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Do you know who I am?..... My name isn't really important. Who am I? I am the LAST AMERICAN 

JEW. The year is 2115… The place is the Smithsonian Institute in Washington DC. I am in this 

museum exhibit. They broke the precedent with me. I am their first live exhibit. People pass my way, 

day in and day out… staring… pointing and sometimes even laughing. On these walls surrounding 

my exhibit are the remnants of the Jewish culture: a Torah, the books of the Talmud, a tallit, and the 

rest. Are you beginning to understand? 

Each day, as I stand here watching people pass, I wonder to myself how 6 1/2 million people who 

existed a little over one century ago could have possibly vanished. My father and grandfather used to 

talk with me about the Jewish communities in the 19th, 20th, and 21st centuries. About the large 

populations in New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago. I recall my father telling me how successful and 

prosperous the Jew in America was… 

And yet, all this has vanished… All this disappeared.  I try to think about why… I recall the events and 

I search for an answer… I now believe I know how the Jews in America and in the world disappeared. 

Small things at first, things happen gradually. Jewish families stopped attending services. Parents 

stopped sending their children to Hebrew Schools, Jewish Day Schools and Bar and Bat Mitzvah 

classes. The Shabbat candles were never lit. The Kiddush was no longer chanted. My grandfather 

told me they were still good Jews – they attended High Holy Day services, they held the Passover 

Seder each year. However, the books tell me that in time this too came to an end. 

To attend a Kol Nidrei service became a chore, not an honor – to hold a Seder became a task, not  a 

joy.  The rituals and observances of Judaism began to vanish, and this, I believe, was the first step. 

In time we became equal… We attained material success and achieved sustained equality. Now we 

were at the same social level as any non-Jew. We Jews stop hanging Mezuzahs on our doors, as it 

only showed we were different. When we were asked if we were Jewish, we would either give a brisk 

"no" or gave no answer. 
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 A nonreligious Judaism was established in America. Why didn't people see that a non-religious 

Judaism was ultimately unsustainable? Judaism obviously needs Jews, but Jews ALSO need 

Judaism. Without one, the other is dead. Why didn't these people see it? 

I am the last American Jew. 

The reading you just heard are selections from a dramatic piece written by Than Wyenn, who passed 

away this past January at the age of 95. The irony is I first heard it last spring in one of the places at 

which my faith in the future of the Jewish community is at its highest. It was performed as a topic for 

discussion at the last USY regional convention in Los Angeles by some of our most involved and 

engaged teens, some of them sitting in this room today. 

It evokes an age old question about the long-term survivability of Judaism – A question that has been 

asked for thousands of years. How would the Jewish people survive the cruel bondage of slavery in 

Egypt? How would they survive the conquest and exile into Babylonia in the time of the first Temple? 

The destruction and subsequent exile in the time of the second Temple? The persecutions of the 

Middle Ages? The Inquisition? The Holocaust?    

Today the question is the same, although the reasons behind our apparent imminent destruction may 

be different.  In the modern era, for those of us living in America, the question is not the threat of 

external destruction, but rather whether or not our attitudes and actions are crafting our own demise. 

The shadow of the Pew Study on American Jewry still blocks the light of hope for many analysts, 

pundits and commentators, and the scene played out in the dramatic piece I read for you this morning 

seems to be the inevitable epilogue to the great American Jewish experiment. 

I have watched, over these past two years, the Jewish world divided self into two camps based on the 

results of the Pew Study. Traditional institutions have tried to argue that only through traditional 

Judaism and practice do we have any hope of Jewish continuity. There have been numerous new 

organizations and groups that have formed throughout the country which argue the exact opposite. 

They say it is time to throw away the archaic and constraining rituals of the past and create a "new 

Judaism" that speaks directly to the times. 

But, my friends, as we learn so clearly from our ancient scriptures, "there is nothing new under the 

sun." This question of the pull between tradition and the times in which we live has, frankly, been a 

defining factor of Judaism almost since its inception. Jewish Law or Jewish Culture, which truly 

defines who we are? 
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Bagels…Guilt…Law…Tradition…Family…Choice… 

What makes someone or something Jewish? There have been many who have argued throughout 

our history that culture and civilization are the true markers of Jewish identity.  Asher Tzvi Hirsch 

Ginzberg, known better by his pen name Ahad Ha’am, was one of the pillars of early Zionist thought. 

Unlike many of the others who focused on the political or economic foundations of Zionism, Ahad 

Ha’am is known as the founder of Cultural Zionism. He believed that establishing Israel as the cultural 

center of the Jewish world will connect us, support us, and enrich us no matter where we live. 

Rabbi Mordechai Kaplan, a teacher at the Jewish Theological Seminary in the early 20th century also 

believed that Jewish culture and civilization was the key to our continuity. He argued quite effectively 

that one cannot divorce oneself from Jewish culture. His students took his teachings and created a 

new denomination within the American Jewish community called Reconstructionist Judaism. Their 

purpose is to see Judaism not merely as a set of rituals that one must perform each day, but as a full 

and rich civilization with a unique history, culture and story to tell. 

But, can Jewish culture stand on its own? Is it enough to simply say that one is a part of the flow of 

Jewish history? Many who look at the Pew Study argue that this is the direction American Judaism is 

headed. In the year 2000, Steven Cohen and Arnold Eisen described the picture of American 

Judaism focused on what they called "religious personalism." They described the reality that most 

American Jews, even those who are committed to Judaism, decide when, how, and what they will 

observe based on many factors having nothing to do with Jewish law. It is the culture of Judaism from 

which many are drawing their connection. Combine this fact with a process that sociologist Sylvia 

Fishman calls “coalescence,” in which the boundaries between what we see as Jewish and what we 

see as American are disappearing, and the question of whether or not Jewish culture alone is 

sustainable becomes a real concern. 

In a recent book titled "The Myth of the Cultural Jew," Roberta Rosenthal Kwall asks these very 

questions. In the face of the Pew study which shows so many people resonating to Judaism on a 

purely cultural level she writes, "The myth of the cultural Jew is that one can adhere to Judaism on 

just a cultural level. In reality, those who claim to be "cultural Jews" still are embracing a degree of 

Jewish law and tradition regardless of whether they are aware of this reality or acknowledge it." 

What I found most interesting about her arguments was that she was not an advocate for Jewish law 

and tradition as the only means of expressing a "true Judaism." Rather, through detailed process of 
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cultural analysis she very successfully reminds us that law and culture are in fact inseparable from 

one another. Neither of them happen in a vacuum, and both develop with and through the other.  

Whether we know it or not, the voice of Jewish tradition and law is part of who we are culturally, 

according to Kwall, and the rich culture and civilization that has emerged throughout our history is due 

in large part to its connection to the Law that has also shaped us as a people. She argues that, 

"cultural analysis of law sees law and culture as intertwined rather than as distinct entities developed 

in isolation from one another." 

What this means is that being Jewish is not about understanding or looking at any one moment in 

history, but rather recognizing that we are part of a dynamic flow that is ever-growing and ever-

changing. Ronald Dworkin described it best when he used the metaphor of a chain novel. He reminds 

us that every participant in that story has two responsibilities, first of interpreting what has come 

before and only then creating the next part of the story.  

For 3000 years our story has been developing, changing, growing and shaping us as Jews, and 

because we have lived all over the world our story has been enriched with many other cultures as 

well. You see, American Judaism is not the first time we have been living in a culture from which we 

have drawn. There are many traditional Jewish laws and customs that have been heavily impacted by 

external culture.  

Let us take, for example, the most practiced Jewish tradition – the Passover Seder. Our Haggadah 

does a superb job of explaining all of the Jewish values and concepts found within. Each action is ripe 

with symbolism and Jewish meaning. And yet, the reality is the entire Passover Seder, its structure 

and many of its customs, do not originate in Judaism. There have been many scholars who have 

shown beyond a doubt that the form of the Passover Seder mirrors in many ways the Hellenistic 

symposium. They too reclined.  They too drank many cups of wine and dipped bread or vegetables. 

And why not? Those meals in the Greek world were a celebration of learning, family, and even in 

some ways freedom. When the rabbis were trying to express to the people of their time what it means 

to be free, why not use the very things that they saw around them? These were comfortable and 

familiar customs which were then able to be imbued with Jewish meaning and looked at through a 

Jewish lens. 

Over these next few days we will be hearing our Hazan share music that is moving, familiar, and lets 

us know that we are in this special period of the High Holy Days. Some of the melodies that we will be 
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hearing have become known in the cantorial world as MiSinai tunes, literally from Sinai. Of course the 

reality is quite different. Most of the music we hear was composed in the 20th century in Europe and 

in America. Some of the melodies have been created in the last few years. I am by no means a 

musical scholar, but I have no doubt that our Hazan could share with us a great deal of information as 

to where many of these melodic themes originated. We should not be surprised to know that quite a 

few of them came from the folk melodies of the non-Jewish communities surrounding us. 

Even the liturgy itself has been shaped by our relationship with the world around us. I remember 

vividly sitting in the class on liturgy at the Jewish Theological Seminary with Dr. Raymond Scheindlin. 

We were discussing the origins and development of our prayer service, and somebody asked the 

question as to why the 10 Commandments weren't a part of our liturgy. Dr. Scheindlin’s answer 

shocked me at the time. He told us that for a long time it was, but it was removed as a formal part of 

our liturgy in the Middle Ages. You see, he explained, Christianity had begun to try and make the 

point that the 613 commandments put forward by Judaism were not necessary. So long as people 

abided by the 10 Commandments, that was all that really counted. As a response to that, the 10 

Commandments were removed from our liturgy as if to say, "these are no more important than the 

other 603." 

From the moment God told Abraham, lekh lekha, go to that land that I will show you, we have been 

on a journey. Neither we, nor our tradition, have stopped changing and growing. We have learned 

and adapted from the people around us and enriched ourselves because of it. Our culture and our 

law have developed intricately interconnected with one another, and neither would be able to exist 

without the other. 

In logic we evaluate statements based on sufficiency and necessity. Is what we are looking at 

necessary for our conclusion? Is it sufficient on its own for us to reach our conclusion? In all of our 

discussions about Jewish culture we can argue beyond a shadow of a doubt that those aspects of our 

peoplehood are necessary for our survival. However, Kwall also shows us that Jewish culture alone is 

not sufficient to ensure the viability and future of who we are as Jews. More than that, she shows that 

Jewish culture cannot be separated from Jewish tradition and law. The two have always been, and 

must always be, intertwined. 

So, my friends, what does that mean for us today? It means that we, as modern American Jews, 

need to stop trying to figure out whether Jewish culture or Jewish law is the key to our survival, and 

recognize once and for all that to be Jewish means to find expression in both. It is not enough to 
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check the boxes and say, “today I am good Jew because I performed these particular rituals.”  It is 

also not enough to say, “I feel Jewish because I am a part of the great Jewish culture that came 

before me.” We, as a people, and we as a synagogue, must enable and encourage exploration not 

only of Jewish practice but also the richness of what our culture has to offer.  

Not long ago you heard Jeff Liber speak about the new building. The vision of our new building is not 

just about creating a place for the performance of Jewish ritual nor is it simply about creating a home 

for Jewish education. The vision of this building, and of Beth Am, is about creating a place for Jewish 

life – a place where we can come together in celebration, in support, in learning, and in just being 

Jewish. 

As I look at Beth Am I do not see the Last American Jew.  I see instead a preschool and JLC 

brimming with students learning more than just how to do things.  They are learning about who they 

are and where they come from.  I see teens taking an active and passionate role in their Judaism, 

learning to be Jewish leaders of the future.  I see adults learning together and challenging each other 

to discover what it means to be a Jew, and celebrating that with friends and community.  I see a 

home, finally a home, where all of this can happen.  A home that will be there for the generations to 

come and, at long last, realizes the vision of the founding families in that tire store—a vision of a 

vibrant, passionate and relevant center of Jewish life. 

May this New Year guide us to achieving that dream. May we find inspiration in the richness of our 

heritage and culture., and may it help us face and overcome the challenges in a world that seems to 

be fighting against that very diversity.  


