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You know how, every so often, you'll get one of those queries: If you could have dinner with 
just one person — living or dead — who would it be? (Maybe today isn't the best time to be 
talking about "dinner"?) Invariably we end up choosing famous individuals or beloved family 
members who have passed on. At its core, of course, is the challenge to come up with the most 
interesting person no one else would have thought of. The goal is to find a person that will 
make others stop and say, "Wow. I wish I had said that person." No doubt, right now, you're all 
thinking of who would be your favorite dinner partner. Or perhaps you're wondering who 
would be mine? So I'll tell you: Elisha ben Abuya.  

Now I will wager that nobody else here is thinking right now, "Wow. I wish I had said Elisha 
ben Abuya." 

He's not a terribly well-known personality, not unless you have a fairly good working 
knowledge of Talmud and rabbinic literature. He's no Moses or King David or Hillel or 
Maimonides. You won't find his name on the list of the most famous Jews of all-time. Yet, by 
all accounts, he is undeniably among the most interesting. And controversial. 

We don't know that much about Elisha. The reason for this is that the guys who wrote the 
Talmud didn't like him. His lifespan seems to begin around the time just before the destruction 
of the Temple in 70 CE and extended into the mid part of the 2nd century. He was a well-
known sage, a significant voice of his day. There is reason to believe he was the teacher of 
Meir, a rabbi whose work went on to be the basis of the Mishnah, which is the basis of the 
Talmud, which is the basis of modern Judaism. In other words, Elisha was no slouch. 

But somewhere along the way he fell out of favor. Some say he became a Sadducee, the enemy 
of the Pharisees (who would become the rabbis). Some say he became a Gnostic, others an 
Epicurean; some say he became a Christian. Some contend he became a betrayer, a 
collaborator with the Romans. Some argue he was an assimilationist, that he liked to speak 
Greek. Whatever the case, he came to be understood as an apostate, one who left or was 
forced to leave the fold. And although there is no clarity as to what it was he did wrong, the 
name of Elisha ben Abuya became literally taboo. The rabbis would ultimately refer to him as 
Acher — Other.  

The most famous story about Elisha is the midrash about the four who entered Pardes: 

Four men entered Pardes — Ben Azzai, Ben Zoma, Acher [that's our boy], and Akiba. Ben 
Azzai looked and died; Ben Zoma looked and went mad; Acher destroyed the plants; Akiba 
entered in peace and departed in peace (Bavli Hagigah 14b). 

Pardes is Paradise. And the implication is it is the hidden world. The world we don't get to see 
in this lifetime. There can be little doubt that this story is a comment on the nature of these 
four men, Akiba and Elisha being at opposite ends of the spectrum. Akiba, of course, is the 
hero. Elisha is the bad guy. Acher. Other.  

Moreover, we don't really know precisely what is meant when the midrash says he "destroyed 
the plants." Maybe it means he led others astray? Maybe it's suggesting he destroyed the 



 

 

tradition? Whatever the case, it's not good. Simply put, Elisha ben Abuya is the Darth Vader of 
the Talmud.  

And yet there are elements of Elisha that don't seem to conform with one who lost the way and 
went over to the Dark Side. While there aren't too many of his teachings recorded in the 
tradition, some in fact have survived. Indeed, maybe it would be better to say they were 
retained. He is quoted in Pirkei Avot, an ancient collection of ethical teachings of the most 
famous rabbis of all time. This is no small thing to get quoted in tractate Avot. These guys are 
the heroes of rabbinic literature. There can be little doubt from the sources that Meir loved and 
respected him, that Elisha was still acknowledged for his erudition and love of learning. 

But along the way, he did something wrong. Or said something wrong. Or made the wrong 
choice. Challenged the wrong rabbi. It's just not clear what it was that he did that was so 
wrong, even though Milton Steinberg would take a crack at it in his novel "As a Driven Leaf". 
No matter, for me Elisha has become intriguing, someone I would love to have known. And the 
reason is because I think I would have liked him. And the reason for that is because I have this 
gut feeling that he was a lot like me. And you. 

We would do well to disabuse ourselves of the notion that Judaism is a monolithic tradition, 
that it has remained unchanged from the moment it was handed down at the top of the 
mountain. Of course that's the "official" story, the one "the powers that be" wanted us to buy 
into. And along the way, anyone who challenged that "story" bore the consequence of historical 
excommunication. From Korach, Datan and Aviram who questioned the leadership of Moses 
and Aaron to the Karaites who questioned the notion that the Talmud was given directly at 
Mount Sinai (along with, you know, the "written" Torah), anyone who challenges those in 
power find themselves on the outs. But, well we know, history gets written by the victors. So we 
need to be clear, the Pharisees — that is, the guys who wrote the Mishnah and the Talmud that 
would become modern Judaism — had themselves challenged the hegemony of the priests. But 
they didn't get excommunicated. Because they won. Now had the Sadducees prevailed, then 
that would be another story. 

All of this is to say that ours is a tradition rich with individuals and movements that have 
questioned and challenged, always in the name of relevance. And whether the traditionalists 
want to admit it or not, it is what is at the core of our vibrancy. And this is why I embrace 
Reform Judaism — because I believe that Reform is mainstream Judaism.  

Contrary to what a lot of people think, including some in this room, Reform Judaism is not 
Judaism "Lite". It's not a movement of convenience. It's not about doing less. And yet shall we 
be honest? When we look at other Jews who dress the way our ancestors did, when we see 
other Jews who choose to walk to shul on sacred days instead of driving, do we not think to 
ourselves, "Now those are real Jews"? Do we not admit within the deepest recesses of our 
hearts that our brand of Judaism is not quite as authentic as is theirs? Of course, herein lies the 
problem. What is Judaic authenticity? Is it kashrut? Is it praying the right way? Is it tzedakah? 
What, after all, is real Judaism? What does the Lord require of thee? 

I am here to tell you that, contrary to what traditionalist Jews will profess, there is no one, 
clear, absolute, unequivocal answer. What Moses believed is not what the rabbis believed, and 
what the rabbis believed is different than what the Hasidim believed. I contend that we are not 
merely "in line" with mainstream Judaism, I believe we are mainstream Judaism. We are it. 



 

 

Specifically I want you to consider three values that are not only central to Reform but, even 
more to the point, are at the very center of historical Judaism. 

The first is the notion of change. 

The religion traditional Jews practice today is not the same religion of Moses and Aaron. We no 
longer believe that sacrifice is what God wants from us. And this shift started more than two 
thousand years ago. The prophets openly questioned if God really enjoyed the smell of the 
altar offerings? And contrary to what many traditionalists would have you believe — that the 
reason we don’t sacrifice anymore is because the Temple no longer exists (and that when it’s 
rebuilt we’ll go back to killing cute little animals) — following the destruction of Jerusalem in 
the year 70 the rabbis certainly could have rebuilt the Temple but they chose not to. Instead 
they built academies in which to study the Torah. By that First Century prayer and study had 
already eclipsed animal slaughter as the means by which to connect with the Holy; and even 
more to the point, the teacher — that is, the rabbi — had replaced the priest as the leader of 
the Jewish world. 

That, of course, is the big change. But over the next two millennia, taking us up to today, our 
liturgy has gone through all kinds of reforms, our customs and ceremonies have waxed and 
waned. The Passover celebration morphed into a seder. Our observance of Shabbat changed. 
As did the way we keep kosher. (Did you know that relatively recently in Jewish law — a bit 
more than a thousand years ago — somebody decided that poultry was meat, that up to that 
point chicken parmigiana was okay?) 

And our beliefs changed, too. What Maimonides professed to faith is not the same as that of 
Hillel a thousand years earlier or Moses Mendelssohn nearly a millennia later. And perhaps 
most important, so much of what we did and believed as a people was a direct result of the 
worlds in which we lived. The respective influences of Christianity and Islam were profound, 
both in positive and negative ways. Our ideas of Messiah have shifted over the centuries as 
have our notions about salvation and life-after-death. 

It all changes. It always has. So when a handful of Jews in early Nineteenth Century Germany 
got together to question what and how we prayed, when they wondered how we should eat and 
dress, they were acting in consonance with centuries of Jewish leaders going all the way back to 
the days of the Bible. Judaism is an organic faith tradition. It flexes and breathes. That is why it 
still thrives today. 

The second notion that is central to both Reform and historical Judaism is the pursuit of 
justice. 

Reform Judaism, perhaps more than any other value, was founded on the principle of social 
justice. For the early reformers, the prophetic voice was the heart and soul of Judaism. To wit, 
this isn’t new stuff. It’s not like a bunch of former hippies got together and said let’s build our 
synagogue around the vision of making the world a better place. We didn’t invent the idea of 
Tikkun Olam. God did. At least that’s what Jeremiah and Micah and Amos and Isaiah said. 
“Let justice well up like water and righteousness flow like a mighty stream” (Amos 5). “It has 
been told you…what is good, and what the Lord requires of you: Only to do justice, and to love 
goodness, and to walk modestly with your God” (Micah 6). “Cease to do evil; learn to do good. 
Devote yourselves to justice; aid the wronged. Uphold the rights of the orphan; defend the 
cause of the widow” (Isaiah 1). And nowhere was this better articulated than in the words of 
Deuteronomy: “Justice, justice you shall pursue” (Deuteronomy 16). 



 

 

This is the raison d'être of Judaism. This is why we exist as a people. It is made manifestly clear 
in Genesis: “For I have singled [Abraham] out, that he may instruct his children and his 
posterity to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is just and right” (Genesis 18). And as 
Isaiah put it so eloquently, “I created you, and appointed you a covenant people, a light unto 
the nations: opening eyes deprived of light, rescuing prisoners from confinement, from the 
dungeon those who sit in darkness” (Isaiah 42). 

It was a Reform Jew who helped found the NAACP. It has been Reform Judaism that is 
unequalled in its advocacy for the rights of those marginalized in our society, in the pursuit of 
justice for the disenfranchised, in expressing and responding to the moral imperatives of our 
day. The voice of the prophets lives on, not simply as Haftarah readings but as words of 
conscience that form the very backbone of a just society — all because of the devotion of 
Reform Judaism. This is as essential to a Jewish authenticity as anything we know. 

And this brings me to my third and final aspect of Reform Judaism: Individual Responsibility. 

You know we bandy the word mitzvah about a lot. Most of have been raised to think of it as “a 
good deed”. Many of us know it really translates as “commandment” or “imperative”. 
Personally, I’ve come to think of mitzvah as a Divine “challenge”, something God dares us to 
do if, that is, we aspire to rise above our baser instincts. But the fact is that in all of this the real 
meaning gets lost. Mitzvah is something that is done by an individual. Martin Buber notes that 
there’s a reason that the Ten Commandments are stated in the singular: You shall and You 
shall not. They are spoken to each of us, individually, separately from each other. It’s up to me. 

This notion was invented by the Pharisees. They took a religion that was communally based 
where pretty much everything happened in one place and democratized it. They brought God 
into the home and the heart. They are the ones who invented the idea that the performance of 
the mitzvah is the central act of being a Jew. And they did it in such a way that it all centered 
around a personal relationship — between God and me. 

Of all the elements that one might champion as being the hallmark of Reform, none — as far as 
I am concerned — can match the beauty and the challenge of the idea of personal autonomy. 
To be a Jew is a powerful dynamic between the individual and God. It has always been this 
way. But Reform just said it out loud. I am responsible for what I do. I am responsible for who I 
am. God calls to me. It is entirely incumbent on me to listen, and — when I do — to hearken. 
It's not for some rabbi to tell me what it is that "the Lord requires of me." It's between me and 
God.  

My best guess is that Elisha ben Abuya somehow expressed his individuality. My sense is that 
he made a choice that upset the balance of his rabbinic peers. So they wrote him off. They 
called him Acher. Although we will never know exactly what it was that he did or said, I would 
like to think that had he lived today, had he lived in a world where creativity and dissent were 
appreciated, he would most likely be one of the leaders of our people. I’ll bet he would be one 
cool dude. 

Elisha lived during one of the three most pivotal periods of Jewish history. Like the first period 
when the Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem in 586 BCE and forced the survivors to take their 
sacred rituals and beliefs and adapt them to a foreign world of diaspora, Elisha lived through 
the destruction of the Second Temple, a time that necessitated the existing Jewish community 
to decide what the future of Judaism would look like. Their choices resulted in the Mishnah, 
not merely a law code but a way of life that would sustain us for two thousand years.  



 

 

The third pivotal period in Jewish history is today.  

Rabbi Richard Hirsch suggests that “We live in [the equivalent of those same] Mishnaic times. 
As in the time of ferment after the destruction of the Second Temple, a...national trauma 
shook...Jewish civilization. Everything from [Jewish] identity to [ritual practice] was in flux, and 
only generations later [would] the...consensus [be] recorded in the Mishnah. Now too, [in this 
modern age, especially after the great trauma of Auschwitz] the codes and the boundaries and 
the rules and the normative are all up for discussion." As Rabbi Hirsch suggests, "This era’s 
future Mishnah is still being written." (from an article by Rabbi Josh Bolton, Reconstructionist 
Chutzpah, jewishrecon.org) 

He may very well be right. And maybe we will be the ones to write it. Or maybe it will fall to 
our children. Or our grandchildren. But if they are to be the generations to write the new 
Mishnah, then what they teach will depend greatly upon what we give them. If we take this 
tradition of ours to heart — if we embrace the notion that Judaism must remain relevant, with 
deep roots in the tradition but forever looking to the future; that our purpose as a people is to 
bring light into the world, to genuinely care for others in a sacred pursuit of justice; and that it 
all depends entirely on the choices I make, that as a Jew I must always be listening for the 
Voice of God — then we can take the satisfaction of knowing that we have lived up to our 
name as Beit Ya’akov: Those who walk in the light of God. 

This is what it means to be a Jew. And whether we want it or not, the future of Judaism is in our 
hands.  


