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Kol Nidre 5780 
The Future of Judaism  - Rabbi Alan Freedman 
 
 As Seth has challenged us tonight to begin consideration of the immediate future of our 

temple, I would like to take that discussion a little beyond our temple itself.  At every gathering 

of rabbis or other Jewish professionals in the last few years, the prevailing sentiment was that 

the Jewish world will be substantially different in the next 25-50 years than it is now.  The only 

problem is that it’s hard to tell exactly how it will be different.  Questions abound: 

-What does it mean for a synagogue to be a Bet Knesset, a house of physical gathering, when so 

many of our gatherings and encounters are virtual? 

-What are the relative roles of the synagogue, the Jewish Community Center and other Jewish 

organizations when increasingly Jews identify themselves as being “without religion”? 

-What Jewish values and ideas will be most relevant and meaningful in the decades ahead?  -----

-How do we best impart these values to our children and study them ourselves? 

-Above all else, why be Jewish in a world where it might appear that human beings can more 

and more fulfill roles that used to be Divine? 

 I found such questions particularly compelling after reading two of Yuval Noah Harari’s 

books, Homo Deus and Lessons for the 21st Century.  Harari is a best-selling secular Israeli 

sociologist and, I would contend, futurist.  His work is fascinating, if for no other reason than it 

challenges the reader to imagine a world quite different from our own; a world in which 

technology will question the very notion of what it means to be human. Frankly, I was much 

more interested in the questions he raised than his vision of the future, which I found to be 

pretty depressing.  The good Jewish parent has always said to their child, “did you ask any good 
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questions today?”.  Well, Harari raised lots of good questions, especially when it comes to the 

Jewish future. 

 His vision is that of the slow erosion of religion as science and technology provide 

humans with the ability to do that which was once attributable only to gods.  The problem with 

his approach is that he has a very limited view of the role of religion.  He assumes that once we 

fully understand the origins of the universe, Genesis will be abandoned.  When farmers better 

control their environment, they will no longer see the need to pray for rain.  That as we come 

closer and closer to immortality, and the lifetime of Moses, 120 years, becomes more normal, 

humans will become their own arbiters of life and death.  As we become more like gods, our 

religious impulses will gradually disappear. 

 The issue with that line of thinking is that it misapprehends the fundamental difference 

between science and religion.  Science is in the business of what or how, religion is all about 

why. So long as human beings are concerned about issues surrounding their own place in the 

universe, the meaning of their existence and how our individual lives fit within the greater saga 

of the Jewish people and eternity, there will be a place for Judaism. 

 In fact, if Harari is correct about the future, there will be more of a need for Judaism 

than ever before.  He envisions a world in which technology eliminates not only any form of 

repetitive work but also work which depends on thought which can increasingly become 

replicated by artificial intelligence.  In such a world, people become merely a collection of data 

points subject to algorithms which provide us with limited choices based upon our expressed 

likes and dislikes.  Human happiness will be easily controlled since we will not be exposed to 

anything that might make us unhappy.  
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 Let’s make this personal; we’ll have a little fun but go with me on this.  Suppose you lose 

a parent and are seeking solace.  You go to the “rabbi”, who employs AI to measure your 

physiological condition.  As emotions are increasingly understood as being varying chemical 

reactions in your brain, the “rabbi” will know what to say in order to alter that chemical 

structure so that you feel better.  I’m not talking about drugs, that will be left to the 

“psychiatrist”, I’m talking about knowing exactly what to say in order to induce the endorphins 

within your brain which will bring on a sense of well-being. 

 I mean any machine with knowledge of Jewish liturgy can produce the order of a 

service. Nor is the cantor exempt because any computer with enough information about the 

tastes and what engages their audience can write music that inspires, once we understand 

exactly how inspiration works. Teaching is already increasingly technology-based. And AI can 

certainly produce the perfect sermon—engaging, with just the right mixture of humor, an 

uplifting message, maybe even a little challenging but not challenging enough to deter the 

congregation from coming back next week.   And AI “rabbis” work cheap! 

 You get the point.  As we increasingly understand how the human body works, the ever-

more pressing issue will be what does it mean, therefore, to be human?  What does make us 

more than the sum of our parts?  In a world where “work” has been totally re-defined what 

does the Biblical term, “the work of our hands” mean?  When the only constant that we 

encounter is change; where do we go for a sense of stability and attachment to something 

which is eternal? 

 It is in addressing these questions, that I believe the future of Judaism lies.  We are on 

the verge of redefining the meaning of the word nefesh.  What does it mean to have a soul?  
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What prevents us from reducing human existence to a collection of data points?  How do we 

understand the nature of free will in a world in which it is increasingly easy to control the 

options presented to us in life?  Is there anything, even love, which is beyond technological 

manipulation?  In a world built for the individual, what does it mean to be part of a people’s 

covenant with God? 

 Honestly, I believe Judaism has a great many of the answers to these and other 

questions and, for some of them, Judaism has had those answers for going on 2000 years.  

What changes is the context for those questions and the format in which we ask them.  In a 

world of change, Judaism offers regularity and an attachment to an ancient people with an 

unlimited future.  For hundreds of years, Jews have begun their day thanking God for the 

restoration of their soul; now Judaism must help us to understand the full implication of that 

term in the face of the soullessness of artificial intelligence.  Judaism must speak to how, as 

human beings, we can still cling to free will in a society which demands having fulfillment of our 

every desire.  As what was once supernatural increasingly becomes within the realm of human 

control, we may look less at the Biblical God of physical miracles, and place more emphasis on 

being in touch with preserving the still small voice within us.  And especially with the ongoing 

technological revolution, Judaism’s message that everything is not relative, that there are such 

things as good and evil, will be needed as never before.   

 In short, I believe that Judaism will not only survive, it will thrive in the decades and 

centuries ahead.  If Jewish history proves anything, it is that we, the Jewish people, are able to 

offer something that not only Jews need but the world needs.  We just need to change our 

notions of what Jewish community and practice looks like or, more importantly, could look like 
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in order to accomplish this mission.  In the centuries ahead, what will it mean to be a Jew, how 

will the Jewish world gather, what will be the nature of relationships among Jews, how do we 

impart Jewish teachings to preserve the Jewish people’s sense of humanity?  I have no answers 

but then 2000 years ago the great Sages had no real answers when the Temple in Jerusalem 

was destroyed, effectively ending ritual sacrifice as the primary mode of practicing Judaism.  In 

that moment of crisis, Rabbinic Judaism, the Judaism of the Mishneh and Talmud that we 

practice today, was born.  What Judaism will be born of this next technological revolution? 

 In his 1967 essay, Israel: The Ever-Dying People, the Jewish philosopher, Simon 

Rawidowicz wrote about the phenomenon of seemingly every generation of Jews fearing that 

they are the final generation; that Judaism is always in danger of disappearing.  Judaism 

survives and prospers, however, precisely because it is innovative and adaptable to differing 

times and circumstances.  In a moving conclusion to his essay, Rawidowicz writes: 

“A people dying for thousands of years means a living people.  Our incessant dying means 

uninterrupted living, rising, standing up, beginning anew.  We, the last Jews! Yes, it seems to us 

that in many respects we are the last link in a particular chain of tradition and development.  

But if we are the last—let us be the last as our fathers and forefathers were.  Let us prepare the 

ground for the last Jews who will come after us, and for the last Jews who will rise after them, 

and so on until the end of days.” 

To those words, I say Cain yehe ratzon, may this be God’s will, for us, our children, our 

grandchildren and for generations yet to come.  Am Yisrael Chai! 


