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Dear Friends and Colleagues,
I'm giving over my column this month to an op-ed I published this week in The
Jewish Week. As always, I welcome your thoughts and responses.
Best,
Aaron
---

Strengthening American Democracy Is In Our Interest
Only 25 percent of American Millennials express
confidence in our democracy. How can we change this?
As Americans and Jews, and particularly as American Jews, we’re living in an
unprecedented cultural and political moment. Myriad debates are raging on the
policy front: tax policy, trade, immigration, criminal justice, public education,
environmental protections, health care, affirmative action, to name just a few.
These are issues about which reasonable people can and do disagree, and
many of us would find ourselves arguing with similar passion and fervor under a
President Rubio, a President Clinton, or a President Christie. At the same time,
many on the Left and Right concur that deepening cracks in our democracy
transcend these policy debates and represent a genuinely existential threat to

America.
By now, many of the statistics are well-known:
Just 20% of Americans say they can trust the government in Washington
to do what is right most or all of the time. [Pew	
  Research	
  Center]
Only 25% of American Millennials express confidence in the democratic
system. [The	
  Center	
  for	
  Informa5on	
  &	
  Research	
  on	
  Civic	
  Learning	
  and	
  Engagement]
And perhaps most alarmingly, 32% of Americans—up from 24% just two
decades ago—believe that it would be better to have “a strong leader who
does not have to bother with parliament and elections. [Journal	
  of	
  Democracy]

As Americans, we should be gravely concerned about these phenomena. As
Timothy Snyder writes in his 2017 treatise On Tyranny, "The Founding Fathers
tried to protect us from the threat they knew, the tyranny that overcame ancient
democracy. Today, our political order faces new threats, not unlike the
totalitarianism of the twentieth century. We are no wiser than the Europeans
who saw democracy yield to fascism, Nazism, or communism. Our one
advantage is that we might learn from their experience."
As American Jews, we have even more at stake. Our vibrant American
Judaism is a unique historical phenomenon—distinct from 18th century Polish
Judaism or 15th Century Spanish Judaism or 21st Century Israeli Judaism—
that represents a hybrid of “Jewish tradition and culture” and the “tradition and
culture of American democracy.” As Louis Brandeis wrote in words that ring as
true today as they did in 1916, "The Jewish spirit, the product of our religion
and experiences, is essentially modern and essentially American. Not since the
destruction of the Temple have the Jews in spirit and in ideals been so fully in
harmony with the noblest aspirations of the country in which they lived.
America’s fundamental law seeks to make real the brotherhood of man. That
brotherhood became the Jewish fundamental law more than twenty-five
hundred years ago."
Whether one accepts Brandeis’s argument that Judaism and Americanism are
integrally aligned, American Judaism has evolved as an organic synthesis of
both. Robust American democracy is as much a necessary precondition of—
and enabling environment for—American Judaism as thriving Jewish life is. And

it’s not something we can take for granted, not least because history has shown
us what too often happens when democracies destabilize.
While some early 20th Century Jewish institutions—American Jewish
Congress, American Jewish Committee, and others—saw the sustenance of
American democracy as an essential part of the Jewish community’s work, the
last several decades have seen that commitment erode as Jewish priorities
have become simultaneously more parochial and more global. This is a
moment to revisit that commitment and to re-engage in collective Jewish
communal action in support of American democracy and in response to the
forces challenging it.
There are many arenas in which this work must be taken up: defending the
freedom of the press, protecting judicial independence, ensuring the rule of law,
sustaining voter rights. Equally importantly, we need to bolster—directly and
explicitly—our children’s understanding of and commitment to American
democracy over the long-term. Comprehensive civics education is a piece of
that puzzle, and educating for responsible American citizenship should be
embraced as an essential pillar of American Jewish education.
In partnership with The Jewish Education Project, we at Lippman Kanfer
Foundation for Living Torah are producing this year’s Jewish Futures
Conference on the topic, “For Which It Stands: How Can Jewish Civics
Education Strengthen American Democracy?” in an effort to put support for
American democracy squarely on the Jewish community’s educational agenda.
Like Justice Sandra Day O’Connor, we believe that, “The practice of democracy
is not passed down through the gene pool. It must be taught and learned anew
by each generation of citizens.”
As Dr. Jonathan Woocher (z”l)—my predecessor at Lippman Kanfer Foundation
for Living Torah—wrote in his seminal book Sacred Survival: The Civil Religion
of American Jews, “America has been good to the Jews, making possible
unprecedented achievement and success. In turn, Jews owe America not only
their loyalty, but their active engagement in the process of America’s selfrealization.”
This is a moment in which, to riff a bit on Pirke Avot, we can and must be both
for ourselves and for this great country to ensure that it lives up to its highest

ideals for us and for all its citizens.

THERE'S STILL TIME TO JOIN US
Wednesday, December 13 | 9:30 AM - 3:00 PM
NYU Kimmel Center | 60 Washington Square Park
South
What is the Jewish responsibility to support the civic values of the United States of
America?
REGISTER NOW

Presented by The Jewish Education Project and
Lippman Kanfer Foundation for Living Torah

LEARNING
Lying Fallow
Jewish Learning and Farewell from Rabbi Lee Moore, Director of Jewish and
Organizational Learning
In just a few weeks I’ll step away from my role at Lippman Kanfer Foundation for
Living Torah. After seven years of service to this organization I care so deeply for, I
know I have given what I can to our common cause and, like a field that has grown
depleted, I seek a recharge of nutrients that comes from doing less instead of doing
more.
I’m inspired more by the biblical frame of shmitah, a year of letting agricultural land
lay fallow and forgiveness of debts, than that of shabbat when considering a ‘periodof-time-away-from-working’ that sometimes is called ‘sabbatical.’ In the same way a
field naturally and significantly regenerates when simply let be, we too naturally
regenerate from rest. I see this as a beautiful indicator of the way the Divine works in
the world. Take a living system, let it be, and then watch it grow. From where does
that new life come? It’s almost like a koan that points us toward understanding the
nature of how creation functions and how we function as part of creation.
It’s unusual and some might say a luxury to be in my position – with no partner, no
children, no elders to care for – to take such a stretch of time without working
income. It’s not that others don’t long for this. Upon hearing my choice, colleagues
I’ve shared my decision with have – almost instantly – become wistful with desire in a
way I often don’t see in our workplaces. On the one hand, this is absolutely a luxury.
On another the idea of not working for a stretch is so very counter-cultural; our sense
of self-worth so very wrapped up in our roles; our compulsion to do, change, fix so
engrained … that it feels important from time to time to take a good look at those
impulses and ask ourselves – what is time for? It can be easy to hide behind our
work ethic and capitalist frames to justify not taking the time we really need to
recharge. All living systems need this, as we learn from our teachings on shmitah.
The Talmudic tractate Kiddushin, when referring to the Jewish marital idea of a
woman becoming ‘acquired,’ compares said acquisition with that of acquiring a field.
At first blush, this sounds objectifying at best, certainly offensive to many. Still, I am
inspired by the poetry of it that links ‘person’ and ‘field’ -- both complex systems. If
one were to ‘acquire’ either, it would carry with it immense responsibility and be very

different from other kinds of transactions. While some find the entire business
misogynist I like to think of myself as a tract of land, containing many layers of life
that, like a tree-line or garden or riverbed, at different stages grow in different ways
and need different kinds of nourishment. The one style of nourishment I know they all
can benefit from is to lie fallow, create space, return to a rhythm that (as my teacher
Rabbi Nehemia Polen describes it) was set in motion along with the rest of creation:
at a pace of 1-2-3-4-5-6-pause.

When you were in need, who was present for you?
Sh'ma Now looks at LEVAYA - accompanying those in need.

SHARING
We appreciated this essay on Functional Judaism by our recent SolutionsLab
participant Beth Finger, a 2016 semi-finalist of the Lippman Kanfer Prize for Applied
Jewish Wisdom.
This ELI Talks video from Miriam Udel is a great case study of the complexity of our
wisdom traditions and heritage - Yiddish literature is so much more than texts.
Reminder: the Bronfman Fellowship is open for applications, now through January
4th. The highlight is a five week, all-expenses-paid Summer Fellowship for
teenagers in Israel that includes thought-provoking study with high-caliber educators
and a broad range of traditional and contemporary Jewish texts - and exceptional
example of applied Jewish wisdom in practice.

We read and re-read this op-ed by Stosh Cotler of Bend the Arc.
Looking for some extra art in your life at this time of year? If you're in Israel and don't
already have plans, maybe think about going to the Jerusalem Youth Chorus'
Christmas Eve Concert. Otherwise, while they're sure to release a 2017 Hanukkah
video any day now, it's hard to beat last year's Hamilton adaptation from the
Maccabeats.

What else should we be sharing?
Click here to send us your recommendations!
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