
My congregants tell me that some of the most prayerful moments they have experienced over the last
20 months occurred in spaces where they never thought they would be praying: a parking lot, a nearly
empty chapel, a Zoom room. It reminds me of Rebbe Nachman of Bratslav’s words when he said, “May
it be my custom to go outdoors each day among the trees and grass – among all growing things and
there may I be alone and enter into prayer.” A common interpretation of this is that Rebbe Nachman
was speaking of personal prayer. However, I have always read this as an invitation to think outside of
the set rubrics of traditional Jewish prayer – both in the spaces we traditionally pray in and in the
words we traditionally say. 

Judaism is an ever-evolving religion. As Reform Jews, we carry on the tradition of adaptability and
change. We wandered in the desert and built a portable ark. We came to the Promised Land and built
the Temple. The Temple was destroyed twice, we built smaller synagogues. We used to sacrifice
animals, now we pray. We survived expulsion and destruction and we have continued to live and thrive
and be a light in this world. We have always been a people who can adapt, change, and evolve. 

Organized religion has been in a slow process of change for years. The pandemic sped that process up
to such a degree, we are still trying to catch up. We are in the middle of it now – imagining how we
move forward – literally in the moment of a monumental change. We first had to reimagine how to be
together in the middle of a pandemic. Then we had to reimagine how to come back, but not fully. Now
we see that our world has shifted. People got used to the changes we so creatively made. They like the
comfort of Zoom rooms and hybrid style programming and worship. The pandemic has fundamentally
shifted how we come together. Congregations, Jewish leadership, educators, and clergy now find
themselves asking the question: What does moving forward look like? 

While I don’t have solid answers about what it will look like when we get there, I have hope for the
future and vision about what we need to do now. I believe that whatever we do moving forward, the
following things will play major parts: inclusivity & spirituality - and how we use these to make
connections to our congregants, to our communities, and to God. 

Imagine Jewish communities creating spaces and programming that provide absolute inclusivity in
every moment. To do this, we begin with the notion that everyone deserves a seat at the table – people
of all ages, all gender expressions, all sexual orientations, people of all colors, all sizes, all abilities –
whatever their physical or mental health. There should be no obstacle that would stop someone from
finding a spiritual home; from finding safety and comfort within a community. 
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Religious organizations struggle from a foundation in exclusivity. People join a specific house of
worship because they are of the same denomination or type of religion. To be inclusive, we always seem
to require a change in something that was formerly exclusive. We are being called to re-examine
ourselves and to embrace the opportunity to ask questions such as: How do our actions and our spaces
align with who we say we are? Are we really as welcoming and inclusive of all our members as we think
we are? Are we thinking broadly about our language and striving to be inclusive of the many different
people in our community? Is our space created in an equitable way for people with all kinds of physical
needs?

In this spirit of inclusivity, I have been closely involved in transformation at my current congregation.
This transformation has included initiatives which adjusted the wording in the B’nai Mitzvah program
documents to be inclusive of all gender expressions; advocating for trash cans in the men’s rooms for
transgender men, people with disabilities, and older adults; creating our first Pride Shabbat; helping to
shift the culture of the Brotherhood to align more with the progressive spirit of the Reform movement;
personally putting out chairs to augment our fixed seating in the sanctuary so that people of all sizes
can find a comfortable place to sit; and making changes to the liturgy and the language during worship
so that we acknowledge our diverse community. 

Spirituality is another way that I see us tapping into transformational change. A spiritual teacher of
mine once said that God is the light, and religion is the hand pointing to the light.  The question that
we, as a community, need to ask ourselves is this: Are we worshiping the light, or only the hand that
points to the light? 

I believe that we have a spiritual crisis in our world today. People desperately want to connect but they
are using non-spiritual means to find that connection. Instead of reaching for God and to each other,
people reach for technology, social media, streaming shows, food, drugs, or alcohol. Jewish
communities have an opportunity to help people reroute that need for connection toward something
that will truly fill them and nurture their souls.  To be effective at this spiritual endeavor, we need to
ask ourselves whether we are leading our congregants toward deep spiritual connection: Are we being
creative with prayer? Are we discovering new paths towards connection? Are we providing ways
outside of our traditional worship style and worship spaces that can lead people towards Jewish
community and prayer? 

In this area, too, I have worked toward transformation in my current congregation through leading
group meditation (through Zoom and in person), using specific music like niggunim and prayerful or
meditative chant during worship, creating experimental worship like Music & Meditation Shabbat and
a Music & Meditation Yom Kippur Program, creating a Yom Kippur Afternoon Healing Service, and
regularly teaching and delivering sermons about prayer, God, and spiritual connection.



What these approaches toward inclusiveness and spirituality have in common is the goal of putting love
at the center of our belief. Focusing on love of God and love of each other also begets a healthy love of
ourselves, and of the kind of action we need to take in order to make the world a better place – as Rabbi
Akiva referenced in his oft-quoted enigmatic remarks in the Talmud referencing Leviticus 19:18 - “Love
your fellow as you love yourself - This is the great principle of the Torah.”

In the book, For the Love of God, there is an essay by the Dalai Lama. He writes: “The essence of all
religions is love, compassion, and tolerance. Kindness is my true religion…The clear proof of a person’s
love of God is if that person genuinely shows love to fellow human beings.” So too, bringing people into
connection is the work of Jewish spiritual leaders – it’s my work. When we have connection to our
highest selves, to Judaism, and to each other, that is where we find God. That is where we find hope,
healing, and joy. Connection is where we find depth of meaning in our lives. When we work through
love to provide inclusive spaces to bring everyone in our communities into spiritual connection, I
believe we will begin to bring about hope, repair, and healing in our world. 


