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 We live in many worlds. We live on earth, citizens of the globe, part of 

humanity. We live in the United States, the home of the free and the land of the 

brave. We live in California, and in the greater Los Angeles area. We have work 

worlds and home worlds, family worlds and friends worlds. We live in the Jewish 

world, and we live in Western world. Each of these worlds means something to us, 

teaches us something about how to see ourselves and those around us. Each of these 

worlds has its values and its principles. We try to live in worlds that share values and 

rally around principles, but it is not always easy. Sometimes, our worlds conflict. 

When a friend invites you to a gallery opening at the same time as your aunt’s birthday 

party, the family and friends worlds conflct. When California votes for Prop 8, our 

West Hollywood/Greater Los Angeles world conflicts with that world. When Yom 

Kippur falls on a Tuesday, our Jewish world conflicts with our work world. 

As American Jews, we are accustomed to worlds conflicting. We are part of a 

religious community in a nation that has a tenuous relationship with religion, and our 

relationships with other religions can differ greatly. We may see eye to eye with 

Lutherans on one issue, and not on another. We may join hand in hand with Muslims 

in abstaining from pork, but for us wine is an important sacramental instrument. For 

them, it’s an abomination. What makes America great- and challenging- is our attempt 

to balance all of these religions, all of these worlds, to create a harmonious society, 
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where each is free to do as she pleases, believe what she believes, and to be able to 

share in those choices with others. 

 What makes it hard, of course, is when we don’t all agree. We may tout the 

virtues of a pluralistic society, where we value those who disagree with us, where we 

seek common ground where we can find it. But embedded within the virtues of 

pluralism is the sometimes thorny reality of particularism. In order for us to be plural, 

for us to embrace each other for our differences, we have to recognize that there are 

important, meaningful, sometimes fundamental differences between us. We cannot 

embrace pluralism unless we too embrace the particularities of each other. But there’s 

the rub. How hard it can be for me to embrace you, or for you to embrace me, when 

we each have things that poke at each other, that feel uncomfortable, that we cannot 

tolerate, let alone learn to live with. 

 This is particularly true when it comes to religious issues. America may be the 

most religious developed nation, but that does not at all mean that we share one 

religion. Jews, Christians, Muslims, Orthodox, Reform, Renewal, Messianic, Catholic, 

Protestant, Mormon, Evangelical, Sunni and Shi’a, Hindu, Buddhist, Zoroastrian, 

Coptic, Mennonite…members of all of these faiths have come to America with the 

belief that here, one can worship in peace, in safety and security, and live one’s life 

unfettered by government restrictions. Our founders saw this potential in our nation, 

and believed that in order to ensure that each individual could enjoy freedom of 
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religion, that religions could not be assisted by government recognition. Religions are 

hegemonic beings; they seek to expand, to influence those around them. They have a 

worldview, ascribed to by their followers, which they purport to be superior. This is 

true of Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, and all other faiths. If, as 

Jews, we didn’t think Judaism was the “right” religion, why would we be following it? 

As Jews, we have seen what governments can do to religion. We could ask the 

Maccabees, the zealots on Masada, our ancestors in Spain, Russia, Germany, or 

Poland, what government can do to religion. In America, we have been on both sides 

of the freedom from-freedom to debate; arguing against prayer in school but for 

special dispensation for religious communities. Just a few weeks ago, when the 

Department of Education changed a rule that granted clergy, along with all employees 

of a non-profit organization, the ability to get special relief from student loans, several 

of my classmates and colleagues voiced their displeasure, noting that in this case, 

clergy were being specially targeted from a benefit that was available to other non-

profit workers (including other synagogue staff). But our tradition also puts great faith 

into whatever administration or regime governs Jews; the Talmudic saying דינא 

 .the law of the government is the law, has guided us for generations ,דינא דמלכותא

Fortunately for us in America, that law allows us to raise our voices when we disagree, 

to challenge the law through appropriate means, to stand up for what we believe in in 

our hopes to make our worlds the best they can be. 
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Over the past several weeks, the values of personal freedom, religious freedom, 

and the question of how the government ought to regulate them have come to the 

fore, as our nation has been debating free and complete access to contraception. The 

government has said that it wants all women to be able to have access to 

contraception, unfettered by cost, employer or employment status. It has always 

stricken me as odd that in this nation access to health care has been so closely linked 

with employment, but for now that is our system. For those who are fortunate, their 

employers pay or help pay for health care. The collective effort helps to maximize 

cost efficiencies. But it also may put some workers in a precarious position, at the 

whim of the decision of their employers (to say nothing about those who either are 

unemployed, under-employed, or whose employers do not pay for health care; their 

situation is often even more precarious). Our tradition does teach us about how 

employers should treat their employees. A well-known teaching instructs us that a day 

laborer must be paid his earning at the end of each day; the employer may not hold 

his wages overnight. Why? One, because the laborer may need those wages to feed 

himself or his family that night. But second, it sends a message about the relationship 

between employee and employer. When an employee’s work is done, she is not longer 

in the employer’s purview. Her life is hers to live once that five o’clock whistle blows. 

For some religious organizations, that freedom is something they take issue 

with. When the US Council of Catholic Bishops took issue with the mandate that 
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employers cover the cost of contraception for their employees, the government took 

note. This example of worlds conflicting was an interesting intersection of personal 

and group freedoms, religious rights and religious protections. The Catholic Church, 

and the other organizations that have expressed similar concerns with the mandate, 

do so out of religious conscience; they do not want to be financially responsible for 

activities that run counter to their religious beliefs. That is a noble position to take. 

But the counterpoint is also noble; that women in this country have the right to take 

care of their bodies in the way that they choose. Implied in the Church’s objection is 

the assumption that some of its female employees do want access to contraception, 

would take advantage of that benefit that has been valued at about $600 per year. 

Proof in itself that employment by a Catholic organization, as a doctor at a hospital or 

mathematics professor at a university, does not necessarily imply adherence to 

Catholic dogma. So now we have these two competing, valid value claims: for the 

Church to protect its authenticity and for its female employees to have access to the 

type of health care they choose. 

As was argued by Rabbi David Saperstein of the Reform movement’s Religious 

Action Center on February 17 and by the editorial board of the Jewish Daily Forward 

this morning (among many others), access to contraception is not a family planning 

concern, it is a health care concern. What has precipitated this debate is the 

administration’s statement that contraception is part of a preventative health care 
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regimen, and thus to be covered 100% by the Affordable Care Act. While the 

churches that object may want to frame this as a religious rights issue, or a 

reproductive rights issue, or a women’s rights issue, we need not grant those 

assumptions. Research shows that the majority of women who use contraception use 

it for reasons other than family planning. But that is not the important point. It’s not 

at all about how or why women use these medications. It’s about their freedom to do 

so. It’s about the balance between the rights of individuals and the rights of 

organizations. It’s about how we as a society want to act when our worlds collide. 

As Jews, we have always been wary of other faith traditions imposing their 

beliefs on us. As a progressive congregational community that cherishes openness and 

acceptance for all- gay or straight, interfaith, old and young, we are acutely aware of 

how the beliefs of a small but powerful group can affect the rights of many others. 

Whether or not a woman chooses to use contraception, and what her motivations are, 

may not be a concern for many in this community…nor is it any of our business. But 

what is our business, what we should be concerned with, is the rights of women, and 

really the rights of all, to have access to the health care they need to leave a full, 

healthy life. It’s something we all want for ourselves, and as Jews, as Americans, and 

humans who see ourselves created in God’s image, we should want it for all as well. 

 
 


