ewish Texts On Voting and Civic Engagement

1. civic Engagement, including voting, is a mitzvah

Deuteronomy | You shall appoint magistrates and officials for 377 1P0 00 D'YOY
16:18 your tribes, in all the settlements that the LORD DN NN WK W2
your God is giving you, and they shall govern DYDTIX 109Y1 1'02YY 17 1M
the people with due justice. " :pTx-u9un
Jeremiah And seek the welfare of the city to which | have YK VD DTN 1GTTI
29:7 exiled you and pray to the LORD in its behalf; 1779101 MY DINX N7
for in its prosperity you shall prosper. NN NIy 1 YN ATY2
07y D7
Mishna Pirkei | Hillel taught, “Do not separate yourself from AN M YWAON X ,NiR 770
Avot 2:4 the community”
Mishna Pirkei | Rabbi Chanina, the Deputy High Priest, says: 1N ,7NiX D3NN |20 X110 20
Avot 3:2 Pray for the welfare of the government, for 1D 7Y Aanitvia Y79nn
were it not for the fear of it, man would 1NY) DX W' ,ARDIN K7NTRY
swallow his fellow alive. v omn
BT Berakhot | With regard to Bezalel's appointment, Rabbi 0119 ['T'MYN |'X ZNX' 27 NN
55a Yitzhak said: One may only appoint a leader over 02711 |3 DX XX 11X 7Y
a community if he consults with the community DWA ‘N K7 IXY INKIY 11X
and they agree to the appointment, as it is stated: | xin 92 wiTn 17 X 7r7x2
“And Moses said unto the children of Israel: See, X721 7V 120 Nwn nwny
the Lord has called _by name Bez"alel, son of Uri, 1197 DX 01V 7 2 19 IR
son of Hur, c_)f the tribe of Judah _(Exodus 35:30). QX 19 R DY 7 KY 197 [IAn
The Lord sald.to Mosgs: Moses, is Bezalel a ‘ 37 DY AR Y P ' Yy
swtz_able appointment in your.eyes'? Mosgs said to D™ (130 IRIWT DAY NI
God: Master of the universe, if he is a suitable oY .
appointment in Your eyes, then all the more so in WITizn 197 0K
my eyes. The Holy One, Blessed be God, said to ESEE0 [[E80 6050 2Kl b Iy
him: Nevertheless, go and tell Israel and ask their PY 7 X7
opinion. Moses went and said to Israel: Is Bezalel
suitable in your eyes? They said to him: If he is
suitable in the eyes of the Holy One, Blessed be
God, and in your eyes, all the more so he is
suitable in our eyes.
Midrash If a person of learning participates in public NINY VYN MR 7Y PN
Tanhuma, affairs and serves as judge or arbiter, that DX ...YIXD X T'Ryn ,nviy
Mishpatim person gives stability to the land... But if a 1TD NN INXY DTX D'YN
2:1 person sits in their home and says to QI NN NI NYYINY

themselves, “What have the affairs of society
to do with me?... Why should | trouble myself
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with the people’s voices of protest? Let my
soul dwell in peace!”—if one does this, they
overthrow the world.
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BT Bava
Metzia 59b

Rabbi Yehoshua stood on his feet and said: It is
written: “It is not in heaven” (Deuteronomy
30:12). The Gemara asks: What is the
relevance of the phrase “It is not in heaven” in
this context? Rabbi Yirmeya says: Since the
Torah was already given at Mount Sinai, we do
not regard a Divine Voice, as You already wrote
at Mount Sinai, in the Torah: “After a majority to
incline” (Exodus 23:2).
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Responsa of

the Rosh 6:10

Regarding your question of whether two or three citizens in a city may
remove themselves from a communal agreement, or from a decree of
cherem (excommunication) on something: Know that, regarding communal
affairs, the Torah says, "lean towards the majority" (a rabbinic translation of
Shemot 23:2). Regarding any matter that the community agrees upon, go
after the majority, and individuals must uphold everything that the majority
decides for them. For if not, the community will never agree about anything,
if it was within the power of individuals to negate the agreement. Therefore
the Torah says: regarding everything there's an agreement of the majority,

"lean towards the majority."

Rema on
Shulhan
Arukh,
Choshen
Mishpat
163:1

And with a matter that the community is not
able to be in agreement about, all the heads of
households that pay taxes should convene and
accept upon themselves that each one
proclaim his opinion for the sake of heaven,
and [then] go according to the majority. And if
the minority [refuses to go along], the majority
can force them [to comply] - even through
secular law .... and we follow the majority of
those stating their opinion.
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To be pushed back and limited upon the path
of life is, therefore, not an essential condition
of the exile, but, on the contrary, it is our duty to
join ourselves as closely as possible to the
state which receives us into its midst, to
promote its welfare and not to consider our
well-being as in any way separate from that of
the state to which we belong.
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Rav Moshe
Feinstein
Letter,
October 3,
1984

On reaching the shores of the United States, Jews found a safe haven. The
rights guaranteed by the United States Constitution and the Bill of Rights
have allowed us the freedom to practice our religion without interference and
to live in this republic in safety. A fundamental principle of Judaism is
hakaras hatov - recognizing benefits afforded us and giving expression to
our appreciation. Therefore, it is incumbent upon each Jewish citizen to
participate in the democratic system which guards the freedoms we enjoy.
The most fundamental responsibility of each individual is to register and to
vote.

Therefore, | urge all members of the Jewish community to fulfill their
obligations by registering as soon as possible, and by voting. By this, we can
express our appreciation and contribute to the continued security of our
community.

Chazon Ish

On Election Day, the Chazon Ish ran into a fellow Jew. “Did you vote yet”
inquired the Chazon Ish. The person responded, “No.” “Why not,” the Chazon
Ish persisted. The person responded, “I don't have the three Israeli pounds to
pay the poll tax.” The Chazon Ish would not give up. “Do you own a pair of
tefillin,” he continued. “Of course,” the person replied. “Well, go and sell your
pair of tefillin and use the funds to pay the poll tax so that you can go and
vote,” said the Chazon Ish.

Rabbi
Yitzchok
Adlerstein

Rabbi
Yitzchok
Adlerstein
(continued)

There are a lot of warm, fuzzy reasons to vote, but as a halachist, | am limited to
citing two compelling reasons why one is actually obligated to do so.

The first is an overarching principle of Jewish life that translates again and again
into normative behavior: Hakarat ha-tov, recognizing the good that someone or
something has provided you. This is a great country for Jews. It is a minimal
expectation of citizenship that we participate in the electoral process, and | see
it as nothing less than obligatory to show our appreciation of this great country
by acting on that expectation.

The second reason may be more controversial. In 1984, Rabbi Moshe Feinstein,
the preeminent halachist of the late 20th century, wrote in a letter that all
observant Jewish citizens of this country are obligated to vote. He wrote this
during an election season in which many people felt the outcome was a
foregone conclusion and any individual vote would have no value. Nonetheless,
Rabbi Feinstein wrote—at the urging of some people in the know—that there are
always people scrutinizing the voting habits of different communities, and that
Jews have an obligation to vote in such a way that they will do the most good for




their community. And he called it an exercise in “nosei b’ol ha-tzibbur’—the
rabbis command one not only not to shirk community responsibility, but to seek
out ways in which one may help ease the community’s burdens. So, he argued,
where there are consequences for the community—consequences that he did
not spell out—all Jews should vote.

2. Jewish support for majoritarian rule requires action to be taken to combat voter

suppression

Exodus 23:2 Thou shalt not follow a multitude to do evil, NP7 0'2ITINK NANTRY
neither shalt thou bear witness in a cause to turn N7 27777 NYNKRYI
aside after a multitude to pervert justice NPT DA DX

Rashi on But | think that if one wishes to explain the verse 119K 7V i2W'7 MNiX NI

Exodus 23:2 so that every thing should fit in properly, its N7 :2in9 72 iv1w9d
exegesis must be as follows: nray nx n'nn X7 DX .Y D21 NN AN
ny1Y, If you see wicked men wresting judgment ,09Yn |'vn D'WY N'X)
do not say: since they are many | will incline DD D1 7'RIN RN XY
after them, :DNMINX NV "IN

Rashbam on If, in your opinion, the majority are about to NIYI7 021 INX D'AN XY

Exodus 23:2 commit an error in judgment, do not remain '97 |'T> X?w DT DN DN -
silent because they are the majority, but state 11'AR' K7W 19 7V QrINYT
your view. This applies even if you know .0aNN? DK ' 37
beforehand that they will not accept your
.viewpoint but that of the majority

Jerusalem Rav Yochanan said: | have a tradition from Rav X 7217 AN 20 NN

Talmud Avodah | Lazer bei Rav Tzadok that any gezeirah that a DY Iy Yy 'n

Zarah 16a:1 beis din legislates, but which the majority of the ['RI"TIA T N'AW "'
community does not accept, is not a valid [N'7v "7apn Ay an
gezeirah. T nrx




