Owning our own Voice

Yesterday, on October 1st 2025, there was a bright red banner on the top of the hud.gov
website that read, “The Radical Left in Congress shut down the government. HUD will use
available resources to help Americans in need.” This is a Federal Government Website: United
States Department of Housing and Urban Development.

Yom Kippur is the day when we strip away illusions. We stop pretending. We confess where we
have failed. And one of our failures—especially for religious liberals—is that we too often
hesitate to speak with moral clarity.

We pride ourselves on listening, on seeing complexity, on acknowledging multiple perspectives.
These are virtues. But Yom Kippur reminds us that virtues can become vices when taken too far.
When it comes to speaking out against injustice, sometimes complexity becomes an excuse for
paralysis. Sometimes humility masks our fear of speaking clearly. It robs us of the courage to
say, with moral conviction: This is wrong. Enough is enough.

In every generation, there are moments that call us to take a stand.

In the 19th century, American rabbis faced the issue of slavery. Some hedged to keep their
congregations comfortable. But Rabbi David Einhorn of Baltimore declared from his pulpit:
slavery was incompatible with Torah. “How can it be,” he preached against colleagues —
including rabbis — who spoke in support of the practice of enslavement, “that [Jews] who for
thousands of years were persecuted and enslaved... should be defenders of the most
ignominious institution of slavery and enemies of freedom? People whose brothers and
relatives in many German or non-German states of the Old World even today have to agitate
and petition for their own emancipation expose themselves here as fanatical apologists of
Negro slavery!”

In 1861, in response to his advocacy, a confederate lynch mob targeted Einhorn, burned down
his printing press, and forced him to flee for his life to Philadelphia. Samuel Isaacs, the editor of
the publication “the Jewish Messenger of New York”, castigated him: “It seems he has been
mistaking his vocation, and making the pulpit the vehicle for political invective. . .. We
commend his fate to others, who feel inclined to take similar course. A minister has enough to
do, if he devotes himself to the welfare of his flock. . . . Let Dr. E’s fate be a warning.” Rabbi
Einhorn never lost his conscience. He showed us that Judaism is not about comfort. It is about
courage.

Joachim Printz was a German-born rabbi who, as a young man, served a congregation in Berlin,
at which he was vocal against the rise of Hitler and the Nazi party. After being expelled from
Germany in 1937, Rabbi Printz came to the United States and, in addition to serving his
congregation in Newark, NJ, he became one of the central clergy active in the Civil Rights
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movement. At 1963 March on Washington, addressed the crowd saying, “When | was the rabbi
of the Jewish community in Berlin under the Hitler regime, | learned many things. The most
important thing that | learned under those tragic circumstances was that bigotry and hatred are
not ‘the most urgent problem. The most urgent, the most disgraceful, the most shameful and
the most tragic problem is silence. A great people which had created a great civilization had
become a nation of silent onlookers. They remained silent in the face of hate, in the face of
brutality and in the face of mass murder.” He was the speaker immediately before Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr., who also preached a sermon that day — its title was, “I Have a Dream.”

In the same generation, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel could have stayed in the ivory tower of
academia, as a professor at the Jewish Theological Seminary. Instead, as we all very well know,
he marched in Selma with Dr. King, and when questioned by his colleagues about his willingness
to do this, though it would certainly mean “violating Shabbat,” he responded that he “felt his
feet were praying.”

Perhaps less well known is his Peace Work during the Vietnam War. In response to the military
trial of a US Army captain who was convicted of the murder of civilians (including families), he
wrote, “To whitewash our deeds simply by maintaining our innocence is to defy God, who hears
the cry of the guiltless killed in Vietnam. Jeremiah expressed it (2:14-15): “On your shirt is
found the life-blood of guiltless poor. Yet in spite of all these things, you say: ‘l am innocent.

”nm

Behold I will bring you to judgment for saying: ‘l have not sinned.” To offer easy forgiveness
would be not only self-complacency but self-abasement. Easy forgiveness implies that an
individual who has shot and killed men, women, and children is devoid of responsibility. Yet the
individual’s moral responsibility is the heart of the dignity of man. At a time of increasing
dehumanization and mechanization of human existence, such an attitude would be a mortal

blow to the humanity of man.”

In his 1973 essay, “Reasons for my Involvement in the Peace Movement,” Rabbi Heschel writes,
“the war in Vietnam by its very nature was a war that could not be waged according to the
international law to which America is committed, which protects civilians from being killed by
military forces. | very early discovered that large numbers of innocent civilians were being killed
by the indiscriminate bombing and shooting of our own military forces, that numerous war
crimes were being committed, that the very fabric of Viethamese society was being destroyed,
traditions desecrated, and honored ways of living defiled. Such discoveries revealed the war as
being exceedingly unjust. As a result, my concern to stop the war became a central religious
concern.”

“Although Jewish tradition enjoins our people to obey scrupulously the decrees issued by the
government of the land, whenever a decree is unambiguously immoral, one nevertheless has a
duty to disobey it. When President Johnson expressed to veterans his consternation at the fact
that so many citizens protested against his decisions in Vietnam, in spite of his authority as
President and the vast amount of information at his disposal, | responded... that when the Lord

—page 2 —
Rabbi Alanna Sklover | Yom Kippur 5785



was considering destroying Sodom and Gomorrah, Abraham did not hesitate to challenge the
Lord’s judgment and to carry on an argument with Him whether His decision was just. Can it be
that the Judge of the entire universe would fail to act justly? For all the majesty of the office of
the President of the United States, he cannot claim greater majesty than God Himself.”

Indeed: In every generation, there are moments that call us to take a stand. | believe that NOW
is one of these moments.

At the end of March — though it feels so much longer than 6 months ago — as | watched Senator
Cory Booker’s historic, record-breaking 25 hour and 5 minute speech (ironically, about the same
length as the holiday of Yom Kippur!), | wrote myself a note. | literally wrote, “Cory Booker is
giving all of our high holiday sermon this year! “Redeem the dream, excite the moral
conscience of America. [Our current administration] wants to pit us against ourselves, wants to
make us afraid, so much so that we are willing to violate another’s fundamental rights.”

And how right he is:

We see immigrants—men, women, children—detained without due process, families ripped
apart, people deported to danger and death. And too often, even though the Torah teaches 36
times that we may not oppress the stranger, and even that we know the heart of the stranger,
for we were strangers in the land of Egypt, we remain silent.

We see our transgender siblings—people made b’tzelem Elohim, in the image of God—targeted
by laws that strip away healthcare, dignity, even the right to exist safely in public. And too often,
we remain silent.

Voting rights being targeted.

The dismantling of environmental regulation.

Public Health initiatives and vaccination programs being gutted.
Defunding of educational supports and disability services.

The deployment of Military personnel on the streets of Washington, DC, Los Angeles, Chicago,
Portland.

| could keep going...

And these are all domestic issues. | haven’t even mentioned the tactics employed by the Israeli
Government in it’s war in Gaza — though | would imagine that Rabbi Heschel (himself a Zionist
for sure!) would have a few choice things to say about that.

In light of all of this, How can we stay quiet?

We who know our people’s history of exile, of being told we did not belong. We who know our
people’s history of being targeted for who we are. We cannot stand silent while immigrants are
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imprisoned and while trans people are demonized. While our current President and his
administration paint Pro-Democracy groups and groups who stand against Fascism as enemies
of the state and threats to American safety, identity and security.

But too often, liberal people of faith hesitate to frame the discourse using this kind of moral
language or to speak through the lens of our religious traditions. But Yom Kippur does not call
us to be polite or demure. It calls us to be brave. To hold a mirror up to ourselves, our lives, our
choices and take a long, hard look — and to be truthful about what we see.

The Talmud teaches: Whoever can protest against wrongdoing in their household and does
not—is held responsible. Whoever can protest against wrongdoing in their city and does not—is
held responsible. Whoever can protest against wrongdoing in the world and does not—is held
responsible. (Shabbat 54b)

Silence is complicity. Outrage is a religious obligation.

So let us leave this day not only confessing our sins, but ready to confront the sins of the world.
Let us not be afraid of being called “too political”, or radical, or naive. Let us be afraid only of
silence.

On this Yom Kippur, may our moral outrage itself be a form of holiness. May it shake us awake.
May it move us to act. And may it sanctify God’s name in a world that desperately needs it.

G’mar chatimah tovah.

—paged -
Rabbi Alanna Sklover | Yom Kippur 5785



