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“Hello.  I’m with Election Protection.  We’re not connected to any party or candidate.  We just want to make sure that everyone who is eligible can vote.  Do you have the identification you’ll need on you?”


I repeated words like these hundreds of times this past Tuesday.  I was sent to Cincinnati as part of Project Nitzavim, an effort by the Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism to work with other groups to ensure that no one was improperly denied the franchise.  Nitzavim is the Hebrew word for standing proud and upright.  It’s what we tried to do, although after a few hours, I was also content to lean on the occasional railing for support.


The precinct I was assigned adjoined the campus of the University of Cincinnati, and students there made up most of the voting population that I spoke to.  Most people have better things to do than worry about the intricacies of voter ID requirements, but if you’re a veteran voter in a state, you probably know what you need to bring.  Since these students were often voting for the first time, they had many questions.  


My unscientific sample suggested that the vast majority of them were Democrats; this is based on how readily they accepted the literature from the Democratic campaign workers.   Because all of us were standing in a designated place, several students seemed to assume that I too was working for the Democratic Party, which I was not.  So, a few people started to refuse my literature with the comment, “No thanks, I’m a Republican.”  Those were the ones to whom I explained that wasn’t what I was interested in; I just wanted to make sure they could vote.  And some of them did indeed confirm with me that their ID was the kind that would get them a ballot.

Most of the voters didn’t wear any identifying paraphernalia, although some did sport Trump caps or t-shirts.  But all of them got into the line, which sometimes stretched for up to an hour.  And they did so peacefully.  Nobody got into physical fights, and no discussion in line got loud enough for me to hear.  The mood was good.  Americans were gathering together to do their civic duty.


As the stunning election returns were coming in on Tuesday, commentators talked about how we have become two separate nations, one red and one blue.  It wasn’t even red states and blue states; it was red counties or other areas and blue ones.  These two Americas have diametrically opposed views on what is happening in our country.  And they aren’t talking to each other.  
In this week’s Torah portion, Lech L’cha, Abraham receives a call from God to enter the land of Canaan.  He brings his nephew Lot, his brother’s son.  When they get there, a famine overtakes the land, and they all travel to Egypt.  After an adventure, they return to Canaan.


In the section we just read, we are told that the two families, Abraham’s and Lot’s, had so much livestock that the land couldn’t support both of them.  Quarrels then broke out between their herders.  So, Abraham proposed that they separate.  He would give Lot whichever half he wanted.  Lot agreed, and the two of them went their own ways.


But at least some of the rabbinic commentators were skeptical about the notion that resource allocation served as any part of the cause for the separation.  They thought it laughable that a land that could support a large population could not support two families and their possessions.  Rather, they said, the separation ensued solely because of the second named cause, the strife between the herders of Abraham and the herders of Lot.


We’ve all seen strife.  People talk past each other.  They don’t listen.  I’m not talking about the candidates; I’m talking about the herders, the ordinary people.  We sit in our blue and red worlds and don’t find a way to get past our differences.  On Rosh Hashanah, I spoke of George Saunders, a liberal writing for the New Yorker magazine.  He traveled with Trump supporters and got to know them.  He reported that at times, he and they were able to get past their own perspectives to see how they could come together to solve an actual problem of immigration.  But it didn’t seem to last.


If we can’t find a way to talk to each other, we will have to separate, as Abraham and Lot did.  But it will come at a cost.  The Zohar, the foundational text of Jewish mysticism, looks at Abraham’s plea to Lot: “There should be no quarrel between you and me, and your herdsmen and mine, for we are close kin.”  It says that this is actually a metaphor, referring to the two sides of a person, the good side and the bad side.  They both inhabit the same body and need to work out a mode of living together.
  We inhabit the same body, the body of America, and we have to learn to live together.

I am not saying that we should check our outrage at the door, if outrage we feel.  Abraham didn’t.  In the matter of Sodom and Gomorrah, he demanded that God, the judge of all the earth, should act justly.
  We must follow Abraham’s example.  If there is injustice in our country, we must oppose it.


But at the same time, we must also remember that our brothers and sisters are not just those with whom we agree.  Later in our Torah portion, Abraham drops all that he is doing and goes off to fight to protect Lot, his brother’s son.
   You might question the application of this story.  After all, Lot posed no threat to Abraham, as supporters of your opponent in this election are seen as posing a threat to others.  If that’s where you are, then you need to know that Lot’s offspring were Ammon and Moab, the ancestors of the Ammonites and the Moabites.  The Bible commands us that we can make up with the Egyptians, but “no Ammonite or Moabite shall be admitted into the congregation of Adonai.”  The reason that we are given is that “they did not meet you with food and water on your journey after you left Egypt.”
  If this was enough to cause a permanent split, then how much more should stories about people being harassed and beaten after the election from supporters of one of the candidates?

So, separation seems to be the answer.  And yet, there is a last twist in the story.  In time, another Moabite showed up on the scene.  Her name was Ruth.  She became a Jew.  She married a Jew.  And her descendant was King David, who in rabbinic understanding is the ancestor of the Messiah who will bring about healing to the Jewish people and to the whole world.


Like Abraham, we must fight injustice.  Like the rabbis, we must recognize that even among those in our midst whom we fear and mistrust, there may be a saving grace.  We must be open to reconciliation even in a divided country where so much is at stake.  For only in that way can we allow the coming of a time of love in our nation.  This time seems distant now, even Messianically distant, but we have never stopped hoping for it, and we will not stop now. 

Kein y’hi ratzon, be this God’s will.
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