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RECALLING THE DEBT CRISIS JOURNEY 

Parashat Mas’ei – July 29, 2011 / 5772 – Rabbi Joel Nickerson 

 

We’ve reached the end of the journey.  We’re standing on a mountain, looking 
out over the land promised to our ancestors.  We’ve traveled for decades and now it is 
within reach.  But we don’t enter yet because a Jewish journey is not marked by 
constant marches forward, constant movement from the past to the future.  We believe 
strongly in collective memory, in collective recognition of the markers and challenges 
that have allowed us to get from one place to another.  And so in this week’s Torah 
portion, we pause to recall the journey from Egypt to the Promised Land. 

The parasha (Torah portion) begins with a detailed retelling of every stop along 
the Israelite’s journey.  Each verse follows the same pattern - ‘They set out from X and 
encamped at Y”  A total of 42 way-stations are listed.  The rabbis asked why such detail 
was given, especially as the Israelites stand at the boundary of their new land.  One 
famous explanation compares the journey to a king who had taken his ailing child to a 
distant place in order to be cured. On the return journey, the king would stop at each 
resting place and remind his child: ‘this is where we found shelter’; ‘this is where we 
cooled off at an oasis’; ‘this is where you had a headache’. Each place evoked 
memories and created a deeper bond between the king and his child. 

According to this midrash, a rabbinic story, the recounting of stops along the 
route was not a mere experience of nostalgia, but rather, a way to recognize the value 
of the steps taken to return home.  It is a device used to demonstrate our optimism 
about a bright future that brings new challenges and new opportunities. 

But I have to be honest, I don’t feel too optimistic right now (and I’m usually a 
very optimistic person).  I am extremely troubled by the actions, and inactions, of the 
leaders of our country and the handling of the current debt crisis.  It is quickly coming to 
a dramatic, and possibly terrifying, end and it’s hard to have escaped the escalating 
coverage of the crisis, with apocalyptic accounts of what may lie ahead for our country 
and our economy.  And so tonight, appropriately linked to our parasha, I thought we 
could briefly recall the journey of the debt crisis.  Eerily, when I went online to find a 
timeline of the debt crisis, I came across a Reuters timeline that begins in November of 
2010 and ends two days ago, on July 27, 2011.  If you were to add one step for each of 
the last few days, tomorrow, on Shabbat, when we read Mas’ei, there will be 42 points 
of reference on this debt crisis journey.  And as I mentioned earlier, there are 42 stops 
mentioned on our journey to the Promised Land.  Interesting coincidence. 

(see handout “Timeline: How U.S. debt talks spiraled into crisis” at the end of this 
sermon) 

As I look at this journey, I become frustrated and upset.  And it has nothing to do 
with my political beliefs – it has to do with the fact that the leaders of our nation are 
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unwilling to see beyond their own principles.  They are unwilling to look across the aisle 
and find a way to compromise.   

We come from a tradition and a movement that values principled stances.  We 
don’t shy away from conflict and I know that this community is no exception.  But our 
tradition also recognizes the need for compromise, for discussion, for negotiation, for 
the taming of personal beliefs for a greater purpose.  The Talmud is a prime example.  
One of the premiere Talmud scholars and the man responsible for opening up Talmud 
study to the greater Jewish community, Adin Steinsaltz, discusses a primary principle of 
the Talmud - “there is a common, shared basis to all the opinions expressed in the text, 
and that in seeking to understand the words, one should always seek elements that 
reconcile the parties to the dispute and not those that divide them…The goal is not to 
accentuate the division between opinions and principles and thus form separate groups 
and trends, but rather to uncover the affinities between the various opinions, bringing 
out what they have in common and what unites them.”1   

Maybe we just need to get our government to sit down and study Talmud together. 

I am not about to stand here and offer my solution to the debt crisis, but I do think 
we have a responsibility to look carefully at the process and learn from it.  As we 
continue to watch this unfold, I hope that it serves as a reminder of the need to examine 
how our personal opinions and our principles dictate how we talk and act towards one 
another.  Earlier today, as I was driving back from lunch, I was listening to a radio 
program about the debt crisis during which callers ranted and raved, throwing out 
personal attacks and accusing those from the other ‘side’ as being destroyers of our 
country and anti-American.  And we can think of issues within the Jewish community 
that spark similar reactions.  It’s one thing to have opinions.  It’s one thing to have 
principles by which you live your life.  But it’s quite another to be unwilling to enter into 
serious and respectful dialogue and compromise with others.   

The Talmud is one long argument between rabbis of different generations, all in 
the attempt to interpret God’s will in its truest sense.  All sides are heard and in most 
cases, based on sound evidence or textual support, stands are taken; decisions are 
made as to how the Jewish people should build a society based on Jewish values.  And 
yet there are a few examples in which a decision cannot be made, when the arguments 
on all sides are too difficult to resolve.  The Talmud marks these arguments with the 
phrase, “Teku”, meaning ‘let it stand’ - a question raised in the text remains unsolved.  
And it is actually an acronym for the phrase, Tishbi yitaretz kushyot u shealot  – ‘the 
Messiah will ultimately solve all difficult questions’.  I hope the debt crisis is not a Teku 
issue – if we wait for the messiah, interest rates will definitely go through the roof!  But 
the point is that the word Teku is rarely used in the Talmud.  Most issues and questions 
can be resolved, even when facing clear opposition.   

Rabbi Marc Angel, when writing on this week’s parasha, states, “Jewish tradition 
teaches us to review our past and to recount our historical achievements: but it teaches 
us to do so without breaking down and crying... Judaism imbues us with a sense that 

                                                
1 Steinsaltz, Talmud Reference Guide, pg. 6 
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every day has meaning, that we can grow and attain something new and better.  Life is 
not a rut or a routine; we are not trapped or locked in one place. No matter how much 
we have accomplished, we have not reached the end of our possibilities. There is a 
Promised Land ahead.” 

The detailed description of the Israelites’ travels in this week’s parasha reminds 
us of the importance of the past stages, but it also serves to call our attention to the 
future, to the Promised Land, to the goals not yet attained.  Just as we are strengthened 
by our past, we are to find energy in the hopes for our future.  So I find reasons for 
optimism in this week’s Torah portion.  I pray for our nation’s leaders to find it within 
themselves to move towards reconciliation and compromise. 

And so I want to end with words from the Mishkan Tefillah Prayer for our Country: 

Grant our leaders wisdom and forebearance. 
May they govern with justice and compassion 
Help us all to appreciate one another, 
And to respect the many ways that we may serve You. 
May our homes be safe from affliction and strife, 
And our country be sound in body and spirit. 
Amen. 
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Timeline: How U.S. debt talks spiraled into crisis2 
 

The United States moved closer to a credit rating downgrade and possibly debt 
default on Tuesday as President Barack Obama's Democrats and their 
Republican rivals stuck to competing plans on how to raise the debt ceiling. 
 
Following is a timeline of the U.S. debt debate. 
November 2, 2010 - Republicans win control of the House of Representatives on 
a promise to scale back government spending and tackle budget deficits that 
have hovered at their highest levels relative to the economy since World War 
Two. 
 
December 1, 2010 - A report by a bipartisan deficit reduction panel 
commissioned by Obama advocates $3 trillion in spending cuts and $1 trillion in 
revenue increases -- mainly by closing loopholes in the tax code -- over 10 years. 
January 2011 - Six Republican and Democratic senators, known as the "Gang of 
Six," begin talks on a long-term deficit-reduction deal they can present to their 
parties. 
 
February 19 - The House passes a budget for the current fiscal year that would 
cut $61 billion from last year's levels. The Democratic-controlled Senate defeats 
it one month later. 
 
April 9 - Obama and congressional leaders bring the government to the brink of a 
shutdown before they agree on a budget for the current fiscal year that cuts $38 
billion from last year's levels. Billed as the largest domestic spending cut in U.S. 
history, it actually causes the government to spend $3.2 billion more in the short 
term. 
 
April 13 - After Obama's initial proposal is criticized as inadequate, the president 
lays out a new deficit-reduction plan that would save $4 trillion over 12 years. He 
proposes that Vice President Joe Biden lead deficit-reduction talks. 
 
April 15 - The House passes a budget that would cut spending by $6 trillion over 
10 years, in part by scaling back medical care for the elderly and the poor. 
 
May 5 - Biden and negotiators from both parties hold their first meeting as top 
Republicans say there will likely be no broad agreement on tax reform and 
healthcare. 
 
May 9 - House Speaker John Boehner, the top Republican in Congress, says 
any increase in the debt ceiling must be matched by an equal amount of 
spending cuts. The Treasury Department estimates it needs at least $2 trillion to 
cover borrowing through the November 2012 elections. 

                                                
2 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-debt-timeline-idUSTRE76P4T320110726  
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May 11 - House Republicans release a spending outline for the coming fiscal 
year that has deep cuts in education, labor and health programs cherished by 
Democrats. 
 
May 16 - The United States reaches its $14.3 trillion debt limit. The Treasury 
Department begins tapping other sources of money to cover the government's 
bills. 
 
May 17 - The "Gang of Six" talks falter as a leading conservative, Republican 
Senator Tom Coburn, drops out due to an impasse over healthcare. 
 
May 31 - The House of Representatives rejects a measure to raise the debt limit 
in a vote staged by Republicans to pressure Obama to agree to accompanying 
spending cuts. Senior Democrats decry the vote as a political stunt, although 82 
Democratic lawmakers join Republicans in defeating the bill. 
 
June 9 - In a sixth meeting of the Biden group, Treasury Secretary Timothy 
Geithner argues that tax increases need to be part of the equation, but 
Republicans remain unmoved. 
 
June 14 - Some 34 Senate Republicans vote to repeal tax breaks for ethanol, a 
sign that there may be some wiggle room in the party's no-tax-increase stance. 
 
June 23 - Republicans declare an impasse in the Biden talks, saying Democrats 
are insisting on roughly $400 billion in new revenue by closing tax breaks for the 
wealthy and certain business sectors. 
 
June 29 - The International Monetary Fund says the United States must lift its 
debt limit soon to avoid a "severe shock" to global markets and a still-fragile 
economic recovery. Obama calls for new steps to spur job growth and tax hikes 
on the rich, irking Republicans who remain focused on deficit cuts. 
 
June 30 - Democratic legislators discuss a scaled-back deal that would avert 
default but force Congress to tackle the debt ceiling issue again before the 2012 
elections. The White House rejects the idea. 
 
July 3 - Obama and Boehner meet secretly to discuss "grand bargain" that would 
save roughly $4 trillion over 10 years through a tax code overhaul and trims to 
benefit programs. 
 
July 5 - Obama invites top lawmakers to the White House to restart negotiations 
and clinch a deal by July 22. 
 
July 7 - After hosting lawmakers at White House, Obama says Republicans and 
Democrats are still far apart on many issues but that all agree on the need to 
raise the debt ceiling. 
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July 8 - A dismal jobs report focuses new attention on the sputtering economy. 
Obama says uncertainty about the debt ceiling talks is hurting economic 
expansion. 
 
July 9 - Boehner says grand bargain is out of reach because Republicans will not 
accept the tax increases Democrats are demanding. He calls for a more modest 
$2 trillion package that would rely mostly on spending cuts. 
 
July 10 - During a testy, brief meeting at the White House, Obama and 
congressional leaders agree on little more than the need to meet again the 
following day. 
 
July 11 - Their follow-up meeting breaks little new ground, but Obama pressures 
both Democrats and Republicans to make concessions that would clear the way 
for a deal. 
 
July 12 - Senate Republican leader Mitch McConnell offers backup plan for 
raising the debt limit if there is no agreement on a broad deficit-reduction plan. 
Obama warns if the impasse is not resolved soon, government benefits for older 
Americans might be at risk after August 2. 
 
July 13 - Moody's Investors Service puts United States on review for possible 
downgrade. Obama meets lawmakers for nearly two hours but a deal remains 
elusive. 
 
July 14 - Ratings agency Standard & Poor's says there is a one-in-two chance it 
could cut the U.S. credit rating if talks remain stalemated. Obama suspends talks 
and gives party leaders 24-36 hours to deliver a deadlock-breaking "plan of 
action." 
 
July 17 - McConnell and Senate Democratic leader Harry Reid work on a fallback 
plan to allow Obama to raise the debt limit. Obama meets Boehner and his 
deputy, Eric Cantor, secretly at White House but no progress is made toward a 
deal. 
 
July 18 - Republicans push for a measure that would cut and cap government 
spending and require an amendment to the U.S. Constitution requiring a 
balanced budget. Obama says he will veto it should Congress send it to his desk. 
 
July 19 - The "Gang of Six" resurfaces with a deficit reduction plan that proposes 
$3.75 trillion in savings over 10 years and contains $1.2 trillion in new revenues. 
Obama seizes on it and calls on Congress leaders to start "talking turkey." 
 
July 20 - The White House signals Obama may accept a very short-term debt 
limit extension beyond August 2 to give a deficit cutting bill time to clear 
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Congress. Obama meets separately with top Democratic and Republican 
lawmakers. 
 
July 21 - Obama and Boehner are reported to be discussing a $3 trillion deficit-
cutting deal that upsets many Democrats for not including enough tax rises to 
offset spending cuts. Obama repeats some revenues will need to be part of any 
accord. 
 
July 22 - Boehner breaks off talks with Obama over impasse on revenue 
increases, raising concerns about whether a deal can come together by August 
2. Boehner says agreed to $800 billion in increases but that Obama was seeking 
$400 billion more. 
 
July 23 - After a brief meeting with Obama, Democratic and Republican leaders 
disagree over whether the debt limit can be lifted in one step or two. Obama 
wants to extend the borrowing authority through the 2012 election year. 
 
July 24 - Republicans and Democrats both insist they will not allow the United 
States to default but instead of working together, they focus on crafting separate 
plans. 
 
July 25 - Obama, in a televised address, calls on divided congressional leaders 
to break their deadlock. Boehner responds saying Republicans remain opposed 
to the president's "balanced" approach, which he said meant "we spend more ... 
you pay more." 
 
July 26 - IMF chief Christine Lagarde calls for an urgent resolution of the debt 
limit impasse, warning a U.S. default or credit downgrade would be a "very very 
serious event." 
 


