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Today may be Shabbat Zachor, but this past Tuesday was Super Tuesday.  Like many of you, I proudly performed my patriotic duty and participated in the electoral process by casting a ballot in the Maryland primary.  Only the vote I cast was meaningless.  Not because a vote is ever wasted.  If there is any one thing that we learned, and that was reinforced in November of 2000, it is that every vote counts.  No, my ballot was meaningless, because I voted for a candidate for President who had already dropped out of the race.  I will give you a hint – it wasn’t for Howard Dean. 

I will give you one more clue.  Just the night before the election, I spoke with my Aunt Helen, who lives in Baltimore.  She told me that a black man said to her, “I’m going to vote for Sharpton.  You should vote for Lieberman.”  

I do not believe that we should vote for, or for that matter, against people on the basis of common ethnic background or religious heritage.  Just remember how upset many of us were by the seemingly blind unthinking support Jesse Jackson received in the black community when he ran for President.  A vote should be based on shared values, on how you feel an individual will lead and represent you, and on the candidates’ qualifications.  Yet despite all this, I nevertheless, wanted to vote with my heart and not my mind.  I wanted to cast a vote for the first truly serious Jewish candidate for President of the United States, even though he was no longer running.

The issue I would like to explore this morning, and the question I want to raise is whether or not we Jews missed an opportunity by not being more supportive of the candidacy of Joe Lieberman for President.  

Actually, it seems that just about all the candidates for President have laid claim to some kind of Jewish connection.  Wesley Clark had a Jewish father; John Kerry recently discovered that his grandparents were Jewish.  Howard Dean is married to Dr. Judith Steinberg, and his children have been raised as Jews.  I understand Sharpton and Bush have teams researching and poring over records to find out if they have a long lost Jewish ancestor somewhere on their family tree.

It is almost as if we have taken for granted the level of accessibility and opportunities open to us.  There was a time when it was inconceivable that Jews could reach such heights and it would have been a liability to have such associations. 

Do you remember the unabashed excitement in the Jewish community just four years ago when we first heard that Lieberman was Al Gore’s choice to be his running mate?  For me, as well as for many of you, it will remain as one of those moments, like the assassination of JFK, and 9-11, where you will always remember where you were, and what you were doing when you first heard the news.  It was that electrifying and historic an event.

So what happened this time?  Where was the excitement and the electricity?  It fizzled.  In fact, it never materialized, as his candidacy never really caught on.  

My intent is not to dissect the campaign’s mistakes, or to turn this into political analysis.  There are political pundits (some of whom are here today) who do this far better than me. Rather, the issue I want to raise has to do with our level of comfort, or discomfort with a serious Jewish candidate for President.  

Many pollsters report that a majority of the population is not yet ready for a Jewish President.  Let me clarify that poll a little bit – the majority we are talking about is a majority of the Jews who say they are not yet ready to have a Jewish president.  Apparently, it is more of a concern and issue for us than it is for non-Jews, because when the question is asked of the general population, how they would feel about a Jewish president, the response is overwhelmingly positive.  

We fret over the consequences of possible renewed anti-Semitism by such a high profile candidate.  We worry about how non-Jews will react if the President makes a mistake.

All of these concerns, seem to me, to be ungrounded and unfair.  So what if a Jewish president makes a mistake?  The other presidents didn’t make mistakes?!  

In regard to Israel and the Middle East, there may have been more room for concern.  Just last January on a trip to the Middle East, Senator Lieberman made extremely conciliatory comments about Saudi Arabia, and seemed to excuse their state sponsorship of terrorism, funding of extremism and promoting of anti-Semitism and anti-Zionism.  On that same trip, he was unduly critical of Israel and the policies of Ariel Sharon.  Furthermore, during the 2000 campaign, neither he nor Al Gore made strong statements of support for Israel at the time of the initial outbreak of the current Palestinian war against Israel.  

Perhaps he was trying to send a signal of objectivity, of even-handedness, or of being able to be an honest broker.  Maybe this was why he was less enthusiastic about expressing his long-held feelings of love and support for Israel.  I had occasion last year to personally ask Senator Lieberman about those comments from his trip.  His response to me was to say, “Every American president has always stood by Israel.  Do you really think I would be the first to do any less than that?!”  He was trying to reassure me that his support is not predicated upon political considerations, but on personal belief and conviction.  

Perhaps this time Jews were less enthusiastic about the prospect of a Jew running for President because the barrier had already been broken.  While some may have adopted the shtetl mentality of “sha, shtil,” of not wanting to draw attention to being Jewish, and of fearing the consequences of being too openly identified as Jews, in the end, I think the failure of his campaign to catch on with the public was probably more about his personality and his policies and ideas not connecting with the voters.  

And this might be a good thing.  We just might have reached a watershed moment in American politics.  Joe Lieberman was neither rejected nor embraced for his religious affiliation, but was judged the same way other candidates are assessed – based on their character, positions, experience, and so on.  His campaign is no less significant, for he may have paved the way to make it possible for the next Jewish candidate to also be taken seriously and judged on his merits.

Did we miss an opportunity?  Maybe.  It would have been nice to have a seder in the White House, to have Shabbos candles glowing there on Friday nights and most important of all, to have a mentsch for President – but that might be expecting a bit too much.    

Tonight we read the Megillah, and in telling the story, recall the role of Mordechai as a senior adviser in the palace of King Ahashverosh.  Elsewhere in the Bible we read of another Joseph, who played a critical role in advising the Pharaoh of Egypt about his policies.  During the Golden Age of Spain, Hasdai ibn Shaprut, as well as others rose to positions of prominence and leadership.  Surely, then, here in America, this great republic, a nation founded upon principles of equality and democracy, which embraces the principle of tolerance, we should be able to move in this direction of acceptance, and look to having a Jewish president.  That day will come.  May we live to see it.  
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