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Routes to Judaism- Rabbi Alan Freedman 

 

One of the founding principles of Reform Judaism is that there is no one correct way to be 

Jewish; that the practice of Judaism involves making informed choices of what it means to live a Jewish 

life.  Yet too many of us view Judaism and what it has to offer to our lives in a restrictive fashion.  For 

many of us, Judaism is our religion and that word connotates ritual observance above all else; something 

which may or may not be relevant to our lives.  As Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan points out, however, Judaism 

is much more than a religion—it is a civilization and a guide for all aspects of daily life. 

Our theme for this year’s High Holy Day season is opening our hearts and your clergy would like 

to share some thoughts with you tonight about routes to opening one’s heart to the richness of Judaism.  

As it turns out, each of the three of us have distinctly different attachments to Judaism and, 

interestingly, none of them are centered on ritual observance per se.  This evening, as we enter a new 

year, we want to share with you our own attachments to Judaism and then consider how each of our 

individual viewpoints has enriched each other’s understanding of the richness of Jewish life as well. 

I find my greatest attachment to Judaism through the study of Torah, Tanakh, Rabbinic 

Literature, and Commentaries.  I am most moved by Jewish concepts of what it means to live a 

meaningful life and of messages that we are part of something larger than ourselves.  The Sages along 

with the great commentators of every age make the text come alive in every generation and in every 

location in which the Jews find themselves.  I read these texts as being less prescriptive in terms of 

reward and punishment and more reflecting the simple truth that living in conjunction with Jewish 

wisdom will result in infusing one’s life with greater purpose and impact on the world around us.  I find 

myself emotionally moved by the beauty of a concept that touches upon the nature and quality of life.  I 

am constantly amazed at how the Torah text and Talmud continues to address the issues of everyday 



living; issues of just treatment of workers did not begin with payday lending nor did lashon harah 

(gossip) begin with Facebook.  Yet these ancient concepts continue to endure as humanity continues to 

cope with the great issues of life and meaning.  I also find that these Jewish approaches to life inform 

every relationship which are at the heart of my life and of my rabbinate.   In the first century, the Jewish 

historian Josephus wrote that “we (the Jews) have become the teachers of men in the greatest of 

things.”  I find that quote to be no less true today. 


