radiate outwards beyond the walls of our building 
towards the home, online, and all public spaces.  
 
May the kedusha that we bring to the world through our communal tefillot, Torah learning and chesed 
help לתקן the desecration that we are witnessing around us.  
 

Shabbat Shalom!  
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