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Shabbat Shalom  

As we read the Torah last week, in parshat Mishpatim, there was an interesting verse that 
jumped off the page in front of me. This week, as we read about the plans for the Mishkan, the 
portable sanctuary that will be built in the wilderness, it was a verse from last week that stuck 
in my brain.  

 

In our Torah study sheet last week from the Jewish Theological Seminary, Rabbi Joel Alter, the 
Director of Admissions for the Rabbinical and Cantorial schools, taught that according to the 
translation of the Parsha by Everett Fox, many of the laws in Parshat Mishpatim are addressed 
to the individual. While it is clear that the laws apply to every Israelite, he writes, “The Torah 
chooses the singular voice to press home the significance of each person’s role in establishing a 
just and sacred society.” 

 

Daniel Schwartz came to my office this week; he came to talk to me about the new organization 
he is leading, Birmingham Faith in Action. As part of our conversation he asked me a great 
question, “What one change in our community would you want to see that is so big that it 
would take an act of God to complete it.” I thought about it and said, “I would want to raise the 
educational level of every person in our community, so that they would not be so quick to listen 
to political pundits and politicians. That they would want to investigate the promises and the 
statistics that bombard them every day and would want to learn for themselves where the 
truth really lies.  (yes, I know that is also a pun) 

 

If a democratic society is to work we have to understand that there is no fundamental right or 
wrong. Most arguments have two sides and both have elements of truth in them. The only way 
we can find the right thing to do is to just what Rabbi Alter recommends, that each of us do our 
part individually to do what we can to establish a just and sacred society.  It is our duty to bring 
our personal opinions and morality to bear on a subject rather than let someone else tell us 
what we are supposed to think. Yes this takes a lot of work and a lot of time, but the results can 
change our communities, our country and our world.  

 

But Rabbi Alter goes on to teach a second lesson, he writes, “We are enjoined to do the right 
thing not only when it will make a difference but even when it won’t. Bekhor Shor, a 12th 
century French commentator famous for distilling the plain meaning of the text, writes (of 
Exodus 23:2) in which we are cautioned against hiding behind a decisive majority that makes 
what one knows to be a wrong decision. When polled, one must state one’s contrary position 
even though one knows it will be outvoted and NOT acted upon.” 



 

It was not a surprise to me that there were many people in Alabama who were angry last week 
that two laws defending and defining marriage as a union between one man and one woman 
were overturned by a Federal Court in Mobile. This is a red hot issue in our country today and 
there are many on both sides of marriage equality that that are surprised at how quickly public 
opinion about this has changed. I got calls from all over the country about how Alabama was 
not going to be the last state, or the next to last state (after all there is always Mississippi) to 
deal with the many issues of gay marriage.  

 

What surprised many people, was the language that was used by our state officers who 
opposed the court order, to hide behind the majority votes for both the state law and the 
amendment to the state constitution. Somehow a majority vote on something the federal 
courts had declared to be an unconstitutional law, somehow made the law right and legal.  Just 
over 50 years ago there were majority votes behind the Jim Crow laws of this and other 
southern states and those laws too were deemed unconstitutional. You can’t vote the rights of 
other people out of existence: You can’t do it to women, you can’t do it to Blacks, you can’t do 
it to homosexuals and you can’t do it to Jews. It is morally wrong and unconstitutional as well.  

 

It really doesn’t matter if you agree or disagree with the notion of marriage equality. It doesn’t 
really matter if you think that gay marriage is a good thing or a bad thing. Anyone who doesn’t 
like it doesn’t have to perform such a marriage. But you can’t deny the right to marry the 
person of your choice just because you don’t like the idea. That is a basic right in this country no 
matter how many vote to limit the right. Conservative Judaism allows Rabbis to perform same 
sex marriages (but only if they are both Jewish) Most Orthodox Rabbis will not. Nobody is 
forced to perform a wedding that goes against their religious beliefs, but you can’t deny 
someone the right to marry just because there are clergy who won’t perform the ceremony.  

 

It a real ironic twist, many judges who refused to issue marriage licenses last week cited their 
religious beliefs that prevented them from acting. Do you remember last November that this 
Rabbi warned that if amendment one was passed, the so called “anti- Sharia” law it would be 
bad for all religions? All those judges who based their objections to gay marriage on their 
religious beliefs were in violation of this law that prohibits deciding cases on “foreign law”.   

 

Civil rights can’t be revoked by majority vote. It would take an amendment to the federal 
constitution to revoke the rights of any American citizen. Marriage, as far as the state is 
concerned is not about love or companionship. The state marriage license confers rights on 
couples, to jointly file taxes, to take advantage of favorable tax laws, to automatically inherit 
after the death of one, to make medical decisions when a spouse is no longer able to make such 
decisions, to be a beneficiary to certain insurance policies and to certain parts of the Social 
Security Act.  



 

I get it that marriage equality makes some people, angry. There are churches where such 
unions are very much forbidden by the rules of their faith. Religious freedom in this country 
forbids the government to tell any faith how to run their religion unless they start to limit the 
civil rights of others. No matter how many faith communities condemn sexual equality, not 
matter how many people vote against it.  We are taught that we must not stand by when the 
majority vote in favor of something we believe is wrong.  Refusing civil rights to anyone is 
wrong, no matter how many vote in favor of the idea. Discrimination is wrong no matter how 
many of our neighbors may practice it. When asked about our position, no matter what the 
consequences, we have to speak up for the rights of others so that others will speak up when 
our rights are endangered. I don’t need the federal or state or local government to tell me how 
to be a Jew. But they can tell me when I have mistreated another human being no matter their 
sex, race, religion or sexual orientation.  

 

In the United States it is illegal to deny any human beings their rights. Marriage is a basic 
human right. 80 percent of the voters of Alabama tried to take away that right. A federal court 
said they did not have that right. Let us stand together for Civil Rights. Let us celebrate with our 
gay and lesbian neighbors, the federal confirmation of their rights.  

 

It is the right thing to do.    Shabbat Shalom 


