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Honorable Ambassadors, fellow rabbis, it is my pleasure and honor to welcome you to the annual Rabbinical Assembly Convention in Washington, D.C.  

How appropriate as we convene this year in the nation’s capitol, during the height of the primary season as Americans participate in the process of choosing its next president, that we gather to consider the theme, “The Role of Religion in the Public Square.”  

Over the next four days we will discuss what it means for us, as religious leaders, to live in a free democratic society and of our responsibility to participate in the debates that shape public policy and public opinion from the perspective of our values.  Most of us agree that faith and religion have a role to play, but hold various opinions as to what are the limits and actual role of faith in the public square.  Should the religious affiliation of an individual play a role in who we vote for, or who we choose as our leaders?  Should religion play a role in the decisions of those elected?  That our particular interpretations and applications of the teachings of our heritage should be a factor in our outlook, there is no doubt.    

Speaking of the role of religion and Judaism in the public square, I am reminded of the story about a Jewish man in the aisles of a supermarket where he overheard a woman trying to get her young child to put down a candy bar.  Nothing worked, until in exasperation the mother said to her son, "Latrell, you put that down! It's not kosher!"

Intrigued, the young man who saw this asked, "Excuse me, ma'am, I am sorry and I don’t mean to be nosy, but I couldn’t help overhear what you said to your child, and I was wondering if you are Jewish?"

"No I am not," she said.  "So why then did you tell your son he couldn’t have the candy bar since it wasn’t kosher?" he asked.  

She replied, "I see all the Jewish mothers say that to their kids – and it works, so I decided to try it."

This might not be exactly the public square we had in mind.  Rather, we reflect upon our place in democratic institutions.  Cognizant of what Winston Churchill once observed, “Democracy is the worst form of government, except all others.”  Or in the words of other less well-known sayings – “Democracy is a wonderful system – it permits you to vote for a politician, and then sit on the jury that tries him.”   Or as someone else once said, “The great thing about living in a democracy is you can say what you think without thinking.”  

We have gathered a number of individuals to help us think about and reflect on these issues.  We will hear from people with a variety of perspectives, liberals and conservatives, democrats and republicans who will share their thinking with us.  Members of all three branches of government, as well as the media and academia, will address our topic.  We will travel to Capitol Hill and we will be honored with a rare public appearance by the Chief Justice of the United States.  

I have been extremely fortunate to have the assistance of local colleagues, all of whom pulled together and worked hard to put together an interesting and stimulating conference that will challenge and stimulate us.  

We open our convention tonight with a celebration of the 60th anniversary of the State of Israel, for as Conservative rabbis we are proud participants and partners in the miracle of the rebirth of the State of Israel.  We celebrate all that Israel means and how it inspires Jews around the world and continues to stir our souls.  
I conclude with the words of Yalkut Eliezer, who commented on this week’s parasha, Tetzaveh, in which the children of Israel are told to light the lamp continually, both in the Ohel Moed, the Tent of Meeting, and outside of the parochet, outside the partition.  

He writes – “Yehey Or HaShem bekhol yehudi – Let the light of God burn in every Jew, not just inside,  not just in the Tent of Meeting, the Ohel Moed, in the synagogue, or the beit midrash; and not just at the time of prayer or study.  The text specifically says Mehutz laparochet, outside the partition – so that we should understand that the light of God should shine outside, in our daily affairs, and illuminate all our relationships between one person and another, and he concludes, berehov, in the street, or in other words in the public square.  

Colleagues:  Welcome to Washington, and let the conversation begin.  
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