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If there is one thing which is "in" these days, it is nostalgia.  
 
During the past summer, we as a nation have commemorated or indulged ourselves 
in memories of events which took place many years ago. You may recall that on 
June 6th, we commemorated the fiftieth anniversary of D-Day. Then, in July, we 
celebrated the twenty-fifth anniversary of the first successful manned space flight 
to the Moon. Finally, in August, we were reminded of the concert to end all 
concerts: Woodstock. Remembering these events took up hundreds of hours of 
media time during the past several months.  
 
Let me give you another example. There's a fun book that was recently published, 
entitled, "Going, Going, Gone: Vanishing Americana." If you look through that 
book, you will find all sorts of things in it that we took for granted years ago that 
are scarce if not non-existent today. For example: typewriters. It's hard to find them 
today, they're hard to repair, and they're not very practical. And then there are 
slide-rules. Drive-in movie theatres. How about carbon paper?  
 
This kind of book is popular because, in our rapidly changing world, it brings us 
some comfort to think back to the familiar, the comfortable relics of our past. Now, 
I will grant you, this can be a lot of fun. It can be entertaining. But there is a limit 
to the appeal and the usefulness of these trips down Memory Lane.  
 
You might find an old manual typewriter or a box of mimeograph masters at a flea 
market or a yard sale. You might even want to collect these kinds of things. But 
nobody I know would want to begin manufacturing them. There's no point. There's 
no future in it. These things once had a role to play. They don't any longer.  
 

 



Times change. What is culturally real, what is useful, one year may not be the next.  
 
Now, what is true of the general culture in which we live is true of Jewish culture 
as well. For many of us, nostalgia is a factor in our attraction to Judaism. Many of 
us have pleasant, nostalgic attachments that we hope, somehow, will sustain us, 
and that we seek to transmit to our children.  
 
Now, nostalgia can be a wonderful place to start in recovering meaning. But deep 
down inside, we cannot be satisfied in 1994 with 1969 Judaism -- whatever our 
religious sensibilities. Judaism can only be fulfilling to us and to others if it is 
allowed to pass through the prism of today's world -- and nostalgia doesn't pass 
through such a prism. Let me explain why. Let me explain what's wrong with using 
nostalgia as the basis for our Jewish commitment.  
 
First, not all of us have it. Some of us don't have Jewish childhood memories. If we 
didn't grow up Jewish, we certainly don't. Even if we did, our children won't have 
the same ones. They simply won't share the same experiences we had. We may 
say, "I remember Zaydie holding me on his knee in shul on Yom Kippur when I 
was a boy." How is that memory going to make sense to a little boy who hardly 
ever sees his grandfather whom in any event he doesn't call "Zaydie," and who 
doesn't take him to shul when he visits?  
 
There is a second reason that nostalgia doesn't work. Some of us have negative 
nostalgia -- not so pleasant memories of growing up Jewish. We may have negative 
associations which we need to overcome. I have a friend who showed me an ad in 
a Jewish newspaper for gefilte fish. Underneath it, it said, "Just like your 
grandmother used to make." My friend said to me, "If you ever tasted my 
grandmother's gefilte fish, you would know why I'm never going to try this brand."  
 
Not all of us recognize that we have negative nostalgia or that it is a problem. 
Unfortunately, there are some people who assume, paradoxically, that this can 
serve as a suitable motivator for others. I've heard people tell their children: "I 
suffered through Hebrew School; therefore, you are going to suffer through it." 
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You might call this the D-day approach to Jewish education: the notion that if you 
want to travel to France, the only way to do it is to wade ashore loaded with a fifty 
pound pack facing enemy fire. Obviously, negative nostalgia is counter-productive.  
 
Incidentally, I have a secret to share with you: just about everyone here has to 
overcome negative nostalgia. Few of us have entirely positive childhood Jewish 
associations. To confirm this, listen to the following. It is a description of the goals 
of our Shabbat Yeladim and Shabbat Gibborim services for pre-schoolers and  
first and second graders. As I read this, each of us should ask ourselves, "Is this 
what I remember from my childhood?"  
 

[We] strive to help the children celebrate Shabbat joyfully and associate 
Shabbat with rest, pleasure and things Jewish. We try to provide warm, 
positive experiences with Jewish prayer, music, stories, discussions and 
activities; to provide an enjoyable taste of synagogue life with a Jewish peer 
group; to form positive connections with the Jewish people, Jewish tradition, 
and the Hebrew language; and to nurture spirituality.  

 
How many of us can honestly say that we had such positive memories?  
 
Finally, even if we do have a positive nostalgic feel for our past, it simply isn't 
enough. Because fundamentally, even if positive, nostalgia is sentimental and 
superficial and does not inspire commitment.  
 
Let me give you a perfect example. I mentioned Woodstock earlier. As you may 
know, there was a concert held this summer to celebrate the twenty-fifth 
anniversary of the original concert. Well, you may not know that, in addition to the 
WOODSTOCK '94 concert that actually took place this past August, there was an 
attempt to organize a second concert, an "oldies show" at the farm which was the 
site of the original WOODSTOCK concert 25 years ago. The organizers predicted 
that 50,000 people would buy tickets. But less than 2,000 did, and the idea 
collapsed. John Scher, a co producer of WOODSTOCK '94, the successful concert, 

3 



was asked to comment. "I'm not surprised," he said, "that the concept of doing a 
nostalgia festival geared to 40-to-50-year-olds didn't work. But it's sad."  
 
Whether or not it's sad, it makes sense to me that the concert that was successful 
was the one unapologetically geared to 17-to-29-year-olds, a concert presenting the 
music of today.  
 
The fact is that for all of us, young and old, more than nostalgia is needed to give 
meaning and inspire commitment today.  
 
Let me give you an example of how even positive associations with being Jewish 
can lack substance if we don't know why we have them. I once found myself 
sitting down with a nice, young couple. He had been born and raised as a Jew; she 
had not. They came to see me because he wanted her to convert to Judaism so that 
they could have a Jewish wedding and raise a Jewish family, and she wasn't so sure 
that this was the right thing for her to do. The young man wanted me to help him 
explain to her that becoming a Jew was very important to the future success of 
their relationship, and that it would be wonderful if she converted.  
 
Instead, I asked him a question. I said to him: "You've told me that it is important 
to you to be able to share Judaism with your future wife, and eventually with your 
children. Why? What is it that you want to share? Leaving aside the question of 
your fiance's Jewishness, why is being Jewish important to you?"  
 
He didn't know. He was dumbfounded. He had no idea why it  was important to 
him to be Jewish. He liked being Jewish. He had always taken it for granted and 
somehow assumed that it was important. But he didn't really know why. He had 
nice memories. But Judaism was really no longer alive for him. If no longer shaped 
his thinking or his actions.  
 
Incidentally, his fiance was attracted to Judaism and could explain her attraction 
much better than he could. She attributed his family's cohesion and warmth to their 
Jewishness. She appreciated the power of Jewish ritual: not only the drama of the 
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Pesach seder, but also the fun of Purim (which she learned about not through him 
or his family but by going on her own to a synagogue). I'll tell you what else 
attracted her: kashrut.  Food had played an important role in her family of origin 
and she was fascinated by kashrut and very interested in learning how to keep a 
kosher home.  
 
But one thing was sure: she wasn't about to convert to Judaism and raise a Jewish 
family alone. She needed a partner. A partner to whom Judaism really mattered in 
the present. And unless and until he was ready to be that partner, their relationship 
wasn't going anywhere.  
 
So even if we have positive nostalgia, it isn't enough. We need to understand the 
content of even our positive memories in order to have commitment and to inspire 
it in others.  
 
That young man is not alone. The problem facing American Jews today is that we 
don't know what it means to be Jewish. If, as Mordecai Kaplan used to put it, the 
fate of the Jew in the modern world is to live in two civilizations, Western and 
Jewish, with our feet firmly planted in each, our problem is that our feet aren't  
planted in Jewish civilization. They're just not. We just don't know why it's 
important to us.  
 
How can we solve this problem? How can we, as individual Jews, achieve a 
principled commitment to Judaism? How can we rise above nostalgia?  
 
Three approaches come to mind. First, we must increase our basic knowledge of 
Judaism. We must begin the process of recovering what we have lost or never 
acquired, with adult study. There are many ways to do this. CJP, which 
incidentally is celebrating its 100th anniversary -- I hope they don't hold a 
commemorative concert -- is co-sponsoring with Hebrew College, an intensive 
two-year program called ME'AH, which means "one hundred" in Hebrew, which 
will consist of one hundred hours of adult Jewish learning. They are sponsoring 
another program specifically geared to Jewish lay leaders. Federations across 
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America are recognizing that Jewish leaders need a strong foundation in the 
fundamentals of Jewish life and thought to do their work properly -- that informed, 
meaningful commitment must replace nostalgia.  
 
Let me also recommend the adult education programs we offer here. Our fall 
course, appropriately enough, is called, "Finding Our Way", and it is an 
exploration of the enchanted forest of Rabbinic Literature, closed to so many of us. 
Assuming that to be "sacred" means to have meaning in every generation, our goal 
will be to try to listen to what these sacred texts have to say to us, today.  
 
Second, we must pay attention to and seek to enrich our spiritual lives. Now I 
know that coming to shul can be meaningful even if someone doesn't know 
Hebrew, or the structure of the liturgy, why we stand here, and sit there. But think 
how much more can be gained if one does. At the very least, knowing what 
feelings within us the prayers are designed to unlock is a gateway to understanding 
and appreciation.  
 
That is why we will be conducting a series of Shabbat morning learners' services 
this year. On ten Shabbat mornings we will gradually explore the traditional liturgy 
--which, by the way, will be made available in English transliteration for those who 
do not yet read Hebrew. Tapes will also be made available so that people can 
familiarize themselves with the words and the melodies. We will study the 
structure and function of our liturgy not as literary or cultural historians but as 
seekers of spiritual enrichment. We will try ourselves to learn how to derive 
meaning from Jewish prayer, how to become comfortable with it, how to look 
forward to it.  
 
Finally, we can try to engage in Jewish behavior. To do one thing more today than 
we did yesterday. One thing more this year than we did last year. If, last year, we 
didn't even acknowledge that we were living through the holiday of Sukkot, so this 
year, we can resolve to visit someone's sukkah during Sukkot. And if we visited 
someone's sukkah last year, maybe this year we will build one ourselves. (There 
are plenty of people here happy to help.) And if we did manage to build a sukkah 
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last year, but never had the pleasure of shaking the lulav and sniffing the etrog, so 
maybe this year we'll drive into Brookline with our family and splurge on a lulav 
and an etrog set. And maybe each morning during Sukkot before going off to work 
we'll take that etrog out of the box and get a sniff of its fabulous aroma, shake the 
lulav and then go on our way.  
 
[For someone else, engaging in Jewish behavior might mean something totally 
different. It might mean to seek, in little ways, to integrate ourselves Jewishly. To 
sensitize ourselves to the potential Jewishness of everything we do.]  
 
I've described three approaches. Three approaches to gaining Jewish meaning in 
our lives. What is needed most of all, though, is really just one thing: to be ready 
and willing to pursue this goal.  
 
This was put very well by Franz Rosenzweig, a brilliant Jewish educator who lived 
in Germany in the early part of the twentieth century. He believed that the Jewish 
individual in the modern world needs nothing more than what he called, 
"readiness." We must be prepared, he said, to look around ourselves and into 
ourselves. And to open ourselves up. Beyond that, there is no simple answer. For 
no two people are alike. We must each find our own way. The way we were meant 
to go. As Rosenzweig puts it,  
 

Readiness is the one thing we can offer to the Jewish individual within us, 
the individual we aim at. Any "plan" is wrong to begin with -- simply 
because it is a plan. The highest things cannot be planned; for them, 
readiness is everything. ...  
[There is indeed no other way to become completely Jewish; the Jewish 
human being arises in no other way. All recipes, whether Zionist, orthodox, 
or liberal, produce caricatures of people, that become more ridiculous the 
more closely the recipes are followed. And a caricature of a person is also a 
caricature of a Jew; for as a Jew one cannot separate the one from the other.] 
There is one recipe alone that can make a person Jewish and hence -- 
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because he is a Jew and destined to a Jewish life -- a full human being: that 
recipe is to have no recipe....  
[In order to grow Jewishly, ] ... the Jewish individual needs nothing but 
readiness. (On Jewish Learning, pp. 65 67.)  
 
"The Jewish individual needs nothing but readiness."  
 

It sounds simple. But can we say we are ready?  
 
A few months ago, I heard of a new mall opening up in California. It prides itself 
on being very different from your average suburban mall. In fact, it calls itself an 
"anti-mall".  
 
It seems that this mall caters to the members of the so-called "X" generation -- 
young people in their 20's. It is definitely a down-scale kind of place, with 
minimalist industrial design. Anything that looks like it is "in" is already passe in 
this place. It is definitely on the "cutting edge."  
 
A reporter visiting that anti-mall interviewed a few customers. Much to his 
surprise, he learned that almost all were over forty years old! When the reporter 
informed them that the intended clientele were members of the "X" generation, 
they blushed and said that, well, yes, they were "on their way out" of that age 
group, but they were "tourists."  
 
Then the owner (himself a young man) was interviewed and said, "Hey, it's not a 
matter of age. Even people over forty can come in and look. Whatever your age, 
you may in fact be 'with it'."  
 
At first I found that remark irritating: "Even people over forty ..." That didn't feel 
right. What right does a twenty-five year old person have to tell me or anyone else 
that I'm over the hill? But listen to his message. What he said was that anyone can 
live in the present. And of course he is right. There is no excuse for being stuck in 
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old ways -- general or Jewish; for becoming couch potatoes whose perspective is 
getting progressively out-dated.  
 
Arthur Hertzberg once wrote, "A community cannot survive on what it remembers 
[from the past]; it will persist only because of what it affirms [in the present] and 
believes [about the future]." What do we affirm? What do we believe? Do we 
know?  
 
As a nation, we can remember D-day, but unless we're committed today to the 
courage and willingness to sacrifice in pursuit of a noble struggle which 
characterized that day, unless we think about D-day not only when planning a 
vacation in Europe but also when pondering the suffering in Bosnia, it doesn't 
mean very much.  
 
We can remember Neil Armstrong landing on the moon, but unless we are 
committed to applying the same human cooperation, the same enormous effort, the 
same technological achievement to addressing the challenges of today, such as 
hunger in America and elsewhere, the explosion of teenage pregnancy, widespread 
and growing drug abuse, the AIDS epidemic -- unless we do that, it doesn't mean 
very much.  
 
We can remember Woodstock, but unless we commit ourselves to encouraging our 
children to pursue their own idealism, as counter cultural as it may be, and 
encourage them to resist our complacent assumptions, it isn't worth very much.  
 
Finally, we as Jews can come to shul on the High Holidays with fond feelings 
inside us, but unless we open ourselves up to find our way, unless we can honestly 
say, "We are ready to grow," it won't be worth very much and it won't last.  
 
Let us strive to start fresh as adults living in 1994, as Jews living in 5755, and 
explore our legacy and tradition and come to embrace it in love. And let us pray 
that by doing so, by serving as human models of devotion, we will be 
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demonstrating in the best - - if not the only -- way possible, the value, the meaning, 
the beauty of Jewish life. Amen.  
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