
“Why I am not a Conservative Jew” (Part 3)

by Rabbi Michael Strassfeld
The reflection I have done in the last couple of weeks brought me to some unexpected insights---
the most striking was that even Conservative rabbis do not follow halakha, that is, they eat warm 
food in non-kosher restaurants despite there being no halakhic support for this practice. While 
there are a small minority of Conservative rabbis and laypeople that seriously strive to live lives 
according to halakha, I think this is not the reality of the practice of the vast majority of 
Conservative Jews.

Therefore, I suggest that a halakhic Judaism does not really exist outside of Orthodoxy. To put it 
in a different way, Rabbi Yitz Greenberg awhile ago posited that there are three great ages in 
Jewish history—the Biblical, the rabbinic, and now our age, the third age. I think modernity has 
brought to an end the model of rabbinic Judaism as a useful way to frame our religious lives. 
With the stress on personal autonomy by moderns, the truth is we are all Jews by choice and 
autonomous beings who are constantly making choices. As we heard this year from Steve Cohen, 
this is even more true of people in their 20’s who want to choose one from col. A and one from 
column B and so on and so on. They do not want to be put into set and predictable boxes.

So then where are we? And in particular to return to the question I asked at the end of last week’s 
talk---if we are not halakhic is there any sense of being commanded, or obligated, or is it all --as 
the spirit moves me. Isn’t it true that while in some ways we wish everything was done out of an 
eagerness and a desire to do what is good and right, that we often do the right thing because we 
feel bound by the law. Don’t we stop at red lights not because it is a fair way to control traffic 
but because we might get a ticket if we didn’t? Don’t recycling laws get us to re-cycle even when 
we feel too lazy to put the bottle or can in a separate trash receptacle and so on.

A few suggested answers:

Rabbi Gordon Tucker has written: the Torah is the record of the religious quests of a people and 
of their understanding of how God’s will commands them. I think this has two implications. The 
first that we do certain things because this is the way of the Jewish people---we do brit milah—
circumcision---not because it is inherently meaningful but because this is what Jews do. Being 
part of the Jewish people is a commitment to connect to its past and to help ensure its future. 
Despite personal autonomy, it means to feel a sense of obligation beyond your own wants and 
desires. Belonging to a community has a variety of benefits but for Jews it also has elements of 
obligation to other Jews and to the Jewish tradition.

Another answer is to conceive of Judaism as a spiritual practice. What is a practice?—something 
we do regularly because we want to. There is no God or government telling us to do it. There is 
no law with fines or punishments. Yet a practice requires a commitment. Whether it is playing 
the piano or exercising at the gym, you need to do it regularly. You need to do it even when you 
don’t feel like it. Why then do you do it? Because you won’t get the benefits of exercise if you 
only exercise once every other month---you will never learn the piano if you only practice when 
the spirit moves you. For whatever reason you want to make a commitment to Judaism---because 
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it may makes you a better and therefore more spiritually healthy person, because you want to 
experience God’s presence or to feel not alone in the universe, because you are committed to the 
Jewish future and so on---that commitment/ that practice of Judaism requires regularity for you 
to come anywhere near your hopes or goals.

The god who is commanding you in this notion is your inner God. Some would call it the power 
that makes for salvation. I would like to reconstruct the kabbalists notion of tikkun. For the 
kabbalists, tikkun is about bringing the Godhead together, or redeeming the holy sparks scattered 
in the muck of the universe. Instead, I would suggest that tikkun is to be engaged in a continual 
striving for an unfolding understanding of God. This is a process both for the individual and for 
the world. This means that revelation is an unfolding process (Kaplan would have said an 
evolving process)---we still stand at Sinai striving to hear the voice amidst the thunder and 
lightning---striving in fact not to flee as did the people of Israel so long ago. It is easy to flee 
responsibility or the difficult moral challenges or to run toward the lusts of our hearts or just to 
flee by embracing the familiar. 

The world needs repair and we as individuals need repair---in any moment---facing a particular 
situation we wonder which is derekh adonai—God’s way? that is, the wise path, that enlarges 
our heart, that enables caring, compassion, and justice to prevail?

The Hasidic commentator, the Sefat Emet, explains why we have the book of Genesis with its 
stories instead of just having the law codes of Exodus and on. He suggests that the law codes are 
the written torah, but the stories of the patriarchs are the oral torah---a rather remarkable 
understanding of the concept of torah she-be-al peh—the oral law. I think he was also making a 
claim that the Hasidic masters are like the patriarchs, that is, they and their deeds represent the 
oral torah as living tradition. I would take this one step further ---that the Jewish people as 
individuals and as a people are giving new expression to the oral Torah by the practices of our 
lives. The oral Torah represents that part of the Torah that begins with the written Torah----that 
is both the Torah text and all of the tradition that comes before us---and yet the most important 
interpretation is in the way we live our lives. Egalitarianism is an essential part of the Torah 
because that is our contemporary understanding of the world. So would I suggest is our attitudes 
toward gays. So would I claim in regard to eating in non-kosher restaurants. 

Does this mean that pork or shellfish are now kosher because a majority of Jews living in 
America would eat it? That is, if Jewish practice consisted of what the majority of Jews do---it 
would be a very short list. It is not that simple. First of all, what matters is what Jews that are 
committed to Judaism do. That is what is striking about the pizza from non-kosher restaurants 
that is eaten by 80% of Conservative rabbis. These are very committed Jews who I would argue 
are creating a new conception of the laws/practices of kashrut. 

We live in confusing times. There are no simple answers in the liberal community. What parts of 
Judaism are relegated to the past, what parts are preserved, what parts are transformed. We need 
to live with the tension of not knowing, but in truth that is the reality of modern life. It is those 
who think that the truth is completely knowable that are worshiping a false god. In what way do 
we feel obligated? There are no answers that are philosophical rigorous or consistent. I believe 
one either accepts the faith claims of orthodoxy or not. And if one doesn’t then you live in a land 

Why I am not a Conservative Jew (Part 3) by Rabbi Michael Strassfeld
Copyright © 2007, The Society for the Advancement of Judaism page 2 of 3



of uncertainty. Despite a number of positive achievements of the Orthodox world, I would 
suggest that we are not willing both ideologically and practically to give up what we value to be 
part of the world. I think the Conservative movement is engaged in a vain effort to prop up a 
non-orthodox halakhic structure that is in the metaphor of an old Hebrew pitgam—a migdal 
poreh ba-avir---a castle floating on air---that is unsupportable. I would posit (a talk for another 
time perhaps) that the price Orthodoxy is paying for its achievements will in the end not be of 
benefit to the future of the Jewish people.

Yet, I say all that acknowledging that a vibrant non-halakhic Judaism also seems like a migdal 
poreh--- a floating castle that might come crashing down. I don’t think we have yet the answer to 
what is “the ought” of a liberal Judaism. I made some attempts at suggestions especially this 
notion of Judaism as a practice. It is possible that over time we will create new answers, but we 
are not there yet. I would posit we are in a time that is similar to the beginnings of rabbinic 
Judaism. My own theory is that Rabbinic Judaism began with a series of broad principles and 
over time engaged in a process of definition. (again another talk for another time). 

With all the dangers of subjectivity—with all the confusion from not having a clear list of 
rules---without an agreed upon theology for practice, I think we need to embrace this moment in 
Jewish history---not only because we have no choice---I believe the traditional halakhic system 
is no longer workable-- but because that is the opportunity and the challenge---to create the oral 
torah of our time.

Finally, why am I a Reconstructionist? Much of my adult life I identified with the havurah 
movement meaning in part that I did not identify with any denomination. At times even now I 
think that denominations are less than helpful. Yet, Reconstructionism with its sense that the 
tradition is the starting point but does not have the last voice, Reconstructionism that values 
asking the question and sees no question as beyond the pale, Reconstructionism that posits a God 
that is the force that makes for salvation meaning that our deepest desire is to do tikkun—to 
unfold godliness in our lives and in the world, and most of all especially at this moment in 
Jewish history that says that it is the obligation, the mitzvah, the halakha for each of us and 
together as communities not just to change the tradition when necessary but to reconstruct the 
tradition meaning it is our task not to leave the Judaism we inherited untouched---le-hefekh—
just the opposite---for the Torah to remain an etz hayyim---a tree of life lamahazikim bakh –we 
need to engage with it and hadesh yameinu ke-dem—not renew our days as of old---a translation 
which does not make sense but rather hadesh yameinu ke-kedem--we need to renew our days as 
the rabbis did of old. As did the rabbis who created rabbinic Judaism, as did Kaplan in his time, 
the Jews of our time must boldly respond to this moment and in so doing I have emunah—faith 
that the Jewish people will hadesh yameinu renew our story and our torah for the time to come.
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