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Yom Kippur 5775 

I have wanted to preach this sermon for a long time because all 

during my childhood I had a rabbi who would harangue the 

congregation at every High Holy Days about coming the services more 

regularly and increasing their ritual practice.  You may have noted over 

the years that I have never done that.  I have argued that engaging with 

Judaism is an avenue to a richer and fuller life but never have I argued 

that ritual practice is the only, or even the primary, route to a Jewish life. 

 Yet people persist in apologizing to me for not coming to services.  I 

don’t get.  Let me say it clearly, I don’t really care if you come to 

services.  It particularly doesn’t matter when I hear that a family can’t 

make services because they are having Shabbat dinner.  If that is your 

tradition, your observance of Shabbat, then kol hakavod; nothing is 

better.  Nor do I make snide comments, publicly or privately, about 

people who come to services only on the High Holy Days.  Moreover, if 

you are here today because this is where the Jews are on Yom Kippur 

but not through a deep attachment to the ritual or theology of the day, 

then that’s great.  Thank you for enriching all of us with your presence.  

On Rosh Hashanah, I mentioned the Pew Research Study of 

American Jews and how it had shaken the Jewish establishment in 

many ways.  Perhaps the finding that stirred the most concern was that 
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fully 22% of all Jews and nearly ⅓ of millenial Jews characterize 

themselves as Jews without religion.  That is, while they identify 

proudly, in fact quite proudly, as Jews, they do so on the basis of 

ancestry, culture or ethnicity rather than religion.  Now, that there is a 

strong strain of secularism among Jews is no surprise.  Nearly 70% of 

Jews said that a belief in God is not necessary to be Jewish and 55% 

said that a cultural connection is the most important part of being Jewish 

while only 15% said that Jewish connection was primarily through ritual 

practice. 

 In and of itself, this strong strain of secularlism is no threat to the 

future of the Jewish people.  There is a whole group of secular Jews 

whose Jewish identity is beyond question; we call them hilunei, poorly 

translated as secular, Israelis, which is about 75% of the Israeli Jewish 

population.  The difference between Israelis and American Jews without 

religion, however, is that Israel provides an entire society that is Jewish. 

 In Israel, Shabbat is the day off, virtually all of the food is kosher and 

kosher for Passover, children learn the Hebrew Bible as Jewish 

literature in school and history is Jewish history.  Clearly, this is not the 

case in the United States, nor probably should it be.  Since we live in a 

primarily secular society, we need to provide our own substance to our 

identity as Jews.  One of the blessings of being a rabbi in Texas is that 
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the people who belong to this synagogue have chosen to affiliate with 

the Jewish community.  There is no social pressure to be Jewish in 

Texas.  Yet, you have made a conscious decision to be part of this faith 

community. 

 Affiliation, however, is not enough if we are to live rich Jewish 

lives of our own and pass on our Judaism to the next generation.  There 

are three key behaviors that I believe will guarantee a vibrant Jewish 

present and a strong viable Jewish future, and none of those behaviors 

necessarily includes ritual practice or observance of Jewish law. 

 The first ingredient is to engage in Judaism joyfully.  The power of 

joy is amazing.  So many of us grew up with Judaism as a burden.  We 

had to go to services, we had to go to religious school, we had to be 

different than the other kids, etc.  Instead, let’s replace “we have to” with 

“we get to”.  We get to have a seder with our family and our friends.  We 

get to go to Jewish camp.  We get to share Jewish lifecycles.  We get to 

be part of a people that has existed for thousands of year and 

contributed to the world in innumerable ways. 

 When we engage with Judaism, we need to do so with joy!  We 

need to find more things about being Jewish that we enjoy, to make 

those things a priority and to express that joy to our families and friends. 

Judaism should be the happy part of life.  Let us encounter each other 
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with joy, let this place be an oasis in our lives, let’s make Temple Beth 

Shalom a kind of Jewish Cheers!  Let’s celebrate being Jewish and the 

gift of each other together. 

 We also need to seek authenticity in our Jewish lives.  That 

means that what we do as Jews, we take the time and effort to do well. 

 If we are engaged with Israel, then let’s devote enough time and effort 

to understand the issues and to find an outlet for our involvement.  If we 

engage with social justice, then let’s propose real solutions and not just 

delineate society’s ills.  If our encounter with Judaism is through ritual, 

then let’s delve into its meaning and not just conduct ritual for ritual’s 

sake.  It is much easier to infuse a seder with joy when we are 

comfortable with its content and meaning.  Whatever we do with our 

Jewish lives, let’s pledge to do it well.  In this way, we demonstrate to 

ourselves and those around us that our Jewish lives matter to us and to 

the universe. 

 One of the most discouraging findings of the Pew study is that 

only 45% of all Jews and 12% of Jews without religion said that being 

Jewish was very important in their lives.  That’s a shame because that 

statistic could be easily corrected simply by re-contextualizing what is 

important in our lives.  Nearly 70% of all Jews said that leading an 

ethical and moral life is essential to being Jewish but how many of us 
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approach our ethical decision-making from the standpoint of saying to 

ourselves, what is the Jewish thing to do?  We all consider raising our 

children as an important element of our lives but how many of us ask 

ourselves whether our approach to child rearing reflects Jewish values 

and tradition?  Many of us undertake social action projects but do we do 

so as simply good people or as Jews?  If you are a vegetarian, 

remember that, in Genesis 1 we are told that that fruit and vegetables 

are what God originally intended for us to eat. And you don’t have to 

observe halakhic kashrut to be ethically kosher, to be mindful of the 

welfare of the workers and animals when you do buy meat. In many 

instances, our actions are animated by Jewish values but we simply 

don’t think about them that way.  When we talk about finding the holy in 

daily living, this is what we mean. 

 Ultimately, if we are to enjoy a rich and vibrant Jewish future, our 

people will need to engage with Judaism with joy, authenticity and to 

bring it into the fabric of our lives.  Ritual observance is not the key; 

Jewish living is.  If being a Jew without religion means living an 

authentic and meaningful Jewish life without ritual observance, then let’s 

have more Jews without religion.  What we cannot afford as a people 

are Jews without the joy and passion of Judaism; even ritually 

observant ones. In the year ahead, let us bring the gift of true Judaism 
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to each other at home and on our way, when we rise up and when we 

lie down, hey, maybe even in temple. Who knows? 

 
	


