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This morning’s Torah reading, which tells the story of the Binding of Isaac, has troubled 

generations of Jews. Or has it? As the commentary in Mahzor Lev Shalem notes, “for the most 

part, rabbinic literature praises Abraham for his faithful obedience to God’s command,” though 

some rabbinic texts do “indicate ambivalence regarding Abraham’s unqualified acquiescence.” 

On the other hand, many post-Holocaust Jewish thinkers and writers “suggest that Abraham 

failed the test and should have raised a protest against God’s instruction, just as he raised a 

protest against the destruction of the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah” in Genesis Chapter 18. 

Indeed, as one of my Bat Mitzvah students said to me while studying this story, Abraham’s 

behavior simply makes no sense. In one moment, Abraham seems to value human life above 

compliance with God - including the lives of those condemned by God as too wicked to live; and 

in the next moment, Abraham seems completely willing to offer up his own son as a human 

sacrifice in submission to God. In doing so, Abraham seems to be acting against his own values 

and self-interests. 

This tension, and the feelings of distance and incomprehensibility that arise when 

thinking about Abraham, reminded me of the way many Americans have come to view each 

other today. Even mentioning the state of American society right now might cause your heart 

rate to go up and trigger feelings of anxiety, anger, and fear - I know that I felt that way when I 

wrote these words. But I believe that we have an obligation to face this reality, and to find the 
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best ways to move forward in a deeply divided and tense social climate. And I believe that we 

can determine one way forward by thinking about how we relate to and talk about Abraham, 

each other, and Judaism. 

Let’s start by learning from what I would call a less-than-productive example of relating 

to and talking about Abraham. In his book, The Yiddish Policeman’s Union, Michael Chabon’s 

character Meyer Landsman says the following, regarding Abraham: “I don’t care what 

supposedly got promised to some sandal-wearing idiot whose claim to fame is that he was ready 

to cut his own son’s throat for the sake of a hare-brained idea…” Perhaps similar thoughts have 

come up in your mind in reaction to Abraham’s near-sacrifice of Isaac. But is this the way we 

would want future generations to judge our behavior thousands of years later, after unimagined 

moral evolution? More importantly, is this the way we would want to be spoken about and 

thought of here and now? 

This is not to say we should entirely withhold judgment on Abraham. That would simply 

be impossible - whether we verbalize it or not, Abraham’s behavior, like anything else, causes a 

reaction, a judgment, in our minds. But what do we do with that judgment? Teachers of 

mindfulness meditation would invite us to notice the thought as gently and kindly as possible 

while letting it pass by. And that is good advice for in the moment. Not every thought that arises 

in our minds needs to be spoken aloud. But more broadly, the way we talk about Abraham raises 

questions of civility and respectful disagreement. I think that the philosophy of Conservative 

Judaism can actually help us here. 
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You heard me right. I believe that learning about what Conservative Judaism is at its core 

can help us navigate this moment in American society and learn how to relate to those who seem 

to behave in illogical and even harmful ways. Bear with me.  

If you go to the About page on the website of the United Synagogue of Conservative 

Judaism, you can scroll down a bit to find a section titled “Our Values.” The first of these values, 

articulated as statements is: “We thrive in the tension of old and new.” The statement goes on: 

“Balancing tradition and modernity is a dance, which ignites innovative ideas—those that shape 

our work to strengthen kehillot (communities) and those that influence how we live meaningfully 

as Jews today.” In other words, tension is productive. Tradition, as we know, is not always 

logical - and it can even be harmful. Take, for example, the tradition of the my alma mater, the 

Jewish Theological Seminary, not to ordain women as rabbis, until tradition changed in 1985. 

We should note that the same can be true of modernity. Technological advances such as 

Facebook lead us to become more and more addicted to screens, spending less and less time 

engaging in healthy and constructive ways. Balancing the old and the new is necessary not just in 

our Jewish lives but also in society at large. 

The second value statement on the United Synagogue website is: “We find unity in 

diversity.” I can’t think of a more critical goal for American society - a society that is only 

increasing in diversity and complexity - than that of finding unity in diversity. The statement 

goes on, saying that “a range of viewpoints and backgrounds—religious, racial, ethnic, sexual, 

socio-political—strengthens us all. We celebrate our differences and believe that those 

differences make our wholeness possible.” This is modeled in many ways in the practices of 

Conservative Judaism, such as the way in which the Conservative Rabbinical Assembly’s 
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Committee on Jewish Law and Standards revived the Talmudic practice of recording and 

publishing minority opinions and dissenting views in addition to the responsa or verdicts that 

garner enough votes for official Movement endorsement. And, in fact, responsa that come to 

opposite conclusions are often both approved by the Committee, giving local Conservative 

communities options to choose from.  

The practice of recording minority opinions and dissenting views is actually not an 

innovation of Conservative Judaism. It’s just a Jewish practice, dating back to early rabbinic 

texts. This teaches us that, from the very beginning, Judaism itself has not only valued but has 

enshrined productive and respectful argument, engagement with diverse views, and the balancing 

of conflicting values. As one early rabbinic text says: “Every mahloket - every disagreement - 

which is le-shem shamayim - for the sake of heaven - is destined to endure. And that which is not 

le-shem shamayim, is destined not to endure.” (Avot 5:17) The text goes on, asking: “What is [an 

example of an argument] for the sake of heaven? The argument of the rabbis Hillel and 

Shammai, [who disagreed about Jewish law and practice].” The Talmud says that once, after a 

three-year debate between the schools of Hillel and Shammai, a voice from heaven declared: 

“Both these and these are the words of the living God, but the law is in accordance with the 

school of Hillel.” (Babylonian Talmud Eruvin 13b) Why was the law in accordance with the 

school of Hillel? Because they would teach the view of the school of Shammai before teaching 

their own. 

What if we could model a similar commitment to respectful pluralism in both the micro - 

in our community here at Or Atid - and in the macro - in American society at large? 
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Again, this doesn’t mean that we must accept any and all perspectives and behaviors. 

Every community must have boundaries and red lines. But the true test of a community is 

whether or not the members of the community can be their full, authentic selves - whether 

individuals can be heard as unique and, at times, as dissenting with the majority, without being 

excluded or excommunicated. This is the true meaning of belonging to a community. True 

belonging means that the community stays engaged with us during and after disagreement, and 

that we feel not only accepted but valued in the community after sharing our dissent. In her book 

Braving the Wilderness: The Quest for True Belonging and the Courage to Stand Alone, Brené 

Brown writes: “When a group or community doesn’t tolerate dissent and disagreement, it forgoes 

any experience of inextricable connection. There is no true belonging, only an unspoken treaty to 

hate the same people. This fuels our spiritual crisis of disconnection.” Brené Brown says that 

“true belonging is the spiritual practice of believing in and belonging to yourself so deeply that 

you can share your most authentic self with the world and find sacredness in both being a part of 

something and standing alone in the wilderness. True belonging does not require you to change 

who you are; it requires you to be who you are.” In Judaism, we model this as well: like I 

mentioned yesterday, we pray alone together. We recite the Silent Amidah, the service of our 

hearts, as individuals, and we then come together as a community, at times listening to, and at 

times singing along with the repetition of the cantor, who, in Hebrew, is called the Sheliah 

Tzibbur, the emissary of the community. In Jewish community, we are both separate individuals 

and one undifferentiated group. 

And this is how we must think of ourselves in American society as well. Brown teaches 

us that, in this moment, “we're going to need to intentionally be with people who are different 
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than us. We're going to have to sign up, join, and take a seat at the table. We're going to have to 

learn how to listen, have hard conversations, look for joy, share pain, and be more curious than 

defensive, all while seeking moments of togetherness.” Brown puts out “a call to move closer to 

each other, because people are hard to hate close up.”  

In community, we are close up. What is community if not intentionally being together to 

celebrate both our commonalities and our differences? And what is Conservative Judaism if not a 

movement in which we seek moments of togetherness, moments of transcendence, moments of 

meaning, and moments of holiness, even as we need to have hard conversations? 

This balance, this dance, is not easy. It requires us to embrace questions, doubts, and 

change, alongside answers, beliefs, and traditions, as paths to sustain us now, and to help us 

realize what is yet undreamed. 

The Chancellor of the Jewish Theological Seminary, Arnold Eisen, put it this way in the 

charge he delivered at my ordination: “There are a lot of reasons not to love the name of our 

movement. Solomon Schechter had connotations for ‘Conservative’ in his head that we lack a 

century later. But I have to tell you: at a time when the health of the planet is threatened; at a 

time when people seem ready to throw away anything they get tired of, including tradition, 

authority, and people; at a time when it is truly countercultural to say that we believe in Truth 

with a capital T, and Good with a capital G, that we thank God each morning for life, and that we 

are not merely ‘spiritual’ but actually religious; at such a moment, in such a wilderness, 

conservation seems a very good path indeed.” 

Conservative Judaism - or, perhaps I should say, Conservationist Judaism - asks us not 

only to conserve but to be flexible and intentional. It asks us to balance tradition and modernity, 
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continuity and change. Like this moment in American society, Conservative Judaism challenges 

us to harmonize the need for boundaries with openness, particularism with universalism, and 

judgment with compassionate acceptance.  

I myself was drawn to Conservative Judaism because of this commitment to being what 

Chancellor Eisen has called the “vital religious center” of Judaism - “center” both in terms of 

being “centrist” or moderate and in terms of being a central or important location and 

community. I grew up as an active and committed Reform Jew, and for years thought I would 

end up at the Reform rabbinical school, Hebrew Union College. But after conversations and 

experiences with some of my peers in college, I realized that I wanted more Jewish balance in 

my life. I had lived my entire life without caring much about Jewish law. But once I tried out 

more traditional services and practices, I realized not just that I wanted more tradition and more 

intentional spiritual practice in my life; I wanted more knowledge, more perspectives, and more 

mahloket le-shem shamayim - more debate for the sake of heaven. I wanted to live in the 

beautiful, fruitful tension of being a modern, open-minded American while living, at the same 

time, as a learned Jew steeped in Jewish culture and practice. This productive tension of living 

fully in both worlds is fundamental not only to Conservative Judaism, but, I imagine, is also one 

of the basic interests of this congregation.  

The balance called for by Conservative Judaism and by American society is one of the 

central concerns of Jewish mysticism. As I mentioned on Erev Rosh Ha-Shanah, Jewish 

mysticism discusses at length the need to balance between the Divine attributes of Hesed, 

Lovingkindness, and Gevurah, Strength. Hesed represents complete openness and loving 

acceptance, while Gevurah represents firm boundaries and strict judgment. The ideal, of course, 
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is a balance between the two. The balanced point between these two is called Tiferet, or 

Harmony. Usually, to achieve this balance, we have to strive to bring a bit more love and a bit 

less judgment in the mix, and so the harmonious quality of Tiferet is also called Rahamim - 

compassion. 

A recent publication from Clal - the National Jewish Center for Learning and Leadership 

puts it this way: “The Jewish calendar celebrates that we are at our best - as individuals, as Jews, 

and as nations - when we use our particular traditions to realize the fullness of our universal 

humanity.” The Jewish New Year itself helps us do this. Rosh Ha-Shanah, like Conservative 

Judaism, “shatters the false dichotomy between particular and universal, as the children of 

Abraham and Sarah celebrate the birth of Adam and Eve - the birth of the world.” 

In an increasingly polarized world, which pits citizens against citizens, natives against 

immigrants - not to mention Jews against Jews - Rosh Ha-Shanah challenges us to “crack the 

echo chambers in our lives and in our communities, in order to strengthen them all.” 

As Clal says, “it is only through listening and connecting to others that we will be able to 

make life’s inevitable disagreements and conflicts productive.” This year, we must engage with 

the Abrahams of our world - those whose words and behaviors seem to be at odds or may even 

be incomprehensible to us. And we must live out the truth taught by Conservative Judaism - the 

truth that tradition and innovation, love and judgment, are not in tension, but are two aspects of 

the same Divinity, balanced by Tiferet - beauty, compassion, equanimity, and harmony. If we do 

those things, we can create a deeper sense of belonging in this world. That is the healing that we 

need at this moment in history. 
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Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, in translating a saying of the Talmudic sage Rabbi 

Yehudah, encapsulated this succinctly and powerfully: “Life is likened unto two roads: one of 

fire and one of ice. If you walk in the one, you will be burned, and if in the other, you will be 

frozen. What shall one do? Walk in the middle.” This year, in the spirit of Conservative Judaism, 

may we walk in the middle path of compassion. 

Le-shanah tovah tikkateivu ve-teihateimu -  

May we all be inscribed and sealed for a good year. 


