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For anyone who believes in the primacy of reason and the practice of democracy, 

this has been a distressing and demoralizing week. 
The resurgence of hostilities in Israel and Palestine comes as a bitter 

disappointment, but not as a surprise. Anyone who has been following recent 
developments saw the storm clouds looming. The heavy-handed policing by the Israeli 
government of protesters at the Al-Aqsa mosque during Ramadan, along with the forced 
eviction of six Palestinian families from their longtime homes in East Jerusalem, are 
only the latest provocations. The selective withholding of COVID vaccines from 
Palestinians living in the West Bank and Gaza has been morally abhorrent — an obvious 
human rights violation.  

In addition, the ongoing settlement of Jews in East Jerusalem has made it 
increasingly impossible for Jerusalem ever to serve as a shared capital for a Jewish state 
and a Palestinian state. The ongoing settlement of Jews in the West Bank has made it 
difficult for Palestinians even to enter East Jerusalem, much less inhabit enough 
contiguous land to make a Palestinian state feasible. The obvious though mostly 
unstated commitment of the Netanyahu administration, buttressed by the fevered 
activism of more than a million ultra-Orthodox Jews, remains keeping the Biblical “land 
of Israel” Jewish. Whether or not these current hostilities explode into a Third Intifada 
remains to be seen. But unless the Netanyahu administration substantially shifts course 
on the status and treatment of Palestinians in the occupied territories, the decline of 
democracy in Israel will continue. 

It is true that Palestinians carry their own share of moral culpability for the 
current violence. Infighting among the Palestinian Authority, Hamas, and Islamic Jihad, 
each of which remains tethered to its own self-defeating ideology and self-serving 
political strategy, has almost guaranteed that the Palestinians will not coalesce to form a 
viable political presence. Although there used to be a difference in political sentiment 
between Palestinian citizens of Israel and the non-citizen Palestinians in the West Bank 
and Gaza, the difference eroded as Jewish settlers moved into Palestinian areas in East 
Jerusalem and mixed-ethnic cities such as Lod, Acre, and Jaffa.  

You may recall that Thomas Friedman’s 1989 book From Beirut to Jerusalem 
addresses the effort by Jews to establish a democratic Jewish state in the historic land of 
Palestine. The problem, Friedman says, is the interplay among the three factors in this 
scenario: maintaining a Jewish state, maintaining a democracy, and maintaining control 
of all the land. They can have only two of the three, Friedman says, not three of three. To 
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be a Jewish state and a democracy, Israel will need to divide the land so that the 
Palestinians have their own state. To be a Jewish state and have all the land, Israel will 
cease to be a democracy, since Palestinians citizens of Israel would need to be 
disenfranchised. To have all the land and be a democracy, Israel would eventually cease 
to be a Jewish state.  

At various points and in various ways, the Netanyahu administration and 
especially the ultra-Orthodox Jews have indicated their willingness and even their 
eagerness to give up democracy. Three years ago, Israel passed the nation state law, 
which identifies Israel as the nation-state of the Jewish people. It grants the right to 
exercise national self-determination only to Jewish people and downgrades Arabic from 
an official language to one that has special status.  

If a dream gets deferred long enough, the poet Langston Hughes once said, 
sometimes it explodes. 

The same religiously-driven anti-democratic trends are afoot here in the United 
States. The Republican ouster this week of Representative Liz Cheney from her 
leadership position has been set against the backdrop of an aggressive Republican 
assault against voting rights and voting opportunities. These developments reveal the 
ongoing willingness of many Republicans in Congress to repudiate reason and deny 
democracy. 

Writing last weekend in the Washington Post, Cheney said, “The Republican 
Party is at a turning point, and Republicans must decide whether we are going to choose 
truth and fidelity to the Constitution… We Republicans need to stand for genuinely 
conservative principles, and steer away from the dangerous and anti-democratic Trump 
cult of personality. She added, “We must be brave enough to defend the basic principles 
that underpin and protect our freedom and our democratic process. I am committed to 
doing that, no matter what the short-term political consequences might be.” 

In her speech from the house floor before her Republican colleagues voted to 
dismiss her from leadership, Cheney remained defiant, saying, “I will not sit back and 
watch in silence while others lead our party down a path that abandons the rule of law.” 

As New York magazine columnist Jonathan Chait put it, “The Republican Party is 
sliding into authoritarianism at a terrifyingly rapid clip. To stand by is to let it happen. 
Republicans who have reservations about this trend have tried quiet hand-wringing for 
five years. It has not worked. Somebody has to fight back, and Cheney has volunteered 
for the role.” 

God bless her — so to speak. In my view, Liz Cheney is an American hero. In the 
face of withering criticism, and despite substantial personal and professional risk, she 
has defended our most essential American values: the role of reason in establishing the 
truth and the rule of democracy in establishing public policy. That is not to say that I 
agree with most of her political positions, which I do not. But as a dyed-in-the-wool 
conservative, Cheney has a level of credibility and leverage among other conservatives 
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that people like me do not. What matters now is the response of Cheney’s conservative 
colleagues to her courage. 

Jonathan Chait’s column reminded me of the recent book How Democracies Die, 
by Harvard political scientists Daniel Ziblatt and Steven Levitsky. According to their 
historical study of threats against democratic regimes, they found that the survival of 
democracies against authoritarian threats usually comes down to choices made by 
ideological allies of the authoritarian side. They can decide to support the authoritarian 
effort, or they can rebuff their natural allies and defend the system. When authoritarian 
allies defect and join with their ideological opponents to save the system, democracies 
survive. 

Set in the current context, this means that our democracy will survive to the 
extent that people like Liz Cheney are willing to make common cause with people like 
me to save it. The converse of this statement is also true. People like me must be willing 
to make common cause with people like Liz Cheney to save our democracy. Democracy 
requires us sometimes to ally ourselves with our ideological opponents to secure what is 
best for all of us. 

That is hard to do when you tether your ideology, as many Republicans have 
done, to something other than evidence-based reasoning, whether it is an ancient 
biblical decree or a contemporary Trumpian fantasy. But it is also hard to do when you 
insist, as many Democrats have done, that your political allies must agree with you on 
every point of your ideological compass. Both approaches suppress the kind of public 
discourse that remains essential to a functioning democracy. 

At its best, democracy should be an ongoing, purposeful conversation — 
sometimes an argument or even a battle — about the wise use of human freedom. It 
grapples with the proper character of the cultural and political environment in which 
each of us attempts to live a meaningful life. The purpose of our public discourse and 
governance is to maximize our individual freedom to choose both freely and wisely.  

University of Chicago philosopher and legal scholar Martha Nussbaum insists 
that citizens need to be able to do three things for democracy to work. In her book Not 
for Profit: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities, she says citizens need to be able to 
“think for themselves, criticize tradition, and understand the significance of another 
person’s sufferings and achievements.” She warns, “The future of the world's 
democracies hangs in the balance.” 

For democracy to work, citizens need to be able to think for themselves — able to 
weigh evidence and assess arguments, not merely able to spew out biblical mandates 
and echo authoritarian fantasies. Citizens also need to be able to criticize tradition — to 
recognize that as our knowledge expands and our capabilities develop, our practices 
need to change as well, both our individual practices as citizens and our political 
practices as a nation. 

Perhaps most importantly for democracy to work, citizens need to understand the 
significance of another person’s sufferings and achievements. Though this may not be a 
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sufficient condition for the functioning of democracy, it is nonetheless essential. Unless 
we see both our political allies and our political opponents in their full humanity, we 
cannot make decisions that ensure our nation will flourish. 

Twenty years ago, the late Jonathan Sacks, who was then Chief Rabbi of Great 
Britain, wrote a book titled The Dignity of Difference. It points out that economic 
superpowers have relatively short lifespans of a century or so, while the great religions 
survive for thousands of years. What the great religions remind us, Sacks says, is that 
“civilizations survive not by strength but by how they respond to the weak; not by wealth 
but by the care they show for the poor; not by power but by their concern for the 
powerless.” He adds, “The ironic yet utterly humane lesson of history is that what 
renders a culture invulnerable is the compassion it shows to the vulnerable. The 
ultimate value we should be concerned to maximize is human dignity — the dignity of all 
human beings, equally, as children of the creative, redeeming God.” 

According to the Hebrew prophet Micah, the essence of the Jewish faith is to act 
justly, love mercy, and walk humbly with your God. The Christian New Testament 
agrees. When Jesus was asked to identify the great commandment in the law, he replied, 
“Love God, and love your neighbor.” He told the story of the Good Samaritan to 
illustrate that the people who will be greatest in the Kingdom of God are those who help 
people in need. In a similar way, the third pillar of Islam, Zakaat, calls for the 
purification of wealth by giving a portion of it to those who are in need. 

The purpose of these acts of mercy, love, and compassion, however, is not merely 
to comfort people in their misery. Nor is it simply to take from the rich and give to the 
poor. The goal is to maximize dignity. Abraham Lincoln led our nation into war to 
defend the dignity of Americans who happened to have black skin. In the wake of the 
Second World War, Eleanor Roosevelt spearheaded the passage of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, the first article of which reads: “All human beings are 
born free and equal in dignity and rights.” 

Individuals and institutions who rally around the banner of maximizing human 
dignity may not win every battle or even every war, but they will prosper in the long run. 
The reality is this: no political or economic system based on free human agency can 
survive if the agency of some is marginalized, or trivialized, or invalidated. Without 
citizens who can think for themselves, criticize tradition, and understand the 
significance of other people’s sufferings and achievements, democracy ceases to exist.  

We live in perilous times — not only because of the decline of reason and the 
eclipse of democracy, but also because of the disdain for human dignity that has enabled 
these retrograde trends. As people of faith, our spiritual practice commits us to 
understanding the significance of other people’s sufferings and achievements. This is 
true of our political allies with whom we sometimes disagree in part, but also our 
political opponents with whom we sometimes wholly disagree. Democracy does not 
require us to think alike, but it does require us to work together for the common good. 
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Our calling as a religious community is to take measure of what’s present in our 
lives and our world, and then ask what’s possible. The future will inevitably be different 
from the present. Our goal is to do everything we can — one day at a time, one step at a 
time — to bend the arc of the moral universe toward justice. 

I close with the wisdom of the Talmud, a collection of Jewish teachings from the 
first century through the sixth century of the Common Era. The Talmud insists, “Do not 
be daunted by the enormity of the world's grief. Do justly now, love mercy now, walk 
humbly now. You are not obligated to complete the work, but neither are you free to 
abandon it.” 

 


