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			Introduction

			Every time I took an oath of office—to be state senator, attorney general, or US senator—I put one hand on a bible and concluded my oath with the words “so help me God.” That was a powerful, personal reminder that the basis of my public service, and that of everyone else who has taken that same oath, was faith in God.

			Can the faith in God that the great majority of Americans share help us out of the political mess we’re in? That is the question I will try to answer in this book.

			Our country is divided and pessimistic, our people are insecure and angry, our government is less functional and trustworthy, and our politics are nastier and more partisan than they have been for a long time…maybe ever. Everything we have done thus far to try to reunite America and make our government work again hasn’t worked. Maybe it’s time to bring God’s values back into America’s public life.

			We need to see if faith in God can help us meet our most serious domestic and international challenges. If we pray about it, think about it, and, most important, bring our behavior in line with the lessons our shared faith in God teaches us, can we restore national unity, solve our biggest domestic problems, and overcome our international challenges?

			I believe we can.

			That is the case I will make in this book—that our shared belief in God can help us solve our most difficult societal, political, and international problems. I will direct my argument to the 535 members of Congress, the president, and his staff; the people who control our news, entertainment entities, and social media platforms; and the leaders of our churches, synagogues, and mosques, because they are the ones who are most capable of turning our country around, and of leading a national religious awakening that can lead to transformational political reforms.

			Politicians and the media that cover them need to pull themselves back from the daily political crossfire and feverish quest for more campaign money, more votes, bigger audiences, and bigger profits. They need to return to our shared national values, based on the Judeo-Christian tradition that has been called America’s civil religion. It is a religion that is deist, open, and inclusive and should be at the heart of our public life, but it certainly is not now.

			Religious leaders need to teach their followers about how the principles of our faith in God can and should unite us and raise our government up again. They might also challenge their congregants to ask themselves whether they have begun to make earthly idols out of their political party or ideology, or out of the cable news channels and the social media they frequent.

			In meeting this challenge, clergy can find some encouraging data: God still has many more supporters in our country than any American political leader—living or dead—and much more than any political party today. More than 90 percent of the American people say they believe in a “higher power,” and more than 80 percent say they believe in the one God of the three major monotheistic Abrahamic faiths, according to a Pew Research Center survey published in December 2017.

			That matters because if you are Christian, Jewish, or Muslim, you are in the majority of the 330 million citizens of America and, for that matter, the eight billion people on Earth. According to the latest estimates, there are 2.4 billion Christians and 1.8 billion Muslims in the world. The third-largest religion is Hinduism, with 1.2 billion members. While Hinduism has many gods and goddesses, they are all seen by most Hindus as the embodiment of the divine Brahman, who is God. A 2021 Pew Research Center poll of Hindus in India found that 97 percent believed in God. I therefore view Hinduism as another monotheistic faith, different in origin from the Abrahamic faiths but tied to them by a shared belief in God.

			There is not currently much evidence that a significant number of American monotheists see that their belief in the one God who created Heaven and Earth should lead them naturally to different behavior in government and politics than is most common today. If we can convince them to apply the principles of their faith to public issues and behavior, that would surely help repair our country and the world.

			Let me focus, as an example, on one bedrock tenet of the three major monotheistic faiths and what it teaches us. Believing in one God who created each of us means that we are all children of the same Father—sisters and brothers. It also means that each of us is created in the image of God, with a spark of our divine Creator in us, and all of us therefore deserve to be treated equally with respect and kindness. In his essay “The Genesis of Justice,” Lord Jonathan Sacks, the late chief rabbi of the United Kingdom, described this belief as “perhaps the most transformative in the entire history of moral and political thought. It is the basis of the civilization of the west with its unique emphasis on the individual and on equality. It lies behind Thomas Jefferson’s words in the American Declaration of Independence, ‘…that all men are created equal [and] are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights.’”

			And this tenet is at the heart of the competition we are engaged in with officially atheist states such as China and North Korea, and totalitarian inhumane regimes such as Iran and Russia.

			Applying foundational monotheistic beliefs to America’s current political crisis can lead our elected leaders to treat each other with the respect we owe each other as fellow creations of God. It should guide our leaders in Washington to have civil discussions about our problems and our disagreements, to listen respectfully to each other’s differing views, and to work together to compromise and collaborate to find common ground to solve them. That would end the prevailing, automatic partisan and ideological mudslinging in which members of one party seem to view members of other parties not just as wrong on policy but as evil, and definitely not as sisters and brothers. They treat each other uncivilly, refuse to listen to each other, and rarely compromise for the common good.

			America needs a New American Political Covenant and a Twenty-First-Century Religious Awakening to bring people back to these truths. It would be like the religious awakenings in the eighteenth century that enabled the American Revolution and independence, and those in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that empowered America to end slavery, repeal legal segregation, enact laws to lessen the suffering of poor people, curb social injustices, and win two world wars and a cold war. I will describe such a covenant and such an awakening in the concluding chapter.

			Belief in God is a proven motivator for moral behavior and social justice. Our first president, George Washington, understood that and declared in his memorable Farewell Address in 1796:

			Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and morality are indispensable supports…. Let us with caution indulge the supposition that morality can be maintained without religion.

			On the other hand, we all also know agnostics and atheists who are moral people working to make our country and world better. So, religion is not the only guarantor of morality, but it is probably the best.

			I write this book as someone who believes in God and tries to live within the values and traditions of my Jewish religion. That is the faith tradition that I know best and will therefore cite most often, but I will also try to describe the fundamental beliefs, values, and aspirations that the three monotheistic Abrahamic faiths and other religions, including Hinduism, share that can help us all overcome our political divisions and growing hopelessness.

			I am not a clergyman or a theologian. I was trained as a lawyer and have spent most of my life in public service. However, I have also spent a lot of time studying and thinking about the role of religion in America’s public life and in my personal life. And I have written two books on religious subjects: one called The Gift of Rest, about the beauty of the Sabbath, and the other called With Liberty and Justice, about the impact God’s giving of the Ten Commandments had on our legal system and our societal values. In this current book, I will argue that the two worlds in which I have lived—one political and public, the other religious and private—need to be brought together in America’s public square now to help our beloved and besieged country become a better, stronger place at home and abroad.

		


		
			Chapter One

			It All Begins with God

			Belief in one God is the foundation for all the lessons we Americans can possibly learn from our faith to help us raise up our politics and government. Anyone who believes in the one God who created Heaven, Earth, and people must also believe that all humans are tied together as children of the same Creator and that all are equal with one another from birth. In the Talmud, the compilation of Jewish law and ethics, it is written: “Whoever saves one life, it is as if he saved the entire world” (Mishna Sanhedrin 4:5).

			The Talmud derives this provocative conclusion from the Bible. God began the human race by creating one man, Adam, and then one woman, Eve, and from them came the rest of human history. If the life of Adam had ended before Eve was created, that would also have been the end of the human race. And so, we believe that in every person there is the future potential of the entire world, as there was with Adam and Eve. The Talmud wisely adds that human history began with God’s creation of one person “for the sake of peace among human beings so that a man should not say to his fellow ‘My father is greater than your father.’” (Sanhedrin 37a:11–14) And I would update that to say, so a politician should never say to a member of another party, “My party is greater than your party and therefore I am greater than you.”

			We have the same Father, and that means we owe each other respect, regardless of the ways in which we may be different from one another. Our shared paternity is what should be most important in our personal, communal, and political lives. It is the premise of every democracy in the world, including ours, as the great Committee of Five wrote in America’s Declaration of Independence detailing our separation from Great Britain in 1776. The following words they wrote are some of the most important ever written in the English language:

			We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.

			It was to secure these rights, as the Declaration says in the very next sentence, that our country’s founders were ready to fight England for their independence. Their great initiative began a new democratic chapter in the way people would govern themselves throughout the world. And it all began with God and those “inalienable rights.”

			Belief in God, the Creator, also means we do not think we exist as an accident of nature. Instead, we are alive as a result of an intentional decision by God to create the world and all that is in it, including us humans. All major religions have that fundamental belief, and therefore all people of faith have reason to feel good about themselves. We exist as the result of an intentional act of God that was carried out, according to every deist faith, with love and kindness. That, in turn, should reinforce our responsibility to live according to God’s laws and values, and give us the confidence to believe we can.

			The same is true for Hindus who believe in Brahma as the God of Creation, and that every person has a soul that is Brahman, because it comes from that supreme force present in all things.

			Judaism, Christianity, and Islam share not only faith in God but faith in our biblical “parents”—Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses—uniting us in both faith and family. God’s covenant with Abraham and, through him, with all humans, was the beginning of monotheism. In Hebrew, the name Abraham means “father of nations,” and that is what Abraham became. As the Bible tells us, Abraham rebelled against the idol worshippers in his family and community, and destroyed his father’s idols. When God saw that Abraham was loyal to Him, He made a covenant with him and called on him to leave his family and country and go to the land that God promised him. The Bible tells us that later, when God decided to destroy the sinful people of Sodom and Gomorrah, He said, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do?… For I have chosen him, that he may command his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing righteousness and justice” (Genesis 18:17–19 ESV).

			It is miraculous that today, Abraham’s monotheistic descendants constitute a majority of the people on Earth. It is miraculous because it all began with a covenant between God and one man. We who are Abraham’s descendants have a responsibility to remember God’s confidence that we would keep that “way of God doing charity and justice.” We should be faithful to God’s values and live by God’s laws in every aspect of our lives, including politics.

			Abraham’s grandson, Jacob, had a son, Joseph, who was sold into slavery by his jealous brothers and brought to Egypt, the superpower of that time. In another miracle, Joseph quickly went from slavery and prison to becoming the second-most powerful person in Egypt. When famine struck Canaan, the land that God had promised Abraham and his descendants, Jacob and his children moved to Egypt for food and survival, and eventually lived very well under Joseph’s rule. But then Joseph and the pharaoh who had promoted him died, and another man, who did not know Joseph, became the pharaoh. The new ruler enslaved all the Israelites, because they had grown from a small family to a very big—and, to the new pharaoh, threatening—tribe. The Israelites suffered terribly in slavery until God heard their cries and remembered His covenant with Abraham. He sent Moses, whose heart He found as faithful as He had Abraham’s, to lead them out of bondage. When Moses appealed to the pharaoh on behalf of God to “let my people go,” he added the words “to serve God.” Moses’ mission was not to liberate the Israelites from slavery into Egyptian society, where they probably would have assimilated and disappeared, or for them to wander lawlessly and aimlessly in the desert outside Egypt, where they probably would have destroyed each other. Instead, Moses, at God’s direction, was to lead the Israelites to Mount Sinai, where God would give them and the world the Ten Commandments, a system of law to govern themselves—and subsequently, ourselves.

			In the first two of the Ten Commandments, God declares that He is the God who brought them out of Egypt, and that we should have no other gods before Him. In those sentences, God ordains monotheism and establishes the strongest possible basis for the legal code that He promulgates in the remaining eight commandments. They come from God. There were legal systems before Sinai, but none of them began with one God—the Creator and Redeemer.

			Christianity and Islam embrace much of the historical narrative of the Hebrew Bible, including the Ten Commandments.

			In the Gospel of Matthew 19:16–19, it is written:

			And, behold, one came and said unto him [that is, Matthew], Good Master, what good thing shall I do, that I may have eternal life?

			And he said unto him, Why callest thou me good? There is none good but one, that is, God: but if thou wilt enter into life, keep the commandments.

			He saith unto him, Which? Jesus said, Thou shalt do no murder, Thou shalt not commit adultery, Thou shalt not steal, Thou shalt not bear false witness,

			Honour thy father and thy mother: and, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. (KJV)

			The Catechism of the Catholic Church (Chapter 3, Article 1, Section III) puts Jesus’ embrace of the Ten Commandments into a theological and historical context:

			The Lord’s sermon on the mount, far from abolishing or devaluing the moral principles of the Old Law releases their hidden potential…[and] reveals their entire Divine and human truth.

			Islam began in the seventh century when the Prophet Muhammad declared in the words of the Quran what God had revealed to him. The Quran embraces both the Hebrew Torah and the Christian gospels:

			He has revealed to you, O Prophet, the Book in truth, confirming what came before it as He revealed the Torah and the Gospel previously, as a guide for people…to distinguish between right and wrong. (Surah 3:3–4)

			It is remarkable that after the Prophet, the two people mentioned most often in the Quran are Moses and Jesus. Although Hinduism, the largest non-Abrahamic religious faith, does not follow the Ten Commandments of the Abrahamic faiths, at its center are ethical values and guidelines that flow from its faith in Brahma, the Creator and Sustainer. Sage Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras offer ten principles of thought and behavior that are found in Hindu scripture and teachings. Five are called yamas and should be the basis for thoughts and actions: compassion, truth, respect for others’ property, moderation, and avoidance of greed. The other five are called niyamas and are guides for every believer’s personal behavior: cleanliness, contentment, self-discipline, self-reflection, and surrender to Brahman, the ultimate divine reality.

			This theological and textual history, which will surprise most people, shows how intertwined Judaism, Christianity, and Islam have been from their beginnings, and how similar Hinduism is to them. Jesus was a Jewish rabbi who believed in the Torah and its values. Muhammad heard the word of God, which was recorded in the Quran and built on the spiritual foundations and texts of Judaism and Christianity that were around Muhammad in Arabia.

			Although religion has too often since then been a terrible divider and cause of human suffering among people, the shared history and beliefs of the beginnings of the major monotheistic faiths should remind us of how much we share, and hopefully bring us closer together.

			The Quran (Surah Araf 7:142–145) describes the meeting of Moses with God on Mount Sinai to receive the Ten Commandments in these words:

			And we wrote for him, Moses on the Tablets, the lesson to be drawn from all things…. Hold on to these with firmness.

			The Quran also records the story of Moses breaking the tablets he had brought down from Sinai after he saw the Israelites worshipping an idol they had made in his absence. In Surah 7:154 it then says:

			And when the anger of Musa was appeased, he took up the Tablets, and in their inscription was guidance and mercy for those who fear the Lord.

			Later in the Quran (Taqi-ud-Din Hilali 6:151–153) it is written in the name of Muhammad:

			And verily this [the Ten Commandments as enumerated in the Quran] is my straight path, so follow it and follow not other paths, for they will separate you away from His path. This He has ordained for you that you may become the [pious].
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