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I have a confession to make.

The other day, I uttered a sacrilege: “It’s only baseball.”

We had a family wedding over the weekend.  Dinner Friday night, 7:00.  Wedding Saturday night,

6:00. 

In case you’re from another planet: those coincided with the Cubs’ first two playoff games.  At

home.  Wrigley Field.  Neither event took place in a sports bar.

After the playoff schedule was announced, Susan said to me, “You know, the first two games are

during the dinner and the wedding.  How do you feel about that?”

And that’s when I said those words: “It’s only baseball.”

You might think, “Well, of course.  It’s easy: family, ritual, ceremony - it all supersedes sports, the

Cubs as they make this run for the first World Series victory since my grandmother, may she rest

in peace, who died only a few years ago at the age of 103, was one year old.  108 years ago.

To some it’s not so obvious, though.  Religion is religion, it’s what we do in Temple, on Shabbat, on

Yom Kippur.  And baseball is baseball.

But I think of it differently - and I’m going beyond the wedding now: ritual - and by that I mean

religion - at its best puts everything else into proper perspective.  Religion means to give us the

“big picture”, underlying values, a God’s-eye-view of things.  And from that point of view “it’s only

baseball.”

No, I didn’t watch the Cubs’ game last night after services.  But thank you for telling me the score.

Which reminds me of a story.  It’s Boston and the Red Sox are in the World Series.  

Seymour comes to his rabbi.  “Rabbi, I don’t know what to do.  You know I love the Sox and I’ve

followed them since I was a kid, the same way my father did and his father before him.”

The rabbi nods.  “Nu, Seymour?”  “So what’s the problem?”

“Well,” continued Seymour, “The next game of the Series is Tuesday night, the same time as Kol

Nidre.  I don’t know what to do.”
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“Well, Seymour, you’ve got a VCR, right?  Why don’t you use it?”  asked the rabbi.

‘”Rabbi, that’s great.  Thank you.  I hadn’t thought of that.  Of course. I’ll use my VCR.  Just tell

me, Rabbi: what time does your sermon start so I can set it to record?”

Religion, at its best, is meant to help us put the rest of life into its proper perspective.

And so, this morning, I want to draw upon our religious tradition to bring wisdom to bear on the

current round of presidential politics.  I want to return to the Bible, to the narratives of the

Israelite monarchy and the laws that governed it, to gain perspective in this time of turmoil.

For when we look there, we find four timeless values.  One, that we should exercise skepticism,

good critical judgment in evaluating our leaders and our institutions.  Two, that leadership is about

service to others and to a higher mission.  Three, that good leaders are knowledgeable in that

mission and the laws that guide it.  And four, that good leaders create a culture of dignity in which

people can flourish.1

Political Leadership In The Tanakh (Bible)

Let’s travel back to the late 11th century BCE.  It’s after the Exodus from Egypt and a Pharaoh who

enslaved others for his personal glory.  Our ancestors have settled in the land of Israel. They say

to their leader, the prophet Samuel: “Give us a king, to govern us like all the other nations.” 2  They

want someone to unify them politically.  They want to be like everyone else around them.  They are

weak and they want to feel strong.  Out of that weakness they demand a savior.

The problem is: God is their king.  God brought them out of Egypt, God constituted them as a

nation, God gave them their laws and the land of Israel in which to settle.  They’re not meant to be

like everyone around them.  They are meant to be guided by a transcendent truth.

Samuel is disturbed by this.  So is God.  But God is magnanimous: “Go ahead, Samuel; they’re

rejecting Me, not you.  Give them what they want - but warn them: human kings will conscript their

sons into his army and to work his fields; steal their daughters as perfumers, cooks and bakers;

seize the choicest of their fields and demand high taxes.  They will feed their own egos, build

their own wealth, eventually serve neither God nor their people.”

Samuel warns the people.  They want a king nevertheless.  He anoints Saul and the monarchy is

born, framed by skepticism and destined to fail as all human endeavors must.  Against the ideal of

a divine king and a higher law, all human rulers will fall short.

Now this narrative was written hundreds of years after Samuel anointed Saul as the first king,

with the benefit of hindsight.  What had happened for the writers to draw this conclusion?

 

To answer that, let’s just look at two of the kings - the best known and the most successful.  David
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and Solomon. The author shows them as complex men of great power and great appetites, who led

the nation but did not in all instances serve God and the people.

David unifies the country; establishes Jerusalem as the capital; brings the Ark of the Covenant

there to build God’s Temple around it.  Victorious warrior, musician, and writer of the Psalms, 

David is the king whose descendants will reign forever.  The Messiah, deliverer of Israel, will be

his descendant.3 

But David’s reign is not a unilateral success.  David may not build the Temple; there is too much

blood on his hands.  David seduces Batsheva after seeing her sunbathing on a nearby roof, and then

sends her husband, Uriah the soldier, to the front where he would undoubtedly be killed - as he

was.  David is condemned and as punishment violence plagues his house.

Solomon, succeeds him.4  He enlarges the kingdom, establishes peace with his neighbors and builds

the holy Temple.  In Western Civilization he is known as the wisest man ever to live.

But there are great failures.  Solomon amasses tremendous wealth; takes seven hundred foreign,

idolatrous wives and three hundred concubines.  To build the Temple, he forces labor upon virtually

all of the native people of the land as well as many Israelites.  Likewise, he imposes onerous taxes

that were inequitably assessed and that impoverished many.5

After Solomon: the conduct of one king after another spirals downward.  Eventually, God punishes

the nation until finally it is decimated by its enemies.

Our authors saw clearly: human leadership always is finite and flawed, often self-serving and self-

aggrandizing.  When human kings don’t subordinate their own vision to God, to the nation, to the

people they serve - to a higher vision of a just and compassionate society - the nation ends up in

ruins.  Laws and limits must be established and human leadership watched and assessed carefully.

The biblical writers wrote a new book, Deuteronomy.  They made it the end of the Torah.  There

Moses speaks on God’s behalf. 

He instructs: if you decide you want a king like all the other nations, ok, you’re free to do so - but

with the following conditions:6

1. He must be an Israelite chosen by God.

2. He shouldn’t buy many horses, nor should he send people to Egypt to buy them because God

has warned them: “You must not go back that way again.”

3. He shouldn’t take many wives, lest his heart go astray - namely, that he begin to worship

their idols instead of God.

4. He should not amass silver and gold to excess.

5. Finally, he should keep a copy of the Torah at his throne and he should read it continually,

so that he respects God and obeys God’s laws.

If he does these things, the narrator says, he will not act haughtily towards his fellows nor

deviate from his higher mission.
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Those ancient authors permitted a monarchy but circumscribed it with laws such that it was

distinct from other human monarchies.  Where in other cultures the king was a god, or the

spokesman for a god, in Israelite culture the king was subservient to God.

Biblical Values for Today

There are vast differences, of course, between the biblical world and our world today.  We have

presidents, not kings.  They’re chosen democratically and not by God.  We’re governed by a

constitution and not the Bible.

So you might rightly ask: can we learn anything from this ancient text?

And my answer: we can gain perspective on our own times because there are timeless values here

for us to consider.  

I want to return to those laws of Deuteronomy to articulate four values for your consideration.

First Biblical value: skepticism towards all candidates.  And skepticism towards political

institutions.  Just as the Bible demonstrated deep skepticism towards the monarchy and individual

kings, we should look at government and our governmental leaders with a strongly critical eye.

Nothing is perfect.  No one is divine.  Of course there will be failure.  There is no savior.  Whether

Barack Obama or Ronald Reagan or John F. Kennedy - there is no one who will transform humanity

into something better than it is.  The world will not change.  

Skepticism is wary  - of falling for charismatic figures, and longing for charisma  when it’s not

there. 

Skepticism is wary - of candidates who promise the moon and say they will solve everything.  

Skepticism is wary - of candidates who manipulate through demagoguery, fear-mongering, and

scapegoating.

Skepticism.  But not cynicism.  To be thoughtful, and a touch detached, is to exercise critical

judgment and responsibility.  Cynicism, though, surrenders responsibility and substitutes

indiscriminate judgment. The belief that no candidate is better than another, that politics are so

awful that we can’t bear to listen, that every politician is corrupt and self-serving - is simply

irresponsible.   If you scratch the surface, there’s our own touch of arrogance underlying the

cynicism.

Yes, we may be fatigued by all we hear and see - even disgusted - but that doesn’t justify

withdrawal.  In a democracy - especially in a democracy - that is a luxury that we cannot afford. 
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We get not necessarily what we deserve but we’ll get certainly what we’ll tolerate.  Media that

focus on stupid things.  Candidates who don’t answer questions.  A series of “gotcha

condemnations” rather than a direct response to people’s questions and a thoughtful,

knowledgeable, intelligent addressing of the issues.

We ought to be outraged, but not cynical.

The next time you feel like bellyaching about the candidates, though, ask yourself what you did to

make politics better.  A democracy is built on the necessity of citizen participation.

Cynicism opts out.  Skepticism engages and demands something better.

Second Biblical concept: service comes first.  Nation, God and countrymen.  Not yourself.  Not your

ego.  Not self-glorification.  Not self-aggrandizement.  Don’t amass horses and gold and silver. 

Taking the presidency is not about what the country can do for you but what you, as a leader, must

do for the country and its people.

Keep your mission clear: it is to serve others.  And the danger, if you don’t, is haughtiness, and

arrogance and the belief that the nation is there to serve you.  Humility is a virtue.

Hence, the third teaching: keep the truth nearby.  The king was required to have written a Torah

scroll and to study from it regularly.  The President ought to know the Constitution, the laws of

the land, the Bill of Rights - to understand them and to govern from them.

And by the way: this learning of Torah was not the king’s responsibility alone.  Every Israelite was

to do so.  In other words, the king lived under the same expectations as the people and was to be a

model for the people.

Fourth, the king was not to take the people back to Egypt.  

What does that mean.  What is that about?  

Well, it’s most likely not to be read literally.  After all, how and why would a king try to move his

entire nation to another country?  And how would the people let him?

Rather, this should be read metaphorically.

What was Egypt?  It was a place of enslavement.  Egypt - Mitzrayim in Hebrew, the place of

constriction - was a culture that worshiped the king.  It was a society of human degradation, not

dignity.  It was a community that took better care of people in death than in life.

Don’t go back there, our authors warn.  You did not leave Egypt simply to replicate it in another

locale.  Rather, create a culture of respect and dignity for the members of the nation.  Create the

means by which everyone can live a dignified life.
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There are many other criteria I could add to this brief list: integrity; discernment; self-control;

vision; knowledge; wisdom.  Maturity.  An ability to see grey, not only black and white.  But our time

is short.

Let me say this.  There is no crisis here.  There are critical, terrible, painful, divisive issues - but

there is no crisis.  The nation is not falling apart.  America’s status in the world is not in a free-

fall.  Our country is not in danger of a civil war.  The economy is not in the tanks.  Could the

situation be better in all of those ways?  Of course.  But it is a far cry from here to a crisis

situation.  We elect not from a position of weakness but in the midst of relative strength.

Yes, there are serious issues.  The next president must address them and do so constructively: 

< the racism that still is endemic; 

< the dislocation of workers

< a health care system that does not yet work well enough for enough of the people

< the changing complexion of America as the diversity of cultures and ethnicities continues

to grow and replace the old, white Anglo-Saxon Protestant domination

< the status of immigrants here at home; 

< the safety of refugees around the world; 

< the warming of the environment and the threats that poses; 

< Russian aggression and expansion; 

< the danger that ISIS threatens to the West; 

< the continued thrust of Iran for domination of the Middle East; 

< the exit of Great Britain from the EU and the continuing strength our European allies; 

< the emerging strength and challenge of China and other nations in the Pacific Rim; 

< the bluster and danger of North Korea; 

< the almost invisible but pandemic proportions of human trafficking; 

< and on and on and on. 

Who is suited to address these?  Not solve, but address.  Not eliminate, but manage. That is the

question of the hour.

Before I conclude: if those of you who identify politically to the left heard a critique of Mr. Trump

this morning, I’m glad.  And if those of you who identify politically to the right heard a critique of

Secretary Clinton, I’m also glad.  That’s my job.  From the pulpit, I am not partisan.  As a religious

person, my commitment is always to moral values and high ideals - and then judging candidates as

they measure up to them. I know for whom I will vote in the presidential election.  I hope that my

words today will help you in your own reflection.

Conclusion

Let’s return to the beginning of our story.  Now settled in the land and viewing the other nations

around them, our Biblical ancestors craved a human leader who would rule over them and lead them. 

They saw only the benefits - but not the dangers.
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1.   For a thoughtful, insightful and brief treatment of many of these themes, see Rabbi Shai Held,

“ Give the People (Only Some of) What They Want: Deuteronomy and the King.”  

2.   I Samuel 8:4-22.

3.   For David’s story, read I Samuel 16:6 - I Kings 2:11.

4.   For Solomon’s story, read I Kings 1:1 - 11:43.

5.  For a brief, easy-to-read scholarly treatment:

https://claudemariottini.com/2014/02/18/forced-labor-under-solomon/ 

6.   Deuteronomy 17:14-20.

Many years later - after suffering under the reigns of human kings who often used their office to

magnify themselves and build their own riches, who were not committed to their nation and its

people and the mission to which they had pledged themselves - the biblical authors reflected on

this failure and drew conclusions.  In the book of Deuteronomy and the narratives of Samuel and

Kings, they bequeathed their painful conclusions to us.

Be skeptical.  But not cynical.  Think critically.  Don’t opt out.

Beware of those who aspire to lead but show more concern for themselves than their people, their

nation, their mission.

Make sure that they keep the truth, the law, nearby and use it to guide their course.

And remember: when they see themselves as part of the people - and not above it - they might

have the humility required to build a culture that celebrates and supports human dignity.

Tzom kal - I hope you have an easy fast.

Endnotes:
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