The Bully Pulpit:

Several Catholic Bishops in
America made the headlines when
they announced that they would
not provide the sacrament of the
Eucharist (communion) to Catholic
public officials who vote to support
abortion rights.

I’'m all for clergy — especially
Conservative rabbis — using the
aptly-named bully pulpit to wield
political power, but I am not quite
sure how we could implement a
comparable sanction in the Jewish
world. I do not believe that deny-
ing Senator Lieberman the rite of
single malt Scotch whiskey at gid-
dush unless he votes according to
our instructions will work. As far
as I can tell, Joe is a man of prin-
ciple, and besides, he seems to be
able to get along with the blended
Scotch, or even the Manischewitz
Concord (which, coincidentally,
is the same wine used by many
churches).

Although there are important views
widely held by the Jewish People,
it would be difficult to pick out one
single issue that we can claim as
fundamental and universally held.
“Support of Israel” comes close,
but we have a very broad range of
opinions as to what this “support”
actually means. While our Rabbin-
ical Assembly does issue little-read
resolutions on questions of public
policy, we are neither hierarchical
nor centralized, as is the Catholic
Church. The Chancellor can say
whatever he wants, and we can
agree or disagree. The Law Com-
mittee can issue teshuvot (legal
determinations), and we can adhere
to them or not. I have never heard
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of any synagogue being expelled
from the United Synagogue for any
policy violation, except failure to
pay dues.

Our religious heritage, as docu-
mented by the Mishna and other
rabbinic texts, endorses the values
of free speech, intellectual integrity
and democracy. Individual sages
were allowed to teach whatever
they actually believed, even if

it was not in keeping with the
majority’s view. The sages could
speak their minds and vote their
consciences.

It is true that the State of Israel has
an official “Chief Rabbinate” (actu-
ally, two official Chief Rabbinates)
whose determinations on every-
thing from conversion to kashrut
are “government endorsed.” But
that institution is scorned by all ex-
cept the functionaries who feed at
the public trough. The government
rabbinate is a relic of Ottoman rule
in Palestine and has no religious
basis or legitimacy among the Jew-
ish People.

There are no “sacraments” in Jew-
ish life, at least in the way Catho-
lics think about them. Don’t tell
anyone, but you don’t really need
a rabbi to become a bar- or bat-
mitzva, get married or divorced, or
have a funeral. It may be desir-
able to have rabbinic guidance and
supervision, but there are really

no special “powers” a rabbi has
other than the endorsement of some
rabbinical school attesting to the
rabbi’s training. The Cemetery
Association may require (for good
reasons) that a rabbi officiate at a

funeral, but there is no such require-
ment in Jewish law or tradition. In con-
trast, Church doctrine has it that there
is no communion or sacrament without
the authorized Church official.

The Jewish world is not prepared to
make that kind of a claim on a diverse
civil society. In general, we hold that
the mitzvot apply to the Jewish People
but, with a handful of exceptions, we
are not to impose them on the rest of
humanity. Hunting is illegal in Jewish
law, but there is nothing in our law
that prohibits non-Jews from game
hunting or that impels us to try to stop
them. Eating bacon is prohibited for
Jews, but there is nothing immoral or
wrong about non-Jews eating it (current
medical advice and PETA radicalism
notwithstanding).

We must confess that some sages
believed that a prohibition on abor-
tion is one of those few rules (such as
the prohibition on murder) that we as
Jews should impose on others. But
even if we hold that view, we must see
“abortion” in the context of a larger set
of social conditions and weigh it with
other values. If one really wants to
stop abortions, then it is necessary to
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look at the underlying matrix of is-
sues including unwanted pregnancy,
birth control, access to medical
services and education, and women’s
social and economic status. Abor-
tion cannot be a “stand alone” or
“single” question. If you are really
against abortion, can you vote against
the “morning after” pill? Reason-
able people (although not doctors)
disagree.

At the level of actual legislation, it is
not always clear what the relationship
is between our values and a particular
bill. A vote for or against a bill does
not simply mean that a legislator is
“for” or “against” anything. Some-
times conscientious legislators vote
against a bill that is poorly written or
unworkable even though they may
support the bill’s goals. Sometimes
legislators compromise on a “pack-
age” of issues, or support a bill that is
not optimal because it is just the best
that they think is attainable. It is not
fair to oversimplify the process — do-
ing so is itself a poor way to influ-
ence public policy.

I do think clergy can, and should,
play a significant role in the develop-
ment of public policy, and that our
religious values should inform our
positions on civil questions. The
Bishop’s attempt seems clumsy, but
who am I to comment on internal
Church issues. Their approach
would have no chance of success in
our setting.
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