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Whern I first begih feading
Mattin Buber’s Tales of the Ha-
sidim,-long before Fknew that-I'
was going to spehd-much of my
life as 4 student of-Hasidism,
there were two tales; dr'pertaps
just two lines fror Wwithin the
tales, thatitnpressed me aboveall
others.

:Oné was a-statement by Rabbi
Zusya of Afiipol; ‘who is supposed
to have‘said: “When I get to thel
World:df Fruth they won’t ask
me why I wasn’t Moses. They'll
ask mie why I'wasn’t Zusya.”
The othier corfies from a tale
about Rabbi:Raphael of Bershad.
Embarking on a journey by
coach, he asked his disciples-to,
join him*When they protested
that rthere was, not enough room
in the small codchehé said: “So *
we’ll” love ¢ich other, more!” »

ithin, these two tales are em-
bodied the essential principles of
living in com;numty Each of us
has ‘to know ‘who he or she is and
not try to be anyone else. At the
same time, we all have to be
willing to moy¢ over, to make
room for one another, to love -

ch] other-inore. This is true of

life in"commdinity at all levels: -
within a small, intimate havurah,

3

the larger Jewish cofamunity, and t
in the human community of
wHich wé are all a part. .
We must learn to love others
fortheir differéfices from us,-not
for being just like-us. God'is
praised in our tradition as being
Meshaneh haberiyyot, One who
make$ for variety'in Creation.
The great wonder of human exis-
ténce, the Talmud tells us, is that
God stamps each human being in
the imprint of Adam, aiid yet -~ ~
each of us comes out different.

We differ from one another, the

sages 8ay, in appearance, in voice,
and i opinions.

Perhaps-it is not too farfetched
to read this’as saying that because
edach of us sees ahd héars differ-
ently, each of us isnecéssafily of
a diffetent mind. Qur'age; like
ndne othéf, is one that legitinizes
persondl idiosyncrasy. Each of us
revels in hi¥-or Her dWwn unique-
ness. The task in-such ah eraris-
for us to recognize and accept the
uniqueness of the othér, not'just
of ourselves, and to recognize, in
this very difference, the shared
divine-imprint, the cémmon hu-
mahity that unites us all. We
must learn to love and accept
others for who they-are, not for

who we would like them to be.
f-

Restramj
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Loving the other for who s7’he
is also mearis-exercising 4 degree
of restrairt in Atterhpting to
change others, even where we
think their opinions-are wrong-
headed. It means that'we vigor--
ously reject missionary attitudes
within the Jewish community;
even if they are well-meant. The
missionary by definition cannot

| respect thie other’s right to differ.
| in our movement as a whol¢, in .

The notion that I love you as
one-who is‘a’ potential convert to-

| my vViewpoint” is sométhing les$

than love.

Since it.is often weé who accuse
the Orthodox of such attitudes,
let me make it clear that I am
fully awaré that liberals too can
be self-righteous and overbearing.
While steking to encourage
others to be mofe pluralistic and
open in their relations-with us,:
we $hould not be caught in the
act of telling fellow Jews that

‘ their versichs of Judaism are op-

pressive or inferior.
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We are now in a period marked
by increasing mutual alienation.
and a growth of acrimony within
the Jewish community, primarily
but not exclusively along the Or-
thodox/non-Orthodox divide.
There is a sense that we do not
know one another, do not under-
stand each other and—much
worse—we do not think it worth
the effort to attempt to do so.

S eeking'dontacts

It is time to try that which we
have not vet tried: to love each
other more. To do this, we first
have to get to know one another
better. We need contact, we need
experience of one another in a
noncombative environment. This
is & time when we need to pre-
serve and build upon those con-
tacts—familial, social, intellec-
tual, and others—that do cross
party lines. It is a time to seek
out new contacts and ways of
working together as a single
Jewish people.

Room to Move?

When I go back to my tale of
the hasidim trying to get into
their rebbe’s coach, however, the
fact is that they do move over.
Do we have any room to actually
move, to make room for the
other? Is there anything that we
could change, give up, negotiate,
for the sake of Jewish unity?

“A question out of place!”
many will say. “It is they, not
we, who have been exclusive, re-
jecting; rigid! They, not we,
should be asked this question.”

But gnyone who has been in-
volved in negotiations will know,
of course, that life is never so
simple. Orthodoxy claims that it

is we who have destroyed-the
one-time Jewish unity, the sup-
posedly idyllic time when all Jews
shared a commitment to the
world of halakhah. We reply, of
course, that it was modernity and
the new reality of life in the open®
society that brought about; this
change, not the malicious deeds
of wayward rabbis and their fol-
lowers. And-so the argument
goes. The, truth is-that if there
ever were to be:talks on mutual
recognition, especially in the
thorny areas of personal status,
all sides would: have-to give

the lines that

the ceni:er

there o’

Not li_ke Pﬂ'ﬂllﬂl

liﬂ&sa
which never jo@ne
‘Iicldishb
prover

things up.

I am afraid it is not likely that
serious progress will be made
with the Orthodox on thig front.
Those within the Orthodox com-
munity who are relatively, plural-
istic in their views of others are
literally being terrogized by those
more rigid. They live in constant
fear of delegitimation, of-being
read out of the Orthodox world.

| The right wing of Orthodoxy has

been buoyed in regent times by a

dangerous sense of triumphalism, |

due in large part to its surprising
successes; in gaining ba’alei te-

"stands at the center of the non-

‘| all discussions of liberal Jewish

shuvah, penitents from among the
children of liberal or assimilated
Jews. Feeling themselves the
“wave of the future,” they feel
little need to talk with us and
certainly no willingness to com-
promise. -

Denommatwnahsm

=

For this reason, I feel that
most of ‘our v?ork on the Jewish
uhity front will have t¢ be within
the liberal communities. Here too
there are stefcotypes to be broken
down, differences in belief and
practice to be examined, and a
dégree of alienation to be over-
come. Denominationalism, for all
its blessings, has also been a
scourge on Jewish life.

Our own messianic dream
should certainly include a vision
of a people who can all identify
themselves simply as Jews,
without any pre¢eding adjective.
It is time for us to begin ‘working
together within the broadly con-
ceived liberal community toward
mutually recognized standards in
matters of personal status, both
as a step toward unity among
ourselves and as a necessary prior
step in our ongoing attempts to
work on the problems of Jewish
unity as a whole. On the crucial
matters of personal status, we
Reconstructionists have a position
on the use of halakhah that

Orthodox spectrum. We should
offer our services as conveners,
hosts, and active participants in

unity.

As we prepare ourselves for
such discussions, we would do
well to ask ourselves just where it
is that we stand. What are our
bedrock issues, those on which

Reconstructionist
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there can be no compromise?
What are thHose elements really
essential to our self-definition>
On what points might we have
room.td-mové’ over, in ‘order to
live in’ hatmony with other Jews?

No Theological Tests "

The first point on which we
must take a firm stand.is that
there be no-test of theological be-
lief or religious practice in, de-
fining “Who Is'a Jew? " —ex-
cepting the clear,case of one who
professes loyalty to a system of
religious symbols other than that
of-Judaism. We are 4 movement
of Jews for whom conventional
answers 'to the basic questiods of
Jewish theolbgy have not proven
adequate. We are also Jews who
stand in a relationship of com- ~
bined affection ‘and challefge to
the norms of dur tradition. In
short,‘because the answers p“ai've
not worked for us, we remain
Fetos with quéstions.

I think this is a gqod' starting
point for g self-definition of Re-

{ constructionists that we all share-
In Hebrew, incidentally, that
makes us ba’dleishe’elah (“people
1 with questions’”) as opposed to
bad’alei teshuvah (“penitents’ or
“people with answers™). B’eiqg
collectively dissatisfied with the?

and Israel that often passfét
Jewish theology, we are’ Jews'in
search of more sophisticated,
contempdorary, and still evolving
ways of thinking abéut otr Ju:
daism. ~

I like to think that this opéh-
ness to questions'and lack of
dogmatic theologicil resolve’is if-
cansonarice with'the best irf’ our-
tradition. The’ truth is, of course,;
that we go further than'most
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simplistic fAiotidts of God, Tdiah,’ ‘

dared irf edrlier generations,

questidning the authority of Ju-

‘| dais$mi in practice as well as the

various explanations offered-in
theory!"We insist on our right to -
the opén-ended approach in ha-
lakhdh' as well as in aggddah:

Willingness'to Experiment

As Jews who define ourselves

as questioners, we tafndt insist
that a particuldt set of answers be
imposed upon anydre as'd token

'| -of Jewish legitimacy. This refers .
'l in the first instance to'thé would? :

be convert'to Judaism. We teject
the notion that anyoné’s décision
to join the Jewish people-is inad-
equate because s/he has notfully”
taken on “the yoke of thé com-
mandments,”’ or bécause his/her

'| theological beliefs are notiifn suf- .

ficient conformity to tradition. *

Becoming a Jew means a willing-

,| ness to-join ‘with us in out

struggle with the tradition,

.| nothing more and fothing less.

Of colurse, a prospective Jew

'{ should experience aspects of tra-

ditional living, having the same
open mind and willingness to ex-
periment that we hope to find in
those who are born as Jews. But

“the Jew by choice, like all the rest

of.us, retains the freedom to
¢hoose thiose aspéets ‘of Judaism
that seem most likely to be life-
enhancing and helpful in his/her
fulfillment as a Jéw and as a *
person.

The same principlé we have
applied to converts' may be ap-
plied as well to rabbi§ and others
who &etfve as 'witnesses. We vig-
orously réject thé notiok' that a
conversion or a marriagé-may b&”
declared invalid bécause the offi-

1
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ciating rabbi was a “heretic” of
one sort or another, or because
those who witnessed the event
were not observers of the Sab-
bath. The time has long passed in
Jewish history when only those
who are fully observant may be .
regarded as trustworthy to testit:y
in court.

We recognize that some Or-
thodox rabbis have used these
ideas for the sake of what they
consider a legal leniency, delegit-
imizing first marriages so that
children of a subsequent union
that is not predeagd by Jewish di-
vorce may be saved from the -
status of mamzer (““bastard,”
whom other Jews are not per-
mitted to marry). However well-

intentioned such moves may be, -

we must reject them along ‘with
the degrading premises on which
they stand. We simply~cannot be
induced to adopt.the halakhic
mindset to the point of-denying
our own integrity. We are not
babes in the woods (or “‘children.
captured among.the heathen,” as
it is said in Hebrew) when it
comes to our own-practice of Ju-
daism. We want to be respected
for the conscious choice we have
made about how we live our
Jewish lives.

Gender Equality

A second.bedrock principle for

which we Reconstructionists must
stand in such discussions.is that
of gender equality. This hardly
needs to be said in our own
circles, but the firmness of our
commitment to it must be made
clear,to others,

In no move toward Jewish
unity or interdenominational rgp-
prochement will we compromise
the following; the full participa-

tion of women in all. Jevels of
Jewish.leadership, including the

Tabbinic; the welcome offered to

women to participate and be
counted as full equals in all areas
of Jewish ritual life; the accep-
tance of women as partners with
men in legal decision making,
witnessing, and participation in a
bet din; or-the right of a woman,

American Jews have a debili-
tating penchant for vicariousness.
We want somebody.else, any-
body else, to do it for us. This
stems from a basic insecurity
about our own Jewish serious-

‘| ness, abott the depth or authen-

ticity of our own Jewish commit-
ment.
Before the Holocaust, it was

We are ba’alei she’elah—Jews in search of more
sophisticated, contemporary, and still evolving ways of

thinking about our Judaism,

—
in the absence of other good al-
ternatives, to end a marriage with
a Jewish divorce obtained in a
nondegrading ménner.

Although the-commitment t0
these“principles was not always
seen as a central’ priority of our
movement, we Tecognize that our
ploneermg work in this field, be-
ginning with the first bat mitzvah
in Jewish history, has caused us
to be identified with the struggle
for equality of men 2 and women in

Jew1sh life: We-ar& proud of this

gssociation ahd will in no way
abandon it.

Participatory
Communities

There is a third principle for
which I would like us to stand in
this generation, one that is en-
tirely consonant with the history
of this movement, but one to
which we have perhaps not,
always lived up as fully as we

*| should. I speak of the principle of

full participation in the life of a
Jewish community by all its
members, and.the denial of legit-
imacy to-any sort of Judaism by
vicarious atonement. This prin-
ciple will require elaboration in
somewhat greater detai).

East European Jewry-that served
as our kapparah. We in-America
might be forgetting our Yiddish,
might have lost most traces of
piety, might be raising our chil-
dren to be like.Gentiles, but back
there, in der alter heim,-where real
Judaism had come from, real Ju-
daism would survive.

Those who understood that the
day of that old Judaism was
passing, even i Eastern Europe,
and.especially those of us who
were not entirely regretful about
that great historical transforma-
tion, had begun, already before
the war, to shift our allegiances
from Poland to Palestine, later
Israel. Indeed we American Jews
might hppe to strike roots and
“make it” in this new land of op-

| portunity—where the cost of suc-
| cess in assimilation was always

quite entirely clear—but a Jewish
future could be.built there, in
Israel; and we coyld participate
by paying for it. After the war
Israel, was deplctecl as our only,
hope.for the Jewish future, in the
very decades when we were
making our own future-plans
quite clear-by the move to sub-
urbia,rather than to Zion.

In more recent times, the only

Reconstryctionist
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causes that have been able seri-
cusly to maobilize American Jewry
are those, that involve.thteats to
Jews. elsewhere—lIsrael], the So-
viet Unionyand to a lesser de-
gree, the Arab world and Ethi-
opia. The cultugal;starvation of
our own commaunity, the decline
of Hebrew—-—as well as Ylddlsh—“
among North American Jews, the
virtual illiteracy,of American
Jews in the classics of their own
tradition, the style of vulgarity
and spiritual vacuousness that

{ have turned entire-generations of
our brightest-and most sensjtive”
youth away from this‘community
—all these have been rallying
cries:for the relatively few. They
must become rallying cries for us
in the Reconstructionist commu-
njty, where our commitment to
independent decision; making'
goes hand-in hand with a com-
mitment to Jevpsh knowledgg

Vtcanous }udazsm

There are two other, sorts of
vicariousness plagying American
Jewish life that need to be men-
tioned here. One yses the ultra-
Orthodox instjtution, both here
and in Israel, as the object of yi-
carious Jewish living; the other
uses the rabbi. Vastly more
American Jewish resources,
mostly coming from the non-pb-
servant segment of.the commu- 1
nity.. go into supporting Israeli
and Amegican: yeshivot now than-
ever went into the sustepance of
Bolish or other-European Jewry.
Apparently large numbers of,
rather successful'and assimilated
American Jews are convinced that
while their own Judaism is weak,
watered down, or ambivalent,
they can with.thejr checkbogks
give to the Jewish future-by sup-
porting varieties of Judaism that

SEPTEMBER 1987

have barely made their peace with
the nineteenth, let alone the

| twentiethor the twenty-first cen-

tury.

I want-to make it clear that I
do not speak here of modern
Orthodoxy, which I consider to
be_a pocket of creative energy
and tension ip the community
much like our own. It is not that
community,:struggling, with the
unbendable, from its point of

view, demands of the law and the -

real claims of life in the present,
that rajses vast sums of mopey in
return for facile promises of sal~
vation or survival, but one far to

‘| the right of it on the now-rather

daism for you. No one else’s
Jewish living or Torah study can
take the place of your own. Our
commitment to [srael, to Soviet
Jewry, and other matters of
Jewish vital interest must stem
from and bg nourished by the in-
tensity of our own Jewish lives,
rather than standing in place of
them.

TFhis rejection of vicariousness
is not meant to reduce the de-
mands made on the rabbinate—
though the lessening of hypocrisy
in this_area can only be for the
good—Dbut,to increase the de-
mand made upon the community

| as a whole. I lppk, forward to,the

In no-ihove toward Jewnsh unity w111 ‘we compromise the
full participation of women in all levels of Jewnsh
léadership and in all areas of Jewish’ ritual fife.

comuplex, Jewish communal and
religioys spegtrum,.

The other, vicarious Judaism
current in America uses the rabbi

rather than the distant or the Or~

thodox community to_plug into
someone else’s authenticity. Its
usual form is the well known:,“I
may not be an observant Jew, but
my rabbi-sure hgs to-be.” The,
underside of, this insistence, of
course, offers protection from any
rabhinic demand for real change

|| in the lifestyle of the community:

{‘But rabbi, you're being paid to
do that stuff, .- .”

No Vicariousness

- S

In taking-a firm stand against
Jewish vicariousness, we are as-
serting the right, the obligation,,
and the  ability of every individyal
and each family to Igad a full and
rich Jewish life. No figurehead on
the pulpit can live out your Ju-

day when all, Reconstructionist
communities will accept the ha-
vurah principle that vou cannot,
become-g mempber by merely paying
dues. Membership-in g commu-

‘nity means active participation in

the dife of-that community, not
just a financial willingness to
support its goals. If there is
nothing the community dpes—

/| educationally, religiously, cultur-

ally, politically—in which you
wish to take & leading rele, this
may not be the community for
you.

Qut of this same pringiple of
demand_for active personal in-
volvement; I find myself appalled
at the tolerance for Jewish igno-.
rance, incjuding actual Hebrew
illiteracy, that exists within our
ranks. I do not-speak here of -
newcomers to-the commupijty or
to the Jewish people altogether,
who-of coyrse should be wel-
comed without, prior knqwledge.

13
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But Reconstructionist communi-
ties must stand up for higher, not
lower, standards of Jewish
knowledge for adults, of Hebrew
study for children, for the erasure
of the blot of illiteracy from our
otherwise so intelligent and highly
educated- Jewish population.

In an agé when univetsity edu-
cation, often including advancéd
degrees, is becoming nearly uni-
versal among Jews in' North
America, our community is dis-
graced by the low level of Jewish
learning thiat has become the
norm. We as a community all
have a part in the terrible embar-
rassment felt by intelligent and
highly educated Jews, successful
in the world of professions pr
business, who get up in the syna-
gogue and blunder in frustration
when they try to read a simplé
blessing in Hebrew. It is time for
us to fully commit ourselves to a
campaign to wipe out Jewish il-
literacy irr our lifetime.

I spoke a moment ago of the
right, the obligation, and the
ability of each of us to lead a full
and rich Jewish life. The right
refers to'the acknowledgment
that we live in a post-halakhic
age, that each of-us, as indi-
viduals, famili€s, and smdll com-
munities, haé the right to make
choices, to accept and reject ele-
meiits of Jewish tradition, valués, .
and culture for our own lives.
None of-us retains the right to
stand in judgment of others and
the choices they have made, or
contifiue to make in their
evolving lives, as long as those
choices are not frivolous, but se-
rious and well-info¥med.

This is the essential situation of
Jewish modernity: there no
longer is an establishéd norm
over against which we are all to

be measured. Theré'is no rab-
binic authority that can tell us
-how to live our lives. We Recon-
structionists are thankful rathier
than regretful that we live in such
times.

Yet our decisions mu3t be se-
rious ones if we ourselves are-to
respect them. This takes us from
the realm of right to that of obli~
gation. Each of us stands cdn-
fronted by our heritage in its en>
titety, ‘with no pre-selection made
of what"it is we are to reject.
Standing before that tradition,
but bearirig with us the commit-
ments we also have as late twen-
tieth-century Western humanists
—commitments we in no way set
asidg as we come to our tradition
—we seek, on the principle.of “a

| vote”—a serious vote—*but not

a veto,” to reconstruct, brick by
brick, a Jewish life for ourselves.
This is the obligation: to study,
to know, to take seriously. In
building our Jewish lives we have
to live up to the very best poten-
tial within ourselves; and that in-
cludes intelligence, sensitivity,
and making important choices.
“The ability to live the life of
such Jewisl Seriousness depends
on education. Our communities
should be, first-and foremost,
commuiities of Jewish learning.
Study of text, of language, and of
the Jewish historical experience
should be what we are all about.
Jewish learning must-¢xist in in--
finite varieties, tailored to the
many needs and interests of our
people. Hebrew poetry, Jewish
music, hasidic tales, the modern
Jewish experience, should all
have their places alongside the
more conventional sorts of
learning -we have known.
Learning should lead to experi-
ence, 1o “trying on for size.”

]
! i

There should-be no Recon-
structionist cominunity that does
not have shabbatonim or other
sorts of “retreat” periods where
experimentation with Jewish
living can take piace. This is also
why 4 summer ahd weekend
family camp should be a priority
for our movement. Such’a Jewish
lifé requires a willingness to
spend time, not énly money, as a
token of Jewish éomnﬁitmeht.

But we can do-it; this is
perhaps as much!a statement’ of
faith as is anythig I have said:
Theé North American JewisH *
community has the ability, in
terms df personal resources, cre-
ative participants, intellectual en-
ergies, and the like, to bring
forth a great age of spiritual
growth for the Jewish people as a
whole. We Reconstructionists
should be a beacon’ of this visién
—a liberal Judaism that deihands
the full participation of its mem-
bership and, in doing so, offers
the best of their energies and po-
tentials to the entire Jewish com-
munity.

The enunciation of these prin:
ciples is meant to set forth a pos-
itive vision of the Jewish: furure
for which we as a movement
stand. We offer them to our
fellow Jews as a firm statement of
our owh self-definition. We have
no desire to force them upon
othérs, but neither can we com-
promise thetn without compro-
mising our own integrity. At the
same time, we remain fully com-
mitted to the entire house of
Israel. We are all riding in the
same-coach. Anything we can do,
without compromising these
principles, to mdke room for one
another and “love each other
more,” we should stand ready to
consider.-m

Reconstructionist




n o *

— Y

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE

The RECONSTRUCTIONIST addresses religious, political, social, and moral issues

VOL. LIII/NO. 1

SEPTEMBER 1987/ELUL 5747

S
‘of contemporary Jewish life; explores

maodes of spiritual growth for the individual Jew and for Jewish communities; and reviews the significance of Jewish civilization in
all of its facets, past and-present. It strives to be innovative and, whien necessary, controversial. Thus, the RECONSTRUC-
TIONIST serves as a medium for the continuing development of Reconstructionist ideas, practices, and institutions.

CONTENTS

Editorials

5

The Evolving American
Civilization

6

Liberties in Israel

7

Responding to Rome

i .

Reconstructionism
13

Reconstructionists and Jewish
Unity

Arthur Green

4

Days of Awe
Havah Eshel

8

Munich 1980
Liselotte Erlanger

29

Yom Kippur Eve
Zelda
translated by Marcia Falk

© Contemporary American Issues

15

Constitutional Interpretation and
Halakhic Interpretation: Relating

to Texts after 200 and 2000 Years

Frederick M. Lawrence

21

Ethical Divorce: A Format and a
Ritual

Lori Heyman Gordon and Morris

Gordon

29

A Reading for Selihot
Hershel Jonah Matt

Voice ot Tadiion
25

On Being a Rationalist and a
Mystic
David R. Blumenthal

Books

300

Exodu:s and Revolution
‘by Michael- Walzer
Ira Silverman

31

From Time Immemorial
by Joan Peters
George Driesen

On Being a Jewish Father
Burton J. Cohen

\

Unsigned edito,‘rials_‘re,present the consensus of the Editorial Board. i

RECONSTRUCTIONIST (ISSN 0034-1495;USPS 457-140) is published-eight (8) times per year (September, October-November, December, January-February, March; April-
May, June, July-August) by the Federation of Reconstructionist Congregations and Havurot, 270 West 85th Street, New York, NY, 10024, Postmaster: Send change of address to!
RECONSTRUCTIONIST, 270 West 85th Streer, New York, NY 10024. Office of the Editor: Dr. Jacob J. Staub, % Reconstructionist Rabbinical College, Church Road and
Greenwood Avenue, Wyncote, PA 19095. Subscription §20 per year; foreign $3 exurs; single copies $3. Membership in the Jewish Reconstructionist Foundation $50 per year,
includes subscription to RECONSTRUCTIONIST. Ail unsolicited manuscripts should be sent to the Office of the Editor and must be accompanied by;a stgmped, self-addressed
envelope. Second class postage paid at New York, NY and additional mailing effice at Hanover, PA. © 1987 by RECONSTRUCTIONIST. Available in icroform from University
Microfilm? International. Indexed in INDEX TO JEWISH PERIODICALS.

SEPTEMBER 1987




