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If you are wondering whether or not to see a movie, whether or not it's worth your 

time, you go to a movie critic and read a review. 

If you're wondering whether or not to go to shul, you . . . well, you might be 

tempted to do the same thing. 

Michael Medved is a well-known movie critic. Last week, he wrote a critique of 

the movement with which our shul is affiliated, Conservative Judaism. 

As you might expect of a witty and clever movie critic, he communicated his 

message with an image taken from a story, a well-known story—indeed, a fairy 

tale known to all: Goldilocks and the Three Bears. 

We all know the story, right? Goldilocks wanders in, and sees three bowls of 

porridge. One is too hot; one is too cold; the third is just right. She goes upstairs to 

rest, and finds that one bed is too hard, one is too soft, and the third is just right. 

Michael Medved sees us (i.e., Americans) as a collective Goldilocks, as a group of 

rather picky eaters—and he sees Jews as no exceptions. 

His essay is entitled, “Goldilocks’ Faith Serves Lukewarm Mush,” and his 

argument is this: For several generations, most Americans have embraced what he 

describes as the Goldilocks attitude toward religion: “affirming faith choices that 

seem not too soft but not too hard, not too hot but not too cool.” Most of us, he 

writes, have “viewed easy-going moderation and comforting compromise as the 

religious path that count[s] as ‘just right’.” (my italics) He sees Conservative 

Judaism as exemplifying this attitude, which to him is inherently unstable. 

The proof for him is the recent decision by the Jewish Theological Seminary to 

accept a liberal responsum on the question of the acceptance of openly gay 

candidates for the rabbinate. With this step, Mr. Medved sees a “ stunning break 

with tradition.” That’s the word he uses. As he puts it, even though “a spiritual 
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leader proudly, publicly promoting consumption of pork would never fit in with 

the Conservative rabbinate,” a rabbi who practices what the Torah describes as 

“abomination” would. 

He goes on to quote the Bible, reminding us that the Bible explicitly condemns 

homosexual relations and privileges heterosexual marriage. He sees the pluralism 

in the Conservative movement to be an embrace of moral relativism, and an 

abandonment of the traditional role of religion to command or at least suggest clear 

standards for human behavior and intimate relations. 

He sees the issue of marriage as central and sees the choice as stark: 

“Denominations,” he writes, “must choose their ultimate source of authority: 

looking either to religious texts or to contemporary sensibilities.” Extending the 

right to marry to homosexuals, to him, is giving in to contemporary sensibilities; it 

is, to him, a pandering to modern trends and currents, not a principled rejection of 

such trends. 

Needless to say, as I will demonstrate, I disagree with him, but I do believe it is 

important to read and to understand what he is saying. 

Michael Medved, who was raised in a Conservative Jewish home but who now 

identifies as an Orthodox Jew, is pointing out the great challenge of being a 

movement that, on the one hand, is trying to situate itself within the Jewish 

tradition and, on the other hand, trying to grasp and to apply the values and insights 

of modernity. 

There’s an image from the Jewish tradition of such a struggle that would probably 

appeal to Mr. Medved: in the Jewish tradition, it’s the image of someone who 

descends into the mikveh—a purifying pool of water—with a sheretz, a reptile, a 

source of impurity, in his hands. The waters of the mikveh are powerless in such a 

case to purify him. That’s how Michael Medved sees it: You just can’t purify what 

is irremediably impure! You cannot make such a change with integrity! 

I don't see it that way. Instead, I see the efforts by the Conservative movement to 

alter Jewish law in this area, not as a concession to modern sensibilities, not as part 

of an effort to retain or to attract members, or anything quite so instrumental—

(though I don’t deny that some may support this effort for those reasons). For me, a 

liberal step such as this is an effort to live out our values, values whose source is in 

the Torah, even though they may not be fully applied within the Torah to the case 

at hand. The recent teshuvah, for example, which JTS relied upon in admitting gay 

students, is all about human dignity. It’s about the need, the moral imperative, to 
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treat all human beings with respect. In our society, which has come to understand 

the nature of homosexuality far differently from the way that our ancestors did—

for whom it was a sin, a willful effort to defy communal norms—within our 

society, to condemn someone for his homosexual nature seems contrary to, not 

modern sensibilities, not current trends, but to basic human decency and fairness—

values that can be derived—indeed, values that are derived—from the Torah itself. 

Applying k'vod habriyot—basic human decency—to the case at hand may not have 

been done by our ancestors—indeed, it may never have occurred to them to do 

so—but that doesn’t—and shouldn’t—prevent us from doing so ourselves. Once 

one understands the challenge this way, it isn't just a “choice” to “give in to a 

trend,” it becomes a moral imperative to make a change. 

Revelation-based traditional religions have always had to balance between fidelity 

to long-standing values and norms and the embrace of or application of new 

insights. It's a fallacy—a comforting one, but a fallacy nonetheless—that the so-

called “old time religion” has always been the same. All religions evolve, and 

Judaism is no exception. There are two very obvious examples from our parashah. 

One example, as we heard earlier, is the case of capital punishment. Without 

apology, the rabbis essentially did away with it. Another example has to do with 

kohanim at funerals. The Bible is explicit: If you are a kohein, you don’t expose 

yourself to the dead, you don’t defile yourself for anyone but your father, mother, 

son, daughter, brother and unmarried sister. Notice who’s missing from this list: 

your married sister and your wife. That rule apparently made sense, it apparently 

was acceptable, in the Biblical period. But by the rabbinic period, it no longer did. 

By the rabbinic period, certainly by the middle ages, it became acceptable for 

priests to attend the funerals of their spouses and of their married sisters. Not only 

that, it became obligatory to do so. Why? Because there had been an evolution in 

the understanding of the nature of the family. 

To us, this seems obvious. But to the Talmudic sages, it wasn’t. It was, you might 

say, a “stunning” change. The rabbis needed, somehow, to justify this practice, 

which is so clearly forbidden in the Torah. And so they did. And that process of 

drawing a line between what was and what is,—that's the essence of the rabbinic 

process. Connecting the world of the Torah with the world in which we live. 

Within the rabbinic tradition, not everything is permitted, and not everyone is 

entitled to determine what is, at any given time. That’s why this process has taken 

so long, and has been so laborious. Within the more liberal denominations, which 
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don’t have the same reverence for or deference to rabbinic authority, it didn’t take 

nearly as long to affirm the rights of gay and lesbian Jews to become rabbis and 

cantors. The reason is clear: if indeed modern sensibilities, ethical and otherwise, 

are the guides for conduct, then there’s no reason to hesitate to act accordingly. But 

our movement has sought to defer to the rabbis and scholars on our movement’s 

law committee to reflect on this issue and, eventually, to consider the matter 

thoughtfully. This they have done, and I accept the result. 

* * * * * 

Sometimes, food is best served at room temperature. 

Sometimes, lukewarm is good. 

This is one of those cases. It’s because it is right to take this step that the 

Conservative Movement has done so; not because it’s convenient, and certainly not 

because it’s the easy way out. 

Let me just add that it would be easy for me to criticize those on the right as quasi-

fundamentalists, and those on the left as religious dilettantes. 

But that would be falling into the same trap Michael Medved has fallen into. 

I accept the basic integrity of those with whom I disagree, whether on the right or 

on the left. It’s possible—indeed, desirable—for us to differentiate ourselves one 

from the other without denigrating one another. 

* * * * * 

Sometimes, even after I read a bad review, I’ll go to see a movie and, you know, 

sometimes, it’s pretty good! 

I believe that’s the case here. Let Michael Medved’s critique be useful for us: Let it 

be a reminder that changes in religious practice should be grounded in principle, 

not convenience. Let’s embrace his belief that religion should be a moral guide for 

us, even when we find its message inconvenient. But let’s be willing to guide the 

development of our religion, even as it guides us, always pursuing what is “just 

and right.” (See Genesis 18:19) 

Shabbat Shalom.  


