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seriouslyconsideringthepossibilityofordain-
inggaysandlesbians.Butintermarriageand
patrilinealdescentremainforbiddenbecause,
toquotethemovement’sfavoriteslogan,“we
areahalakhicmovement!”

Ihavespentyearstryingtoresolvethese
sometimes competing understandings of
halakhah into a coherent theological posi-
tion. Franz Rosenzweig, Mordecai Kaplan,
and Abraham Joshua Heschel serve as my
guides.WhileIhadhopedthatmystudents,
myrabbiniccolleagues,andatleastsomelay
Conservative Jews would welcome these ef-
forts,Ihavemetwithlimitedsuccess.

Mypositionisroughlythefollowing.Ihave
becomeincreasinglyimpatientwiththeclaim
thatConservativeJudaismis“ahalakhicmove-
ment.”Ifanything,itisa“selectivelyhalakhic
movement.”Itishalakhicwhenitchoosesto
behalakhic.Whateverauthoritywegranthal-
akhahinourlivesisgroundednotinGod,but
ratherinthecommunitiesthatcraftedTorahin
thefirstplace,andnowinourown.Thatposi-
tioninevitablyrelativizeshalakhicauthority.I
seenowaytoavoidthatconclusion.Butthen,
Iamasked,whykeepkosherorobserveShab-
bat?Answer:becausewechoosetoobligate
ourselves.Butisn’tthatReform?Answer:not

ifwemakedifferentchoices.
Originally I had believed that a candid

articulation of this position would clarify
themovement’s ideology.Butnow I realize
mystudenthadbeenrightallalong.It’snot
thatmytheologyiswrong-headed.Itissim-
plyirrelevant,first,becauseitiscomplicated
to teach, much more complicated than the
polarpositionson the rightandon the left.
Jews out there just “don’t get it,” and don’t
care enough to exert the effort to “get it.”
Second,theydon’tneedtogetitbecauseJews
maketheirJewishdecisionsformanyreasons;
theologyisrarelyoneofthem.Itmaybeim-
portanttosomefew,butcertainlynottothe
vastmajority,noteventomanyofmyrabbinic
colleagues,whichiswhythispositionisrarely
explicitlytaught,preached,oradvocated.

Theology is not only an academic disci-
pline;thesheerexperienceoflivingeveryday
life forces all of us to confront theological
issues.Itistheresponsibilityoftherabbior
educator to raise these private ruminations
intoconsciousawareness.Insomeinstances,
theprocesswillhelpclarifyadenominational
identity.Atothertimes,itmaynot.Butinboth
cases,theenterpriseofdoingJewishtheology
willbevalidated.
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CREATION  HAS  BEEN  the neglected
question in modern Jewish theology. Partly
because the issue did not fit well with the
particularistagenda(“Howarewedifferent
fromourChristianneighbors?”),butalsobe-
causewefearedtakingaclearpositioneither
supportingoropposingevolutionarytheory,
Jewishthinkershaveremainedmostlysilent
onthesubjectoflife’sorigins.Incontrastto
priorages,whentheologiesofcreationserved
asthegreatfontoflife’smeaning,moderns
seektoseparatethesearchformeaningfrom
thequestionoforigins.Sincewecannolonger
saythattheworldwascreated“forthesakeof
therighteous,”or“forIsrael,”or“forTorah,”
wefindmeaninginaJewishlifethathasall
toolittletosayaboutthebigquestionsofhow
andwhyweallgothere.

Ibelievethattheurgentecologicalagenda
ofthecurrentcenturywillchangethatsitua-
tionquiteradically.Oneofthemostimportant
rolesofreligioninthecominggenerationswill

betoaffectourbehaviorwithregardtothe
naturalworldanditsresources.Humanity’s
verysurvivaldemandsareeducationregard-
ingconsumption,populationcontrol,anda
hostofotherissues—allhavingtodowith
ourplaceinthefast-changingbalancesofthe
biospherewithinwhichweexist.Thisconver-
sationwillperforcereturnustothequestionof
ourplaceinthenaturalorderandtheprocess
thatledustoournowinescapableresponsibil-
ityofstewardshipovertheexistenceofmuch
morethanourownspecies.

The current debates in some Christian
circlesaboutCreationismandIntelligentDe-
signleavemostJewscold.Wearenotfunda-
mentalistsorapologistsforuntenabletheories
oforigin. Jewshaveembracedsciencesince
thebeginningofthemodernage;weaccept
Darwinandthedevelopmentsofevolutionary
biologysincehistime.Itistophysicistsrather
than Kabbalists (though they sometimes
soundsimilar!)weturntotrytounderstand
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being’soriginsinthefirstemanationsoutof
theblackholeofprimalnothingness.

ButwhatdoesallthishavetodowithGod?
Assumingthattheword“God”points,how-
everinadequately,toultimaterealityandnot
merelytoahumanideaorasocialconstruct,
Godsurelymusthavesomeplaceinourthink-
ingabouthowlifecametobe.Dowebelieve
withtheI.D.peoplethatlifeistoocomplex
tohavedevelopedonitsown,thattheremust
beagreatbrainwithaplanbehinditall?Or
arewewiththecurrentPopeandthemore
sophisticated(or“casuistic”?)Catholicthink-
erswhoacceptevolutionasdescribedbysci-
ence,butinsistthatitmustbewilledbyGod
toworkthatway?

Iwanttosuggestadifferentsortoffunc-
tion for religious language. Once we enter
theworldof“God,”itseemstome,weareno
longer engaging in scientific or even philo-
sophicaldiscourse.Thereisnothingherethat
canbedemonstratedbylogicalproofsorsci-
entificexperimentation.Wemustacceptthat
situationfullyandhonestly.TospeakofGod
istoaddressourselvestoadifferentlevelof
discourse,toappealtoaqualityofmindthat
hasmuchmoreincommonwiththemytho-
poeticimaginationthanitdoeswithrational
truth-claims.

Tobefullyhuman,however,istoliveon
morethanasinglefrequencyofmind.Poetry,
music, and contemplation are all geared to
addressusonarungofmentalrealityquite
differentthanthatofscientificdiscourse.This
istheinnerplacetowhichreligionspeaks.It
revealsamoreprofoundtruthaboutreality
thandoesscience,butitcannotexpressthat
truthinacold,discursiveprosethatisalien
toitsmythicwayofthought.

Ourageisurgentlyinneedofanewreli-
giouslanguage,onethatcantaketheaccount
oforiginsthathasshapedourageandview
itthroughadeeperlens,onethatwillseeit
as sacred drama, not merely as a series of
meaningless accidents. This poetic refram-
ingofthetalewillhavetocapturethehuman
imagination,inspiringustoliveaswemust,
tolovetheworldaroundus,andtofindour
placewithinit.

ThedauntingtaskIsetoutforthenewre-
ligiouspoetsmaybemadeeasierbypointing
outthatithasallbeendonebefore.Theauthor
ofthegrandopeningchapterofGenesistells
ataleofharmony,ofcreationbyasingleGod
whoexpressesapprovalanddelightforallthat

Hehasmade.Behindthistale,wellknownto
boththeauthorandhisreaders,wasthefa-
miliarcreationmythoftheancientNearEast,
oneinwhichskygodsfoughtagreatbattle
againsttheoldergodsofthesea,slayingthem
andsettingouttheearthontheircarcasses.It
isataleofviolence,aggression,andbloodshed,
allquitehidden in theGenesis rewrite.We
live inanerawhenanewcreationaccount
hastakenhold,thisonetoofilledwithcom-
petitionforsurvivalamongrivalforces,fights
to thefinish,andconstantexterminationof
weakerspecies.

A bold reframing of this tale is needed,
one thatwillnourisha creative civilization
muchasGenesisdidforsomanycenturies.
TherepeatedaffirmationsofGenesis1,“...and
Godsaw that itwasgood,” combinedwith
the open-ended concluding phrase, “God
restedfromalltheworkthatGodcreatedto
bedone,”offeredthemessagethatongoing
humancreativityhad thepotential toenter
intothissphereofdivineblessing.

It isnatural thatwe Jews,bearersof the
old tale for so long, should want to take a
hand,alongwithothers, in composing this
next narrative. If we have anything to say
aboutit,thisnewmythwillalsospeakofhu-
mandignity,ofdivineloveforeachcreature,
andofthevalueofrestandreflectionabout
the very much unfinished task of creation,
theongoingsacreddramathatisthetaleof
allourlives.

DiscussionGuide
Bringingtogethermyriadvoicesandexpe-
riences in a sacred conversation provides
Sh’mareaderswithanopportunityinafew
veryfullpagestoexploreatopicofJewish
interest fromavarietyofperspectives.To
facilitateafullerdiscussionoftheideas,we
offerthefollowingquestions:

1. Istheologyrelevanttoday?

2.Doespluralismdilutethe“truth”of
Judaism?

3.Howdorecentdiscussionsabout
IntelligentDesignfitwithyour
understandingofthecreationof
theworld?
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