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WHY DEMOCRACY MATTERS

I have never before begun my remarks with a pre-sermon caution, but there is a
first time for everything. What you’re about to hear is not the sermon I imagined
giving when I began thinking about my final Yom Kippur morning as rabbi at
TBA. It is not a sermon that even in my most dystopian nightmares I ever
imagined needing to give. I hope that as many of you as are able will participate in
the discussion about it this afternoon.

I have spoken several times during past High Holydays about the intersection of
religion and politics. Any religion that speaks, as Judaism frequently does, to the
values expected of their community and their leaders, cannot help but touch on the
political. Like it or not, religion is a powerful force in the public arena. There have
been many moments in American history when religious voices have been at the
forefront in addressing national problems. The prophets of ancient Israel are
remembered and admired for their strength and courage in speaking truth to power.
From its inception Judaism has always taught that faith and justice are intertwined.
I believe that we are living in a moment when the participation of religious voices
in the national conversation is a moral obligation.

In large part because of this moment in history, my summer reading consisted of
working my way through three difficult books. The first was William Shirer’s
classic, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, published in 1960. The second was
Madeline Albright’s, Fascism: A Warning, published in 2018. Something these
two books share is the advantage of hindsight in detailing how populism
encourages autocracy. It’s easier to explain why something happened after the fact.

In that regard, the third book I read is different. Marc Saperstein’s, Agony in the
Pulpit: Jewish Preaching in Response to Nazi Persecution from 1933-1945 is a
collection of sermons that were being delivered in the moment, as the events were
occurring, from the ascension of the Nazi party in 1933 until the end of World War
II. T chose it because I was trying to understand what German Jews knew in real
time as Nazism became more entrenched. I was initially disappointed to find that
most of the sermons in the collection are from American and British rabbis, with
only a handful from German rabbis.

Saperstein accounts for the lack of sermons from Germany in the collection by
explaining that, from the moment Hitler came to power in 1933, German rabbis
were required to submit their weekly or holiday sermons in advance for vetting by



the Gestapo. In addition, from that moment on at every service in every synagogue
in Germany, there was always a Gestapo agent sitting in the front row to ensure
that nothing derogatory about the Nazi regime was uttered from the pulpit. So
even in cases where these sermons survived to be read today, they shed no light on
what German Jews were really thinking. The only exceptions were a few sermons
delivered at Purim or Passover. Some German rabbis managed to deliver sermons
about Haman and Pharaoh in such a way that the Gestapo agent only heard a
biblical story while the congregation received the hidden message of the parallels
with Hitler. It sounds clever; we outsmarted the Gestapo. But it was very
dangerous, and more than one rabbi who went too far was arrested and “re-
educated.”

We do however have another sermonic source for what Germans in general and
German Jews in particular were thinking in those years. Throughout the 1930’s and
up until America entered the war, some American rabbis made several trips to
Germany. When they came home, they spoke and wrote about what they had seen.
Sermons from the early and mid-1930’s show that even after Hitler became
Chancellor, some Jews in both Germany and America held out hope that he could
be negotiated with. This was all happening just fifteen years after the end of the
Great War, the war to end all wars. Many Americans of all faiths were anti-
intervention, and had no stomach for more international conflict.

But as I read through the sermons in Agony in the Pulpit one thing became
shockingly clear. Though many Jews simply refused to believe what was coming,
it is clear from what was being said in these sermons that by 1933, and probably
earlier than that, everyone knew what was coming. Everyone already knew what
Hitler was planning to do to the Jews of Germany. It was not something that only
came to light slowly over time. It was not something that surprised anyone who
had been paying attention. Everyone knew what Hitler was planning to do, and
how he planned to do it because in 1927 he had published Mein Kampf. It is
sometimes described as an autobiography, but in reality, it is mostly a playbook.
Volume One outlined what he intended to do and why, and Volume Two detailed
how he would do it. The nightmare vision which he described in that playbook of
a Germany that was Juden-rein - Jew free - largely came to pass. As Eli Wiesel
later wrote, “Hitler is the only one who kept his promises, all his promises, to the
Jewish people.”



It is thus more than a little frightening to note that the current administration is
also following a detailed playbook, one which is available for anyone to read.
Published by the Heritage Foundation, it is generally referred to as Project 2025.
The actual policy document is a 923-page action manual called Mandate for
Leadership: The Conservative Promise. I’ve read quite a bit of it, and personally
found its policy provisions repugnant. But before I go any further, I want to be
crystal clear. It is not Mein Kampf. There is no call in Mandate for Leadership for
anything resembling death camps. 1 am not in any way suggesting or even hinting
that this is what the Heritage Foundation has planned. That is not the danger that
we are facing. Frankly I think the detailed vision it lays out is terrifying enough
without them. Put simply, it is a populist vision of a country divided between us
and them.

I began thinking about the 1930’s nearly ten years ago as populism began to
spread around the globe once again. Hitler’s Germany and Mussolini’s Italy are
the most cited cases of populist autocracies. Jan Warner-Muller, in his book, “What
is Populism?” says that populism conceives of society as separated into two
antagonistic groups: “the people” and “the other.” Populists are anti-elite and anti-
pluralist. When they are in the opposition, they see their political rivals as immoral
elites. When they are in power, they do not recognize any legitimate opposition.
They are “the people”, righteous and morally pure. Anyone who does not support
them is illegitimate, and automatically belongs to “the other.” Muller concludes
his definition by saying that populism is an exclusionary form of identity politics
that tends to threaten the very notion of democracy.

If you want to see in detail the America that the Heritage Foundation advocates,
and the Trump administration is pursuing, you can go to their website and
download the PDF for free. It includes everything from reestablishing
“traditional” family values, which with the most optimistic interpretation means a
return to Father Knows Best, to ridding the military of anyone who is gay or trans,
and anyone who does not have all the physical capabilities of men. Translation —
no women. It gives control of public education exclusively to parents, ends all
vaccine mandates and eliminates Medicaid. That’s all in the first few pages.

I can sadly say with confidence that some of the policies, if implemented, will
almost certainly lead to increased mortality, especially those policies related to a
woman'’s right to choose, to the LGBT community, to vaccinations and to those



who depend on the national safety net for food and medicine. But that is not the
same thing as death camps.

Much more to the point, like the Jews of 1933, Americans in 2025 should be
under no delusion that this administration will not do everything it can to carry out
the Heritage Foundation playbook. All of its actions to date are faithfully
following the script.

The ultimate threat to American democracy, however, is the constitutional
theory underlying the entire project. The “unitary executive theory” holds that
everything that falls under the Executive Branch in our constitution is subject to
the full and unchecked control of the President. This covers all Federal employees
except those directly under the supervision of the legislative or judicial branch.
Among many others it includes all federal prosecutors, administrative law judges
and the entire civil service, as well as all members of the military. Those who
support this theory say it means that all of those employees serve at the pleasure of
the President, and that he can remove any of them at will.

The Heritage Foundation says that “unitary executive theory” is simply a return
to the original intent of the founders. Many legal scholars however say it is a
backdoor way of gutting the constitution. They refer to the process as “autocratic
legalism.” Kim Lane Schepple, professor of sociology and international affairs
defines “autocratic legalism” this way: “A charismatic leader is elected by a
democratic public and then uses their electoral mandate to dismantle by law the
constitutional system they inherited.” It is using the constitution to legally
dismantle the constitution.

This is not just an academic discussion or a fringe theory. Over the past several
decades we have living examples of constitutional democracies around the world
being taken over, legally, by populist autocrats—sometimes from the right,
sometimes from the left. Russia under Putin. Hungary under Orban. Turkey under
Erdogan. Venezuela under Chavez and Maduro. Egypt under Morsi and the
Muslim Brotherhood.

Each of these leaders came to power legally in a country that had a constitution.
Each of them won an election. And each of them then used the constitutional levers
to rewrite the constitution, thereby weakening courts, muzzling the press, and
gradually making their countries democracies-in-name-only. Autocratic legalism
looks identical to what happens under “unitary executive theory” - the use of the
democratic process to strip a constitution of any future democratic meaning. It is
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at the heart of Project 2025. And we are witnesses in real time as the Trump
administration follows the playbook.

Donald Trump is not Adolf Hitler. We are not living in 1933 Germany. Yet
there are far too many similarities between the actions of their respective
governments. Those sermons from the 1930s haunt me. Think about the actions
we have witnessed from our own government in just the last eight months. We
have seen:

« The use of federal troops against peaceful protesters.

o The scapegoating of immigrants, Muslims, Black Americans, LGBTQ
people, and others as the source of all of America’s problems.

o The forcible and at times violent arrests of immigrants by masked
immigration agents, followed by placing them in sealed detention centers.
When elected officials try to fulfill their legal obligation to provide oversight
of these centers, they themselves are thrown to the ground, hand-cuffed and
arrested.

« We have seen repeated demands from the president for personal loyalty
oaths. Not oaths to support the constitution; oaths to him.

« We have heard incendiary attacks on judges and courts when their rulings
are inconvenient.

« We have been watching the delegitimization of the press, branding them “the
enemy of the people,” and seen successful pressure to remove entertainers
who dare to joke about the president.

« And we have seen the use of government power to punish personal enemies
and shield allies.

This is just some of what Donald Trump has done. It is also the kind of
behavior we see from autocratic strongmen like Putin and Erdogan and Kim Jung
Un, all of whom President Trump has said he admires. If the president of the
United States proudly sees himself as part of that group, then we have to ask,
“what is it that currently separates America from Russia and Turkey and North
Korea?” The answer is that, as of this moment in time, we still have functioning
democratic institutions, and it is not too late to save them.

This is why I feel compelled to speak about this here, in our synagogue, on the
holiest day of our calendar.

Throughout the 2000 years of the Jewish diaspora, no land other than the State
of Israel has been as welcoming, as safe, or as supportive of Jewish life as the
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United States. In every other country our very presence was subject to the whim of
the ruler. We were never full citizens. Every country in Europe has expelled their
Jewish population at one time or another.

By contrast, in America, George Washington sent a letter to the Jews of
Newport, Rhode Island, in which he famously said that “the Government of the
United States, which gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance,
requires only that they who live under its protection should demean themselves as
good citizens.” Citizens!

Our Eastern European ancestors called America the goldene medina — the
golden land — not simply because it offered them the opportunity to escape
poverty, but because it offered them the right to escape poverty while continuing
to live openly and safely as Jews. The source of that right, that blessing, as well as
all the other rights we enjoy, the font of the liberty and the equality that have
sheltered us here 1s the United States Constitution. If the constitution 1s dismantled,
or if we reach the point where it is simply ignored, then the safety of every
minority, anyone considered “the other” in America is at risk. There may be other
groups ahead of us on the Heritage Foundations “the other” list, but make no
mistake, we’ll be on it as well.

The examples I gave above about failed democracies are all from countries with
short experiences of constitutional government. So, the habit of democracy may
not have had time to fully take root there. America on the other hand has been a
constitutional democracy for 236 years, the longest continuous constitutional
democracy in the world. If any country has democracy in its DNA, it’s America.
That longevity should give our democracy resilience. But it will not give us
invincibility. As we’ve seen, democracies can die legally, from an erosion of
democratic norms.

Madeleine Albright, herself a refugee from Nazism, said of Donald Trump in
his first term in office, “When a president declares that elections are rigged, that
the press is fake, that courts are corrupt, he is not simply criticizing. He is
undermining the very institutions that uphold the Constitution.” Things have only
gotten worse in his second term.

We Jews have lived through moments like this before. We know how fragile
safety can be. We know how quickly neighbors can become enemies, how rapidly
“othering” becomes violence.



The Torah commands us again and again: “Remember that you were strangers
in the land of Egypt.” We are called to remember not only the suffering but the
lesson: Never allow cruelty and oppression to become acceptable in your land.

We gather on Yom Kippur to face the truth. To ask not only where we have
failed as individuals but where we have failed as a community. Silence in the face
of rising autocracy would be a failure.

You will recall the famous quote from German Pastor Martin Niemoller.
Initially a supporter of Nazism, he began to speak out against Hitler in 1933. He
was arrested in 1937 and spent eight years, until the end of the war, in various
German prisons. He said:

First they came for the socialists, and I did not speak out—because I was not a

socialist.

Then they came for the trade unionists, and I did not speak out—because I was

not a trade unionist.

Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out—because I was not a Jew.

Then they came for me—and there was no one left to speak for me.

Al chet shechatanu - “For the sin we have committed by remaining silent. For
the sin we have committed by failing to act. For the sin of complacency.”

Yom Kippur calls us to act, to actively choose life, choose justice, choose truth.
So, what actions can we take — must we take as American citizens to save our

democracy? Here are seven suggestions:

1. Stay Awake. The greatest danger is apathy. Pay attention to the news. Read
widely. Do not normalize lies or violence.

2. Speak Out. As Jews we cannot afford silence. Call out antisemitism, racism,
Islamophobia, homophobia, and all forms of scapegoating.

3. Defend Institutions. Support a free press. Defend independent courts.
Respect the rule of law. These are not abstract ideas; they are the pillars that
protect us.

4. Vote—and help others vote. Protecting democracy begins at the ballot box.
Volunteer to register voters. Fight against voter suppression. Remember:
autocrats rely on low turnout.



5. Hold Leaders Accountable. Whether through protest, petitions, or public
witness, make clear that loyalty is owed not to a person but to the
Constitution.

6. Build Coalitions. Populist autocrats rise by dividing society. We must stand in
solidarity—with immigrants, with Black Americans, with LGBTQ
communities, with Muslims, with anyone targeted as “the other.”

7. Live Jewish Values. The Torah teaches that every human being is created
b tzelem Elohim, in the image of God. That is the ultimate rejection of
autocracy. To live by that teaching is itself an act of resistance.

May we, like our prophets, have the courage to speak truth to power. May we
have the strength to live our values by taking actions. And by doing this, may we
help ensure that the United States continues to be ruled by what George
Washington promised: a government that gives bigotry no sanction, persecution no
assistance.

Ken yehi ratzon. So may it be.



