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Daniel Gordis recently wrote a piece in the Jewish Review of Books called “Requiem for a 

Movement.” It’s something between an elegy and a eulogy for Conservative Judaism. 

Particularly in the wake of the Pew Report, the movement finds itself at best at a crossroads and 

at worst – at a precipice. I’m neither a sociologist nor a Conservative Jew. The essay has 

generated a plethora of thoughtful responses from individuals who are in a better position to 

respond than I. But I consider his words very important – not just for the denomination to our 

immediate left – but for our community as well.  

 

Naturally, from an ideological perspective Modern Orthodoxy could not be more different. But 

practically – and particularly on the Upper West Side of Manhattan – Conservative Judaism 

represents our closest neighbor. If its adherents and leaders are predicting the demise of their 

movement, we should not only be very sad for a group of committed Jews facing the loss of 

something precious to them. We should also recognize that this story is a cautionary tale for us.  

 

It’s a worthy moment for us Modern Orthodox Jews to ask some big questions about the 

sustainability and viability of our own movement. My goal this morning is not to share a radical 

new insight or propose a revolutionary idea. It’s much less ambitious. I simply want to formulate 

what I think is an important issue for us to consider, try to give it context, and re-affirm and re-

articulate what I consider to be one of our core principles.  

 

At the very beginning of our parsha this morning, the Torah takes us on three bizarre digressions. 

To refresh your memories, we’ve just returned from a break in the action to talk about the 

Mitzvot associated with Pesach and the redemption.  Now we’ve picked up the narrative thread 

again. And there’s high drama. The pursuit; the flight; the splitting of the sea – it’s an action-

packed story.  

 

And yet the Torah goes out of its way to tell us three pieces of information that seem quite 

extraneous: 

  ְוָׁשבּו ִמְצָריְָמה:ה ְו�א נָָחם ֱא�ִהים ֶּדֶר" ֶאֶרץ ְּפִלְׁשִּתים ִּכי ָקרֹוב הּוא ִּכי ָאַמר ֱא�ִהים ֶּפן יִּנֵָחם ָהָעם ִּבְראָֹתם ִמְלָחמָ 

  

First, the Torah tells us that when we left Egypt, we didn’t travel directly toward our destination. 

The route we took was a circuitous one.  

 

Second, the Torah tells us that: 

ַוֲחֻמִׁשים ָעלּו ְבנֵי יְִׂשָרֵאל ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצָריִם    

Not everyone left Egypt. 

 

And finally:  

  ַוּיִַּקח מֶֹׁשה ֶאת ַעְצמֹות יֹוֵסף ִעּמֹו 

When they left, Moshe took with him the bones of Yosef.  
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Here – at this pivotal moment of the Exodus story – we need to know about the map they used, 

the חמושים they left behind and the bones of Yosef? What’s going on? 

 

Let’s start with the חמושים. We all know the Midrash. חמושים come from the word חמש. Only 1/5 

of the Jewish people actually left Egypt. The remainder perished before the moment of the 

Exodus. 

 

But let me share with you two other parts of the Midrash that are less well known. In fact, the 1/5 

number that Rashi sites is actually the most charitable. In the Midrash, there are three positions: 

1/5, 1/50/, or 1/500. Any way you slice it, it was only a fraction of the Jewish people that left. 

And why is that? What happened to the other 80% or 98% or 99.8%? We know they died during 

 but why? The Midrash says: Because they didn’t want to leave! So there’s a kind of poetic ,חושך

justice. They get their just desserts. Those who wanted to stay in Egypt, stay in Egypt forever.  

 

But the first thing the Midrash wants us to notice – and I take this to be a kind of eternal truth – 

is that there are always going to be Jews who leave the fold, abandon the faith and place their 

personal interests ahead of their national destiny.  

 

With this in mind, the next piece of the puzzle is easy to solve. Why tell us about the circuitous 

route? Because – stunning as it may be – even within the top 20% or top 2%, God was still 

worried that the Jews would want to turn back.  

  ֶּפן יִּנֵָחם ָהָעם ִּבְראָֹתם ִמְלָחָמה ְוָׁשבּו ִמְצָריְָמה:

Even the super-committed Jews needed strengthening to avert the trap of backsliding! 

 

We’ll come to עצמות יוסף in a moment. But before we do, let me just amplify this message – and I 

recognize that what I’m about to say may be very upsetting. 

 

But I would argue that there’s almost a straight line between the Exodus and the Pew Report 

conducted in 2013. When we were formed as a nation – from the very beginning – Judaism was 

the province of the few. For the vast majority of people, it was too much; it wasn’t sustainable 

and they opted out.  

 

In the 21
st
 century the Pew Report says we’re losing 70% of American Jews. 3500 years ago – 

the Midrash put the number at 80% - or higher.  

 

Now let me fill in some of the historic gap. We have a mythology about the 10 lost tribes? And 

every so often someone claims they’re the descendants of one of them. What is that about? 

Where did that come from? 

 

In the year 722, when the Kingdom of Israel was divided from the Kingdom of Judah, it was 

conquered by the Assyrians. So what happened to those who were conquered? When we say the 

ten tribes are lost, it’s a euphemism – because on some level we hold out hope that all lost souls 

will somehow one day find their way back. But the truth of the matter is that they’re not just lost 

– they’re gone. Because they assimilated and jettisoned their Jewish identities.  
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To put it differently, in the 8
th

 century bce, we lost 5/6 of the Jewish people. If Pew were around, 

they would have crunched the numbers and reported intermarriage at 83%.  

 

Malachi, the last prophet of the Jewish people, lamented the epidemic of intermarriage in his day 

(2:11):  

  ָתה ְביְִׂשָרֵאל ּוִבירּוָׁשָלִם ִּכי ִחֵּלל יְהּוָדה קֶֹדׁש יְקָֹוק ֲאֶׁשר ָאֵהב ּוָבַעל ַּבת ֵאל נֵָכר: ָּבגְָדה יְהּוָדה ְותֹוֵעָבה נֶֶעׂשְ 

 

Ezra laments the same phenomenon in his generation (9:2) 

  ָרצֹות ִּכי נְָׂשאּו ִמְּבנֵֹתיֶהם ָלֶהם ְוִלְבנֵיֶהם ְוִהְתָעְרבּו זֶַרע ַהּקֶֹדׁש ְּבַעֵּמי ָהאֲ 

 

It’s the Hellenists of the Chanukah story. It’s the Jews becoming Persians in the Purim story. On 

and on and on. It’s the same story over and over again. 

 

Which brings us to the third oddity we mentioned a moment ago: עצמות יוסף. 
 

What’s the relevance? What’s the meaning of Moshe carrying with him the bones of Yosef 

Hatzaddik? Let me share with you a beautiful Midrash: 

 

  מס' דויהי פתיחתא ד"ה ויקח משה  - מכילתא דרבי ישמעאל בשלח 
ה טיבן של שני ארונות הללו והם היה מהלך ארונו של יוסף עם ארון חי העולמים והיו עוברים ושבים אומרים מ

אומרים להם זה ארונו של מת וזה ארונו של חי העולמים ואומרים להם מה טיבו של מת להלוך עם ארון חי העולמים 
  מה שכתוב במונח בארון זה. להם המונח בארון זה קיים ואומרים 

The Midrash paints a beautiful picture. It’s the picture of the Jewish people wandering through 

the wilderness guided not by one ark at the center of its camp, but by two. One ark housed the 

 .the second housed the bones of Yosef. They would carry the two arks side by side ;לוחות העדות

And people would stop and ask them: What’s the meaning of these two arks? And the Jewish 

people would respond: This is the ark of the living and this is the ark of the deceased. But the 

passersby would wonder: Why would you carry the deceased alongside the ark of the living? 

And the Jewish people would respond: Because the person laid to rest inside of this ארון kept the 

Mitzvot laid down inside of this one.  

 

We stop the story to talk about עצמות יוסף because Yosef is the answer. If you want to preserve 

Torah, then you need to preserve the memory and legacy of Yosef.  

 

You could live in Egypt and become the viceroy and be so committed to Jewish values that you 

raise Jewish children and grandchildren.  

 

Yosef faced the same pressures as every one of the חמושים. But Yosef never succumbed. 

Tempted as he may have been, he never betrayed the faith of his forebears. He never 

compromised. He talked openly about his God and his faith. He gave his children Hebrew 

names. He kept the visage of his father, Yaakov, forever at the forefront of his consciousness.  

 

Reading about the struggles of other denominations is not a moment for Orthodox triumphalism. 

It’s the opposite. It should sadden us that invested individuals and invested communities are 

facing such grave challenges. But my message this morning isn’t about them; it’s about us. 
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Because if we want to perpetuate the values we cherish; if we want our children and our 

grandchildren to live lives enriched by Torah and immersed in Mitzvot – then we need to come 

to terms with the fact that we need to demand more of ourselves and of our community.  

 

We’re never going to be China. In every generation, there are just a handful of Jews committed 

enough to preserve Judaism and successfully transmit it to the next generation.  There will 

always be the חמושים who – for one reason or another – don’t come with us. We’ll always be a 

minority – and a small one at that. 

 

Of course we should never write anyone off and we should never diminish the outreach we’re 

doing to the unaffiliated. But neither can we delude ourselves into thinking that someone else is 

going to do the heavy lifting or that some wave of religious fervor is going to sweep over a 

waiting throng of disaffected American Jews and suddenly stem the tide of assimilation. It’s not 

going to happen 

 

It’s on us. If we really care about being Jewish, than we have raise the bar or our own 

expectations.  

 

Michael Steinhardt wrote a piece recently in which he makes the case for a return to Shabbos. 

Let Birthright graduates and others connect socially around the Shabbos table for Friday night 

dinner. Talking to them about davening or going to shul or refraining from work – don’t bring up 

those issues. They’re too scary for people; so just let them eat together and that will be their 

Shabbos. 

 

With due respect to Mr. Steinhardt, stripping away the meaning of Shabbos and reducing it to a 

social gathering is not the answer. I’m all for making Jewish observance more attractive to 

people on the outside. And if social events will help bring them in, I’m all for them. But once 

they’re through the door, there needs to be something for them to attach to. We need more 

content, more substance, more rigor. Not less.  

 

On reflecting on where Liberal Judaism took its wrong turn, it’s precisely this issue that Daniel 

Gordis points to: 

 

“What went wrong?” There were many factors, of course. America’s openness proved a Homeric 

siren-like allure too powerful for many to resist. And then, with no courage of whatever 

convictions they might have had and animated primarily by fear, leaders of all varieties of liberal 

Judaism decided to lower the barriers in order to further constituency retention. They expected 

less of their congregations, reduced educational demands, and offered sanitized worship 

reconfigured to meet the declining knowledge levels of their flocks.” 

 

I would say that our community is only one standard deviation away from this description.  

 

We’re so busy trying to be accommodating; we’re so wrapped up in making sure no one feels 

alienated or God forbid a little uncomfortable or ill-at-ease; we’re so intent on soft-pedaling the 

feel-good parts of Judaism that we’ve forgotten something so basic that we hardly ever articulate 

it: The really good stuff in life is never easy. לפום צרה אגרא – it’s about sweat and toil; it’s about 
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self-sacrifice; it’s about putting the needs of someone else ahead of our own. When was the last 

time you felt really good or really proud of something that didn’t take hard work?  

 

We don’t flinch from the idea of commandedness. We embrace it. גדול מצווה ועושה.  
 

As Daniel Gordis puts it so aptly: “Life is about asking important questions . . . And meaningful 

life is about demands and duties. That is why we are here.  . . We need bonds of solidarity, duties 

of citizenship, and yes, the call of God. Otherwise, we are trivial.” As he went on to say in a 

rejoinder to his critics, a little cognitive dissonance is a good thing. 

 

It’s OK to reach for Mitzvot beyond our comfort zones. It’s OK on the continuum of religious 

observance and religious expectation for there to be a gap between where we are and we know 

we ought to be. The solution isn’t to lower the bar so there’s no gap; the solution is to keep 

raising the bar so we can keep elevating ourselves.  

 

These are complicated issues and they can’t be reduced to a 12-minute sermon. But my hope is 

that in raising them with you this morning, we as a community can think together about what our 

spiritual aspirations should be – and that we as a community can commit to doing the hard work 

to achieve them.  

 

So on this special שבת שירה, let us conclude with a Tefillah.  

 אז נשיר שיר חדש וברננה נעלה.

Having confronted our own insecurities and having accepted the Yoke of Heaven as ours to bear, 

let us come together to sing a new song – when we can triumphantly claim that we have truly 

given all that we have to give in the service of Hashem, his Torah and his people.   


