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This may seem a strange admission to make on the morning on which we read the story of the 
Akedah – of Abraham’s zealotry that led to his near-sacrifice of his beloved son Isaac – but in 
recent years I am finding myself increasingly sympathetic to the character of Avraham Avinu, 
the Biblical prophet Abraham.   
 
An unapologetic champion of monotheism, Abraham’s beliefs and practices often put him at 
odds with those around him.  At times they led to painful, even ugly, rifts within his household, 
and between his camp and the peoples that surrounded him.  And the conflicts that Abraham 
faced were further amplified in subsequent generations.  So, let me emphasize, these are not 
the aspects of Abraham’s biography that I embrace. 
 
But there is something truly exemplary in Abraham’s willingness to stand his ground when it 
came to his faith, despite the consequences of defending them.  His vision of a life with a higher 
purpose has made him not only the “father of great nations” – including the Abrahamic faiths of 
Judaism, Christianity and Islam – but, arguably, one of the most influential individuals ever to 
have walked this earth. 
 
Let me explain by way of a digression. 
 
This August, my family and I made our near-annual pilgrimage to Israel.  Having already 
exhausted the novelty of most of the usual attractions in Jerusalem, Tel Aviv, Haifa and the 
Galilee, we ventured off the beaten path to Be’er Sheva, Israel's great southern metropolis. 
Identified in the Book of Bereshit as the site of Abraham's well, Be'er Sheva is now home to 
over 200,000 people, a leading university, the Israel Air Force Museum and an innovative 
science museum, the Carasso Science Park. 
 
Like interactive science museums all over the world, Carasso features an impressive array of 
hands-on exhibits bringing to life basic science and technology.  But this being Israel, Carasso 
also has an exhibit you're unlikely to find elsewhere: an entire wall dedicated to Jewish Nobel 
Laureates.  
 
Of the 904 individuals thus far honored by the Nobel Committee for “discoveries [in the 
sciences, medicine, literature and diplomacy] that conferred the greatest benefit to humankind,” 
at least 203 recipients -- 22% of the awards -- have been bestowed upon Jews or individuals of 
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mainly Jewish ancestry.  This proportion jumps to 26% when the focus is confined to prizes 
awarded in scientific fields.    
 
These are stunning statistics when you consider that Jews comprise just 0.2% of the world’s 
population!   Indeed, Richard Dawkins, the British biologist and public intellectual, commented to 
a New Republic interviewer that Jews' over-representation among Nobel Laureates was 
"colossal.” 
 
When pushed to explain this phenomenon, Dawkins paused a moment before answering: 
 

Something about the cultural tradition of the Jews is way, way more sympathetic to 
science and learning and intellectual pursuits than [that of other faith traditions]. 

 
The idea that Jewish civilization, because of its emphasis on the life of the mind, has found a 
way to create high achievers, generation after generation, is a pretty bold assertion for anyone 
to make, much less an evolutionary biologist, a man whose career is devoted to uncovering the 
biological – rather than cultural – roots of observed difference.  It is especially surprising coming 
from a militant atheist, who has gained notoriety as for his opposition to organized religion in all 
forms. 
 
But perhaps it takes an atheist – or, at least, a non-Jew – to offer such straightforward and an 
unapologetic paean to Jewish exceptionalism. 
 

****** 
 

Truth be told, for centuries, if not millennia, Jews have been running from the label of being 
"different," a description most frequently invoked by people who caricatured us, sometimes 
grotesquely, as the ultimate "other" in order to justify exclusion, oppression and even murder.   
 
Generations of Jews – including many Zionists – sought to demonstrate that Jews were "just 
like everyone else". Some leaders of the Haskalah (the Jewish Enlightenment) advocated being 
a Jew in the privacy of your home and an adam – a person indistinguishable from your non-
Jewish neighbors – outside of it. And, ironically, one of Theodore Herzl's goals in pursuing an 
independent Jewish state was to "normalize" the Jewish people within the international 
community, to make us "a nation among nations." 
 
In America, too, in the mid-20th century, the defining goal of the Jewish community, in many 
ways collectively and certainly individually, was to assert our similarity to our neighbors.  This is 
evident on the pages of Hadassah Magazine ("Kosher variations on the Thanksgiving meal"), in 
the novels of Philip Roth, and in the books I read in my pre-teen years, anthologies with titles 
like: Greatest Jewish Sports Heroes, Jews in the Military, and Jews in American History.   
 
Their take-home message was that Jews were no different from everyone else.  We played 
sports.  We served in the military.  We ran for office (and won!).  And when we looked to Israel, 
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we saw a state not just with a Magen David (Star of David) on its flag, but also with ministries 
staffed by Jewish bureaucrats, armies populated by Jewish generals and jails filled with Jewish 
crooks (okay, maybe we didn't emphasize them – but they still testified to our normality). 
 
Indeed, as Jews, those of us sitting in this room – in fact, Jews living throughout the liberal 
democracies – have now attained unprecedented parity with our non-Jewish peers on so many 
levels, raising the question of whether Jewish difference is still a "thing," whether it has or 
should have any currency in our thinking or self-identification. 
 
I want to answer these questions with both a warning and an inducement. 
 
First, the warning.   
 
The notion that Jews are different – different in ways that are problematic and even threatening 
to society – persists.  In fact, this belief has, in recent months, manifest in some of its most 
insidious forms:   
 

• Neo-Nazi ideology has gained a growing following through the internet and found public 
expression in rallies and hate crimes targeting Jews and Jewish institutions. 

• Prominent politicians in several major democracies have tweeted memes referring to 
“internationalist global conspiracies.”  

• BDS and other anti-Zionist movements deny that Jews have the right, like other peoples, 
to national self-determination. 

• Progressive groups like the Chicago and DC Dyke Marches have banned groups 
displaying overtly Jewish symbols from participating in their gatherings. 

 
The fact that these incidents could occur a mere 75 years after the Holocaust suggests that the 
idea of a "Jewish difference" that imperils society has fearsome persistence. 
 
But there is a second, more important, reason for us to maintain – not just maintain, but nurture 
– a notion of Jewish difference.  It goes back to Richard Dawkins assertion that, as a cultural 
group, Jews are systematically doing something "right". 
 
There is something "colossal" something of enduring, irreplaceable value, in the civilization that 
Jews have birthed.  I believe that not only we, as Jews, but the world writ large will suffer an 
immeasurable loss if we cease to reproduce and expand upon the system of thought, belief, 
conduct and culture to which we are heirs. 
 
And yet we, the most recent generation, in a line of hundreds of generations entrusted with 
keeping this miracle alive, seem to have lost sight of its value.  Jews have been pushing so long 
and so hard to be "just like our neighbors," to downplay our differences in order to "fit in," that 
we have lost our sense of what is at risk of being lost if we throw out the proverbial baby with 
the bathwater of Jewish difference. 
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So, let me try – al regel ahat (while standing on one leg) – to remind you. 
 
Truth be told, Jews have always been exceptional, and some of these differences date back as 
far as Abraham or, at least, Moses: 
 

• In the Ancient Near East, when societies asserted that their rulers' power was rooted in 
their descent from a god, Judaism asserted that every human being was God's creation 
and endowed with inherent dignity and inalienable rights.  What is more, the power of 
Jewish rulers, such as David and Solomon, was understood to arise from their 
adherence to a moral code. 
 

● In Talmudic times, when many of our neighbors believed death from famine or exposure 
was a matter of Divine decree, Jews created a system of communal institutions, soup-
kitchens (tamhui) and benevolent funds (kupot) to ensure that the most destitute would 
have their basic needs addressed. 

 
● In medieval Europe, where it was believed that book-learning outside the bounds of the 

clerical elite would lead to iconoclastic beliefs and practices, Jews proudly embraced a 
culture of near-universal literacy, at least among men. 
 

● In more recent times, Jews have been vastly over-represented among those who have 
campaigned for workers' rights, for civil rights and for the rights of immigrants and other 
disadvantaged groups, in North America and around the world. 

 
 
As this very incomplete list illustrates, many of Judaism's "exceptional" ideas are actually quite 
profound.  They are, in fact, transformative when embraced at a societal level.  But we have lost 
our ability to see them in this light – or to claim them as our own – in part because the societies 
in which we live have taken up many "Jewish" ideas as generically humanistic, secular values, 
leading Jews (and others) to wonder if there is any positive role for Jewish difference in the 
current era. 
 
Were Judaism just a collection of antique texts that could be taken from a shelf and studied at 
leisure, then perhaps these skeptics would be justified in their doubts. But Judaism is not – has 
never been – just a collection of stale texts.  What books like My Year of Living Biblically and the 
fundamentalist thinking that underlies it fail to grasp is that Judaism is not, and never has been 
a simple enactment of texts.  It is a lived faith that derives its vitality from the combination of 
accumulated wisdom and lived – contemporary – experience.   
 
What is more, Judaism is constantly evolving, taking on – as well as creating internally – new 
dimensions.  In fact, if history is any guide, it is a safe bet that many rich and relevant 
dimensions of Jewish thought have yet to be fully explored, especially in the context of modern 
life, and many more have yet to be accepted by the larger society. 
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But Judaism's continued vitality and evolution is not inevitable.  For the wisdom of the ages to 
maintain its vibrance and relevance, we need to embrace our particularity.  What is more, we 
need to invest in building our own skills and that of the coming generation in interpreting our 
texts and traditions and employing the tools they impart in addressing contemporary challenges 
– like climate change, harmonious inter-group relations, and setting thoughtful boundaries to 
technological advancement and its deployment.  
 
Let me be clear: I am not proposing that our community embrace – I am not even going to use 
the misleading expression "return to" – the Orthodox practices that prevail in other segments of 
the Jewish world.  Those communities live out that variety of Judaism far more expertly and 
appropriately than we ever could – or should. 
 
Nor am I falling into the familiar (for some rabbis) High Holiday trope of berating congregants for 
displaying insufficient piety or a lack of enthusiasm for rituals the congregants find tired and 
dispiriting – not to mention irrelevant.  That is not what a vibrant or relevant Judaism should – or 
need – look like. 
 
Since the early 19th century, Jews like us have lived and fostered a Jewish life that was 
authentic and yet not totalizing, rooted in history but not afraid of change.  We have created a 
Judaism that embraces both tradition and modernity and is willing – nay, eager – to take on 
board the best ideas from the society around it as well as to reinvent itself in exciting and 
engaging new ways. 
 
Even now, this Judaism is yielding new fruits.   
 
Within the past six months, at least half-a-dozen mainstream media publications have done 
features on the notion of a "digital Shabbat," a period when people voluntarily disconnect from 
their devices in order to connect with the people around them and with themselves.  This is 
being touted as alternative, mystical and holistic – but, in fact, it's as old as the Torah. 
 
The marked rise in vegetarianism and veganism in mainstream culture is encouraging all of us 
to ask probing questions about the story behind our food.  How do the things that I eat come 
into being?  What resources – environmental, animal and human – are involved in their 
production?  How can I adapt my eating habits to best reflect my beliefs about the world and my 
own place within it?  This is precisely the line of thinking that underlies kashrut (Jewish dietary 
practices). 
 
And if these sound like ideas with only the most tenuous connection to Judaism, let me mention 
a trend that is now taking East Asia by storm (and don't forget that many of the recent trends 
that have transformed life here in America originated in Asia).  Do you know what one of the 
best-selling self-help books in Korea is now?  The Talmud – which, incidentally, has also been 
translated into Chinese and Japanese. 
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That's right.  Non-Jews in Northeast Asia are studying the Talmud – typically, but not always, in 
translation – to learn its insights into conducting productive disputation.  That is, of course, a 
skill set that Americans have already mastered, as witnessed in the unfailingly robust, respectful 
political discourse of our age … (!) 
 
I cannot tell you what the next "big idea" to be discovered in Judaism will be, but I feel fairly 
confident that despite the Koreans' burst of interest in our rabbinic texts, the discovery will come 
from within our own ranks.   
 
That is because for Judaism to exist as a vital, growing and evolving entity, it needs to be both 
studied and lived.  As Rabban Gamliel was teaching already in the 2nd century C.E.: "Great is 
study of the Torah when combined with a worldly involvement, for toil in them both puts sin out 
of mind. Study of the Torah which is not supplemented by deeds is destined to prove futile and 
[lead one from the derekh (proper path)]." (Pirkei Avot 2:2) 
 
 
And this, I believe, is where our model of Judaism is, at present, becoming a bit unanchored. 
 
We have come to adopt a pick-and-choose, catch-as-catch-can approach to Judaism that 
assumes each element of a Jewish existence can and should be appreciated à la carte. What is 
more, we have been selecting disproportionately from the dessert menu – that is to say, 
eschewing deeper engagement with Jewish learning or with more demanding ritual or 
performative conduct in favor of some of the fun "cultural" bits: bagel breakfasts, Jewish 
comedians and Jewish film festivals. 
 
Don't get me wrong.  I love lox, Seinfeld and a good Jewish movie, but there has to be 
something more. 
 
The fact is, bagel-and-lox breakfasts do not, in absence of other content, reinforce a sense of 
Jewish values.  And many Jewish movies are only distinctive because they contain linguistic 
and cultural references to practices that set us apart from our neighbors.  Without the rite of bar 
mitzvah and the angst that frequently accompanies it, there could be no "A Serious Man". 
 
We most certainly do not -- should not – have to give up on our bagel brunches and film series, 
but we do at times have to enrich our Jewish diet with more spiritually nourishing content, and to 
supplement them with activities that bring us together as Jews in ways that are more 
substantively Jewish. 
 
Here I want to draw a particular caution towards a disturbing trend in American synagogue life, 
which is the de-particularization of congregational life. 
 
I have delivered sermons at the local Unitarian church – in fact, I have been approached there 
by a number of attendees who are halachically Jewish.  The contributions that they are making 



7 
 

to our community and to social justice in the broader American society are real.  They are just 
not specifically Jewish. 
 
A Unitarian is not going to bring to the American debate on abortion the nuance of the Talmud's  
discussion of abortion, which divides the issue not between a "right to choice" and a "right to 
life," but rather weighs the autonomy and interdependence of the two lives – or potentials for life 
– and examines how each impinges on the other. 
 
A Congregationalist is unlikely to bring to the American debate on immigration the same 
sensibilities and sensitivities to what it means to stake your life and that of your family on 
beginning anew in a foreign land.  Nor are their members steeped in an annual ritual of 
imagining themselves again vulnerable strangers and reliving that painful experience – I am, of 
course, referring to Passover. 
 
These are insights and experiences, texts and traditions, that are inherently Jewish, and they 
are reinforced and reinterpreted when they are lived out in a Jewish context.  In order for our 
Judaism to be something more than a cultural window-dressing, we need to make our 
synagogues spaces in which we foment Jewish life and Jewish learning, places in which we 
discuss how our texts and traditions intersect with the more secular aspects of our lives. 
 
These are discussions that will not – cannot – take place in our public libraries (even if all the 
discussants happen to be Jews). 
 
And on that topic, let me emphasize that in advocating for a more particularistic Judaism and for 
Jewish institutions – including our own – that advocate for a more particularly Jewish way of 
thinking and being, I am not closing the door on the participation of non-Jews in congregational 
life.   
 
On the contrary, I am convinced that the support and participation of non-Jews is vital to fulfilling 
our mission. In fact, the only way that Judaism and Jewish institutions are going to survive in 
this country is if we meaningful embrace all individuals who celebrate the invaluable 
contributions that Judaism has made and can continue to our own community and all humanity. 
 
Nor am I denigrating other faith communities or other ethnic traditions.  I have lived for more 
than a decade amidst the rich cultural brocade of Southeast Asia and deeply value the learning 
and insights that those cultures bring to the table of world civilizations.   
 
But a Thai can only bring their distinct cultural sensibilities to the world – their remarkably 
smooth interpersonal relations, their ability to let minor (and sometimes not so minor) irritations 
run off their backs, and, of course, their world-renowned cuisine – if they first cultivate these 
qualities internally.   
 
I don't know about you, but I don't want to travel to Thailand in twenty years' time – or to visit a 
Thai restaurant here in New London – only to find the menu dominated by the same uninspired 
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offerings typical of mainstream eateries: burgers, pizza and fish-and-chips.  I want – indeed, we, 
as a multi-cultural community, need – for Thais to be unabashedly Thai, in the same way that I – 
that the world – needs Jews to be unabashedly Jewish.  
 
If we give up on Jewish particularism, settling for a generic "spirituality" ornamented with 
menorahs and littered with Yiddish expressions, if we surrender the study of rabbinic texts to the 
Koreans, if we dilute our Jewish culture to a set of screenplays and heritage food habits, we will 
have lost all the generative power of a tradition that, from time immemorial, has been fueling an 
extraordinary flowering of human potential. 
 
It is not just as a rabbi that I fear seeing our synagogues turned into mere cultural centers (or 
perhaps, museums).   As a member of the broader society, I want and need the unique insights 
that Judaism brings to a multi-cultural conversation.  And finally, as a Jewish mother, I want to 
leave for my children a robust sense of their history and identity along with a set of institutions 
that will foster their Jewish growth long after my husband and I have left the scene.  Heck, 
maybe some day their Jewish heritage will even help one of them earn a place on that wall at 
the Carasso Science Park.  


