The Open Society

Occasion: 1st day of Rosh Ha-Shanah-2006 Sermon
I see these days that we will spend together as an opportunity to share with you the issues that have engaged me this year and will continue to be central in my thinking. As many of you know, it has been a difficult year for my family and on Yom Kippur, I want to speak personally about the death of my mother. But today, I want to begin a conversation with you about a difficult issue that seems to me both a central challenge and opportunity both for our community and for American Jewry more broadly.
I have spoken before about the challenges of modernity. In some important ways, this has become a global challenge as forces of fundamentalism in every faith do battle with the forces of change. But for us here on 86th Street, where the forces of modernity have clearly been victorious, the central question is how, indeed whether, Judaism can thrive in a open society that we so cherish. The by products of our open society, namely intermarriage and assimilation, are perceived by many to be threatening the continuity of our tradition. To grapple with these issues means touching upon matters that many people in this room care deeply about, that affect us or our families personally. Therefore, I broach this subject with some trepidation, worried that I will be misunderstood, knowing that some will not agree.
We are all aware of the concern within the organized Jewish community on the future of American Jewry. Will there be a Jewish community one hundred years from now or will we disappear through assimilation, acculturation and intermarriage? The challenge of course is how to exist in a society that has welcomed us and opened all its doors. We are so accepted in American society that Jews no longer feel the need to hide their identity or change their names. It has become a totally legitimate part of a person’s heritage. Whether Judaism is a significant or insignificant piece of that heritage may be a question for each Jew but is a matter of indifference to America.
Modernity has torn down the ghetto walls and Jews have eagerly embraced the opportunities both economically and socially that have been offered. In the early years of the enlightenment there was an ambivalent acceptance of Jews. There were suggestions that aspects of Judaism needed to be given up in order to be fully welcomed into the modern world. It was in that context that Mordecai Kaplan decided that the notion of the Jews as a chosen people no longer belonged in the prayer book. In Kaplan’s early years, in the 1920’s and 30’s, acceptance of Jews in American society was far from complete. There were those who said the chosen people doctrine proved that Jews hadn’t really accepted modernity and had remained a clannish group who regarded themselves as superior to gentiles. The ditty “how odd of God to choose the Jews” was still quoted even in polite society.
The issue of choseness has faded away as Jews have become accepted in American society. Joe Lieberman can be a vice presidential candidate, Madonna can embrace kabbalah, and non-Jews now celebrate something known as the Not Mitzvah, like a bar mitzvah, complete with a candle lighting ceremony and presents, Jews and Judaism are part of the fabric of American life and culture.
Not surprisingly, this has created challenges for the continuity of the Jewish people. There are no unwelcome signs and the old ethnic neighborhoods have disappeared. Intermarriage is a natural outcome of this open society. People meet and fall and love and want to marry. Yet, in response the organized Jewish community acts as though it is still living in the ghettos of the pre-modern world. The physical walls have come down but the community now tries to create other walls, to establish boundaries in an effort to protect and preserve the tradition from the onslaught of modernity.
We treat Judaism as a precious, fragile inheritance that needs to be maintained. We are called to uphold standards, and to be protective of our ritual. Since what we do in our homes and personal lives ultimately are individual choices, this boundary protection is mostly played out in our synagogues. Whatever we do or don’t do in our own lives we want our synagogue to be more traditional than we are. We are worried that without clear rules and guidelines we won’t be authentic to the tradition. Feeling besieged, we often respond to suggestions of change with a sense that we are on a slippery slope—if we allow this, then soon Judaism will become too watered down.
The open society has created other challenges as well. We live in a time when peoples’ identities are fluid and shifting. Perhaps because we are living longer lives, perhaps because time is now measured by how fast the processor in your computer can run rather than in the mph of a car, perhaps because the internet has made the whole world accessible to the touch of a keyboard, our identities are not formed and fixed at one period of our life. We change jobs, residences, partners with increasing frequency and we have a much more fluid sense of identity---moving in and out of aspects of that identity as changes occur in our lives. These changes are not only provoked by lifecycle moments—having kids, kids moving away, retirement—but sometimes are simply a re-directing of priorities or focus. As Americans, we have inherited the legacy of the frontier, that vast wilderness of newness where each American can re-create their identity into new versions of themselves. Or to put it in other language, it is not just computer programs that come in version 11.0 and 12.0 etc but many of us do as well. We are constantly upgrading or at least we hope it is an upgrade.
This is a specific challenge for a synagogue as the needs and desires and interest of people shift over time. How do you create an institution which by definition requires stability with people moving in and out at different times of their lives?
That freedom and fluidity is also reflected in very individualized even idiosyncratic forms of Jewish identity. It used to be fairly easy to place people by their observances in one camp of Jews or another. If you kept kosher at home but went shopping on Shabbat you were in one category, if you did neither you were in another. Now you see combinations that never have existed before. You see someone with his tzitzit hanging out (previously a sign of membership in the ultra-orthodox camp) sitting and eating without a kippah in a non-kosher restaurant. The old categories no longer are useful. People’s Jewish practices cannot be predicted by certain markers.
It has been primarily the statistics of intermarriage that have driven the debate about the future of the Jewish community. It is the fault line for how we should live in this open society. The organized Jewish community says Jews should marry Jews. Why? Some say because in-marriages have a higher success rate than intermarriages. They claim the divorce rate is higher for intermarriages—I am frankly skeptical of such statistics when other variables are factored in. Why then should Jews marry Jews? Because if we don’t Judaism will disappear—here there are statistics that support the notion that fewer children raised in intermarriages identify as Jews then do children of in-marriages.
Yet, when we go to make this argument as parents we run up against a striking counter-argument. America believes in the equality of all its citizens. We hold these truths to be self-evident that all men/all people are created equal. If we think there is nothing wrong with Americans of Italian descent marrying Americans of Puerto Rican descent etc, why are Jews different? Does the survival of Jewish culture in America have an importance that Irish culture doesn’t have? And if we suddenly switch hats and say that being Jewish is more about a religion than an ethnicity or a culture, would we tell a Protestant not to marry a Catholic or a Buddhist? Are then the Jews the chosen people? If we are different how are we different and if not than why does it matter who we marry –other than it is a good person that we love? We try to convince our children that the survival of the Jewish people is more important than love---a claim undercut by the fact that there are plenty of intermarriages that have committed Jewish children even if the majority don’t. Life and love are not decided on percentages. It is always one couple/one marriage that we are talking about at any moment.
In the face of the overwhelming value of equality, we can only respond with emotion and gut feelings. And I would also say with reluctance. I have noticed that one of the things that has changed over the last few decades is the willingness to coerce people to convert. It was not uncommon in the past for a Jewish partner to ask his or her future spouse to convert, perhaps for the sake of parents or grandparents. Nowadays, working with converts, I never have a sense that the conversion is coerced in any real measure by the Jews involved. That has changed, not because there is less of an attachment to Judaism by the Jews, but because they feel it is wrong to make someone convert out of anything but free will. This is America, the land of the free.
Fundamentally, we are caught between an embrace of the open society and the danger that that society could just swallow us up in its welcoming vastness. In response, we turn to the old paradigms that are frankly ineffective and are undercut by our deep commitment to the freedoms of the open society. They work in Boro Park but not on the upper west side. And I don’t see anyone moving back, despite the gentrification of Williamsburg.
At the core of the old paradigm is a conception of Judaism as a religion of rules, of halakha. When Rabbi Neil Gillman said recently that the Conservative movement is not a halakhic movement, he was saying something that was true for all of liberal Judaism. We do not see halakha, the mitzvot, Torah, as a legally binding system. But if it is not legally binding, can anybody do whatever they want? Or to put it some what more positively, do I have to follow the tradition only when the spirit moves me?
In the current issue of the Reconstructionist, Rabbi Richard Hirsh sets out a framework for ways contemporary Reconstructionist practice might be framed. I thought the article so important that I ordered 200 copies for the SAJ community and I urge you to take one per household and read it. Please return them at Yom Kippur so everyone gets a chance. I don’t agree with everything in the article, but found it challenging and unsettling. I won’t try to give a full summary, but in brief, he suggests that we think of Judaism not as halakha –law but rather as minhag—custom. The challenge in a period of flux is to struggle together as a community to set out broad parameters for our practice. Let me quote just a few selections from Hirsh’s article:
The category of minhag locates religious authority in the relationship between the individual and the community. In other words, norms evolve out of the ongoing life of a community, as individuals interact with the community and as the community places expectations on the individual. "Community" is a corrective to the dominance of individual autonomy…
Consider conversion as an example. Who sets the ritual requirements for conversion, the rabbi or the prospective convert?
Option A: “I, the rabbi, require mila (covenantal circumcision) and tevila (immersion in a mikva) in addition to limud (study).”
Option B: “Here are the norms of the tradition and community for conversion, including mila and tevila. Here's what I recommend and why. The decision of which to use is yours.”
This does not mean we have nothing to say, or nothing for which we stand. It means rather that if we look at Jewish tradition as being a spiritual resource, then the goal becomes to help people take as much advantage as possible of that resource in their own lives, rather than having the goal be compliance with an abstract set of policies or requirements under all circumstances.
Any such approach requires that we deeply affirm pluralism in a world where pluralism is under attack both here and abroad. It means we stop talking about the good Jews and the ones who are helping to end the Jewish people and talk about the variety of Jews. We don’t judge or compare, we teach and listen to each other and respect those whose Judaism is deeply different than our own.
And yet even as we affirm pluralism, we do so in the context of community because that will serve as a counterweight to the potential narcissism from such a diverse approach. Judaism is about community--- a community that links us to the community of the Jewish people of the past----a community that also helps us link to the unfolding Jewish future but most of all a community that links us to the present. Judaism is meant to be lived in community, not alone on a mountain top, not just in family, but in community.
But what is to be the nature of that community? One model is a minyan where people of a similar age or Jewish educational level gather for services. The minyan model is a club model. As much as they are officially open to anyone, in fact they send clear signals of who is welcome (and who is not).
A synagogue community, I would argue is not a club. A synagogue is open to a diverse rather than like minded group of people. It welcomes that diversity. Any one can join; you do not have to be a certain age nor of a particular Jewish background. Of course, every synagogue has its own character and style and thus no synagogue is for everybody. But its self conception is different than a club which by its nature has an element of exclusivity.
Yet, synagogues too have aspects of clubbiness. Some times this is real. Some times it is perceived. As much as almost every synagogue says it wants to increase membership, the real truth is that often the members, particularly the most active, are ambivalent about new members. Why? Because new members mean change. Because things won’t be the way they have always been. Everybody wants new members as long as they can be the same as the old members. But the new members never are the same.
There is a tension here—a difficult tension it should be acknowledged. There are people in every synagogue who have participated for years in the synagogue’s life. Don’t they have a greater say about the nature of the synagogue or its prayer services than those who come occasionally or who are not members at all. This answer is not simple. For after all a synagogue is not a club. Its members don’t own it, yes literally they do but a synagogue belongs to the Jewish people and to the Jewish tradition. Its membership is open to anyone; it has a religious/spiritual purpose that does go beyond its current membership that links it to the past and to the ongoing story of the Jewish people.
But more fundamentally, the reason for the Society for the Advancement of Judaism to be open and inclusive is because that is both the reality and the opportunity of living in an open society. It is not a productive response to treat Judaism as though it needs to be protected from the open society—I think it needs to be offered openly and widely. We need to challenge ourselves to think about what we do and say that encourages or discourages that inclusiveness.
I believe we have much wisdom to share and texts to teach and spiritual practices like Shabbat to help Jews shape their lives, encourage inner growth and aid us in confronting the challenges of life. To let Jews out there know about the treasures of the tradition we need to throw wide open the doors to our synagogues and make people feel welcome. I think we would be surprised how unwelcoming those on the outside perceive and even experience synagogues.
Awhile ago we had a discussion in the ritual committee about our Shabbat policy. We got into a discussion about a Shabbat when a family had attended services with their kids who were coloring in their coloring book during services. There were a variety of responses to what was seen as a violation of our Shabbat policy of no writing. Listening to the discussion, I was struck by the following insight. If you go to Habad synagogue, some of which are storefronts in shopping malls on Shabbat, you can drive right up and park in front of the building, walk in with a pen in your shirt pocket and a cell phone on your belt and the rabbi will say: Shabbat Shalom---not could you please hide your cell phone and pen. I have a lot of disagreements with Habad, but part of their success is their willingness to greet people where they are; not where they want them to be. Why? Partly it is marketing strategy, but I think it is also they feel unthreatened by the cell phone and the car driving. In liberal synagogues, the people who would drive up are basically the same as the people in the synagogue---some of whom would park around the corner and would know to put away the cell phone in the synagogue though they too would use the cell phone outside the synagogue.
I think we need to not be threatened in our Judaism by what other people do or don’t do. But it is not that simple. The person who uses the phone at home or writes at home doesn’t want writing and people talking on cell phones on Shabbat in their synagogue because their experience of Shabbat is set in the synagogue. Even if at home they would do these things they want to experience a fuller sense of a traditional Shabbat in the few hours that they are in shul on Shabbat morning.
And yet, the more rules we have, the less we are like Habad’s welcome, the more people will feel that the synagogue is unwelcome. Imagine the experience of someone coming in to a synagogue for the first time. He or she knows there are rules but is not sure what they are. Imagine you enter a Buddhist temple for the first time—what is the etiquette—are you suppose to be bareheaded, barefooted, is there a special place to sit, are there prayer books, should you say hello to the person next to you---it is like walking on eggshells. So how far are we willing to open the doors? Should we tell that couple please don’t let your kids color or send them to the balcony where they can see and hear the service but we don’t see them coloring or do we say: interesting—someone with kids who was thoughtful enough to provide their little kids with something to do during services.
What is the balance between the synagogue being a place to help me create my Shabbat experience and realizing that I need to create my own Shabbat experience and not rely solely on the synagogue to do that and so I can allow for a diversity of practice even in my synagogue.
If our starting point is openness and a commitment to diversity than the question becomes how wide do we feel that we can open the doors? How much pluralism can we live with? Does that mean anything goes? We can celebrate Shabbat on Tues? No of course not. What I am suggesting is that we spend less time and energy on checking the credentials of people coming thru the door and focus on what it is we are presenting once they get in. What does that mean for SAJ? I want to spend this year thinking about this with you. Where can we expand our sense of self and where do we need to carefully define who we are and who we are not? Can we be a community where diverse Jews and the diverse families of Jews feel welcome? In a world of intermarriage what do we want to say to the non-Jews that are part of our families? I think SAJ carrying on the legacy of Kaplan’s rejection of choseness is an important setting for struggling with these questions. We need in this open society, this world without walls, to lead the way in re-thinking these questions.
Ultimately, we should do this because I think this is the only way Judaism can be viable in the open society. We need to give voice to the real reality of our world as did Kaplan when he maintained that many of us Jews don’t believe in a supernatural God. We like the open society. We embrace it deeply and passionately even as we are cognizant of the price we pay and the challenges it presents us. As your rabbi, I do not see my role as defender of the faith. I have spent my life attempting to make accessible the gift of Judaism that I was given. To take the tradition and translate it for our times. I ask you, each of you, to join me in that enterprise. I ask you not to be the gatekeepers at the door to Judaism, for if we think of ourselves as guardians of the Jewish tradition, in the end there will be no people—just a tradition inside our synagogues.
Instead I ask you to stand by the doors as greeters ushering others to come in and thereby usher yourself and all of us deeper into the rich tapestry of colors that Judaism has to offer. Judaism never was a religion with a credo or catechism. Judaism was enriched and enlivened by the myriad of theological beliefs found within it. Let that diversity extend to our observance as well. As we explore this brave new world of the open society, let us go forth with equal measures of anticipation and trepidation as we demonstrate that we are not the chosen people but rather a people open to the choices glittering before us. Hayom harat olam—today is the birthday of the world; let us see what this new day brings.
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