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Chapter 3: American Jews and Politics

American liberalism is ambivalent about religion in the public sphere. On the one hand, religious speech is a constitutionally protected form of expression. On the other, public officials and citizens are expected, as a matter of civility, to refrain from offering religious justifications for their political choices. Yet the public face of liberalism is not neutral. It can be described as representing “secular fundamentalism”.
 But while contemporary liberalism is militantly secular, it must be noted that the vast majority of Americans describe themselves as religious, to the point where it would seem that no candidate for political office could declare himself to be an atheist and hope to get elected, at least at the national level. In short, there is obviously some distance between popular culture and “official” culture with respect to the role of religion in public life.

Senator Joseph I. Lieberman’s inclusion on the Democratic presidential ticket is novel, not simply because he is a Jew, but because he is an Orthodox Jew. American Jews have attained relatively high office in America, but for the most part, they have come out of the Reform or Conservative tradition. Lieberman’s candidacy demonstrates that assimilation is no longer the price of acceptance and achievement in America. But the real novelty of Lieberman’s candidacy is that it brings an Orthodox Jew, albeit, a member of the Democratic Party, into public life, which is liberal life. Lieberman will, just by dint of fulfilling the duties of both his office and his religion in full view of the public, highlight the tensions between liberalism, with its secular values, and Orthodox Judaism, with its non-liberal and non-secular values. 

In both the United States and Canada Jews have earned a reputation for being the most politically liberal, or consistently “left of center” of any ethnic, religious or racial group. Stouffer’s Tolerance Test
 reveals that Jews consistently show the highest commitment to democratic norms. They are living disproof of the Marxist claim that economic class determines political views. As Irving Kristol is reported to have quipped, “Jews earn like Episcopalians, but vote like Puerto Ricans”. Analysts have attributed this tendency to the Jewish historical experience of marginality and persecution. In addition, it is significant that even before the turn of the century, a majority of American Jews identified with Reform Judaism. With its emphasis on the ethical and prophetic aspects of Judaism, there emerged a strong theological basis for the inclination of American Jews to back just and humane economic and social policies. By the middle of the twentieth century, as Jews attained a secure footing in American political, economic and social life, they transformed their position as underdogs into that of watchdogs of individual rights. Having risen in American and Canadian society on the strength of individual initiative and a good, public education, Jews have been the strongest supporters of individual rights.

Ever since the mid-nineteenth century when American Jewry began to make its voice heard politics, it has been characterized as the most liberal ethnic group in the country. Standard measures of democratic and liberal values have, for generations, revealed the strong attachment of American Jewry to the principles enunciated in the First Amendment. Jews have been the strongest supporters of the separation of religion and state, civil liberties and civil rights, women's rights, educational and welfare rights, and the like. While affirmative action threatened to drive a wedge into the community, and the rise of a neo-conservative political sub-group signaled that American Jewry no longer spoke with a single, liberal voice, still, Jews have remained among the most reliable supporters of the Democratic Party. 

Yet the tendency to treat American Jewry as a cultural and political monolith misses a significant divide. Orthodox Jews, many of them more recent arrivals to American shores, were slow to organize politically. Encompassing various theological perspectives, they were not only a tiny minority within American Jewry, but were fragmented among themselves. The very category of “Orthodox Jews” is one imposed by outsiders. To the Orthodox themselves, the differences between, say Modern Orthodox and Satmar Chassidism, are dramatic. It was the recognition that they shared many political goals and views, born of a shared, traditional approach to Torah and Jewish law, that led to the formation of a more or less formal political united front. In political life, Orthodox Jews tend to break rank, on some, but not all issues, with less observant and more liberal Jews. 

Because the Chassidim and the Orthodox are a small minority of the total Jewish population of the U.S., and because they are more recent arrivals to the U.S. and Canada, their entrance into politics has done little to change the image of Jews as the most consistently and disproportionately liberal of all ethnic and religious groups. The difference in political attitudes and behavior between observant Jews (Chassidic and Orthodox) and mainstream Jews (Conservative, Reform and Reconstructionist) stems from theological and organizational differences. 

The Chassidim are an exception to the American Jewish migration pattern. They came because their lives were in peril, not because they were seeking economic opportunities or political freedom. They came intent on reestablishing their religious communities according to the traditional pattern, intent, therefore, on maintaining their separateness. For European Chassidim, the Enlightenment promise of relief from persecution had not been fulfilled. Newton, Locke, Voltaire, the assorted rationalists and Deists, as well as their Jewish counterpart, Moses Mendelssohn offered two sides of the same coin: emancipation and assimilation. Reform Judaism emphasized that Enlightenment views were not alien, but congruent with the ancient federal and contractual structure of the Jewish polity in the period of “Brit Ha-Melukhah” or Federal Monarchy (1004-721 BCE). The twelve Tribes were, in this view, a foedus, or covenant, contractually bound in mutual obligations and partnership. This federal tradition persisted as a force shaping Jewish communal life in Conservative and Reform Judaism.
 Their adaptation of the congregational and federal form was understood by them as an expression of the traditional principle of “Keter Malchut” or rulership. 

The redemptive and messianic streak in Judaism which gives rise to the injunction to repair the world (“tikkun Olam”), found expression among Reform and Conservative Jews, in political action, specifically the fight for civil rights and civil liberties for both themselves and other minorities. The aspiration for social justice was religiously motivated, drawing upon the ethical and universalistic prophetic tradition in Judaism, while rejecting the traditional notion that human redemption awaits the arrival of the messiah. For non-Orthodox Jews, liberalism has become the theological essence of Judaism
, making democratic politics the sphere in which religious and ethical yearnings are played out.

The theological and organizational principles of Orthodox and Chassidic Judaism are, in many respects, incongruent with liberalism’s premises, and therefore, do not direct these Jews to find the actualization of their concept of justice in the political realm. Because the organizational structure of Chassidic life is based on a communal model, the court, where religious authority is concentrated in the Rebbe, Chassidim are more comfortable with the corporate political model than the individualistic one. They do not share other American Jews’ allergy to hierarchy and centralization. While acknowledging that the good of the community, as well as its final redemption, depends on the actions of each individual member, they do not emphasize, as Reform and Conservative Jews do, the absolute authority of the individual conscience. The notion of individual moral autonomy and sovereignty is regarded by Chassidim as an import from Protestant Christianity. 

Bucking the societal trend toward the breakdown of all distinctions, Orthodox Jews hold that Judaism is built upon making proper distinctions: Rabbi versus layperson, kosher versus non-kosher, Shabbos versus week-day, women versus men, righteous versus sinful, sacred versus profane, Jew versus non-Jew and parents versus children. It is important to note that these are not oppositional categories, simply distinct ones.  For the Chassidim, the Torah is the constitution and “Halakhah” (Jewish law) is the essence and source of authority.  Chassidim stress the religious origins of American democracy and argue that the framers never intended an absolute separation of Religion and State. This is at odds with non-Orthodox Jews among whom the consensus on the separation of Church and State is stronger than that of any other ethnic of religious group. Reform and Conservative groups have been among the most consistent and vociferous political opponents of Lubavitch, characterizing them as fundamentalists and extremists. However, the political implications of Chassidic Judaism are in many respects, completely congruent with democratic attitudes and behavior. This has allowed Chassidim to enter the political sphere as democratic, if not liberal citizens.

Though acclimating well to American and Canadian political life, the attitude of Lubavitchers still shares some of the defensiveness and wariness of other Chassidic Jews toward government. They tend to view government and politics as a hedge against the imperfections of human character. Ancient wisdom probably best captures their contemporary attitudes, as in the prophet Jeremiah’s injunction, “Seek the welfare of the city and pray to G-d for it, for in its peace, you shall have peace”. (Jeremiah 29:7). Rabbi Chanina, a deputy High Priest and revered sage said,  “Pray for the welfare of the government, for were it not for the fear of it, men would swallow one another alive”. (Perkei Avot III: 2) Yet, while government might rescue humans from a worse catastrophe, it is no great boon, either. Political power breeds its own special kind of corruption. Rabbi Gamliel warned, “Be wary of those in power, for they befriend a person only for their own benefit.” (Perkei Avot II: 3). Offered Rabbi Shemaya, "love work; abhor taking high office, and do not seek intimacy with the ruling power.” (Perkei Avot I: 10.) 

These sages are the ancestors of Lord Acton in terms of their wariness of government and suspicion toward those in power. This attitude has deep roots in Judaism. While justice is central to Judaism (said Rabbi Gamliel, “the world endures by virtue of three things-justice, truth and peace”, (Perkei Avot I: 18) justice is nonetheless not integrally associated with politics as it was, say in classical Greek philosophy. “Malchut” or rulership is an attribute of G-d. Torah represents a blueprint for just relations and peace in the community.  The fact that politics comes to be seen as necessary is a sign of human moral degradation. This is expressed very clearly in First Samuel when G-d peevishly consents to honor the Jews’ request for a king:

I brought up Israel out of Egypt, and I delivered you out of the hand of the Egyptians, and out of the hand of all the kingdoms that oppressed you. But you have this day rejected your G-d, who Himself saveth you out of all your calamities and your distresses; and you have said unto Him: Nay, but set a king over us. (First Samuel 10:10)

 Judaism, as a covenantal religion, was always at odds with the pretensions of earthly rule. From the time that Moses led the Hebrews out of slavery, the dichotomy between freedom and oppression has mirrored the dichotomy between holiness and government. Even the theocracy of ancient Israel was understood as provisional. Only G-d could grant political legitimacy. He could also withdraw it, and frequently did, when rulers strayed by abandoning G-d, emulating the opulence of foreign rulers, or oppressing their subjects. The book of Judges is full of stories of the vanities and punishments of kings. In every case, the king is characterized as extravagant and corrupt. It is clear that ridicule is being heaped not only upon the individuals, but the office. If there is a single overriding message in these writings, it is that just rulership belongs to G-d alone.

With few exceptions, from then on, kingship in the ancient kingdom was good example of the old adage, “be careful what you wish for”.  Whether ruled by one of their own or ruled by alien oppressors, politics and justice were rarely synonymous in Jewish history. According to Heschel , Diaspora Judaism had no political culture, and exercising political power was simply not a Jewish principle.
 The best policy seemed to be to try to get along with the ruling authorities in order to avoid expulsion. Ghettoization, excessive taxation, identifying clothing, even riots and violence, was the price that inevitably had to be paid for the privilege of living under non-Jewish governments in Europe. Not until the 19th and 20th century, when many Jews were drawn to Marxism or Zionism, did it begin to seem that politics might play the redemptive role traditionally assigned to the Moshiach. 

Zionism and the establishment of the state of Israel fulfilled the messianic longings and brought political relief to many Jews. Among Chassidim, Lubavitch is exceptional in provisionally recognizing the secular political state of Israel (though certainly not as the fulfillment of G-d’s promise of redemption). For other Chassidic courts, the establishment of a secular state in the Holy Land is an affront to G-d. For them, only the arrival of the Moshiach and the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem can establish Israel as a polity. Until that time, the Torah constitutes their true homeland or state. Meanwhile, being unwilling to recognize Israel, they have no psychological fallback position or actual recourse but to live by the grace of their hosts, and continue to relate, as they traditionally have, to the government as supplicants. Therefore, political activity from the non-Lubavitch Chassidic point of view is at best, defensive, at worst futile. Most Chassidic courts still rely on the contemporary equivalent of Shtadlanim, or intercessors, to secure their interests. Their political expectations remain low. A temporary reprieve in persecution is the most that many Chassidim seem to think is possible as long as they remain exiled in temporal political states. Politics is merely instrumental, the condition of relative peace and security in a degraded world. Political wisdom, far from being the “architectonic science” is simply the art of surviving in a potentially hostile environment. 

Coming to America

American Jews were drawn into political life early in the nation’s history. During the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia in 1787, Jonas Phillips attempted to remove Christian language from the Pennsylvania Constitution and put all religious societies on equal footing. Shortly after, Article VI was written so that no religious test could be required for public office under the U.S. Constitution. In 1791, the First Amendment was ratified. Jews got the rights of citizenship, land ownership, and the right to “exercise in all quietness their religion”, but this did not translate into equality. Jews were still subject to various disabilities and burdens such as blasphemy laws, Sunday “blue” Laws, Christian oaths and tests, restrictions on franchise and right to hold public office at the state level.  But because Jews received their rights along with everyone else, on an individual, rather than corporate basis, they could continue to fight for their rights in the language of patriotism and American citizenship, rather than special pleading.

By 1840, Jews had won formal political equality in 21 out of 26 states. But in the early 19th century, the religious revival known as the Second Great Awakening put Jewish equality in jeopardy by interpreting American culture and Common Law in Christian terms. Morality and Protestant Christianity seemed to many Americans to be synonymous. The pervasive sentiment that all religion is good for society was also shared by many Jews. They assumed that Judaism was included in this salutary religious influence. Through the middle of the 19th century, Jews were fighting, not for the exclusion of religion from the political realm, but for inclusion of Jewish religious sentiments. For instance, in 1861, Jews did not seek the elimination the Chaplaincy from the military, rather, they fought successfully to have a Jewish Chaplain appointed, as well. 

Jews began to recognize that as a small minority, organization and unity were essential to political recognition. Under the leadership of the Reform Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise, Jews made the defense of their rights a central objective, forming the Board of Delegates of American Israelites for that purpose. The focus was on ending specific discriminatory laws, like the Sunday “Blue” Laws, which imposed economic burdens on Jews, rather than creating a secular public realm, per se.

But by the third quarter of the 19th century, the Jewish attitude toward Church-State relations began to shift toward what became its characteristic contemporary stance: a secular state and a government free of any religious involvement or influence. This shift was the product of a recognition that there was nothing aberrational about the periodic rising tides of Evangelical Christianity, and that these revivals would be an ongoing fact of American political life, with which Jews would have to be prepared to cope. The goal, Jews recognized, was no longer a generic civil religion but the Christianization of America. A case in point was the Christian response to the spread of agnosticism, atheism and Darwinism after the Civil War, in which Evangelical Christians mobilized with the aim of legally establishing a “Christian America”, even proposing a Constitutional Amendment to that end. Judaism would be reduced to the status of a “tolerated creed.” In  1868, Rabbi Max Lilienthal made separation of Church and State a central tenet of the Jewish community in response to increasing anti-Jewish rhetoric and alarm over Christian attempts to dominate public life. This fear was not unfounded. In 1892, the Supreme Court, in Church of the Holy Trinity V. U.S. declared the United States to be “a Christian nation”. 

It was not long before the public schools became a forum for the debate over religion in the public realm. For Jewish immigrants to this country in the 19th and first half of the 20th century, the public schools represented, in addition to entrée into American economic life, the highest in American ideals of tolerance, civility, and non-discrimination. It was out of devotion to these ideals, rather than fear of Christianity that Jews became firm supporters of strict separationism, as opposed to less stringent requirements of neutral, non-discriminatory, or impartially distributed aid to schools.  Beginning in 1906, The Reform Rabbinical organization, the Central Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR), led the fight against Bible reading and other religious exercises in the public schools. The CCAR position spoke for the majority of Jews throughout the century. In 1948, the umbrella organizations representing all non-Orthodox branches of Judaism, formed a joint committee on Religion and the Public School, which later became the Joint Advisory Committee on Religion and State. This association took it as its major task to issue public statements and legal briefs against any introduction of religion into the public realm under the guise of generic or ecumenical, moral values.

The Jewish experience with the system of public education was far different from the Catholic one. Catholics, having exhausted all political attempts to remove the heavily Protestant influences from the schools, established their own network of private schools. They then shifted their strategy, attempting to qualify their private school system for public funding. The battle for impartial public funding of private religious schools was not one that the Jewish community initially intended to join. By the late 1920’s, most Jewish schools had ceased to operate, making the issue of state support for parochial schools far less salient to the Jewish community.

But there continued to be a vocal minority of Rabbis and Jewish educators who believed that the future of Judaism in America was tied to the survival of Jewish schools. They supported “released time” religious instruction outside of public school premises, as well as Federal funding for parochial schools. They also favored non-sectarian religious instruction in the public schools. These Jews were both more traditional and more recent immigrants. Therefore, they did not share the same beleaguered minority-group defensiveness with Jews who had struggled for equality in American political, social and economic life for two centuries. For Orthodox and Chassidic Jews, because of their more recent arrival on the American scene, the threat of an amoral culture, disorder and lawlessness loomed larger than the threat of state suppression of religious liberty. 

Their entrance into the politics of school funding came with the launching of Sputnik by the Soviet Union, which immediately prompted widespread concern over the quality of American education, and spurred increases in government expenditures for education across the board. The consortium of Orthodox Rabbis under Agudath Israel and the league of Orthodox day schools, Torah Umesorah, expressed support for federal aid to all private and parochial schools as being good for Jews and for America. By the 1960s and 70s, more Jews were backing the Catholic demand for public funding for bus transportation, textbooks, remedial education, and school lunches. In addition, the growth in Jewish Day schools, many of them non-Orthodox, reached 604 by 1990. This caused even some Conservative and Reform Rabbis to reassess their opposition to government aid. 

During the debate over the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in the mid-1960s, a core of Jewish lawyers pushed for Federal support of “Child Benefit” programs, but the Orthodox had no official organization to represent their interests in the legislative or legal realm. In recognition of this vacuum, COLPA, or the National Jewish Committee on Law and Public Affairs was created as a “trouble shooter” for the Orthodox community. Since 1967, COLPA has appeared as amicus curiae in numerous court cases on an array of public issues of concern to the Orthodox community. While not always successful, Orthodox Jews had begun to develop the habit of engaging in political activity in their own behalf. While the vast majority of American Jews make their stand on the Establishment Clause, an increasingly visible minority of Chassidic and Orthodox Jews make their stand on the Free Exercise Clause. 

For the first time, Jews found themselves split into two opposing camps over the foundational issues of religious life in America. In the 1970s and 80s free exercise issues began to overshadow education. The question came down to whether state sponsored religion or secularism posed a greater threat to Jews. Orthodox and Chassidim would have permitted the state to accommodate and even affirmatively support religion. While this could be expected to strengthen the already dominant Christian denominations, state support could also be expected to redress inequities and help stem the tide of assimilation. 

When the Lubavitcher Rebbe launched his campaign in the 1970s to display menorahs publicly, the Jewish community became bitterly and openly polarized. The Conservative and Reform Jewish Organizations took the anti-establishment position, fearing the door would be opened to the Christianization of public life, overriding any benefits that Jews might derive from state support for religion in general. Throughout the next two decades, they would see many of the Rebbe’s activities as unacceptable breaches in the “wall of separation”. This signaled both the entrance of Lubavitch into conspicuous, national politics, and the collapse of the stereotype of all Jews as political liberals.

Lubavitch in Politics: A Tentative Debut

Lubavitch, as already noted, has a very different political style from other Chassidic courts. Lubavitchers cut their political teeth in a courageous cat-and-mouse game with the Russian and then Soviet government. Not only did the sixth Rebbe, Yosef Yitzhok openly engage the Soviet government in legal action to preserve religious freedom, but when those overt actions failed, he and his followers continued to pray and teach Judaism in an elaborate underground network. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, Lubavitch, as the only extant form of Judaism with an uninterrupted history in Russia, was poised to take advantage of the new openness by revitalizing the movement throughout the former empire. They have become a visible presence once again. There are dozens of camps, schools and shuls spread out across the former Soviet Union, located in 45 Russian cities as of 1999.Lubavitcher Shluchim vie for the honor and self-sacrifice of serving the burgeoning post-Soviet Jewish communities. 

Lubavitch has been actively conducting negotiations with the Russian government in order to regain possession of synagogues and collections of Chassidic books. Politics is an acknowledged part of the Lubavitch strategy to renew and expand, as well as defend and protect the Jewish community. In a bold move, Lubavitch succeeded in June of 2000, in having Russia’s Interior Ministry grant official recognition to the Lubavitch-dominated Federation of Jewish Communities, which elevates the Federation to the same status as the “establishment” organization, the Russian Jewish Congress. This move positions Lubavitch to become a major actor in both the religious and political life of contemporary Russia. The revival of Judaism and reentry of Lubavitch into the politics of the country in which it originated and suffered tyranny and persecution holds tremendous symbolic significance for its members. 

This accomplishment is seen as a vindication of the aspirations and program of the seventh Rebbe, Menachem Mendel. If Lubavitch could navigate the dangerous waters of Soviet and Post-Soviet politics, there was no reason not to become engaged in America’s far more hospitable political arena. The Rebbe fully understood the value of political activism, particularly in a democracy, though he rarely spoke directly of politics or political issues. His entrance into the public realm was prompted by his “universalistic love of humanity.”
 His characteristic outreach style was a natural outgrowth of his dynamic personality and his perception of Americans as a “good people” on the brink of fulfilling their role in the perfection of the world.  Moshiach, according to the Rebbe’s view, would arrive when the entire world, not just Jews, had achieved the requisite level of readiness.  He believed that Americans had reached this level.

It is critical to understand that Lubavitcher political activity has deep theological roots, and is based on the conviction the world is ready for the timeless message of G-d.  This makes sense, for instance, of Public Law 102-14, 105 Stat. 44 (1991) which was promoted by Lubavitch. This statute states that the seven Noahide laws are the bedrock principles of society from the dawn of civilization. The role of non-Jews in readying the world for redemption, is to follow these seven laws which consist of: belief in G-d, respect for G-d, respect for human life, respect for the family, respect for others’ rights and property, creation of a judicial system, respect for animals and all creatures.  In Lubavitcher thought, all of humanity is bound by the laws given by G-d to Noah, which predate the giving of the Ten Commandments to the Jews at Sinai. The Rebbe’s view that Lubavitch has a responsibility to foster these universal ethical principles among non-Jews was something that the more isolated and reticent Chassidim found rather shocking. 

The Rebbe never directly endorsed political candidates; neither did he speak to journalists. His political references were most often oblique. His influence on his followers’ votes has probably been overrated due to the tendency to view Chassidim as a bloc. The explanation offered by individual Lubavitchers for why they may often come down on the same side of an issue or vote for the same candidate, is that people of like mind and shared interests are likely to vote the same way. They emphasize that the Rebbe never gave anyone marching orders, though the secular press credited him with being able to deliver a 90% voter turnout.

Menachem Mendel Schneerson who led the community for forty-four years, until his death on June 12, 1994, rarely left the building that was the headquarters of Lubavitch at 770 Eastern Parkway in Brooklyn. He nonetheless managed to establish a network of institutions, nearly encircling the globe, and exercise political and spiritual influence which is, in an important sense, undiminished even in death. 

The primary forum used by the Rebbe to address his Chassidim was the weekly “farbrengen” or gathering at 770 Eastern Avenue where hundreds, sometimes thousands of his followers would congregate in order to hear his Sabbath addresses. These addresses primarily took two forms. First he would deliver a “ma’amar”, which is a discourse, usually about an esoteric, deep subject drawn from Torah, Talmud or Kaballah, delivered in a lilting Yiddish chant with eyes closed. This would be followed by a   “sicha” which is an informal talk or lecture on a particular issue which might touch upon practical, political concerns. These lectures could not be recorded on the Sabbath, therefore, they were transcribed later from memory by several followers and translated from Yiddish for publication into many languages. The Rebbes’ views were almost immediately available to his worldwide following, and there is no doubt that through them, his influence has been enormous. 

Despite his involvement in politics, the Rebbe’s Chassidim contend that politics was merely an instrument for promoting his real interest, the well being of his individual followers, whom he daily provided with practical advice on everything from upbringing and marriages of children, to new business ventures. He devoted hours in private meetings or “yehidos” with individual Lubavitchers, often well into the night, receiving “kvitls” or petitions for blessings for the ill or the childless. 

Though his heavy daily responsibility to his Chassidim did not leave him much time for political forays, it is fairly clear that he had an impact on elections in New York (for instance the mayoral elections of 1989) and Israel (his endorsement of the Agudat Israel Party is attributed with having won five seats for them in the 1988 Knesset race). This most overt foray into international affairs proved to be somewhat of a disaster, from a public relations point of view. Many Israelis expressed resentment that a man who had never set foot in Israel would attempt to influence Israeli voters from afar. But when the party he supported championed a move to change the Israeli Law of Return so that the only converts to Judaism who would be eligible for automatic Israeli citizenship would have been Orthodox convert, a hue and cry went up from the non-Orthodox American Jewish community. They realized that the controversial question of “who is a Jew?” was about to be reopened. Since a large portion of the funds needed to operate the extensive network of Lubavitcher educational programs comes from non-Lubavitch Jewish supporters, the Rebbe, while not openly reversing himself, did make a tactical retreat, withdrawing personally from the fray. 

Henceforth, he left this particular initiative to his supporters in Israel and the U.S. This debacle probably reinforced the understanding that it is better not to create the appearance of overt interference in politics at the local, national or international level. Thereafter, Lubavitch showed a preference for broader, more symbolic political and moral statements than specific policy initiatives.

The Rebbe Menachem Mendel Schneerson can best be characterized as a “friendly critic” or “loyal opponent” of American democracy. He continually expressed his appreciation for the religious freedom that American life afforded. As long as Jews remain in “golus” (exile), America and Canada rare considered among the best and most just regimes. But he did not believe that the secularization of American culture had been a boon to the Jews, or any other Americans and stated his view that “religious beliefs are the secret of America’s endurance.”

In his view, the principle of separation had been misconstrued as denying G-d and religion. He did not believe that a commitment to justice could be sustained in the absence of religion. The role of government, he stated, “is to balance communal and individual good”.
This is only possible in a society governed by principles of morality, justice, law, and order. Self-interest always threatens to subvert justice, and must be checked. 



Any government built solely on human judgment is bound to be subject to prejudice, subjectivity, and arbitrariness…But G-d, who created all people equal, also gave them a system of absolute morality and justice.

That America provides Jews with the opportunity to practice their religion freely is a valuable thing, but in an environment devoid of religious values and belief in G-d, these freedoms may not be relied upon. According the Rebbe, democracy is fragile and must be supported by morality. Morality has no legs of its own to stand on, but must be grounded in religion. In his view, government should insure the spiritual and moral welfare of the community through education. This education must teach citizens not only how to find rational solutions to complex problems, but how to live. Divine laws, according to the Rebbe, should be included as part of the public school curriculum. As early as 1962, the Lubavitcher Rebbe dissented from the majority position by submitting an amicus brief in support of retaining the non-sectarian New York Regent’s school prayer in the case of Engel v Vitale.
 Throughout his life, the Rebbe continued to press for school prayer or a moment of silence in the view that Jews were better off in a society that respects G-d, even if that respect finds expression in Christian terms in the public realm.

 It has been noted that the Rebbe found himself on the same side of several issues as the Christian Right organizations, including: school prayer, moment of silence, school funding, character education, the objections to sex education and Darwinian theories of evolution. While analysts, especially critics of Orthodox Judaism’s conservative political leanings, want to make much of what they perceive as an alliance between right-wing, or fundamentalist Christians and Orthodox Jewish organizations, in fact, the alliance, such as it is, is superficial and based on opportunism on both sides. Orthodox Jews are not so politically unsophisticated as to be unable to grasp that a shared political position does not indicate a shared long-term agenda or permanent meeting of minds. They understand fully that the tendency to line up on the same side of some issues does not change either side’s theological commitments. Jews understand that their role in right-wing Christian eschatology is temporary and limited, and therefore, so is the political alliance. Moreover, the Rebbe broke ranks consistently with the Christian right by criticizing market capitalism and excessive economic inequality, and supporting women’s rights and social welfare spending. 

The Rebbe embodied a “unique blend of spirituality and practicality”.
 His innovation was to bring to Lubavitch a form of political activism reflecting a more nuanced, sophisticated understanding of the world. He also firmly believed that humanity was on the cusp of redemption. This included non-Jews as well as Jews. Therefore, he broke with other Chassidic courts by reaching out to them, as well. But he did not have in mind some form of ecumenicism or “interfaith dialogue”. He made his perspective on the relationship between Jews and Christians clear:

The brotherhood of man is a positive concept only when it is confined to such areas as commerce, philanthropy, and various civil and economic aspects of society, wherein peoples of various faiths and minority groups must live together in harmony, mutual respect and dignity. Far from clarifying matters, interfaith activities have, at best, added to the confusion, and at worst, have been used with missionary zeal by those religions committed to proselytizing members of other faiths.

When the Rebbe spoke about religious matters with non-Jews, it was in order to promote a healthy spiritual climate for all Americans. To the extent that he voiced his opinions on school prayer and economic welfare, it was with the intent of promoting an atmosphere of justice and spirituality, thus hastening redemption. The sincere ring to his political statements prompted Newt Gingrich to comment that Lubavitch “don’t want anything. All they want is for us to be good.”

His intervention in politics at the national level was intended to improve the spiritual climate of the country, the Rebbe reversed the traditional defensive political stance of his predecessors. He was certainly mindful of the Chassidic movement’s historical relationship with European governments, in which even innocuous political activism could backfire. But the Rebbe felt secure enough in America, and confident enough in democracy, to enter the political realm. 

If historically, Chassidim had entered politics only to preserve the spiritual purity of the community, even at the expense of its material well-being, and even to the point of courting physical annihilation, the seventh Lubavitcher Rebbe and first truly Americanized Rebbe, did not depart from this principle so much as he expanded it. He was willing to engage directly, or indirectly in local level politics in order to secure material benefits and a safe neighborhood for his Chassidim. 
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