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The Spiritual Hazards of Survivalism 

        Final FI Sermon July 4, 2026 

 

I don’t think I have ever thought about a sermon as much as I have thought about this one. Not 
the subject per se, but the approach. What should I speak about? Pinhas’ radicalism, passion, and 
zealotry? The daughters of Tzelofchad? Inequality, justice, gender? I could have done either and 
bid you all farewell without much controversy. But that all seemed insufficient to me 

I have been the rabbi here for 28 years. When I started, many of us were approaching middle age. 
Today many of us have long waved that goodbye. For many of us, when I arrived here our 
children were young. Today, our children are adults, and many of our grandchildren are young. 
Time is, of course, the most natural thing of all, and yet it surprises us nonetheless, in every 
generation. The only thing we share with every generation from Adam and Eve is that we cannot 
stop time. No exception for Boomers. 

For a few weeks I have been reviewing divrei torah I gave here over the past 28 years. I have 
seven journals filled with handwritten divrei torah from about 2001. I wondered if I could find 
anything that would be useful. And I have been re-reading my sermons from Rosh Ha-Shana and 
Yom Kippur over the past 25 years. 

But then I realized that I didn’t want to come here to offer a few parting words of Torah. I feel 
like I owe all of you more than that. I owe this pulpit more than that. I have spent a good part of 
my adult life here. So as a parting gift to you, I want to reflect on why I decided to step down as 
your rabbi. 

I still could not find a way in. And then a few weeks ago, I was davening at the small renewal 
synagogue in Cambridge, and the rabbi made a passing reference to a rabbinic notion called eyn 
mukdam u mikhar b’Torah (there is no early and late in Torah). That is, the Torah is not a linear 
narrative that starts at the beginning and moves to the end. This rabbinic tool is used to resolve 
textual problems in scripture. But of course, it suggests much more. What if we lived our lives 
that way. What if we abandoned the linearity of time, not to say, “history repeats itself,” that is 
just a convenient phrase used to explain the seemingly unexplainable and used to confirm a 
narrative one already believe in. Most historians would never agree with such a phrase. And it’s 
almost always used negatively, rarely positively. No, what I mean by the non-linearity of time 
suggests that we live our life in circularity, not repetition, and it is that circularity that resists a 
progress narrative.   

Modernity more generally is very invested in what is sometimes called a “progress narrative.” 
That is the very premise of Enlightenment. And this is even more so in our postwar Boomer 
generation. We have been fortunate to have lived in one of the most stable times in recent 
memory. America was ascending, Boomers moved from more precarious immigrant or first-
generation families to full integrated middle-class and upwardly mobile lives. The likelihood was 
that we would be better off than our parents. And mostly, we were. The generation before us and 
the one rising now do not have the same confidence in our progress narrative. No one who lived 
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through the Holocaust does, and no one facing the coming effects of economic instability, the 
destabilizing of democracy, and climate change does. And Black people in America rarely 
thought in those terms. We reflexively became locked into a notion that what is will, more or 
less, remain as it is. Stability was our mantra. And our experience.  

But something happened that kicked us as Jews off the comfortable perch of our “progress 
narrative.” It was not 9/11. We lived through 9/11 together; it was horrific but mostly it brought 
us closer together. I remember that Rosh ha-Shana after 9/11 in 2001. We mourned together, it 
was not a time of vengeance, but a time of deep sorrow. As horrific as it was, it did not knock us 
off our perch. 

For Jews, part of the “progress narrative” was fostered by the state of Israel after 1967. We felt 
that the state was now “permanent,” “sustainable,” and for some it became the center of our 
identity.  But 22 years after 9/11, and over 50 years after 1967, something did knock us off our 
perch. October 7 and the subsequent destruction of Gaza did what 9/11 could not do, did not do. 
And in some way, it inverted 1967. As a people, it derailed us. It sent us into a tailspin in many 
directions that we have yet to emerge from.  A rabbinical student who spoke at the JTS 
graduation perhaps expressed it best (and I paraphrase as I was not there and heard it second-
hand). “What happened?” she lamented, “We used to be the heroes of the story. Now we are the 
villains?” We were one of the most successful immigrant stories in America. We survived the 
Nazi genocide. And now we have become the target of so much anger and hate? “Why”? 

That question “What happened?” is of course the jagged shore upon which American Jewry is 
now shipwrecked. How you answer that question will tell us where you stand.  But perhaps more 
troubling is that this moment, the trauma and humiliation of October 7 and the horrific images of 
Gaza that remain until today - even if we choose not to look at them - has made thinking almost 
impossible. We as a people are not thinking – we are reacting, we are feeling, all of which is 
understandable, albeit also counterproductive. We cannot “feel” or way past this moment. 

We are, in a sense, in the midst of a flood, in Hebrew, a mabul. There is a Talmudic passage in 
Tractate Zevakhim 113b that asks the question, “About the word mabul; why is a flood called a 
mabul. It is because floods confuse (l’balbel) everything.” And the Hasidic master Zev Wolf of 
Zhiotmir says notes on this passage, “A flood confuses everything, from top [the heavens] to the 
bottom [our world.” (in Or Ha-Meir, vol. 2 140). The solution, he says, “Is that our Torah, 
prayer, and our mitzvot have to liberate all those sparks [embedded below in the flood] and 
elevate them to the place from before they were scattered.” The acts that can bring clarity from 
confusion are acts of piety.  

It is true, we no longer live in Zev Wolf’s world. That solution of unmitigated piety does not 
resonate with us as a solution to confusion. The tools of Torah no longer function for us as they 
did for him. But his larger point, and his question, remains: this flood in which we find 
ourselves, how can we clarify the confusion, how can we disaggregate ourselves from the 
whirlpool of rage, and anger, and fear? Because I submit to you that right now, we are all in that 
whirlpool, every week something else to rage about, to fear, to place ourselves deeper in the seat 
of victimhood. We have succumbed to what I would call “rageology.” 
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Why does one rage? One rages because one doesn’t understand. We rage because we are 
confused. Maybe we rage because we have trouble confronting the “why” of it all. It doesn’t 
matter where we place ourselves on the present-day spectrum, we Jews are not in a good place. 
We are not stable. We are not thinking. We are reacting, and reacting may be a temporary 
solution to fear, but it never lasts. No justice comes from reacting. 

I recently heard Yuval Noah Harari on the Ezra Klein podcast. He was talking about social media 
algorithms, but it seems to me his observation extends beyond that. Let’s say, he said, you are 
walking through a beautiful savannah in Africa. The view is wonderous, there are trees, birds, 
gazelles, giraffes. It feels calm, you feel at one with your surroundings. Then suddenly you see a 
snake close by become very anxious, nervous, frightened, and you become threatened. And then 
snake slithers away and once again you feel calm. The way social media algorithms work, Harari 
said, is that it constantly shows you a snake, and then another snake, and then another one. You 
enter a state of constant anxiety. Everything is threatening. And that dopamine hit is also 
addicting. And so, you wait for the next snake. Because if all you see is snakes, anything that is 
not a snake no longer matters. The world itself becomes threatening. And you keep searching for 
affirmatio of that. 

This is how I see the Jewish conversation today, snakes, snakes, and more snakes. Some are real 
snakes, and some are manufactured ones, but there is an investment in not being able to tell the 
difference. This is the flood, the mabul, the confusion, like being washed underwater by a wave, 
you lose perspective, what is up and what is down, that is true and what is false? 

We Jews have two fundamental dimensions to our existence. One is a wisdom tradition that 
promotes a belief in humanity, in morality, and an aspiration for a reconciled future we call 
redemption (in many different shades). Let’s call that the prophetic tradition. Then there is our 
historical experience, one of fear, persecution, and oppression (even if often over-determined, see 
Salo Baron’s “lachrymose theory”). Let’s call that the victim tradition. As Jews, we inherit both, 
and sometimes we are put into a position whereby one should dominate over the other. October 7 
was for us a dark iteration of the victim tradition. And we responded as victims, albeit now 
victims with power. We lashed out and destroyed, we allowed vengeance to overcome reason. In 
a sense we reacted in a way that made one understand why the Torah mandated “cities of 
refuge.” But Gazans had no city of refuge. We were the victims on October 7. And then we 
became the perpetrators who perpetrated as if we were victims. Isn’t that true of most 
perpetrators of violence?  

Even if some of us defend that, there is another side to us as Jews, the wisdom tradition, a 
tradition whose very center is teshuva, the acknowledgment of complicity, the belief in a better 
world. In moments of trauma, it is understandable that this is sidelined. But if it is erased, we 
sacrifice our very reason for being. Without teshuva, the covenant collapses and we become, as 
the saying goes, “like all the other nations.” We should recall the prophets never allowed the 
Israelites to think they were innocent victims. The message of the prophets is almost always a 
combination of comfort and complicity. 
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And here I want to get personal. Like many of you, I was not raised with much of a Jewish 
identity. My Jewishness rose from my discovery of Judaism. And as much as it may seem strange 
for a rabbi to say, my life has not been dedicated to the Jews, it has been dedicated to Judaism. 
For some that may sound dissonant, but for me it is true. Saadia Gaon, the leader of Geonic 
Jewry in the Abbasid Caliphate in the 9th century once said, if not for Torah, the Jews have no 
reason to exist. And without Torah, we may likely have been a small tribe that disappeared 
millennia ago. 

So, when I became the rabbi here 28 years ago, my commitment was to curate a Judaism I 
believed could benefit our people, and one that I firmly believed in. And that remains true today. 
And I think we made great progress in that goal, ritually, communally, relationally, intellectually, 
spiritually. We are a different community now than in 1997. 

But for me something happened after October 7 and Gaza. In some way, the trauma and 
justifying the reaction seemed to flip a switch for many Jews – suddenly what mattered was “the 
Jews” and Judaism seemed to become sidelined, because all we saw were “snakes.” As 
traumatized people will, we became survivalists, and anyone who was seen as threatening that 
survival became the enemy, non-Jew, or Jew.  

The Nazi jurist Carl Schmitt wrote that politics is always about one thing: friend, and enemy. In 
politics, argued Schmitt, everyone is either one or the other, there is really nothing in between. In 
politics, there is no “other” that is not a friend, or an enemy. That is one of the foundations of 
fascism. As I see it, after Gaza we have become a “hyper-political” people. I don’t mean that in 
any formal sense. What I mean is that we have slipped into a friend-enemy modality. And the 
tool of our trade, our weapon of choice, became antisemitism.   

The prophets did not see all others as friends or enemies, they saw every other, even the enemy, 
even the idolater, as created in God’s image. Commenting on Rav Kook’s eulogy for Herzl in 
1904, Rav Manitou emphases that. “Emunah” is the belief in everything being a product of 
divine creation. Everything. To deny that is idolatry.  

The prophets believed the solution to strife was not accusation and vengeance, but justice. (of 
course, the prophets were multi-faceted, I use the term heuristically). They did not see the world 
as a series of snakes. And, as we know, in many cases the Israelites hated the prophets. 

In short, the prophets in general were not survivalists, they were not survivalists because they 
were believers. They lived at a time of destruction without abandoning the wisdom tradition they 
inherited. Ther victimhood never usurped their belief in justice. And as  we turn to the haftarot 
that preceded Tisha b’Av, we see that they did not allow us to see ourselves as innocent victims. 
Rather, they wanted us to see ourselves as victims, in part, of our own sin. The solution to that 
was not to accuse, it was not to take polls on antisemitism, it was accountability as condition of  
repentance. 

Survivalism is an act of disbelief. We are alone. Only we can save ourselves. Survivalism strips 
us of our humanity. And all who oppose us are the enemy. 
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I am certainly no prophet and no son of a prophet, but through all of this, what I believe in, is the 
Judaism of the prophets. And that Judaism is now under attack, even by the pious, in Israel and 
among us as well. When people say to me “history repeats itself,” often meaning “today is 1938” 
my response is, if that is true, it can also mean “today is 70 CE when the Temple was destroyed 
and Jews were exiled from their land.” We can never know where the repetition leads.  Luckly, I 
don’t believe history repeats itself. But history is not a progress narrative either. History surprises 
us, challenges us, demands of us a steady hand and deep roots. As Dylan sang in “The Basement 
Tapes,” “Strap yourself to a tree with roots, you ain’t going nowhere.” I feel we are rootless 
today, in a flood, a mabul, a state of confusion where we can only react. As Ismar Schorsch said 
in his interview with Peter Beinart, “we need to return to the prophets.” We have forgotten our 
inheritance. 

As many of you know by now, I see our world and our challenges in ways different from some, 
or even most, of you. By itself that is fine. But the breach is not one of mere disagreement, it has 
become existential. And there are some institutions that want to keep the volume as high as it 
will go, they want to keep us afraid and insecure. For some, antisemitism is good for business.  

But I refuse to sideline the only reason I am standing here, the only reason I have stood here for 
28 years; that I am still a proud Jew, not because I was born a Jew, an accident of birth, but 
because of a 3000-year-old wisdom tradition we now call Judaism that I discovered in an old 
stone building on Shmuel Ha-Navi street in the Bukharin quarter of Jerusalem in 1979.  

I have concluded that perhaps in this moment of a collective mabul this community that has been 
so beloved to me, is asking for something else. I will not, cannot in good conscience, become a 
survivalist. I cannot, will not, trade in Judaism for the Jews. I will not permit even our enemies to 
allow me to hate. I will not trade in my religion for an “existential threat” manufactured to keep 
us afraid. I will not forego teshuva. 

I do not deny antisemitism is real and rising in our society, but I also will not reify it. I refuse to 
allow it to become the center of my identity as a Jew. I am not claiming any of us are doing that, 
but as the Talmud teaches “a wide person has eyes in their head.” I also see where we are 
heading, and I can’t go there with some of you. I all but left social media not because I don’t 
think the challenges we face are real, but because I think the framing of those problems are 
manipulative and destructive. We are being fed snakes. Every day. In my own idiosyncratic way, 
I am too much of a believer for all that, a believer in some inchoate creator, and in humanity. 

I am wed to the notion that Gaza was monumental in our history in ways we do not yet know. I 
think there was Judaism before Gaza, and there will be Judaism after Gaza. And they are not the 
same. And thereon lies the circularity. And the subversion of progress. The first we know, the 
second we must create. And as much time I have left in this world, that is what I am committed 
to. Emil Fackenheim wrote in his book God’s Presence in History that today (1966) the voice of 
Sinai can only be heard through the voice of Auschwitz. I want to suggest that today (2026) 
perhaps the voice of Auschwitz can only be heard through the voice of Gaza. This is not to 
compare Auschwitz to Gaza, not at all, all comparisons to Auschwitz are moot in my view. 
Rather, it is to say sometimes a moment, a horrific moment, change everything. October 7 was 
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horrific, gruesome, and beyond all justification. Destroying an entire society, making it almost 
uninhabitable, sociocide, to my mind abrogates all covenantal responsibility. To quote Schorsch 
once more, “Gaza was a massive hillul ha-shem,” a deep blemish on the body of our people. 
Some of you disagree. But as a rabbi, and as a Jew, this is where I stand. 

There is an old saying, I think it is British, “If you find yourself in a hole the first thing to do to 
get out is to stop digging.” We Jews are in a hole today and, as I see it, it is part of our own 
making. Aren’t all holes partly of our own making? It’s just that we often don’t know how to get 
out of it. Right now, all we are doing is digging. We have to stop digging. 

I can’t begin to convey to all of you how much it has meant for me to stand before you, to sit at 
your Shabbos and Yom Tov tables, to celebrate and mourn and think with all of you for 28 years. 
We have all grown together, but growth also sometimes means growing apart. I have learned a 
tremendous amount from all of you, and you have all made me think more carefully about what 
really matters to me as a Jew and as a human being in the changing world we live in.  

I have felt since October 7 and the destruction of Gaza that the flood we have entered has also 
for me become, a parting of the ways. I say this with deep respect and admiration. To paraphrase 
Dylan one last time, “I may be the one you want, but today I’m not sure I’m the one you need.” 
Our journey continues, may we all find the resources inside of us and our sacred tradition, to find 
a light inside of us to brighten this world.  

Let us not just become another people; let us abandon that very idea. That is not good enough; 
for any people. We must aspire to something higher. Let us become children of the prophets. 

Shaul 

 


