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serving their sentences, those men would return from prison to a 
neighborhood where poverty was rife and job prospects were nonexistent. 
Exodus opened in this community to work with people as they return from 
prison, helping them find and succeed in jobs and participate in group 
counseling. Participants become mentors: many members of Exodus’s 
current staff were formerly incarcerated themselves.  
As our team from JTS worked with Exodus staff and participants, inviting 
East Harlem residents to register to vote, we heard numerous perspectives. 
Many people told us they didn’t think their vote counted or mattered. “The 
system doesn’t care” about them, they said. They “need to just try to stay 
out of trouble.” “13 families control the country and it’s just a facade that 
our votes count.” These are the statements of people who feel powerless 
and disenfranchised. Listening to these comments, you could have thought 
that nothing government does has any impact at all on their lives.  
Mostly we heard from people with whom we don’t usually speak about what 
matters most to them—and we talked about what matters most to us. We 
might nod and smile as we pass each other on the street, though mainly we 
live in a society in which that almost never happens. 
Sukkot offers us the opportunity to begin to repair the situation. It obliges 
us to build a temporary shelter, to create a dwelling in which God can dwell 
with us. The sukkah is fragile. It reminds us that a bad storm can knock us 
over. It puts us all on a similar playing field. No matter how much money 
you have, you can’t build a kosher sukkah that is permanent. Accumulated 
privilege doesn’t build a stronger or better sukkah. Sukkot is an annual 
reminder that each of us is fragile, as is our place in the world. It’s an 
opportunity for empathy. 
In addition to helping us experience the fragility of life, on Sukkot we have 
a tradition of inviting in ushpizin, guests who, in our tradition, represent 
uprootedness. Traditional ushpizin were famous biblical characters who had 
been forced to overcome adverse circumstances that included being 
uprooted. 
Immediately preceding the Torah portion we read on Shabbat Hol 
Hamoed Sukkot, we find this verse:  

 ל ֵרֵעהּוֶאל מֶׁשה ָּפִנים ֶאל ָּפִנים ַּכֲאֶׁשר ְיַדֵּבר ִאיׁש אֶ  'הְוִדֶּבר 
 

Then the Lord would speak to Moses face to face, as a 
person would speak to his neighbor or companion. (Exod. 
33:11) 

Face to face, as a person would speak to his companion. This, the Torah 
teaches, is how we speak to our neighbors, our community, people we know 
and people we don’t. It’s the opposite of how we have been speaking with 
each other lately. 
Over the last few weeks, registering people to vote, we’ve been speaking to 
people face to face. We’ve tried to engage in these conversations without 
preconceived notions and without judgment. Frequently that was difficult. I 
heard stories that have stayed with me: Young adults who grew up in foster 
care, who struggle daily to stay out of trouble, and for whom any day they 
aren’t in trouble is success. People experiencing homelessness who were 
excited to know they could still register to vote, claiming a park location or a 
shelter as their residence. Many people who are on parole and cannot vote. 
Many people who didn’t have any idea when they’d be eligible to register 
because they’d become accustomed to having their rights taken away. I was 
left thinking about their stories and the ways in which we as a society have 
failed them, and ourselves. 
This year, Sukkot occurs just before what might be the most significant 
election of our lifetimes. No matter how this election turns out, may we use 
this Sukkot to commit ourselves to speaking with our neighbors and friends 
face to face; to look them in the eye and find out what matters most to them; 
and to tell them what matters most to us. May we take this holiday to 
welcome guests who are really different from us into our sukkot. May we 
focus, like our tradition suggests, on people who have been uprooted in 
some way, and may we, like Moses and God, speak face to face.  
Face-to-face encounters won’t solve all of our problems, but they will create 
the foundation for the work of building a more just and civil society—a task 
that depends on each of us participating. 
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