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Last Sunday, I listened to a talk by Andres Spokoiny, the Argentinian-born director 

of the Jewish Funders Network. He has also served the Jewish community in 

Montreal and Paris, after a career with IBM in Latin America. I had been seeing 

short articles of his over the months of the shelter-in-place and found him much 

more thoughtful than the typical executive. 

In his remarks on Sunday and in a related article that appeared in Tablet, he noted 

how frequently epidemics have been what he calls “catalysts for spiritual 

transformation.” He points to the major changes that have followed various 

health crises in different centuries. 

The Japanese smallpox plague of 700 CE, he argues, led to the adoption of 

Buddhism in that country. 

The Black Death of the 14th century destabilized the accepted Catholic worldview 

and was followed by the Protestant Reformation as well as the humanism of the 

Renaissance.  

One hundred years ago, the Spanish Flu following World War I led to a movement 

away from religion, which in its own way led some to Communism and others to 

Fascism. 

 



Spokoiny is concerned that there has been little new Jewish theological or 

philosophical thinking in the past 100 years. The major movement of religious 

Judaism dates back to the beginnings of the Reform movement in 1811 (which I 

think of as a derivative of Rabbinic Judaism, a kind of updated 2.0). The reactions 

to it in the 1840s and 1860s then became the impetus for the Conservative and 

Modern Orthodox movements. The Zionism of the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries was itself a response to secular nationalism, which is being challenged 

today by both an antinationalist universalism and on the opposite side, by a 

return to forms of tribalism. Even in Israel, Zionism as an ideology, as an answer 

to questions of meaning, does not have the force it once had. In his talk, Spokoiny 

identified Mordechai Kaplan as the most recent significant Jewish thinker, who, 

though he lived into the 1980s, published his magnum opus, Judaism as a 

Civilization, in 1934. 

This Shabbat, Shabbat Nachamu, is a good week to be thinking about broken 

paradigms leading to paradigm change. 

Since we are on Zoom anyway, let me use a couple of slides to make my point.  

Until the Babylonians destroyed the Temple and put an end to Judean 

independence, to be a Judean was to live on the land of Judea, just like the 

Ammonites lived in Ammon and the Moabites in Moab. But then, all of a sudden, 

the ancient Israelites were wrenched from their homeland and brought to 

Babylon. The former understanding of their identity no longer worked. What did 

it mean to be a Judean in Babylonia? How can we sing Adonai’s song in a foreign 

land? 



As they walked through the great gates of Ishtar, which still stand in the 

Pergamon Museum in Berlin, they realized, they were no longer in Kansas. The 

overwhelming might of Babylon and its sophistication assailed them.  

The beliefs they previously had about God, the people of Israel, and even about 

their lives, no longer sufficed. 

The size and sophistication of these gates would have been something these 

people had never seen before. 

A similar wrenching experience took place with the destruction of the Second 

Temple by the Romans. 

In each case the destruction brought forth tremendous creativity. After the first 

Temple was destroyed, what we know as the Hebrew Scriptures emerged, and 

with it, a very different kind of identity, such that one could be a Jew not only in 

Judea, but also in Babylon or Egypt, or eventually anywhere in Alexander the 

Great’s empire. After the second Temple was destroyed, the Oral Torah, a 

completely new way of understanding the Torah, offered the Jewish people a 

replacement for the ancient sacrificial cult and the priests who ministered in it. In 

neither case did the new system emerge overnight or fully formed, but centuries 

later it was clear that a turning point in history had emerged. 

As a world community, we are going through a major crisis, a brush with death 

individually and as a community, a time that may challenge our previous attitudes 

and values. Our ideas about what is meaningful in life may change, as may our 

decisions about who and what to trust. Just as the crisis spawned by the corona 



virus has been a stress test for the banks, so Spokoiny sees this as a sort of stress 

test of our religious beliefs and institutions.  

Spokoiny doesn’t have a vision of this next stage of Judaism, just a worry. He 

notes that our current system invests the best and brightest in technology and 

entrepreneurship. He feels that intellectual pursuits have lost respect in favor of 

the next start-up, and so that’s where our young people go. We are Rome when 

we need to be Greece, engineering where we should be pure science, self-help 

books where we need philosophy. 

In the nonprofit sector, he argues that it’s programs and flashy marketing that get 

all the attention, and poignantly notes that Arnie Eisen, who was a scholar at 

Stanford writing important books about Jewish thought, now as chancellor of the 

Jewish Theological Seminary is trying to sell air-rights to keep his institution 

afloat.  

On this Shabbat following Tisha B’av it is comforting to know we have been here 

before—but overwhelming to contemplate what may change in the decades 

ahead. 


