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Let’s Make a Deal or Profiles in Courage 
When I got Covid last year, I was exhausted. It was the first time I took three naps in one day since I was six months old. Right before one of those naps, I turned on the television and saw a show I hadn’t seen in many years, Let’s Make a Deal. I didn’t even know that Monty Hall had been replaced years ago by the comedian Wayne Brady. At one point, there was a lady who was at home, because during Covid they limited who was in the studio, and Brady had a short conversation with her about her life. She and her husband always had a dream of going to Hawaii with their three kids, but he had passed away recently, and now she wanted to go to Hawaii even more, to see it for him. And I’m lying there, melting, thinking about the movie Titanic, where the heroine goes on to experience everything her late lover would never see. And first, the woman takes a curtain and gets $1000, and then she trades up and gets a washer-dryer, but then she takes a curtain and there it is, a girl in a hula-skirt showing an all-expenses paid trip to Hawaii. Clearly, this was all set up: the conversation, the trip. But I don’t care. The cynic in me knows that this is just television, but I’m so happy for the lady and her three kids who are jumping up and down on the sofa behind her. And the show goes on with other contestants, but towards the end, Brady comes back to her and asks if she wants to trade the trip to Hawaii for what’s behind one of the curtains. I assume she’ll just say “No”. She’s going to live her dream. But her kids are shouting, “Take Curtain #1! This could be the Big Deal!” And we hear other people shouting, “Take Curtain #1!” But I’m shouting with my Covid sore throat: “Don’t you dare! You’ve got what you always wanted!”
And she took the curtain. And it was 2000 dollars. And she was crying. I was so unhappy that it almost wrecked my nap.
But it came to me, as I fell asleep, that she was America. You get the dream, the American dream, you’re the greatest country in history, and you trade it away because everyone is shouting. You’re not thinking about your dream, you’re thinking about getting more money, and you do what everybody tells you to do.
That woman must have known better. But she did not listen to her heart. And she blew the dream. She needed the strength to say, “No. I came on this show to get Hawaii and I’m going to stick to who I am and who I have always been.”

 It’s hard, in a moment like that, to have the kind of strength to stay who you are.
She was a good person with a wonderful dream, and she threw it all away.

When I was a child, there was a President named John F. Kennedy. Kennedy was young, good-looking, and inspiring. What inspired me the most about Kennedy was a book he wrote called Profiles in Courage. I read it, and then I watched a terrific television show with a great patriotic melody and episodes based on the book which were about Americans who had principles and stuck to them even though they went through terrible things because they held to those principles.  There was a chapter about Daniel Webster, who despite being one of the greatest senators and speakers of all time, became very unpopular because he helped push through a compromise bill with the South to keep the country together. His voters were so angry he had to leave the Senate.
Senator Edmund Ross was a Republican who had no sympathy for the controversial President Andrew Johnson but wanted to make sure his impeachment was a fair trial. He was afraid that impeachment without a fair trial would lead to chaos for the country. The people of his state of Kansas were so angry that he was ostracized, and his family suffered from poverty.
Daniel Webster wanted there to be a United States of America, and he took a position that he knew would make him unpopular. And Ross didn’t want every President to be impeached, so he took a position that made him unpopular.
Now let’s talk about today.
Let’s contrast the woman on Let’s Make a Deal and the people in Profiles in Courage to many of the people who are our leaders today. 
They clearly have made a deal. They have made a deal with a Wizard and even though the curtain has been lifted and everyone should be able to see that he is just a clever grifter, a flim-flam man who sells snake-oil that supposedly cures all your ills but actually makes you very sick, they still bow down to him.

They live in the world of Let’s Make a Deal.

And they have traded the dream of America for their own power.

Unlike Webster, they don’t care about keeping the country united.

Unlike Ross, they don’t care about justice.

All they care about is themselves. And the people around them are shouting, “Take the curtain with the Wizard!” and so they do, and trade away every principle they ever had. 
We have all watched and learned more and more about what has happened and is happening right now in our country, as many people have decided to trade the most basic principles of America for the power that is behind the curtain. 

They lie about the most basic facts

They commit fraud while claiming everyone else is committing fraud.

They placate a tyrant

They commit crimes
They condone murder and violence

They make an alliance with the worst dregs of this society: The white supremacists, the Neo-Nazis, the Holocaust deniers, the sordid conspiracy-mongers. 
All for power.

And they came dangerously close, closer than we ever realized, to destroying the most sacred and basic process of democracy, the peaceful transfer of power. The mob incited by the ex-President was forty feet away from murdering the Vice President. Election officials were threatened and harassed just for doing their jobs honestly. The bereaved parents of the murdered kids in Newtown were accused of making up the deaths of their kids! How low can these liars go? You can’t go lower than that.
The good news is that for all the lies and violence, there are Profiles in Courage today; they are not just in the past. Every year, President Kennedy’s daughter Ambassador Caroline Kennedy presents that year’s John F. Kennedy Profile in Courage Awards  This year, for the first time ever, the John F. Kennedy Profile in Courage Award honored five individuals — President Volodymyr Zelenskyy, U.S. Representative Liz Cheney, Michigan Secretary of State Jocelyn Benson, Arizona Representative “Rusty” Bowers, and voter registration official Wandrea’ ArShaye Moss — each for their courage to protect and defend democracy. 
There is no issue today more important than the fight for democracy. These honorees placed their careers and lives on the line to protect democratic principles and free and fair elections. They embody what President Kennedy admired most in others—courage.

And when all those heroes spoke to the country, and we learned everything, where were all the Senators and Representatives to acknowledge that they had been wrong? Why didn’t anyone come out and say, “I’m sorry that I supported a tyrant who attempted a coup on our country”?  
Why didn’t they say this? Because they’ve made a deal, they have traded the dream of democracy away for what is behind the Curtain.
I want to focus on one of those honorees. My vote for human being of the year, and Jewish person of the year, is Vlodymyr Zelenskyy, the President of Ukraine. Zelensky was born in Ukraine, which has the most horrible history of anti-Jewish hatred. He was born into a Jewish Ukrainian family that two generations before had four brothers, until three were murdered by the Nazis. Only one survived; the grandfather of Vlodymyr Zelensky. His grandson has a double responsibility, the responsibility of the Jewish person to survive in the face of evil, and the Ukrainian’s purpose to survive against the Soviet attack. It may be that the courage and confidence that we have seen in this remarkable person is based on that double sense of mission.

The way that I usually hear about Zekenskyy’s rise to President of Ukraine is that he was a comedian who played a President on TV and that he acted the part so well that he was elected for real. But if you’d would watch the show, called Servant of the People, which you can see on Netflix, you’d get a very different picture. Ukraine is a new democracy; it became independent when Zelensky was 13 years old. It has been filled with corruption. And the show wanted to envision what Ukraine could become if it had leaders that were servants of the people. By the way, I grew up in an America that called its leaders ‘public servants’. There was a sense, back then, that our leaders worked for us, not for their own power, even if it means trampling on every moral value including truth. 

The popularity of the show Servant of the People showed that the Ukrainians were ready. Democracy needs humor to poke holes in hypocrisy and bring would-be tyrants down to size. Zelenskyy became president because the show reflected the aspirations of the people to create an honest democracy. And that Ukrainians could transcend centuries of anti-Jewish hatred to overwhelmingly elect an avowedly and proud Jewish person as president showed that it wanted to make a statement about its direction. So Putin’s claim that he had to invade Ukraine to de-Nazify it, was just another totally sinister lie. 

And then came Zelenskyy’s virtual world tour to the United States, Great Britain, the European Union, and Israel. In each place, he used the symbols of those places so that they could relate in their own terms to what Ukraine was going through right now. He talked about the London Blitz to Parliament and Pearl Harbor to Congress and the Holocaust to the Knesset. This is what we must always do: talk to people in terms they can understand.
What other lessons for our lives can we learn from Zelenskyy?

He was asked, when he was going around to inspire his people even while the bombs were falling and there were attempts on his life: “Aren’t you scared?” 
And he said something to this effect: “Of course I’m scared, but I can’t let my fear stop me.” This is another thing we should learn: It’s ok to be afraid. But you must go. The courage to go on comes from being sure of your purpose.
He has taught us not to apologize for who we are. 

We have learned from him that when push comes to shove, we can shove back and rise to the occasion.  

If you have that courage and that purpose, you can stand up to a corrupt President of the United States when he says, “Let’s Make a Deal”.
Like they say on another Jewish comedian’s TV show, we have to say: “No Deal!” 

If you have that courage, you can stand up to the most evil dictator in the world when he invades your country with his mighty army. 

Zelenskyy is a profile in courage, and part of that courage and honesty comes from his Jewishness. 
Most of all, we learn that there must be things that we will not deal away.
Again, right now, the most urgent thing is to protect our democracy.

I will not give up on my belief that democracy is the best political system. I believe in law and a constitution. 

I write for a website that encourages people to talk with respect to each other about issues. I have a weekly column where I apply the lessons from the ancient past to what is happening in America today.
And what I have been writing about recently is that long before Athens, we Jewish people had a constitution called the Torah. When we had a monarchy, it was a constitutional monarchy where the king was not above the law. This is three thousand years ago. 

The Bible continued to develop because any constitution, any set of rules for leaders and governance, must be a living, growing thing, because life changes. There will always be those who oppose change so that they can keep their power.

We must protect our democracy.
If you know anything about history, or even if you just follow current events, you know that if democracy fails, the Jewish people are in grave danger. 
My father used to say, “If you own a house, you must take time and walk around that house and that yard and check everything that’s going on. And what you will find is that something needs repair, something needs fixing up. If you don’t, you will not be ready for what may happen.”
Instead of a house, picture a fort, with walls around the perimeter. The enemies are always looking for the weak spots in the walls so they can break through.  
This is exactly what has happened in America in the last few years and is happening right this minute. The enemies of democracy and equal rights spent decades plotting how to capture the judicial branch all the way up to the Supreme Court. They found breaches in the walls and they are storming the fort. 

Why were there so many weak spots in the fort? Because we were not paying attention.

If you are not paying attention, there will be those who will be doing things while you’re not looking.
When you do not go around fixing the breaches, your opponents will be coming through those weak spots and invading your life.
Very often, some terrible event happens, the massacre of the children in Newtown, 9/11, and we pay attention, we cry out for change. And then we stop paying attention and only focus on our own lives. 

 Paul Simon sang: 
…  "Why am I short of attention? 
Got a short little span of attention 
And, whoa, my nights are so long 

 We all seem to have a short attention span. We have trouble focusing on tasks for any length of time without being easily distracted. We get bored. I know how this works: People are going to complain to me and say that they’re sick of hearing about Jan. 6th. They’re going to complain that I’m still talking about the invasion of Ukraine. But we have to keep our focus.
The worst effect of a short attention span is that the other side wins. That’s exactly what the opponents of gun control are counting on. They agreed to a bill that hardly went far enough. And they’re counting on the rest of us being content with that.
Did you see how ready all those states were when Roe v. Wade was revoked? In days, a few days, many trigger laws went into effect. They had planned. They were ready.

It’s Rosh Hashanah, so let’s not say that some Supreme Court Justices lied about reproductive rights to be confirmed for the Court. 
It’s Rosh Hashanah, so let’s not say that people who are against abortion and want to have control over other people’s bodies are often the same people who screamed that no one could tell them to get vaccinated or wear masks because they must have freedom over their own bodies. 
And let’s not say that this is at least partly an effort to set women’s rights back fifty years.
Instead, since it’s Rosh Hashanah and we want to see the best in others, let’s say that these people are deeply, spiritually against abortion. 

If so, do you know the deal involved?

In pursuing that ideal of the preservation of even incipient life, they are trading away the reality of people’s lives

They are ignoring the reality that some of the girls and women who seek abortions are victims of both strangers and people in their lives.
They are ignoring the reality of all sorts of dangerous possibilities for both mother and fetus.  

Idealism can be a form of denial, a way of evading a true confrontation with suffering.

What is the deal they want to make? They want to take the curtain of the Ideal and trade away reality.

There is a danger when people, even those with good intentions, are so filled with idealism that they do not understand that they are destroying lives, hurting people in the here and now.
It takes courage, when everyone around you is shouting to take the deal, when everyone else says to take the curtain with the Wizard, to be who you are, true to your purpose.
But we Jewish people have believed in core values for three thousand years: No one is above the law. 
Strangers and immigrants must be treated fairly, not kidnapped and used as political pawns.  
Literacy and knowledge are the road to truth. 

And for all the ideals, there is also real life. 
Our ideals and our laws must evolve along with the realities of our lives.

Most of us will never be called on to face down corrupt dictators or save the nation. 

But we must not trade away our values because we want more money or because everyone is shouting at us.
I want to say something more personal before I stop. For all the crimes and sins of the former President, I am deeply offended by the way he treats the human beings around him. He uses people, from his own attorneys and friends to the Nazis who beat and kill policemen, and they go to jail and he says he never knew them. This is the opposite of what human beings should do. 
I don’t want to have a transactional life, where everything is a deal, and we only do things for others when it suits our agenda. I don’t want to keep score with my family or my friends. 
This is my 39th Rosh Hashanah with you, and what I want, and most of the time I have, is relationships, where we share life, and do for each other, without thinking about who did more, or less. I feel awkward when people thank me for just doing what I should be doing. I don’t want to make a deal with you. I want to live life with you. 
My dream has always been to live life with people I care about, and that dream is my reality. 
America could be the fulfillment of the greatest dreams, if we don’t trade it away for what’s behind the curtain. What’s behind the curtain is just a man with orange hair who should be fitted for an orange jump suit.
Instead, we must have the courage to be who we are, and to say, “Sorry, no deal, I’m going to Hawaii like I dreamed, I’m not going to make a deal. I have a dream, and I won’t trade it away for anything in the world.”
