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I’ve come to realize that over the years I’ve written almost every 

sermon so as to reveal its true intent incrementally as I go along and then 
conclude with my most forceful and/or passionate expression of what I 
want to say. From what I’ve been told, besides waiting for the real subject 
matter to become more crystallized, people also expect me to mention, at 
some point, an anecdote about my wife or my children or my dog, not 
necessarily in that order. Tonight, I want you to know the subject of this 
sermon right away: It’s our new Affordable Care Act, also know deridingly 
or proudly as Obamacare. Inasmuch as it was recently upheld as 
constitutional by the Supreme Court, you may say, “It’s the law, rabbi. We 
don’t need to be convinced. You’re preaching to the choir – mostly. This is, 
after all, Beth Shir Shalom.  Most of us already agree. Get over it. Talk 
about something else.” There are reasons why I feel it’s crucial to continue 
speaking about AND supporting national health care and those 
reasons…I’ll tell you later! 

 
First, let’s quickly review the kind of arguments for a national system 

of health care that were put forth in recent times and in many prior decades 
by President Obama, President Bill Clinton, Hillary Clinton, and the late 
Senator Ted Kennedy among others. They said things like health care 
should be considered part of the American people’s “Economic Bill of 
Rights," that “we all have “the right to adequate protection from the 
economic fears of ... sickness ...." They wanted this nation to resolve, once 
and for all, “...that no American child shall come to adult life with diseases 
or defects which can be prevented or corrected at an early age.” They 
likened the “national concern” to attend to the health of our children to the 

responsibility to provide for their education. They told us what we already 
know but did not want to admit: that “people with low or moderate incomes 
do not get the same medical attention as those with high[er] incomes. The 
poor have more sickness, but they get less medical care….” They insisted 
that “the principal reason why people do not receive the care they need is 
that they cannot afford to pay for it on an individual basis at the time they 
need it.” “This is true,” they said, “not only for needy [people]. It is also true 



for a large proportion of normally self-supporting [people].” They expressed 
deep concern about those Americans who are unable to earn an income 
during severe, chronic and/or long-term illness and the deleterious effect 
that has not only on the economics of a given household, but also the 
cumulative effects of such situations on local economies and the nation’s 
economy.  

 
They all said things just like that…except that nearly every word of 

what I just attributed to the Clintons, Senator Kennedy and President 
Obama were actually the words of President Harry Truman in a 1945 letter 
to Congress. Many times in the letter, sixty-seven years ago, anticipating 
congressional and public pushback, he insisted “this is not socialized 
medicine.” Sound familiar? Truman admonished Congress to create a 
robust national health care system with layers of nets so that “whether or 
not patients get the services they need would not depend on how much 
they can afford to pay at the time.” He also insisted that a system of 
“REQUIRED” payment would go a long way to preventing disease and the 
exacerbation of symptoms, both of which are a drain on the economy. 

 
Truman believed that the ideological, philosophical, moral and 

LEGAL foundations of “Trumancare” were rooted in American values. 
Similarly, Jewish tradition commands us to be unequivocal supporters and 
advocates for a system that guarantees health care for every individual.  

 
Rabbi Elliot Dorff is the Rector at the American Jewish University. He 

is also one of the leading experts on Jewish medical ethics…in the world. 
He served on the Ethics Committee of Hillary Clinton's Health Care Task 
Force during the Clintons hard-fought but unsuccessful struggle to create 
and pass a health care reform bill.  

 
I heard Rabbi Dorff speak about health care in 1994, in the midst of 

the Clintons’ effort. He said, “Equal access [to health care] is an issue of 
justice” that falls directly under the federal government’s responsibility to 

“provide for the general welfare.” He said that any American with ANY 
religious perspective holds a common tenet that we are the responsible 
“stewards of our bodies” and that we must build and maintain a society that 
insures that all of us have the tools and means available to follow through 
on that inherent charge of our basic humanity.  

 



The most currently resonant comment by Rabbi Dorff was that he 
envisioned a GOVERNMENT-MANAGED program – not a health care 
system run BY the government. He foresaw a system in which insurance 
companies would be required to tailor their policies to government 
regulations, a system that offered many options, at the core of which would 
be a default alternative that guaranteed decent, accessible and affordable 
health care to all Americans, no matter their ability to pay or the status of 
their health. That sounds awfully familiar. 

 
The earliest Jewish values regarding communal health care come 

from two difficultly-themed Torah portions that deal with a disease that 
most scholars assume is leprosy. In our ancient society, leprosy was seen 
as punishment for immoral behavior. As a result leprosy was considered to 
be a spiritual matter. As such, it fell to a priest to determine whether an 
individual was afflicted with leprosy. The priest washed and shaved the 
affected area and, for the next two weeks, closely observed if there was 
any progression or reduction in the disease. The priests actively struggled 
to help the person heal. Leprosy was thought to have some degree of 
physical communicability as well. So, if the steps toward healing were 
unsuccessful, the priest ordered the person quarantined for the good of the 
community. At the time, there was no alternative. 

 
In those ancient times, we were all required to pay tithes and other 

fees so that the priests could, among many other duties, respond to an 
outbreak of leprosy and protect the health of the community. In other words 
we paid “insurance premiums” so the priests could respond to the nation’s 
health needs. 

 
The Book of Exodus informs us that the entire Jewish people is to be 

a nation of priests, that is, the important and often difficult responsibilities of 
our ancient priests belong to all of us. Acting as a priest toward and with 
one another, we become each other’s responsibility. Each of us is called 
upon to actively help those around us, whether we know them or not. When 

it comes to health care, the notion of being a nation of priests could not be 
more clear: we are responsible for the health and wellbeing of ourselves 
and everyone else simultaneously.  

 
In a brief Hassidic tale at the beginning of our Rosh haShanah eve 

service, the Gerer Rebbe asks one of his disciples about the well being of 
another student who is absent. The Rebbe asks whether the missing 



student needs help, advice, or comforting and, specifically, whether he is in 
good health. The disciple replies that he doesn’t know. The Rebbe is 
furious, completely incredulous that a Jew wouldn’t know about the welfare 
of another. THAT is what it means for us to be a nation of priests. Our 
tradition mandates us to be empathetic because, very simply, if we are not 
mandated, we won’t be. Likewise, today, if we are not required to purchase 
health insurance for ourselves, thereby lowering the risks and the costs for 
us all, we won’t. 

 
In his writings, Rabbi Dorff reminds us that the rabbis of the Talmud 

deduced our obligation to care for the sick from “the Torah’s demands not 
to stand idly by the blood of your brother (Leviticus 19:16) and to love your 
neighbor as yourself (Leviticus 19:18).”  Our heritage has always 
demanded that we adopt a communitarian perspective, especially for those 
who are in an emergency or chronic need.  

 
One would think that these commandments coupled with the thirty-six 

times the Torah instructs us to help the stranger would be enough to mold 
our nature such that we would always feel compelled to respond to the 
health concerns of others. Unfortunately, it appears that the human 
capacity for selfishness, narcissism and the avoidance of responsibility is 
limitless. So, through the centuries, Jewish authorities have continued to 
insist that we see and accept the responsibility for reasonably priced and 
easily accessible health care for all. The Shulchan Aruch, rules that the sick 
cannot be price-gouged for the medicine they need (YD 336:3). Rabbi 
Shlomo Goren, the third Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of Israel, declared, “The 
government may not excuse itself from responsibility toward the sick since 
the government is responsible for the health of the people.” (Assia journal 
21:40). One of the most important Jewish legal authorities of the twentieth 
century, Rabbi Eliezar Waldenberg, stated our communal responsibilities 
for health care simply, succinctly and forthrightly: “When poor people are ill 
and cannot afford medical expenses, the community sends a doctor to visit 
them, and the medicine is paid for by the communal fund.” (Tzitz 

Eliezer5:4)  
 
THAT is what we, the Jewish people, bring to the challenges to our 

new health care law that are already and will continue to be brought forth 
after the first Tuesday in November. For us, as Jews, a national American 
health care program is neither about the Commerce Act nor the 
congressional authority to tax; communal health care has always been part 



of our spiritual and social collective responsibility. We should also point out 
to everyone we know and meet that the AMERICAN struggle to create such 
a health care system is long, proud and clearly linked to AMERICAN 
founding principles. Quote to them from President Truman.  

 
Jews must be a “nation of priests”, responsible for all those around 

us, so that we help to inspire America to truly be the nation that declares to 
its inhabitants that it will support and care for their liberty, their ability to 
pursue happiness and their LIVES, which must include their health. In the 
voting booth this November and in our daily work for what is just and right, 
we should feel confident choosing to cast our vote and actively 
encouraging others to cast theirs in a manner that demonstrates complete 
support for full preservation and full implementation of the American Care 
Act knowing that our advocacy stands on centuries of expansive and 
progressive interpretation of the Jewish value of not standing idly by, the 
commandment to love our neighbor as much as we love ourselves and the 
American value that a government by, for and of the people provides for  
the general welfare of every individual, which includes making certain that 
everyone has access to quality, affordable health care whenever they need 
it! 


