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 The late Jewish writer Leonard Fein once wrote a book called  Reform Is a Verb  . 

 He was referring to Reform Judaism.  Fein is really one of the great shapers of 

 Reform Judaism in the late 20  th  century, and his imprint  on Judaism as a fluid and 

 liberal tradition can’t be overstated. 

 Leonard Fein’s teaching that the “Reform” in Reform Judaism is a verb always 

 comes to mind over the summer.  As most of you know, every year I go to Camp 

 Harlam in the Poconos – this is one of the Reform Jewish summer camps.  This 

 was my 18  th  summer at Harlam, and every summer I learn  a different facet of 

 Leonard’s Fein’s argument that the “Reform” in Reform Judaism is a verb. 

 There’s a certain irony in going to summer camp to learn about REFORM– in 

 large part because for so many who go to camp, it’s the “continuity” from 

 summer to summer that is so attractive. No matter what goes on during the year, 

 “camp stays the same.” 
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 I never fully identified with that, in part because of what I knew from my own 

 family.  Camp Harlam is where my parents met. I grew up seeing the pictures 

 from when they were young. And when I was 8 years old I learned that camp was 

 a place of change.  Because camp was SO cool and my parents were… well, let’s 

 just say, Camp  must have  changed.  (Sorry, Dad – but  the hairdos from the 60’s 

 and 70’s … they didn’t age well.).  I can now see my father commenting in the 

 chatbox of our service, “Matthew, at least we had hairdos.”  Touché. 

 Camp most certainly is a place of change, and I wanted to share with you one 

 inspiring moment of change that I encountered from the get-go.  It had to do with 

 Birkat HaMazon, the blessing we say after our meals. 

 One of the first days, I was approached by an Israeli counselor who wanted the 

 blessing to change.  That’s nothing new to Birkat HaMazon—it’s been changing 

 in pretty much every generation since the 2  nd  century,  when it was a mere 6 

 words.  Now it’s 637. 

 So what’s the problem with Birkat HaMazon?  She was wrestling with the way in 

 which the language is so gendered.  She wanted us to work on the language. 

 That’s no easy feat because Hebrew, like many languages, is inescapably 

 gendered.  As Fein said,  Reform is a Verb  , and Reform  Judaism has been taking 

 on this challenge for a long time. 
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 We’ve “Reformed” Judaism because of our beliefs, our traumas and triggers, and 

 our deepest hopes.  Now we really are in a period of Reforming our Hebrew 

 prayer language to reflect what we’re learning about gender identity. 

 So what was the problem?  Specifically, she was most concerned about the first 

 two words.  In many or most Reform settings we begin with a  zimon,  and 

 invitation to blessing.  Chavarai N’varech!  This  counselor argued to me and my 

 colleague and friend Rabbi Jason Bonder that  Chavarai  is a male word, and since 

 the prayer leader is addressing the whole camp, we should find another way—one 

 that is more sensitive and true-to-the-community. 

 She asked us, as camp rabbis, if we would consider this.  And we did what rabbis 

 do: we responded with a question.  “What do you think it should be?”  This was 

 an Israeli, a native Hebrew speaker, swimming each day in the words of a 

 language that unavoidably labels everything male or female,  zachar un’keiva. 

 What she shared with us was wonderful. 

 It turns out, she’s part of a Movement in Israel, an organization called HaChazit 

 HaV’ruda (“The Pink Front”).  It’s a protest movement that works through artistic 

 tools to strengthen the diverse and loving character of Israeli democracy.  One of 

 the things they’ve taken on is  language. 
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 She taught us that there’s a tradition – emerging from Sephardic Judaism – of 

 starting Birkat HaMazon,  Hava N’vareich.  This is such a simple way of saying, 

 “let’s bless.”  It wasn’t hard to change.  It wasn’t a hard change to teach.  It only 

 involved a few words. 

 We could say that’s a small thing, and it is.  But it’s emblematic of the  process 

 that we celebrate.  We don’t always get it right, but we hold ourselves 

 accountable to trying.  Reform is a Verb. 

 Reform is a verb when Camp Harlam created a non-gendered bunk option for 

 campers. 

 Reform is a verb when changing the name of “boy’s camp” and “girl’s camp” to 

 “hillside” and “woodside.” 

 Reform is a verb when we look at the reality of our lives and ask the question: “is 

 there a better way to bless one another?” 

 Why I lift this up now is because the portion we’re about to read is a prooftext for 

 the process of Reform.  In the context of biblical law it’s radical. 

 It takes place in the Wilderness, following the death of a man named Zelophehad. 

 Zelophechad had property, and according to the laws of Leviticus when someone 

 dies the property goes to the  male  next of kin.  Zelophechad  only had daughters – 

 no sons. 
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 So when he died, his property would go to his closest  male  relative.  The 

 daughters thought this wasn’t fair.  So they brought their case to Moses.  Moses 

 brought the case to God.  And God said to Moses,  kein  b’not tzlofechad dovrot – 

 “the case of the daughter is just.”  Give them their father’s land! 

 It's a shocking moment because it flies in the face of what God already 

 established as the law.  And yet,  Reform is a Verb  .  And in this case, which 

 involves what we now know to be gender discrimination, it’s a verb that God 

 kinda likes! 

 The story of the daughters of Zelophechad is heralded as one of the great feminist 

 moments in the Torah.  I think a close reading of it shows that it isn’t as peachy as 

 we would like it to be.  In a few more chapters we’ll return to more patriarchal 

 land ownership laws.  The Torah is what it is, an ancient text written in a social 

 context from thousands of years ago. 

 Nevertheless, this story doesn’t  need  to be there:  it’s subversive; it’s disruptive. 

 But… it is just. 

 Reform is a verb.  In this story, it’s a verb that  God sanctions but doesn’t initiate. 

 That is on us.  Reform  is a human act, a righteous  one.  And it’s one that we 

 celebrate with the very name of this synagogue, Judea  Reform  Congregation. 
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 Shabbat Shalom. 
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