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MORAL SPIRITUALITY AND THE RESCUE OF DEMOCRACY"
By Rabbi Moshe ben Asher & Magidah Khulda Bat Sarah

Should moral spirituality play a role in saving
democracy?

Some may argue we’re better off without it (moral
spirituality, that is).

Were he here, Alexis de Tocqueville would not
agree. “It is religious faith” he said, that accounts for
the best of American exceptionalism and has prevented
us from doing the worst some of us scheme to do.2 He
found that in America (circa 1831-32), “The safeguard
of morality is religion, and morality is the best security
of law and the surest pledge of freedom.”3

We would argue that democracy does not survive
in the absence of broadly recognized moral values. For
it is our common values that make possible our shared
sense of commonweal. They constitute the moral-spiri-
tual infrastructure, which is the backbone of American
democracy.* Such values point the way to achieving,
with others, lifelong goals, while also laying out the
boundaries of acceptable behavior, which include the
limits on our reactions when disappointed, insulted, or
victimized.

As Gian Vittorio Caprara put it, “Democracy is
destined to fail unless the moral agency of citizens
operates as a moderator of the new iniquities carried by
modernity”> What's more, our recent history confirms a
connection between increasing disaffiliation from faith
communities, jettisoning of religious faith and practice,
and “... the erosion of the traditional norms that have
sustained our democracy.”¢

What is the status of American moral spirituality?

Given that disaffiliation, we are forced to ask: Is
America's moral spirituality even up to the task?

Can it save American democracy (and us)?

It’s true that a significant percentage of Americans
no longer believe in or practice the faith of the earlier
generations of their families.” And yet, those same
Americans still carry a residual of those traditions in
their basic values and principles.8 Most are still dis-
gusted by injustice and lack of compassion for suffer-
ing. And most are still inspired by examples of risking
one’s life or livelihood to confront cruelty and speak
truth to the powerful.

Moreover, a survey of the world’s seven great
religions and a number of secular organizations, in-
cluding the American Atheists, the American Humanist
Association, and the United Nations, reveals the exis-
tence of widely shared moral values in the U.S., most
notably truth, justice, and compassion.® The followers
of the Abrahamitic faiths—Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam—commonly identify with and have expectations
of others in regard to those values.

Additionally, individuals of faith (and even those
with none) share convictions in the application of
shared moral values to civil society. Our theological
and philosophical views of “truth” and “justice” may
vary, but the belief that public officials have a moral
duty to be truthful and to treat all people with equal
justice, for example, is widely shared.10

Doubters and skeptics of religion may disclaim
any consciousness or relevance of the religious origins
of the values they identify with. But a closer examina-
tion often reveals that they derive directly or indirectly
from early religious founders, prophets, and teachers.

In fact, at this point it’s virtually impossible (even
for those who espouse atheism, agnosticism, and scien-
tism) to escape the effects of those values, because
they have been adopted as a part of the American cul-
ture!! and have blended into the cultural beliefs of fam-
ilies and educational institutions who transmit them
from generation to generation. They have become part
of the moral spiritual infrastructure.

How can we agree with those who don't agree
with us?

What's more, the potential to recognize common-
weal with those who otherwise express conflicting
interests and ideologies has been demonstrated repeat-
edly over several decades of professional base-building
community organizing in neighborhoods, faith com-
munities, and workplaces. Our own faith-based com-
munity organizing revealed extensive cultural cross-
over on issues with moral implications.!2

In the course of initial community organizing dri-
ves, congregation and parish members were often sur-
prised to learn, when relating one-to-one and in small
groups, that the disparate cultural, ethnic, and racial



groups within their congregations, which historically
had been isolated from one another, had much more in
common than they ever imagined. In one Catholic
church, Anglos, Latinos, and Vietnamese were separat-
ed in their church’s internal organizations. But when
they reflected together on their beliefs about the social
action prompted by their experience of living in the
city, they discovered that they had the same concerns
about schools, drugs, and gangs in the larger communi-
ty, the same beliefs about parental responsibility and
the obligations of public officials, and the same desire
to work responsibly for needed reforms. They had the
same hopes and dreams for themselves and their chil-
dren.

When the members of that church came together
in a campaign with members of non-Christian religious
communities, they also found that they had much more
in common than they had previously imagined, despite
their different cultures and faith traditions. They were
soon working together enthusiastically in a faith-based
campaign. Throughout the first meeting of the cam-
paign’s 50-plus-member steering committee, an aura of
wonder and celebration prevailed. Previously distanced
people of diverse faiths and cultures were working
together for improvements in the larger community
that were meaningful to all of them.

The same phenomenon occurred in the locality-
based organizing we have done, where members of
different cultural, ethnic, and racial and religious
groups (including those who participated more reli-
giously and those who participated less) from low-in-
come, working-class, and middle-class neighborhoods
came together to tackle problems they had in common.

Virtually everyone discovered, many to their sur-
prise and delight, that their moral beliefs about right
and wrong were widely shared. It’s apparent at the
grassroots that cultural and religious boundaries are far
less rigid than media sensationalism suggests and far
less embattled than divisive politicians and power bro-
kers might want the public to believe.

Murder, torture, enslavement, and other forms of
physical, social, political, and economic oppression are
believed to be morally evil everywhere, including
where they are de rigueur officially. But even less ex-
ceptional immoral behavior, such as stealing, violating
promises, betraying trust, lying, abusing verbally, tale-
bearing, and gossiping are also widely condemned
across religious, ethnic, cultural, and racial boundaries.

Is America in transition? And if so, to what?

We conclude that Americans, despite our ethnic,
cultural, racial, social, national and ideological differ-
ences, nonetheless share more than enough in our
common moral spiritual values (a) to discuss and de-
cide on what we regard as our commonweal, and (b) to
agree that the commonweal must be the primary pur-
pose of the institutions of governance we are willing to
support and submit to.

And there is good reason for that discussion and
agreement to take place now.

The need to remake American democracy is clear-
er now than ever because the nation is recognizable as

an anocracy, neither a democracy nor an autocracy “...
but something in between,” something transitional,
moving toward autocracy, in which “Citizens receive
some elements of democratic rule ... but they also live
under leaders with extensive authoritarian powers and
few checks and balances.”!3 In other words: the United
States is facing existential threats to its survival as a
viable democratic-republic.

Those threats create societal tensions, which in
turn can drive a social movement to begin rebuilding
the nation’s democratic institutions from the bottom
up. As John Adams wrote: “Every problem is an oppor-
tunity in disguise.”!4

The opportunity now exists (a) for the demos (the
“common people”) to remake American democracy;
(b) in time, to overcome the corruption of the nation’s
top-down institutions, which have been enabled by
historic economic inequality that has given rise to su-
per-wealthy and powerful corporations and individuals;
and (c), before the end of the century, to dethrone the
oligarchs who have perverted political power by their
private, covert commandeering of nearly complete
control of the public powers of local, state, and nation-
al governments.

When the American commonweal is to be sus-
tained by elected representatives who claim to act in
our name but who have alienated themselves from us
with their moral corruption—we are confronted regu-
larly with their lies, their false patriotism, their thiev-
ery, their self-dealing, their misuse of power, and their
blatant lawlessness—many of us, alienated, turn away
from the corrupted and begin to look directly to one
another to realize our commonweal, even if it is only to
be found in our neighborhoods, places of worship, ser-
vice organizations, and informal associations.

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888), rec-
ognized as the “father” of Modern Orthodoxy, known
for his teaching regarding a Torah-based life that ad-
dresses social problems,!5 explains this phenomenon of
alienation in his commentary on the Tower of Babel.16
He could have been describing what we see happening
now in America:

When the united power of the community is

misused and, instead of using it on the trea-

sure which is entrusted to it, the individuals,

for what it is there for, viz. ' DwWa XIPY [to

proclaim in the name of God (that which up-

lifts humankind)], it wants to use it only in the
service of its own name DW 19 Nwy) [we will
make a name for ourselves], then the individ-
uals arise and say: “I acknowledge no com-
munity, I acknowledge myself, and myself
only.” True he is rejecting the good with the
bad, cutting himself off from the root which
should hand down to him all the human wis-
dom from its divine source, and is throwing
himself into the arms of a vague pathless sub-
jective life, but such decentralisation is then

the only means of saving humaneness in

[hu]man[kind].!7

Because increasing numbers of the people are
turning away from belief in and reliance on corrupted



representative democracy, the potential exists for a
largely disorganized social movement of the demos to
become an organized political movement; building
momentum towards increasingly empowered covenan-
tal!® (self-initiated and directed), “open” (directly de-
mocratic) grassroots assemblies to exercise their Con-
stitutional sovereignty; insisting on a rightful share of
the public powers to counter the authoritarian powers
and restore the checks and balances mentioned above.
We, the people, have a sovereign right to reaffirm
our values and to reclaim the moral soul of the nation,
by repossessing a share of our public powers through
the formation of directly democratic assemblies in
which every citizen is enfranchised to approve or dis-
approve the exercise of those powers, not by influence
on but participation in our institutions of governance.

As C. Douglas Lummis, a distinguished political
theorist, has described the legitimacy of the sovereign-
ty of the people:

If we are going to give power to the philoso-

phers, the Prince, the elected, or to the party

central committee, we have to explain why. In

the case of restoring power to the people, no

such argument is required. An explanation

may be required of why such a situation will

be safe, efficient, lasting, or a source of wise

decisions, but not why it is legitimate. Radical

democracy is legitimacy itself.!9
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