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 FOREWORD

Rabbi Leon A. Morris
President, Pardes Institute of Jewish Studies

 Anniversaries invite reflection and renewal. As we approach the 250th 
anniversary of the United States Declaration of Independence, there 
will be no shortage of ceremony.

For Jews, reflection and renewal take a different form. They are elicited 
through text study. Our most enduring words do not simply remind us 
of who we once aspired to be; they press us to ask how well we have 
lived up to them and how they might yet speak with urgency in our 
own time.

This “Talmud of America” emerges from that instinct.

At the Pardes Institute of Jewish Studies, Torah is understood as a living 
conversation. In that spirit, this project asks what it would mean to 
craft a contemporary commentary on the Declaration of Independence. 
What if its most familiar phrases, “all men are created equal,” “life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” and “our lives, our fortunes, 
and our sacred honor,” were approached not as settled truths, but 
as openings. As aspirations that demand interpretation, that expose 
tension, and that call forth renewed responsibility.

The essays that follow take up that challenge. They do not resolve the 
contradictions of the American experiment; they illuminate them. 
They remind us that equality can be proclaimed and yet unrealized, 
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that rights can inspire even as they obscure deeper obligations, and that 
freedom, like commitment, must be lived and not merely declared.

The Talmud preserves its arguments because they matter. It teaches 
that truth is rarely the product of easy agreement, but of sustained 
engagement with complexity. To create a “Talmud of America” is to 
extend that practice outward, to treat the United States Declaration of 
Independence not as a conclusion, but as a beginning.

This, then, is our contribution to the nation that has been both refuge 
and home for the Jewish people since its earliest days; a country which, 
in the words of George Washington, offers “to bigotry no sanction, to 
persecution no assistance.”

Perhaps this is the most fitting way to mark such an anniversary. Not 
only to celebrate the words themselves, but to take our place among 
those who continue to interpret them.
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One of the most famous 
lines in the Declaration of 
Independence is rooted in 
Enlightenment philosophy. Yet 
the ideal it expresses, that all 
human beings are created equal, 
is not a modern invention. It 
is a foundational truth first 
articulated by the Torah. The 
biblical creation story does not 
merely anticipate this ideal; it 
grounds it. Human beings are 
equal not because a political 
document declares it, but 
because every person is created 
in the image of God. And yet, as we will see, the Jewish tradition also 
recorded, with disarming honesty, the human tendency to betray it. 

The Book of Genesis states:

And God created Adam [humankind] in the Divine image, creating him 
[Adam] in the image of God - creating them male and female.

~ Genesis 1:27

THAT ALL MEN ARE CREATED EQUAL

WE HOLD THESE TRUTHS 
TO BE SELF-EVIDENT, THAT 
ALL MEN ARE CREATED 
EQUAL, THAT THEY ARE 
ENDOWED BY THEIR 
CREATOR WITH CERTAIN 
UNALIENABLE RIGHTS, 
THAT AMONG THESE ARE 
LIFE, LIBERTY AND THE 
PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS.

 Rabbi Rahel Berkovits
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�ּרָָא אֹתָָֹם. �ּרָָא אֹוֹתֹ זָכָָרָ וּנְּקְֵֵבָָה בָּ �צֶּלֶֶםֶ אֱלֱֹהִִֹים בָּ �צַּלְַמְוֹֹ בְּ �בְּרְָָא אֱלֱֹקִִֹים אֶֶת הָָאָָדָָם בְּ וַיִַּ



Human beings are a mirror of the Divine.  All humanity descends from 
this first Godly creation. As God is one so too there is something equal 
and similar between all people. By their very nature, each individual 
reflects the Divine and carries a spark of Godliness. As a result, there 
cannot be any hierarchy amongst humans. In this regard, all people of 
the world are created equal.

This universalist message 
of equality is extremely 
hard for human beings to 
live up to and exemplify. 
The  Founding Fathers' 
declaration of equality was 
only directed at white free 
men. Women and people of 
color were excluded from 
its protection and the basic 
rights it offered. 

The  Founding Fathers'  worldview, although offensive to modern 
sensibilities, is a problem that all insular identity groups face. Judaism 
itself also struggles to uphold this foundational axiom expressed in 
the creation story. A major tension exists between this universalistic 
world view of equality and a particularist one, which prioritizes the 
Jewish people above others. 

A close analysis of one Mishnah in Tractate Sanhedrin speaks directly 
to this human intellectual and emotional struggle. This Mishnah 
discusses the severity of testifying in a capital case - where someone 
may lose one's life. The text warns the witnesses of the gravity of the 
situation by reflecting on the creation of the original Adam and the 
fact that Adam was one single, and singular individual. The printed 
edition of the Mishnah in Sanhedrin reads as follows: 
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AND GOD CREATED ADAM 
 [HUMANKIND] IN THE 
DIVINE IMAGE, CREATING 
HIM [ADAM] IN THE IMAGE 
OF GOD - CREATING THEM 
MALE AND FEMALE.



Therefore, Adam was created alone to teach you that 
anyone who destroys one soul from Israel, the verse implies 
about him as if he destroyed an entire world. And anyone 
who sustains one soul from Israel, the verse implies about 
him as if he sustained an entire world. 

~ Mishnah Tractate Sanhedrin 4:5

�רְָָאֵֵל, מַַעֲלֲֶהֶ �שְִׂ �דֵ נֶפֶֶֶשׁׁ אַַחַַת מִִיִּ �לָ הַַמְאְַַבֵּ ֶכָּ  לְפְִִיכָךְְָ נִבְִרְָָא אָָדָָם יְחְִִידִִי, לְלְַמֶַּ�ֶדְךְָָ, �שֶׁ
�רְָָאֵֵל, מַַעֲלֲֶהֶ �שְִׂ �םֵ נֶפֶֶֶשׁׁ אַַחַַת מִִיִּ �דֵ וֹעלָֹםָ מָָלֵאֵ. וְכְָלָ הַַמְקְַַיֵּ ּ אִִבֵּ ּלּוּ �אְִִ בּ כְּ �תָוּ  עָָלָיָו הַַכָּ

�םֵ וֹעלָֹםָ מָָלֵאֵ. ּ קִִיֵּ ּלּוּ �אְִִ בּ כְּ �תָוּ עָָלָיָו הַַכָּ

Since all of humanity descended from 
Adam , so too each individual is the 
predecessor for an entire future world. 
As a message to the witnesses in a capital 
case the warning is clear : any untruth 
or misstep would be disastrous. Every 
human being, as a replica of the Divine, 
is a world creator and to destroy that 
life would be to destroy an entire world. 
This idea emphasizes the severity of 
taking a  human life - even as mandated by the Torah for certain capital 
crimes. 

However, the text as printed above does not present this beautiful 
universal message of the importance of all people. It explicitly states 
“one soul from  Israel," indicating that this phenomenon is relevant 
when saving or killing a Jew but does not apply to other people. It 
is challenging to understand how this idea of Jewish uniqueness and 
importance would be learned from the creation story. When one 
checks the best manuscripts of the Mishnah and the text as it appears 
in the Jerusalem Talmud it is no surprise that the words “from 
Israel” do not appear. In its original version this Mishnah presented a 
universal message about the equality of all  people -  Jew and non-Jew 
alike, created in the image of the Divine, a sacred source of life. 
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AND ANYONE WHO 
SUSTAINS ONE SOUL 
FROM ISRAEL, THE VERSE 
IMPLIES ABOUT HIM AS IF 
HE SUSTAINED AN ENTIRE 
WORLD. 
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The continuation of this Mishnah certainly contradicts a particularist 
 worldview and reinforces that the original pshat reading of the 
Mishnah from beginning to end could not be limited to Jews. The 
Mishnah continues to offer other explanations for why God created 
original Adam as an individual.  

Therefore Adam was created alone …  for the sake of 
peace among humankind, that a person should not say 
to another, “Father is greater than your father”… and to 
tell the greatness of the Holy Blessed One; for a person 
stamps many coins with one seal and they are all similar to 
one another; but the King of kings, the Holy Blessed One, 
stamped every person with the seal of the first Adam, and 
not one of them  is similar to another. Therefore, each and 
every one must say, “for me the world was  created."

~ Mishnah Tractate Sanhedrin 4:5

�אֹ יֹמַַאר אָָדָָם לַחֲֲַ לֹּ ֶ וֹּיּתֹ, �שֶׁ �רְִִ וֹלםֹ הַַבְּ מִִּפְּ�נְֵיֵ �שְׁ ־לְפְִִיכָךְְָ נִבְִרְָָא אָָדָָם יְחְִִידִִי, ... וּ
ֶאָָדָָם �שֶׁ אּ,  הוּ ךְְּ  �רָוּ בָּ וֹדשֹׁׁ  הַַקָּ�ָ ֶל  �שֶׁ �וֹתֹ  �דְֻֻלָּ גְּ �יִד  לְּהְַַגִּ וּ מֵֵאָָבִיִךָָ...  גָוֹדלֹ  �אָ  אַַבָּ  בֵוֹרֹ 
מֶֶּלֶךְְֶ מַַלְכְֵיֵ הַַמְּ�לְָכִָיִם וֹּדּמִִֹין זֶהֶ לָזֶָהֶ, וּ �ןָ  �וֹחתָָֹם אֶֶחָָד וְכְֻֻלָּ �וֹעתֹ בְּ �מַָּ�ָה מַַטְבְְּ  וֹטבֵֹעֵַַ כַּ
ֶל אָָדָָם הָָרִִשׁׁאוֹןֹ וְאְֵֵין אֶֶחָָד מֵֵהֶֶן �וֹחתָָֹמוֹֹ �שֶׁ �לָ אָָדָָם בְּ אּ טָָבַעַ כָּ ךְְּ הוּ �רָוּ וֹדשֹׁׁ בָּ  הַַקָּ�ָ

בְִיִלִיִ נִבְִרְָָא הָָוֹעלָֹםָ. �ִ�שְׁ �בָ וֹלמַַֹר, בִּ �לָ אֶֶחָָד וְאְֶֶחָָד חַַיָּ וֹּדּמֶֶֹה לַחֲֲַבֵוֹרֹ. לְפְִִיכָךְְָ כָּ

The Divine understood that the nature of humans is to fight for 
survival, leading to dominance of one over another. To ensure that 
people would not truly have a claim of superiority, God purposely 
created the first human, from which all people descend, as one sole 
individual, encompassing all genders and all future nations and ethnic 
groups.  As all people descend from the same single being and share the 
same ancestry, they are all equal.  No one can claim that their lineage 
or genetic make-up is stronger, better or superior. Not only is there no 
hierarchy among the people God created, but each and every individual 
contributes uniquely to this world and therefore the gift of life must 
carry with it a mission exclusively for them. In theory this  worldview 
should lead to peace amongst all people and an understanding of the 
sanctity of all human life. 



Clearly at some far back point in Jewish history there was discomfort 
with this universal idea of equality presented in the Mishnah , which 
led to an adjustment of the wording and the addition of “from 
 Israel." This is, of course, just one of many Jewish texts presenting 
the uniqueness and chosenness of the Jewish people, all of which 
challenge the notion, as presented by Mishnah Sanhedrin, that there is 
no hierarchy amongst people. The struggle between particularism and 
universalism – my identity group and those outside it – specifically in 
how we think about and treat others, is a human struggle not unique to 
Judaism. According to Mishnah Sanhedrin, God understood this about 
all humans even before the creation of the first one and thus tried to 
counter those thoughts by creating humanity through one individual. 
Despite the original prejudice of the  Founding Fathers, the ideal of 
equality stated in the Declaration of Independence became the dream 
and rallying cry for many marginalized and discriminated groups to 
gain equality in the United States. So too in Judaism, for those who 
choose to prioritize the original voice of  Mishnah Sanhedrin, which 
reflects the Torah’s creation story, there is a recognition that each 
unique individual, no matter their gender, skin color, sexual orientation, 
or  religion, was created using God’s unique imprint and reflects the 
Divine’s greatness such that the world was created for them to live 
freely, equally and happily. 

Rahel Berkovits is a senior faculty member at the Pardes Institute 
of Jewish Studies in Jerusalem, where she has been teaching Mishnah, 
Talmud and halakha for over thirty years. Rahel lectures widely in both 
Israel and abroad especially on topics concerning women and Jewish law 
and a Jewish sexual ethic.

C
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION:

¤ 	 The Declaration proclaimed equality while excluding women and 
enslaved people. The Mishnah proclaimed the equal worth of all 
people — and then a later editor added “from Israel.” What does it 
tell us that both traditions aspirationally affirmed equality while 
practically limiting it? Is this hypocrisy, or the normal way that moral 
ideals outpace moral practice?

 ¤ 	 The Mishnah teaches that God stamped every person with the same 
seal — and yet no two are alike. How do you hold together the claim 
that all people are equal in dignity with the reality that each person is 
unique and has a unique contribution to make upon the world? Does 
equality require sameness, or can it coexist with difference?

 ¤ 	 The Mishnah says God created Adam alone so that no one could claim 
superiority of lineage. And yet group identity — national, ethnic, 
religious — continues to shape how we assign value to human lives. 
Where do you feel the pull of particularism in your own life? When is 
that pull legitimate, and when does it become a moral failure?

 ¤ 	 The phrase “for me the world was created” could sound like a warrant 
for self-centeredness. The Mishnah seems to intend the opposite: a 
sense of personal responsibility, since the world’s survival is bound up 
with your own. What obligations follow from the belief that your life 
is of infinite worth — and that the same is true of every other person?

 ¤ 	 Both the Declaration and the Mishnah have served as rallying texts for 
those fighting for dignity and recognition beyond what their authors 
originally intended. What gives a text the power to inspire people it 
was not written to include? What responsibility do communities 
bear to recover and act on the most expansive readings of their own 
foundational sources?
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The Jewish tradition views 
both the general idea of “rights” 
and those that are specifically 
mentioned here, “life, liberty 
and the pursuit of happiness,” 
through a different lens than 
what the  Founding Fathers 
of their new republic may 
have intended. Theologically 
speaking, the assumptions 
embedded in  the  Declaration 
are, at best, not in alignment 
with Jewish values. This creates 
a real tension for American Jews 
who feel the pull between their 
Jewish and American identities.

Instructively, the dictionary definition of “having a right” includes both 
ideas:

First, as an American idea, having a right to something means to “have 
a just or legal claim on something or on some action” (Dictionary.
com). This definition lends itself to a person feeling entitled to have 
something ( i.e., life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness) independent 
of their actions. As with the Declaration of Independence, the laws of a 
culture support this. Simply by being born an American a person can 

LIFE, LIBERTY  
AND THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS

WE HOLD THESE TRUTHS 
TO BE SELF-EVIDENT, THAT 
ALL MEN ARE CREATED 
EQUAL, THAT THEY ARE 
ENDOWED BY THEIR 
CREATOR WITH CERTAIN 
UNALIENABLE RIGHTS, 
THAT AMONG THESE ARE 
LIFE, LIBERTY AND THE 
PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS.

Yiscah Smith
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expect these rights to be in force and guaranteed. Assuring that these 
rights are “unalienable” adds to the likelihood of a person focusing on 
their needs over others.

Second, however, through a Jewish lens, having a right means to “be 
worthy of, earn, deserve, merit” (Dictionary.Cambridge.org). This 
definition lends itself to a person striving through their behavior to receive 
“the right.” Their primary role is fulfilling a divine purpose by being 

in service, rather than 
by persuing personal 
autonomy. Here, a 
person’s rights derive 
from duty, deeply 
rooted in Torah 
obligation rather than 
secular individualism. 
In this scenario, a right, 
as a consequence of 
a person’s behavior, 
becomes a source of 
gratitude, blessing and 
privilege. In this case 
“unalienable” is beside 
the point and what 
matters more is how 
we behave with other 

people. The community’s needs play a pivotal role in whether or not a 
person feels worthy of or merits having a right.

These two definitions do not necessarily fall into a “good or bad” or 
a “right or wrong” construct. Rather, their different interpretations 
create a tension that may or may not be able to be resolved.

An exploration of the Jewish tradition’s ideas of the three rights under 
discussion plays an important role in whether or not this tension may 
be alleviated or at least  lessened.

WHAT IS CHARACTERISTIC 
OF FREEDOM IS THE EXALTED 
SPIRIT, WHEREBY A PERSON 
OR A PEOPLE, IS ABLE TO 
BE FAITHFUL TO ITS INNER 
ESSENCE, TO THE IMAGE 
OF GOD IN ITS MIDST. 
THIS FIDELITY ALLOWS 
ONE TO FEEL THAT ONE’S 
LIFE IS PURPOSEFUL AND 
WORTHWHILE.

~  Rabbi Abraham Isaac HaKohen Kook
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Life—Chayim

Our existence is not to be taken for granted or expected daily. Death 
may occur at any time — from a mere few moments after birth to the 
long life of a centenarian. Jewish tradition does not consider the birth/
death cycle as a reward or punishment, nor can we lay claim to life as 
a commodity to do with as we wish.

Rather, every day that we wake up becomes a sacred moment of 
gratitude. Rabbi Moshe ben Machir (16th  cen., Israel), authored a 
ritualized proclamation, the “Modeh Ani—I give  thanks,"  that attests to 
feeling blessed and grateful to our Creator for giving us another day to 
live. Immediately upon becoming aware that we have woken up, while 
still in bed, we proclaim, “I give thanks before you, living and eternal 
Sovereign, for You have returned within me my soul with compassion; 
abundant is Your faithfulness [in me].”

To enhance the sense of life as a blessing, as a gift (and not merely a just 
claim) , Rabbi Kalonymus Kalmish Shapira ( 20th cen., Poland) teaches 
the importance of cultivating holistic living, where we integrate and 
harmonize the mind, body, heart and soul. “We seek a wholehearted 
service, with our entire being, that utilizes all the limbs of our body and 
soul, so that not one fiber of our body nor one spark of our soul will 
extend beyond the holiness of the Eternal, which hovers upon us and 
encompasses us.” (Bnei Machshava Tova)

Liberty—Cherut

Through the lens of Rabbi Abraham Isaac HaKohen Kook ( 20th  cen., 
Israel) we gain a clear and yet textured appreciation for meriting 
the blessing of liberty. This has more to do with “how we choose to 
live” rather than feeling entitled to “merely exist,” as though life were 
simply owed to us. True freedom, for Kook, requires fulfilling a divine 
purpose through a life of service. He writes:

14    |     LIFE, LIBERTY AND THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS    •    Yiscah Smith



The difference between a slave and a free person is not 
just one of social standing, whereby one person is enslaved 
by another, and another person is not. It is possible to find 
an enlightened slave whose spirit is full of freedom, and 
conversely, a free person whose spirit is servile.

What is characteristic of freedom is the exalted spirit, 
whereby a person or a  people is able to be faithful to its inner 
essence, to the image of God in its midst. This fidelity allows 
one to feel that one’s life is purposeful and worthwhile.

The spirit of servility is quite the opposite. The content of 
one’s life does not illuminate one’s soul but rather to the 
conception of beauty and good of the “other” who rules over 
one, whether that rule be official or moral. (Introduction to 
the Passover Haggadah)

The Jewish tradition values the individual’s decision and dedication 
to earn the blessing of liberty. Freedom is neither bequeathed nor 
guaranteed to the individual. However, the joy of experiencing freedom 
is not limited to a certain personality, a specific living environment or 
educational/economic status.

Pursuit of Happiness— Osher

Of the three “rights” under discussion, the Jewish tradition finds itself 
most at odds with the American “right of the pursuit of happiness.” 
Yet, the inherent value that each tradition assigns to understanding 
what happiness entails results in such disparity that it may even be a 
stretch to assume there is even a tension here.

As with the previous two, the individual themselves must engage in 
the pursuit of happiness. No government or code of ethical principles 
can guarantee that the pursuit of happiness will yield happiness. 
However, the Jewish tradition insists that the pursuit itself is essential 
— though it asks a sharper question: what exactly are we pursuing? 
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks  (21st cen., England) writes, “Happiness is a state 
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of being, as a byproduct and not a state of having, and it depends on a 
sense of meaning and purpose in life… It is the result of a life lived in 
accord with ethical  ideals." (Morality: Restoring the Common Good in 
Divided  Times)

Viktor Frankl  (20th cen., Austria) goes further, arguing that what 
human beings most deeply seek is not happiness at all but meaning. 
He writes, “Man’s search for meaning is the primary motivation in 
his life.” (Man’s Search for  Meaning) Harold S. Kushner (twenty-
first c., United States) writes in the book’s Foreword, “His [ Frankl's] 
experience in Auschwitz reinforced what was already one of his key 
ideas: Life is not primarily a quest for pleasure, as Freud  believed... but 
a quest for meaning.”

Conclusion

What the Jewish sources examined here suggest is that the American 
principles of Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness need not be 
in tension with Jewish values — not because the two traditions agree, 
but because they may be asking the same questions from different 
starting points. The tension we do witness today may find its roots 
in a postmodern Western culture that has forsaken a life of service to 
our Creator (which the  Founding Fathers espoused) for materialism, 
personal comfort and self-gratification in a consumer-based culture. 
Perhaps that is the real source of the unease American Jews feel — and 
if so, the diagnosis is an invitation for honest self-reflection.

Yiscah Smith is a spiritual activist, educator, mentor, and meditation 
guide, who addresses the spiritual practice of encountering the Divine 
spark within and beyond. In fact, Yiscah views Judaism as a spiritual 
practice.

C

16    |     LIFE, LIBERTY AND THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS    •    Yiscah Smith



QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION:

 ¤ 	 The essay argues that the deeper tension may not be between Jewish 
values and American founding ideals, but between both traditions and 
contemporary consumer culture. Do you find this persuasive? What 
would it mean, practically, to live out Jewish values within an American 
framework?

 ¤ 	 Rabbi Kook distinguishes between external freedom (legal status) 
and inner freedom (fidelity to one's inner essence). Can you think of 
examples — from your own life or from history — where someone 
was legally free but spiritually enslaved, or legally constrained but 
inwardly free?

 ¤ 	 Both Frankl and Rabbi Sacks redirect the question from happiness to 
meaning. Is the pursuit of meaning something that can be guaranteed 
or legislated — or is it, by its nature, something each person must 
discover for themselves? What role, if any, should community play in 
that process?

 ¤ 	 The essay draws a contrast between rights as entitlement and rights as 
something earned through behavior and service. Does this distinction 
feel liberating or demanding to you — and does your answer change 
depending on which of the three rights (life, liberty, happiness) you are 
considering?

 ¤ 	 The Modeh Ani reframes waking each morning as an act of gratitude 
rather than an expectation. How might daily Jewish practice more 
broadly be understood as a discipline of earned, rather than assumed, 
aliveness — and what would it mean to bring that orientation into 
civic life?
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This passage from the Declaration 
of Independence captures a central 
tension at the heart of political 
life. On the one hand, there is a 
recognized wisdom in preserving 
established institutions, even when 
they are imperfect. Stability itself 
carries moral weight, and the 
disruption of social order is not 
to be undertaken lightly. Yet that 
patience is not without limit. There 
exists a threshold at which injustice 
becomes intolerable. At that point, 
the preservation of the system gives 
way to the obligation to resist it.

This tension between order and 
justice is not unique to the American 
founding. It is a recurring feature of 
human societies, and one that finds 
striking expression in the deliberations of the Talmud.

The Talmud considers a case in which a court allocates inherited 
property to orphans while they are still minors. When they reach 
adulthood, the question arises: are they bound by that earlier decision, 
or may they challenge it?

PRUDENCE, INDEED, 
WILL DICTATE THAT 
GOVERNMENTS LONG 
ESTABLISHED SHOULD NOT 
BE CHANGED FOR LIGHT 
AND TRANSIENT CAUSES… 
BUT WHEN A LONG 
TRAIN OF ABUSES AND 
USURPATIONS… EVINCES 
A DESIGN TO REDUCE 
THEM UNDER ABSOLUTE 
DESPOTISM, IT IS THEIR 
RIGHT… TO THROW OFF 
SUCH GOVERNMENT.

PRUDENCE AND  
THE RIGHT OF REBELLION

Leah Rosenthal
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Rav Na hman, citing his teacher Shmuel, presents one view. Even 
though the court acted properly at the time, the orphans may reopen 
the case. The implication is that the pursuit of justice—of arriving at a 
result that is genuinely fair—outweighs the need for finality. A ruling, 
even one issued in good faith, does not stand if it fails to achieve a just 
outcome.

Rav Nahman, however, offers a second position in his own name: once 
the orphans reach adulthood, 
they may not protest. “If 
so,” he asks, “where is the 
power of the court?” If 
legal decisions are always 
subject to reversal, the 
authority of the system itself 
is undermined. Stability, 
in this view, is not merely 
a practical concern but a 
foundational one. Without 
confidence in the finality of 
its rulings, the court cannot 
function.

The sugya does not leave the 
matter there. It introduces 
a further complication by 
citing an earlier debate. 
Where judges err in 
assessing the value of 
property by a significant 
margin, the majority of the 
Rabbis rule that the sale is 

void, prioritizing accuracy over finality. Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel 
disagrees, insisting that the sale must stand, again invoking the need to 
preserve the authority of the court.

RAV  NAHMAN SAYS IN 
THE NAME OF SHMUEL: 
IF ORPHANS CAME TO 
DIVIDE THEIR FATHER’S 
PROPERTY, THE COURT 
APPOINTS A STEWARD 
FOR THEM, AND THEY 
SELECT FOR EACH OF 
THEM, A FINE PORTION. 
WHEN THEY HAVE 
GROWN UP, THE ORPHANS 
CAN PROTEST THE 
DIVISION AND DEMAND 
REDISTRIBUTION OF THE 
PROPERTY.
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Rav  Nahman is reported to rule in accordance with the majority opinion 
in that case, raising an apparent contradiction with his earlier position. 
The Talmud resolves this difficulty by drawing a subtle distinction. 
Where the court has made an objective, measurable error, its ruling 
cannot stand. But where no such error exists, and the objection rests 
instead on preference—on how property was allocated rather than 
whether it was wrongly assessed—the authority of the court must be 
preserved.

This distinction allows Rav Nahman to occupy a more nuanced 
position than first appears. He is not prepared to defend institutional 
authority at all costs; rather, he insists that such authority depends 
on its basic integrity. At the same time, he resists a system in which 
every dissatisfaction becomes grounds for reversal. Stability requires a 
measure of acceptance, even in the face of imperfect outcomes.

What emerges from this discussion is not a single doctrine, but a 
spectrum of positions regarding the relationship between justice and 
institutional authority. At one end stands Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel, 
who privileges the stability of the system even in the face of demonstrable 
error. At the other stands Shmuel, for whom the legitimacy of the 
system depends entirely on its ability to achieve just results, even at 
the cost of undermining its own finality. Rav Nahman charts a middle 
course, seeking to preserve institutions while still allowing for their 
correction when they fail in clear and objective ways.

It is difficult not to hear, in these positions, an echo of the dilemma 
articulated in the Declaration of Independence. When does the 
accumulation of injustice justify overturning established authority? 
When does the preservation of order become complicity in oppression?

The Declaration speaks of “a long train of abuses and usurpations,” 
suggesting that the threshold for rebellion is not reached easily or 
quickly. The Talmud, in its own way, wrestles with a similar question: 
how much imperfection can a system sustain before its authority is no 
longer justified?
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Neither tradition offers a definitive answer. Both recognize that a society 
cannot endure without stability, and cannot remain just without the 
willingness to challenge that stability when it fails.

Leah Rosenthal is the Shapira Family Chair in Rabbinic Literature 
and senior educator in Talmud at Pardes, where she has empowered a 
generation of students to seek meaning and relevance in the text through a 
skills-based method of learning. 

QUESTIONS FOR  REFLECTION:

¤ 	 The Declaration cautions against overthrowing governments for 
“light and transient causes,” while the Talmud weighs the importance 
of preserving the authority of the court even when its rulings are 
imperfect. What values are each trying to protect? When do those 
values come into tension?

¤ 	 Shmuel prioritizes achieving a just outcome, even if it means revisiting 
past decisions. Rav  Nahman emphasizes the importance of finality 
and institutional trust. In your own experience, when have you felt the 
pull of each of these instincts? Which do you find more compelling, 
and why?

¤	 The Declaration speaks of a “long train of abuses and usurpations” as 
the threshold for rebellion. What might count as such a threshold in 
a contemporary society? Who gets to decide when that line has been 
crossed?

¤	 The essay concludes by asking: How much injustice can a society 
endure in the name of order—and how much instability can it risk in 
the name of justice? Where do you find yourself drawing that line, 
and what shapes your judgment?



The American Declaration of Independence closes with the 
representatives of the thirteen colonies promising to risk “our lives, 
our fortunes, and our sacred honor” for their cause. 

This closing pledge binds 
political freedom to personal 
risk and collective honor. It is 
not merely a rhetorical flourish, 
but a moral commitment: 
liberty is not abstract, but 
demands sacrifice. Freedom, in 
this framing, is sustained not by 
words alone but by individuals 
willing to endanger everything 
they possess.

The cadence and the words 
of this three-fold statement 
bring to mind another similar 
command: from Deuteronomy 6:5 — “to love your God with all 
your heart, all your soul, and all your might.” These words form the 
Hebrew Bible’s pledge of allegiance to the One God; in fact, they are 
traditionally recited twice daily as part of the Shema prayer. Like the 
Declaration’s closing line, this verse is structured as a total demand. It 
calls for devotion not in part, but in full - emotionally, physically, and 
materially.

OUR LIVES, OUR FORTUNES,  
AND OUR SACRED HONOR

AND FOR THE SUPPORT 
OF THIS DECLARATION, 
WITH A FIRM RELIANCE 
ON THE PROTECTION OF 
DIVINE PROVIDENCE, WE 
MUTUALLY PLEDGE TO 
EACH OTHER OUR LIVES, 
OUR FORTUNES AND OUR 
SACRED HONOR.

Dr. David I. Bernstein
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In both instances, there is the belief that there are some things worth 
fighting and risking for, even at the cost of one’s life.

Yet the similarity goes deeper than structure. Both texts articulate a 
hierarchy of values. There are commitments that transcend comfort, 
security, and even survival itself. In the American context, it is political 
liberty and self-determination. In the Jewish context, it is covenantal 
faithfulness and the sanctification of God’s name. While the objects 
differ, the underlying principle is strikingly aligned: a life devoid of 
higher commitment ultimately lacks meaning.

The concept of martyrdom, kiddush haShem — for the sanctification 
of God’s name — is a Jewish value and, tragically, a recurring element 

of Jewish history. It reflects 
the recognition that there 
are some things not only 
worth living for, but even 
worth dying for. From the 
Roman era to the Crusades, 
from the Inquisition to 
the Holocaust, our history 

bears painful witness to individuals and communities who chose 
fidelity to their beliefs over life itself.

It is important, however, to understand this concept not as a glorification 
of death, but as an affirmation of life’s deepest meaning. Jewish law, 
in fact, overwhelmingly prioritizes the preservation of life ( pikuach 
nefesh). Martyrdom is not the norm but the rare exception, reserved 
for moments when surrender would mean the obliteration of core 
identity and moral truth. The power of  kiddush haShem lies precisely 
in its extremity: it defines the outer boundary of commitment.

During the past two years, the Jewish people have seen this belief 
reappear in our lexicon. Words and concepts that once seemed distant, 
belonging to the pages of history or liturgy, have become painfully 
immediate. We have been crushed yet uplifted and inspired by countless 

TO LOVE YOUR GOD 
WITH ALL YOUR HEART, 
ALL YOUR SOUL, AND ALL 
YOUR MIGHT
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examples of personal risk and collective honor; by the conviction that 
the Jewish state is worth risking “our lives, our fortunes, and our 
sacred honor.”

Soldiers, first responders, and ordinary civilians have demonstrated 
extraordinary courage. Some have rushed toward danger to protect 
others. Others have endured unimaginable loss while holding fast to a 
sense of purpose and identity. Many  Diaspora Jews have contributed 
mightily as well. These moments force a confrontation with the very 
ideas articulated in both the Declaration and the Shema: what do we 
truly value, and what are we willing to sacrifice to preserve it?

At the same time, these experiences invite a more nuanced reflection. 
While the language of sacrifice is powerful, it must be handled with 
care. Not every cause that claims the mantle of honor is worthy of 
it. History is replete with examples of individuals and societies who 
invoked noble language to justify destructive ends. The challenge, then, 
is not only to be willing to sacrifice, but to discern wisely what truly 
merits such sacrifice.

This discernment lies at the heart of both American and Jewish 
traditions. The Declaration itself grounds its call to sacrifice in a 
moral vision: the belief that all human beings are created equal and 
endowed with inalienable rights. Similarly, the Shema is not a free-
floating demand for devotion, but part of a broader covenant that 
includes justice, compassion, and ethical responsibility. In both cases, 
the willingness to give everything is tethered to a framework of values 
that seek to elevate human dignity.

Perhaps this is why the parallel between these texts resonates so 
deeply. They both reject a purely utilitarian view of life. They assert 
that there are ideals — freedom, faith, truth, identity — that cannot be 
reduced to calculations of personal benefit. To live fully is to be bound 
to something greater than oneself.

And yet, there is a tension embedded within this idea. If there are 
things worth dying for, how do we ensure that we do not lose sight 
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of the equally important truth: that there are things worth living for? 
The danger of an overemphasis on sacrifice is that it can overshadow 
the quieter, ongoing work of building, sustaining, and nurturing life.

The daily recitation of the Shema offers an important corrective. 
While its words echo the total commitment that might, in extreme 
cases, demand martyrdom, its daily rhythm situates that commitment 
within the ordinary flow of life. Loving God “with all your heart, all 
your soul, and all your might” is not only about ultimate sacrifice; it is 
about everyday choices — acts of kindness, moments of integrity, the 
use of one’s resources for good. It is about living a life that continually 
reflects one’s deepest values.

Similarly, the ideals of the Declaration are not fulfilled only in moments 
of dramatic sacrifice. They are realized in the ongoing work of creating 
a just society: in civic engagement, in the protection of rights, in the 
willingness to take responsibility for the collective good. The pledge 
of “our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor” is not only a call to 
heroic action, but a reminder of the enduring obligations of citizenship.

In this sense, both traditions converge on a profound insight: the 
ultimate test of commitment is not only what one is willing to die for, 
but how one chooses to live.

The past two years have reminded us of the fragility of life and 
the reality of sacrifice. They have also highlighted the resilience of 
individuals and communities who refuse to surrender their values in 
the face of adversity. In witnessing acts of courage and devotion, we are 
inspired — but we are also challenged. Inspiration alone is insufficient. 
The question that remains is how we translate these moments into 
sustained commitments in our own lives.
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QUESTIONS FOR  REFLECTION:

 ¤ 	 What does it mean, in practical terms, to pledge our “lives, our fortunes, 
and our sacred honor”? For most of us, it will not require dramatic acts 
of heroism. Rather, it will mean a willingness to prioritize principle 
over convenience, to act with integrity even when it is difficult, and 
to contribute — in whatever ways we can — to the preservation and 
flourishing of our communities.

 ¤ 	 1. What does it mean, in our own lives, to commit ourselves with “all 
our heart, all our soul, and all our might” to values that endure beyond 
the self?

 ¤ 2. In a world that often prioritizes comfort and immediacy, how do the 
Shema and the Declaration of Independence offer a countercultural 
vision rooted in sacrifice, commitment, dignity, and purpose?

 ¤ 3. What are the beliefs, communities, or ideals that call us beyond 
ourselves, and how deeply are we truly willing to commit to them?

 ¤ 	 Both the Declaration and the Shema structure their demands as a 
totality — everything, not part. Where in your own life do you find 
yourself offering only partial commitment? What holds you back 
from total devotion to your deepest values?

 ¤ 	 The essay distinguishes between the willingness to sacrifice and 
the wisdom to discern what is truly worth sacrificing. How do you 
cultivate that discernment? What framework — religious, ethical, 
communal — helps you distinguish a worthy cause from one that 
merely uses the language of honor?

 ¤ 	 The daily recitation of the Shema reframes extraordinary commitment 
as an ordinary practice. What does it look like, in your day-to-day life, 
to love God — or to honor your deepest values — “with all your heart, 
all your soul, and all your might”?
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 ¤ 	 The essay warns against an overemphasis on sacrifice that obscures 
the equally vital work of building and sustaining life. In your 
community or society, do you see that balance maintained? Where 
does the emphasis on heroism risk crowding out the quieter obligations 
of everyday commitment?

 ¤ 	 The final line suggests that the ultimate test is not only what we are 
willing to die for, but how we choose to live. What would it mean, 
concretely, for you to live in a way that answers both halves of that 
question?
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