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Fill Your Own Cup – Year Two  
Jewish Food for Thought on the Elections  

 

1) Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein – Judaism and Democracy  
https://etzion.org.il/en/halakha/studies-halakha/laws-state-and-society/judaism-and-democracy-part-1-2 
 
The most basic foundation of all political science is the question of the source of authority and its roots: from 
whence does it derive its values and draw its power, on the practical level, but also – more importantly – on the level 
of ideas? In this context, it is clear that if we compare our world view to that of western democracy, there is a 
contradiction. Democracy maintains that the source of authority, its root and basis, is the vox populi – the voice of 
the public. The public decides, for better or worse; the public determines what is desirable and what is not, both in 
legal and in moral terms. 
We, on the other hand – and I refer also to those who cleave to universal religious values in general, and to our 
world-view in particular – highlight the idea that the source of authority is the Holy One and His will. “He is our God 
and there is no other.” We are His servants; we are happy to serve Him, and we proclaim – like any believing Jew – 
that “They are My servants, whom I took out of the land of Egypt.” God’s command comes “first” both 
chronologically and logically. In this sense, then, it is clear that our world view differs from the democracy espoused 
by Jean-Jacques Rousseau and John Locke. 
 At the same time, however, one thing must be clear. While we differ regarding the roots of authority, this does not 
necessarily place us in opposition to the democratic perception of government, namely, how it is structured and 
how it is elected. The contradiction between “they are My servants” and a view of authority as emanating from a 
human, secular power is one that would exist even if we were speaking of an oligarchy or monarchy… 
 
https://etzion.org.il/en/halakha/studies-halakha/laws-state-and-society/judaism-and-democracy-part-2-2 
…Spiritual self-fulfillment is maximized to the degree that human free will finds expression. It is specifically in a 
democratic society, where man has freedom of choice in very significant areas of his life, pertaining to his lifestyle 
and the structure of the society in which he lives, that the human aspect – the aspect of the “Divine image,” as 
reflected, inter alia, in the freedom of choice – finds expression. This fundamental Jewish value – the ability to 
choose – assumes more significant expression specifically in a democratic world, just as democratic values find 
expression specifically in a Jewish, halakhic framework…  

 
I. Monarchy Model  

2) Deuteronomy 17:14-20 
If, after you have entered the land that your God has assigned to you, and 
taken possession of it and settled in it, you decide, “I will set a king over 
me, as do all the nations about me,”  
you shall be free to set a king over yourself, one chosen by your God. Be 
sure to set as king over yourself one of your own people; you must not 
set a foreigner over you, one who is not your kin.  
Moreover, he shall not keep many horses or send people back to Egypt to 
add to his horses, since God has warned you, “You must not go back that 
way again.”  
And he shall not have many wives, lest his heart go astray; nor shall he 
amass silver and gold to excess.  
When he is seated on his royal throne, he shall have a copy of this 
Teaching written for him on a scroll by the Levitical priests.  
Let it remain with him and let him read in it all his life, so that he may 
learn to revere his God, to observe faithfully every word of this Teaching 
as well as these laws.  

 כ  –דברים י"ז: י"ד  
י תָבאֹ אֶל הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶר יְקֹוקָ אֱלֹהֶיךָ נֹתֵן לָךְ   )יד( כִּ

י מֶלֶךְ   ימָה עָלַׁ רְתָ אָשִּ בְתָה בָהּ וְאָמַׁ שְתָהּ וְישַָׁ וִּירִּ
יבֹתָי:  ם אֲשֶר סְבִּ גּוֹיִּ  כְכָל הַׁ

ר יְקֹוָק   ים עָלֶיךָ מֶלֶךְ אֲשֶר יִּבְחַׁ )טו( שוֹם תָשִּ
ים עָלֶיךָ מֶלֶךְ לאֹ   חֶיךָ תָשִּ קֶרֶב אַׁ אֱלֹהֶיךָ בוֹ מִּ

יךָ הוּא:  י אֲשֶר לאֹ אָחִּ יש נכְָרִּ  תוּכַׁל לָתֵת עָלֶיךָ אִּ
יב אֶת הָעָם   ים וְלאֹ ישִָּ ק לאֹ יַׁרְבֶה לּוֹ סוּסִּ )טז( רַׁ
ר לָכֶם לאֹ   רְבוֹת סוּס וַׁיקֹוקָ אָמַׁ ן הַׁ עַׁ יְמָה לְמַׁ צְרַׁ מִּ

זֶה עוֹד:  דֶרֶךְ הַׁ פוּן לָשוּב בַׁ  תֹסִּ
ים וְלאֹ יָסוּר לְבָבוֹ וְכֶסֶף   )יז( וְלאֹ יַׁרְבֶה לּוֹ נשִָּ

 וְזָהָב לאֹ יַׁרְבֶה לּוֹ מְאֹד: 
ב לוֹ אֶת   כְתוֹ וְכָתַׁ מְלַׁ סֵא מַׁ ל כִּ בְתוֹ עַׁ )יח( וְהָיָה כְשִּ

ים   כֹהֲנִּ פְנֵי הַׁ לִּּ ל סֵפֶר מִּ זאֹת עַׁ תוֹרָה הַׁ שְנהֵ הַׁ מִּ

ם:  לְוִּיִּ  הַׁ
ד   ן יִּלְמַׁ עַׁ יָיו לְמַׁ מּוֹ וְקָרָא בוֹ כָל יְמֵי חַׁ )יט( וְהָיְתָה עִּ

בְרֵי   שְמֹר אֶת כָל דִּ לְיִּרְאָה אֶת יְקֹוקָ אֱלֹהָיו לִּ

עֲשתָֹם:  ים הָאֵלֶּה לַׁ חֻקִּ זאֹת וְאֶת הַׁ תוֹרָה הַׁ  הַׁ

 

mailto:yepstein@jewishedproject.org
https://etzion.org.il/en/halakha/studies-halakha/laws-state-and-society/judaism-and-democracy-part-1-2
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Thus he will not act haughtily toward his fellows or deviate from the 
Instruction to the right or to the left, to the end that he and his 
descendants may reign long in the midst of Israel. 

ן   י סוּר מִּ לְתִּ י רוּם לְבָבוֹ מֵאֶחָיו וּלְבִּ לְתִּ )כ( לְבִּ
ל   ים עַׁ יךְ ימִָּ ן יַׁאֲרִּ עַׁ ין וּשְמאֹול לְמַׁ צְוהָ ימִָּ מִּּ הַׁ

כְתוֹ הוּא וּבָניָו בְקֶרֶב יִּשְרָאֵל:  מְלַׁ  מַׁ

 
3) Samuel I 8:11 – 17 
 He said, “This is what the king who will reign over you will claim as his 
rights: He will take your sons and make them serve with his chariots and 
horses, and they will run in front of his chariots.12 Some he will assign to 
be commanders of thousands and commanders of fifties, and others to 
plow his ground and reap his harvest, and still others to make weapons of 
war and equipment for his chariots.13 He will take your daughters to be 
perfumers and cooks and bakers. 14 He will take the best of your fields and 
vineyards and olive groves and give them to his attendants. 15 He will take 
a tenth of your grain and of your vintage and give it to his officials and 
attendants. 16 Your male and female servants and the best of your 
cattle[c] and donkeys he will take for his own use. 17 He will take a tenth of 
your flocks, and you yourselves will become his slaves.  

 ז י-יאפרק ח: ' אואל שמ
אֶת   עֲלֵיכֶם  יִמְלךְ  אֲשֶר  הַמֶלֶךְ  מִשְפַט  יִהְיהֶ  זהֶ  וַיּאמֶר 

צוּ   וְרָּ יו  שָּ רָּ וּבְפָּ בְמֶרְכַבְתּו  לו  ם  וְשָּ ח  יִקָּ לִפְנֵי  בְנֵיכֶם 

רֵי חֲמִשִים וְלַחֲרש   פִים וְשָּ רֵי אֲלָּ מֶרְכַבְתּו. וְלָּשוּם לו שָּ

לַעשֲות כְלֵי מִלְחַמְתּו וּכְלֵי רִכְבו.  לִקְצר קְצִירו וְ חֲרִישו וְ

וְאֶת   וּלְאפות.  חות  וּלְטַבָּ חות  לְרַקָּ ח  יִקָּ בְנותֵיכֶם  וְאֶת 

וְזֵיתֵיכֶ  כַרְמֵיכֶם  וְאֶת  וְנָּתַן שְדותֵיכֶם  ח  יִקָּ הַטּובִים  ם 

יו   רִיסָּ לְסָּ וְנָּתַן  יַעְשר  וְכַרְמֵיכֶם  וְזרְַעֵיכֶם  יו.  דָּ לַעֲבָּ

יו. וְאֶת עַבְדֵיכֶם וְאֶת שִפְחותֵיכֶם וְאֶת בַחוּרֵיכֶם   דָּ וְלַעֲבָּ

צאנְכֶם   לִמְלַאכְתּו.  ה  שָּ וְעָּ ח  יִקָּ חֲמורֵיכֶם  וְאֶת  הַטּובִים 

דִיםיַעְשר וְאַתֶּם תִּהְיוּ לו לַ   .עֲבָּ

 
4) Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 20b 
Mishna: And the King may send them out to a voluntary war, with the 
agreement of a Beit Din (court) of seventy-one, and he can break 
through a wall in order to make himself a road, and no one may stop 
him. The road of a king has no set amount. The people take spoils of 
war, and he takes half of them.  
Gemara:  
Rav Yehudah said in the name of Shmuel, Everything that was said in 
the section on the king (in Sefer Shmuel) - a king can do. 
Rav said: This was only said in order to intimidate the people, as it says 
“Place upon you a king – so that his fear will be upon you.”  

 תלמוד בבלי מסכת סנהדרין דף כ עמוד ב 
משנה. ומוציא למלחמת הרשות על פי בית דין של   

שבעים ואחד, ופורץ לעשות לו דרך, ואין ממחה בידו.  

דרך המלך אין לו שיעור. וכל העם בוזזין ונותנין לו,  

    .והוא נוטל חלק בראש
 

 גמרא.  
  -מר רב יהודה אמר שמואל: כל האמור בפרשת מלך א

מלך מותר בו. רב אמר: לא נאמרה פרשה זו אלא לאיים  

  -עליהם, שנאמר +דברים י"ז+ שום תשים עליך מלך 

   שתהא אימתו עליך.  

  
II. Democratic Model  

5) Exodus 35:30 – 36:7 
And Moses said to the Israelites: See, God has singled out by name 
Bezalel, son of Uri son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah,  
endowing him with a divine spirit of skill, ability, and knowledge in every 
kind of craft,  
and inspiring him to make designs for work in gold, silver, and copper,  
to cut stones for setting and to carve wood—to work in every kind of 
designer’s craft—  
and to give directions. He and Oholiab son of Ahisamach of the tribe of 
Dan  have been endowed with the skill to do any work—of the carver, the 
designer, the embroiderer in blue, purple, crimson yarns, and in fine linen, 
and of the weaver—as workers in all crafts and as makers of designs.  
Let, then, Bezalel and Oholiab and all the skilled persons whom God has 
endowed with skill and ability to perform expertly all the tasks 
connected with the service of the sanctuary carry out all that God has 
commanded.  
Moses then called Bezalel and Oholiab, and every skilled person whom 
God had endowed with skill, everyone who excelled in ability, to 
undertake the task and carry it out.  

 ו:ז ל  -לה:שמות ל
ם   ֵׁ֑ ש  א יְּהֹוָָ֖ה בְּ א֛וּ קָרָָ֥ ל רְּ רָא ֵ֔ ֵ֣י יִשְּ נ  אמֶר מֹשֶה֙ אֶל־בְּ ֹֹּ֤ ויַ

ה׃   הוּדָָֽ ה יְּ ָ֥ מַט  וּר לְּ י בֶן־חָ֖ ל בֶן־אוּרִָ֥ ֛ א  צַלְּ  בְּ
עַת   דַָ֖ בוּנָָ֥ה וּבְּ ה בִתְּ מָ֛ חׇכְּ ים בְּ וּחַ אֱלֹהִֵׁ֑ וֹ רֵ֣ ָ֥א אֹתָ֖ מַל  ויְַּ

ה׃   לָאכָָֽ כׇל־מְּ  וּבְּ
שֶת׃   חָֹֽ סֶף וּבַנְּ ב וּבַכֶָ֖ ת בַזָהָָ֥ ת לַעֲשֹ֛ חֲשָבֵֹׁ֑ ב מַָֽ שָֹ֖ לַחְּ  וְּ
כׇל־  וֹת בְּ ץ לַעֲשָ֖ ֵׁ֑ שֶת ע  את וּבַחֲרֵֹ֣ ָֹ֖ מַל בֶן לְּ שֶת אֶ֛ וּבַחֲרָֹ֥

בֶת׃  לֶָ֥אכֶת מַחֲשָָֽ  מְּ
ה־  מַט  ךְ לְּ ב בֶן־אֲחִיסָמָָ֖ הֳלִיאָָ֥ אׇָֽ וֹ ה֕וּא וְּ לִבֵׁ֑ ן בְּ ת נָתֵַ֣ הוֹרָֹ֖ וּלְּ

ן׃   דָָֽ
לֵֶ֣אכֶת  ב לַעֲשוֹת֮ כׇל־מְּ מַת־ל ֵ֗ ם חׇכְּ א אֹתָָ֜ מִל ֵּ֨

ש  י ׀חָרֵָ֣ עַת הַשָנִ֛ תוֹלַַ֧ ן בְּ גָמֵָ֗ אַרְּ לֶת וּבָָֽ ֵ֣ כ  ם בַתְּ רֹק ֵ֞ ב֒ וְּ חֹש   וְּ
ת׃  י מַחֲשָבָֹֽ ָ֖ ב  חֹשְּ ה וְּ לָאכֵָ֔ י֙ כׇל־מְּ ג עֹש  ֵׁ֑ אֹר  ש וְּ ָ֖  וּבַש 

ל  כֵֹ֣ ב וְּ אׇהֳלִיאָָ֜ ל וְּ א ֵּ֨ צַלְּ עָשָה֩ בְּ ן  ׀וְּ ב אֲשֶר֩ נָתֵַּ֨ יש חֲכַם־ל ֵ֗ אִֵ֣
ת־כׇל־  ת אֶָֽ עַת לַעֲשֵֹ֔ מָה לָדֵַ֣ בוּנָה֙ בָה ֵ֔ ה וּתְּ מָֹּ֤ ה חׇכְּ הֹוָָ֜ יְּ

הֹוָָֽה׃   ל אֲשֶר־צִוָָּ֖ה יְּ כָֹ֥ דֶש לְּ ת הַקֵֹׁ֑ לֶָ֖אכֶת עֲבֹדֵַ֣  מְּ
יש  אֶל֙ כׇל־אִֵ֣ הֳלִיאָב֒ וְּ אֶל־אׇָֽ ל֮ וְּ א  צַלְּ ה אֶל־בְּ א מֹשֵֶ֗ רֵָ֣ ויִַקְּ

וֹ   שָאֵ֣ ר נְּ ל אֲשֵֶ֣ וֹ כֹֹּ֚ לִבֵׁ֑ ה בְּ מָָ֖ הֹוָ֛ה חׇכְּ ן יְּ ר נָתַַ֧ ב אֲשֵֶּ֨ חֲכַם־ל ֵ֔
הּ׃   ת אֹתָָֽ ה לַעֲשָֹ֥ לָאכָָ֖ ה אֶל־הַמְּ בָָ֥ קׇרְּ וֹ לְּ  לִבֵ֔

mailto:yepstein@jewishedproject.org
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They took over from Moses all the gifts that the Israelites had brought, 
to carry out the tasks connected with the service of the sanctuary. But 
when these continued to bring freewill offerings to him morning after 
morning,  
all the artisans who were engaged in the tasks of the sanctuary came, 
from the task upon which each one was engaged,  
and said to Moses, “The people are bringing more than is needed for the 
tasks entailed in the work that God has commanded to be done.”  
Moses thereupon had this proclamation made throughout the camp: 
“Let no man or woman make further effort toward gifts for the 
sanctuary!” So the people stopped bringing: their efforts had been more 
than enough for all the tasks to be done. 

ֵ֣י   נ  יאוּ בְּ בִָ֜ ר ה  רוּמָה֙ אֲשֵֶּ֨ ת כׇל־הַתְּ ֹּ֤ ה א  ֵ֣י מֹשֵֶ֗ נ  וּ מִלִפְּ חֵ֞ ויִַקְּ
ם   ה ְ֠ הּ וְְּ֠ ת אֹתֵָׁ֑ דֶש לַעֲשֵֹ֣ ת הַקָֹ֖ לֶ֛אכֶת עֲבֹדַָ֥ ל לִמְּ רָא ֵ֗ יִשְּ

קֶר׃   קֶר בַבָֹֽ ה בַבָֹ֥ דָבָָ֖ יו ע֛וֹד נְּ לָָ֥ יאוּ א  בִֵּ֨  ה 
דֶש  לֵֶ֣אכֶת הַקֵֹׁ֑ ת כׇל־מְּ ָ֖ ים א  ים הָעֹשִ֕ חֲכָמִֵ֔ אוּ֙ כׇל־הֵַ֣ ויַָבֵֹּ֨

ים׃   מָה עֹשִָֽ ָ֥ וֹ אֲשֶר־ה  תָ֖ לַאכְּ יש מִמְּ יש־אִָ֥  אִָֽ
י   ֹּ֤ יא מִד  הָבִֵׁ֑ ם לְּ ים הָעָָ֖ בִָ֥ ר מַרְּ ה ל אמֵֹ֔ רוּ֙ אֶל־מֹשֵֶ֣ ויַאֹמְּ
הּ׃   ת אֹתָָֽ הֹוָָ֖ה לַעֲשָֹ֥ ה אֲשֶר־צִוָָּ֥ה יְּ לָאכֵָ֔ עֲבֹדָה֙ לַמְּ  הָָֽ

ה אַל־  אִשֵָ֗ יש וְּ מַחֲנֶה֮ ל אמֹר֒ אִֵ֣ וֹל בַָֽ ירוּ קָ֥ ה ויַַעֲבִֵּ֨ ו מֹשֵֶ֗ צֵַ֣ ויְַּ
ם   ָ֥א הָעָָ֖ דֶש ויִַכָל  ת הַקֵֹׁ֑ רוּמֵַ֣ ה לִתְּ לָאכָָ֖ יַעֲשוּ־ע֛וֹד מְּ

יא׃   הָבִָֽ  מ 
הּ  וֹת אֹתֵָׁ֑ ה לַעֲשֵ֣ לָאכָָ֖ כׇל־הַמְּ ה דַיָ֛ם לְּ ה הָיְּתָָ֥ לָאכֵָ֗ הַמְּ וְּ

ר׃ ָֽ הוֹת           }ס{ וְּ

 
6) Babylonian Talmud Tractate Brachot 55b 
With regard to Bezalel’s appointment, Rabbi Yitzḥak said: One may only appoint a 
leader over a community if he consults with the community and they agree to the 
appointment, as it is stated: “And Moses said unto the children of Israel: See, the 
Lord has called by name Bezalel, son of Uri, son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah” 
(Exodus 35:30). The Lord said to Moses: Moses, is Bezalel a suitable appointment in 
your eyes? Moses said to God: Master of the universe, if he is a suitable 
appointment in Your eyes, then all the more so in my eyes. The Holy One, Blessed be 
God, said to him: Nevertheless, go and tell Israel and ask their 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. 

 נה: סכת ברכות י מתלמוד בבל
על   אמר רבי יצחק אין מעמידין פרנס 

בצבור   הצבור אלא אם כן נמלכים
בצלאל   שנאמר ראו קרא ה׳ בשם
למשה   אמר לו הקדוש ברוך הוא
אמר לו רבונו    משה הגון עליך בצלאל

הגון לפני לא כל    של עולם אם לפניך
על פי כן לך אמור   שכן אמר לו אף

ואמר להם לישראל הגון   להם הלך
בצלאל אמרו לו אם לפני   עליכם
ברוך הוא ולפניך הוא הגון   הקדוש
 לא כל שכן לפנינו

 
7) Rabbi Sacks, The Home We Build Together, Parshat Terumah 5764 
The building of the Tabernacle was the first great project the Israelites undertook together. It involved their 
generosity and skill. It gave them the chance to give back to God a little of what He had given them. It conferred on 
them the dignity of labour and creative endeavour. It brought to closure their birth as a nation and it symbolised the 
challenge of the future. The society they were summoned to create in the land of Israel would be one in which 
everyone would play their part. It was to become – in the phrase I used as the title of one of my books – “the home 
we build together.” 
From this we see that one of the greatest challenges of leadership is to give people the chance to give, to 
contribute, to participate. That requires self-restraint, tzimtzum, on the part of the leader, creating the space for 
others to lead. As the saying goes: “When there is a good leader, the people say: The leader did it. When there is a 
great leader, the people say: We did it ourselves.” 
This brings us to the fundamental distinction in politics between State and Society. The state represents what is 
done for us by the machinery of government, through the instrumentality of laws, courts, taxation and public 
spending. Society is what we do for one another through communities, voluntary associations, charities and welfare 
organisations. Judaism, I believe, has a marked preference for society rather than state, precisely because it 
recognises – it is the central theme of the book of Exodus – that it is what we do for others, not what others or God 
does for us, that transforms us. The Jewish formula, I believe, is: small state, big society. 
The person who had the deepest insight into the nature of democratic society was Alexis de Tocqueville. Visiting 
America in the 1830s he saw that its strength lay in what he called the “art of association,” the tendency of 
Americans to come together in communities and voluntary groups to help one another, rather than leaving the task 
to a centralised government. Were it ever to be otherwise, were individuals to depend wholly on the state, then 
democratic freedom would be at risk. 
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In one of the most haunting passages of his masterwork, Democracy in America, he says that democracies are at 
risk of a completely new form of oppression for which there is no precedent in the past. It will happen, he says, 
when people exist solely in and for themselves, leaving the pursuit of the common good to the government…  
There is only one solution: to make the people co-architects of their own destiny, to get them to build something 
together, to shape them into a team and show them that they are not helpless, that they are responsible and 
capable of collaborative action. Genesis begins with God creating the universe as a home for human beings. Exodus 
ends with human beings creating the Mishkan, as a ‘home’ for God… 
Hence the basic principle of Judaism, that we are called on to become co-creators with God. And hence too the 
corollary: that leaders do not do the work on behalf of the people. They teach people how to do the work 
themselves. It is not what God does for us but what we do for God that allows us to reach dignity and responsibility.  
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