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Letters

Ego Destroys Community
To The Editor:

Egoism flourishes in Jewish life, and
egoism is the enemy of community.
Tzimtzum (contraction) is a concept we
apply to God, but avoid applying to our-
selves. To listen with full energy is not pos-
sible if energy is sapped by narcissism. Lis-
tening requires one to make room in one’s
heart for others. It is the key communiry-
building skill. Merle Feld’s fine essay on
“Brigadoon” and Bnot Esh, a Jewish femi-
nist community, validates the point (7he
Reconstruyctionist, Spring 1995). There is
stimulating community-building going on
in her group of powerful women—truth-
telling—stretching—beautiful and innova-
tive rituals—and sharing of stories. The
container, however, allows wounding to
occur. She writes of her isolation. On Satur-
day night, she felt so put off and abandoned
that she lay in the dark and wept. There
were other personal revelations in her essay
that may be described as negative group
dynamics. The group was caught up in ego-
istic activities—plenary sessions, individual
presentations, panels. How can communirty
be built when people are being set up to be
judged? Or when the formar invites the crit-
ic to emerge? This opens up a larger ques-
tion: why do these dynamic women, who
need support for the struggles of life, design
an event so that ideas are exchanged didac-
tically? Don’t they know and trust that one
can stretch and learn profoundly, without
ego damage or wounding, by sitting in a cir-
cle and speaking from their core?

Rabbi Saul Rubin
Savannab, GA.
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Finding Community

To The Editor:

I picked up the Community issue of
The Reconstructionist at the National
Havurah Summer Institute and was
very moved by Merle Feld’s account of
Bnot Esh. Yes, I thought, that is how a
community devoted to spiritual growth
ought to be—open, warm, challenging,
and frightening. Of course, [ was jeal-
ous, wishing I had such a group in my
own life, but I also felt confirmed by
Feld’s whole sense of priorities.

Then 1 realized that teaching and
learning at the National Havurah Sum-
mer Institute has been something simi-
lar for me. This year I helped organize
the feminist Shabbat service and did
the derash—first time ever, and 1 was
afraid beforehand (/ don’t know how to
do this, etc.) and found myself inspired
and able to speak as a being-in-com-
munity in a way | have never done
before. As a writer I usually work in
isolation, and my solitude is, for better
or worse, a part of the writing | pro-
duce. Here, because I was working with
a group of women who were equally
committed to our task, and because I
was surrounded by hundreds of people
dedicated to the deepening of their
own and each other’s spiritual lives, it
was as if I were channeling (awful
word) everyone else’s energies and need
into my own words. A thrilling experi-
ence.

Alicia Ostriker
Princeton, NJ

The Reconstructionist



FrROM THE EDITOR

Among the major denominational movements of American Judaism, Recon-
structionism is unique in being so closely tied to the thought of one exemplary
creative thinker, Rabbi Mordecai M. Kaplan. This magazine was founded sixty
years ago (1935) to develop and spread Kaplan's thought as it had crystallized in
his monumental work, fudaism as a Civilization (1934). To commemorate our
sixtieth anniversary, we asked our contributors to reflect on an enduring aspect
of Kaplan’s legacy for them. We were not interested in merely dusting off
Kaplan’s tomb, as so often happens in scholarly tributes. Rather, we wanted our
writers to engage with aspects of Kaplan’s work that remain challenging to each
of them and to contemporary Jews more generally. In particular, we wanted the
essays to illuminate elements of Kaplan’s program that remain unfulfilled as well
as aspects of his thought that are open to ongoing critique and reconstruction.

What is especially striking to me in this collection is the intensity of engage-
ment with Kaplan’s thought that emerges—an intensity borne out of the vari-
ous authors’ own passionate commitments to carry forward the work started by
Kaplan. The pieces are polemical in the best sense of the word—they are argu-
ments from conviction. They lay out an agenda of challenges not just for the
Reconstructionist movement, but for American Judaism generally. How we
educate, how we make ritual and ethical decisions, how we shape our commu-
nities, how we organize for social justice, how we interact with other religious
traditions, how we live or fail to live in two civilizations—all these are questions
seriously posed. The writers point us to a wide range of sources in Kaplan, well
beyond familiar passages from Judaism as a Civilization, and if this issue sends
you to some of these, it will have accomplished a great deal. There is a consid-
erable education to be gained by gleaning from the notes a list of important
books for future reading. Ultimately, though, in the spirit of Kaplan's pragma-
tism, the challenges posed are practical: how will we use these intellectual foun-
dations to create richer Jewish lives, nourished by vibrant communities work-
ing together to improve the world?

About Future Issues

Each of the articles in this issue could be the seed of a future issue. Some of
them, indeed, will be. Rebecca Alpert’s essay on social justice, for instance,
points to our next offering in Spring 1996, “Toward Healing and Justice,” an
issue focused on diverse paths to tikkun olam, the betterment of the world. Vol-
ume 61 will be rounded out with an issue on “New Intellectual Currents,” lead-
ing readers into the various worlds of academic discourse that give us new tools
for thinking about Judaism and the challenges facing us in an information age.
Two other essays in this issue point toward themes tentatively scheduled for
1997: the arts and contemporary Judaism and our relationship to Israel.
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Kaplan’s Message—
60 Years Later

BY IrA EISENSTEIN

n May, 1934, Judaism as a Civi-
Ilization was published. Mordecai

Kaplan was so convinced of the
power of the written word that he
hoped the message of the book would
lead to a radical revision in the philos-
ophy and programs of the various
denominations. Unfortunately such
hope was not rooted in reality.

It soon became apparent that fur-
ther needed to
demonstrate accurate

elucidation was
how was
Kaplan’s diagnosis of the ills of con-
temporary Jewry. The book was being
read and appreciated by the few who
understood the problem as Kaplan
did, and were amenable to his new
approach. As for the rest, it would be
necessary to demonstrate the validity
of his views by applying them to the
actual situation of contemporary
Jewry.

Judaism as a Civilization was, after
all, a blueprint for the future. How
move the Jewish people, here and
abroad, in the right direction so that
the ultimate purposes of the book

might be realized?

Publish a Magazine

During the fall of that year the idea
began to germinate that the way to get
people to understand the full implica-
tions of the book was to publish a
magazine, in which the articles and
editorials and book reviews would
reflect the new approach to the “prob-
lem of Judaism.” An eatlier effort in
this direction had been made. The
SAJ Review had been published by the
Society for the Advancement of
Judaism, of which Kaplan was the
Leader. However, publication had
been suspended after the Wall Street
crash. To resurrect the Review in 1934
was not going to be casy.

Many questions had to be
answered: who would publish the
magazine, who would finance it, who
would be on the editorial board?
What new name would be attached to
it, indicating that it was more than a
local publication of a single synagogue
group? Kaplan and I turned to the
Board of Trustees of the SAJ. We were
well aware of the fact that the congre-
gation was having its problems of sur-

Ira Eisenstein, founding president of the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College, is editor
emeritus of this magazine. His autobiography, Reconstructing Judaism, is available from

FRCH.
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vival; but we could think of no other
group who might undertake a project
of this kind. We appealed to the
Board to permit us to use the name of
the SAJ as publishers—without any
financial obligation on the part of the
congregation.

We had a clear idea of what the
magazine would look like. It was
based on the Standard, the publica-
tion of the Ethical Culture Society.
We thought that a bi-weekly of six-
teen pages would do for the present.
For this we would need a budget of
$900 a year. After a heated debate, the
Board approved (by one vote).

Of course, the $900 would have to
be raised from the same small group
of SAJ laymen. With confidence in
Kaplan’s ability to persuade these
devoted followers, we proceeded to
call together a group who would con-
stitute the Editorial Board. The
names of this pioneering group are
listed in the first number dated Janu-
ary 11, 1935. Kaplan had invited
them to his home to discuss the
launching of a new magazine. They
were former students of Kaplan at the
Seminary, or colleagues in the fields of
Jewish education and Zionism. They
seemed the most likely to be conge-
nial to the ideas expressed in the book.

They were (listed alphabetically) -
Ben Zion Bokser, myself, Israel Gold-
stein, Eugene Kohn, Leon Lang, Mil-
ton Steinberg. Others were added
later as contributing editors: Bernard
Brickner, Alexander Dushkin, Jacob
Golub, Edward Israel, Max Kadushin.

To our relief and gratitude, they
were excited about the project. We

. The Reconstructionist

pointed out that no one was to be
paid, that they were expected to
attend regular meetings, and that they
were not expected to contribute
money to the project.

Then came the final question: the
name of the magazine. Kaplan pro-
posed Reconstructionist. He had used
the word in the subtitle of his book;
and previously, in articles published in
the Menorah Journal and in the SAJ
Review (January 20, 1928), he had
gone to some lengths to explain “Why
Reconstructionist?”

Most of those present thought that
the word was ponderous, too long,
easily confused with the post-Civil
War period. I must confess that I too
was not pleased with the name. How-
ever, the lone voice of Milton Stein-
berg was raised in favor. The rest is

history.
The First Issue

The lead edirorial of the first issue
was entitled “The Reconstructionist
Position.” It set forth the basic out-
lines of the philosophy which would
be represented by forthcoming edito-
rials and articles. The basic affirma-
tion was: “Judaism is a religious civi-
lization. It includes many more inter-
ests than are commonly associated
with the term religion.”

As we look back over the sixty years
since this seemingly bold assertion
was made, it appears that this concep-
tion of Judaism has been almost uni-
versally accepted. Even if they do not
state it in so many words, all parties,
explicitly or implicitly, accept the idea
that Judaism or Jewish life embraces
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the whole gamut of group experience.
To say now that Judaism is a civiliza-
ton no longer requires lengthy
defense.

The next affirmation in the lead
editorial speaks to the need for effec-
tive Jewish community. The idea of
the “organic community” was vital to
the implementation of the concept of
civilization. In other words, the syna-
gogue was no longer to be regarded as
the central institution of Jewish life. It
was indispensable but not sufficient to
symbolize Judaism. The community,
on the other hand, symbolizes Jewish
peoplehood, designed to include all
those Jews who wish to identify them-
selves with the Jewish people, regard-
less of their personal theological
beliefs.

The dream of establishing the
organic community has remained just
that, a kind of messianic hope.
Kaplan’s blueprint for the American
version of the kehilah was never taken
seriously. Very likely, the American
ethos militated against it. Individuals
and organizations were not prepared
to surrender any of their autonomy to
an all-embracing entity.

Religion and the God Idea

The editorial continues: “In affirm-
ing that Judaism s a religious civiliza-
tion, we recognize the historic fact
that the God idea has dominated the
entire pattern of Jewish life and that
religion must be given a position of
primus inter partes.”

Looking back over six decades
since those words were published, it
appears that the message contained in
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them is honored more in the breach
than in the observance. While secular-
ism is no longer a virile movement, its
proponents no longer feel it necessary
to attack religion as a vestige of a
superstitious past. In fact, they join
congregations. They have fallen, for
the most part, into the typical Ameri-
can mode of honoring religion but at
the same time neglecting it. Except for
rites of passage, and the few major
holy days, they do not attend syna-
gogue services regularly, nor do they
devote much of their time or atten-
tion to issues of theology.

Kaplan’s insistence on the indis-
pensability of religion is no longer dis-
puted; it is quietly ignored.

To be sure, there has been a revival
of interest in “spirituality,” but I must
confess I do not know exactly what
the word “spirituality” refers to. It
may be that a new generation is seri-
ously seeking something. The future
will tell whether they have found it.

Israel, Peoplehood, Tikkun Olam

The Editorial goes on: “We consid-
er the establishment of Palestine indis-
pensable to the life of Judaism in the
diaspora.” Obviously, this statement
is an anachronism. The issue of Zion-
ism, which divided the Jewish com-
munity in the 30s and later, is moot.
The State exists and flourishes; no one
any longer bemoans that fact. Second,
the word “Palestine” has taken on a
completely new meaning.

The fact is that Kaplan’s emphasis
on Jewish peoplehood has been fully
justified by the events of the past
decades. Israel is today (and I assume

The Reconstructionist



for the foreseeable future) the cement
that binds Jews together from all parts
of the world. Many problems remain:
the cultural gap between Israel and
diaspora; the clash between the rab-
binate in Israel and the non-Orthodox
religious positions taken in other
lands, but the reality is that all eyes are
turned to Israel as the center of the
Jewish world.

The last theme in the Editorial is
concerned with social justice and the
responsibility of Jews to take an
active part in challenging the tragic
injustices and cruelties of society.
“We have need again to conceive of a
Messianic age, a utopia toward which
to direct all our strivings. Nothing
less than a movement for a thorough-
going change in our social and eco-
nomic order can satisfy this need.”

It all sounds today very simplistic
and optimistic. Practically every one
in those days was a “socialist.” Apart
from the so-called Jewish intellectuals,
socialism was regarded by many as the
panacea for all ills, including anti-
Semitism. Today | believe that Kaplan
and his disciples would have produced
a more sophisticated statement con-
cerning the ills of society.

But the essential truth of this
somewhat naive statement remains
that the duty of the Jews is to try to
apply to our sick society some of the
passion for righteousness that char-
acterizes the Jewish tradition; that
Jews have a responsibility for what
we now broadly refer to as tikkun
olam.

The Reconstructionist

The Program Today

How much of Kaplan’s philosophy
and program holds up today? We may
safely say that, in the broadest terms,
Jewish life has been moving more in
the direction of his insights than away
from them. Jewish culture, Jewish
community, the centrality of Zion,
the relaxing of strict halakhic norms,
the willingness to innovate in ritual
and liturgy—all these point to the
unacknowledged  acceptance  of
Kaplan’s vision.

In some respects he misread the
furure. For instance, he never
dreamed that Orthodoxy would be
revived. He was addressing a genera-
tion that was rebelling against it. The
present generation is very different:
they are struggling to overcome their
abysmal ignorance of Judaism. The
issues that inflamed Jews a generation
ago—Zionism vs. anti-Zionism, Yid-
dish vs. Hebrew, Synagogue vs. Cen-
ter, day schools vs. the defenders of
the public schools—these and other
issues no longer agitate American
Jewry.

But one may safely assert that
Kaplan was on the right track. He
asked the right questions and pro-
posed reasonable programs. Obvious-
ly his influence continues to permeate
American Jewry. It is no accident that
the Reconstructionist movement, for
all its superficial deviations from
Kaplan’s torah, attracts some of the
brightest and best of our new genera-
tion. ¢
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Kaplan’s Heirs

BY NANCY FucHS-KREIMER

n the early eighties, I was a rab-
Ibinic intern with the Manhattan

Havurah, a group which included
a number of Kaplans original disci-
ples. They gave me a wonderful edu-
cation in Reconstructionism. [ can
still see Moe Epstein, at the age of
eighty, rising from his seat in the
midst of a Torah discussion,
approaching the microphone, slowly
reaching into his pocket, drawing out
his wallet and removing a thoroughly
worn piece of paper with the ink
faded beyond legibility. Moe would
then “read” aloud (although he was
actually reciting from memory) in a
strong voice: “To believe in God
means to take for granted that it is
man’s destiny to rise above the brute
and to eliminate all forms of violence

and exploitation from human soci-

ety.”

This is the ninth year that I have
been teaching “Contemporary Jewish
Thought” at the Reconstructionist
Rabbinical College and T have yet 1o
have a student who carries a Kaplan
quotation in his or her wallet, nor do
most of them sprinkle their conversa-
tion with, “As Dr. Kaplan said.” If, a

student did quote Mordecai Kaplan

extensively, I would probably discour-
age it. I try to communicate to stu-
dents that the questions of religion are
important lifelong challenges. The
search for the right way to concepru-
alize and connect with the Ultimate is
one that has occupied some of the
greatest souls who ever lived and it has
made their lives noble and exciting.
Theology should be an emotional,
intellectual and spiritual challenge;
buying someone else’s answers takes
away all che fun.

This doesnt mean that Kaplan
lacks heirs among Reconstructionist
rabbinical students. His legacy mat-
ters a great deal. I teach students dur-
ing their first year at the College as
they study Kaplan’s thought and try to
integrate it into their own emerging
ideas, and I conduct a seminar for
graduating seniors in which they write
their spiritual autobiographies and
attempt to state clearly their faith and
doubt as they begin their rabbinates.
This teaching gives me the chance to
observe areas of continuity between
Kaplan and the students, areas in
which Reconstructionism is being
changed by the new generation, and,
finally, areas in which contemporary

Nancy Fuchs-Kreimer is the Director of Religious Studies at the Reconstructionist Rab-
binical College and author of Our Share of Night, Our Share of Morning: Parenting as a
Spiritual Journey (forthcoming from Harper Collins in Summer 1996).
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Reconstructionism can benefit from a
renewed contact with Kaplan’s teach-
ings.

In this paper, I examine three
themes which were central to Morde-
cai Kaplan’s vision: 1) peoplehood
(“belonging”); spirituality (God “felt
as a presence”) and ritual life (“folk-
ways”). In each case, I show how that
theme continues to be appreciated
today and argue how prescient Kaplan
was to have anticipated its impor-
tance, indeed, how the currenc milieu
underscores its significance. At the
same time, Kaplan’s treatment of the
theme is in need of some reconstruc-
tion, an activity in which students are
actively engaged. Finally, in each case,
Kaplan offers a needed corrective for
our times; he redirects us, in all our
Jewish concerns, to the importance of
ethics.

I. Belonging: From Birthright
to Achievement

Reconstructionist thought devel-
oped to meet a particular situation.
People who had a strong ethnic con-
sciousness as Jews were acculturating
to modern America and finding
themselves standing at the synagogue
door with their hearts in and their
heads out. Kaplan offered a rationale
for people who felt Jewish in their
very bones. “Peoplehood” articulated
for them a reality that was their
birthright. Belonging came before
believing.

Ira Eisenstein had a way of illus-
trating peoplehood which I love to use
with students because it so beautifully
reveals the difference between his

The Reconstructionist

generation and theirs. He used to say,
“Who am I more comfortable with?
The Lubavitcher rebbe or the liberal
Protestant minister down the street?
With the former I disagree about mat-
ters theological and political. With
the latter, I have virtually all views in
common. And yet, the Lubavitcher
Rebbe and I are family. We're mishpa-
ha. That’s peoplehood!”

Today most of the community,
including many Reconstructionist
rabbis, are quite literally Jews by
choice. That is, they consciously
choose to cultivate a sense of “we feel-
ing” with the Jewish people. As Jacob
Staub wrote, “It was only fifty years
ago that Jews sought to acculturate to
America. Now, Americans strugglc to
Our stu-
dents have to train themselves to feel

acculturate to Judaism.™

more comfortable with the Lubavitch-
er Rebbe than a liberal Protestant, just
as many of them learn in rabbinical
school how to sprinkle their speech
with Yiddishisms. But why do they
bother?

Three Students Journey Toward
Belonging

Here are three examples of conscious
choices to belong drawn from stu-
dents’ lives.? One student, writing
about the journey that brought him
from a totally assimilated home to
rabbinical school, told the story of a
long spiritual search that culminated
at a weekend in the woods on reli-
gious retreat with a few hundred
Native Americans.

When I expressed a desire to

learn and experience more, he
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(the leader) had a different sug-
gestion that turned my life
around. He said, instead of
coming here now, go back to
your own culture. Don’t come
here empty-handed, thinking
you have nothing to give. There

I now began the process of
becoming a Jewish-identified
Jew.
A third student, who had left orga-
nized Jewish life in college, returned
as part of a project of psychological

renewal.

is so much in your own tradi-
tions. Then come back with
something to share. Then it will
be more fair.
And so he sought out the Jewish peo-
ple and slowly learned belonging.
Another student grew up without
any Jewish identity. In college, if
someone had asked her to fill out a
form with “religion,” she would not
have said Jewish. She became a serious
leftist and feminist.

Encouraged by Re-Evaluation
Counseling (a peer therapy pro-
gram), I made a decision. My
goal in life would be to reclaim
my entire self. First I turned my
attention to the child in me. I
similarly approached my identi-
ty as a man. At the same time, |
re-engaged myself as a Jew. I
wanted to fully and proudly
wear my Jewish allegiance. The
clearest way toward nurturing

After my third year of college. [
had a conversion experience and
gradually became a Jew. I heard
a talk by Dr. Michael Lerner on
“Anti-Semitism in the Left.” [
started to find out more about
being Jewish and what that
means in the world today. I read
books, talked to people, visited
synagogues. Because I was a
feminist, I “got” the point about
being a Jew. As a feminist I
understand that there can only
be unity with complete recogni-
tion of diversity—that only by
celebrating and dealing with the
specific, particular realities of
each of our lives can we have a
unified movement. And [ start-
ed to realize that my specificity
in the world was as a Jewish
woman. | was proud of myself
for being a feminist woman and
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my spiritual awareness lay in
fully addressing the particulars
of my life.

These three examples reflect three
important trends in contemporary
culture which influence rabbinical
students: multiculturalism, feminism
and the triumph of the therapeutic.’
In each case, the trends have rein-
forced peoplehood in ways Kaplan
might not have imagined.

We now live in a society that at
least superficially glories in tribalism,
so that in many contexts, particularly
the university, students are encour-
aged to return to their tribe. Femi-
nism has also made an important
intellectual affirmation of difference,
and the feminist movement heavily
encourages self-regard and self-affir-
mation. Finally, in the great obsession
of our generation, the search for heal-
ing, people increasingly find that they

The Reconstructionist



need to connect to their past, leading
them back to peoplehood in a quest
for inner wholeness.

If peoplehood, once the starting
place, now an achievement, has been
affirmed by our milieu, how has the
notion evolved in a Reconstructionist
context? Now that it is so easy to feel
comfortable about peoplehood, our
whole culture encouraging tribalism
to the point where interest groups
often lose sight of the good of the
whole, the emphasis on ethical
nationhood as part of a universal
vision may be our distinct contribu-
tion. Kaplan wrote,

The meaning of Jewish existence

is to foster in ourselves as Jews,

and to awaken in the rest of che

world, a sense of moral responsi-
bility in action.*
Because Judaism’s ultimate vision of
salvation is universal, peoplehood
may be an achievement, but it is not
the goal. The goal is ethical nation-

hood in service of the universal.

II. “God Felt as a Presence”
Revisited

Some people believe that the cur-
rent generation of Reconstructionists
introduced spirituality into a move-
ment that had previously been more
about head than heart. In fact, the
concern with spirituality (Kaplan’s
“God felt as a presence™ is as good a
definition as any) is one of the power-
ful connecting links between Kaplan
and today’s Reconstructionists.

As has often been pointed out,
Kaplan lacked a sustained metaphysi-
cal interest; his concerns were more

The Reconstructionist

practical and functional. Although his
heterodox theological pronounce-
ments earned him the epithet “athe-
ist,” Mordecai Kaplan was, in fact, the
only professor at the Jewish Theologi-
cal Seminary who opened his class
sessions with a prayer.® When I end
each class-session of “Introduction to
Reconstructionism” with a prayer or
nigun it seems appropriate both to the
inclinations of the students and the
spirit of Kaplan. When I offer a read-
ing from Kaplan such as “God The
Life of Narture,” students understand
that neo-Hasidism did not introduce
spirituality to Reconstructionism.

The confusion has to do with style.
The spirituality of the classical Recon-
structionists differs in style from that
of this generation.” For example,
today’s Reconstructionists are as open
as the culture around them to seeing
the body as a source of the spiritual.
Judaism and the body is now a major
topic in the social scientific study of
Judaism and a course at the College
on “Judaism and the Body” generated
much interest. Among rabbinical stu-
dents, movement and dance are
important expressions of spirituality.
Several came from study of yoga and
other holistic spiritual practices to
Judaism with a resolve not to forget
what they had learned.

While Kaplan wasnt personally
inclined toward Tai Chi minba ser-
vices, there is nothing in his thought
that would rule out such efforts.
Indeed, if anything, Kaplan was vision-
ary in his insistence that experience of
God would be found and expressed in
many forms in Jewish life.* The idea of
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maximizing the areas of life which
Judaism illumines is pure Kaplan.
“Jewish lite should include a multiplic-
ity of visible activities centered upon
sense objects.”

Kaplan explicitly referred to his ver-
sion of religion as “spiritual religion” to
distinguish it from earlier stages."
Interest in spirituality is a continuation
of Kaplan’s absolute insistence that reli-
gion be about this-worldly salvation. In
many passages, Kaplan sounds as
though he prefigured the self-help, self-
awareness, self-healing culture of our
time. Indeed he justdfied ritual and
prayer in heavily psychological terms:

Thanksgiving implies apprecia-

tion of the benefits we enjoy. It is

an excellent antidote to the
propensity to make unwarranted
or neurotic demands upon the
world. Hence the devout recital
of Hamotzi and Birkat Hamazon
is good therapy."

The Night Side of Life

At the same time, there is an aspect
of spirituality among rabbinical stu-
dents today which does not strike a res-
onant chord in Kaplan’s own writings
and can be seen as a significant devel-
opment of Kaplans thought on these
matters. [ refer to the way in which stu-
dents report their encounters with the
holy through “the night-side of life.”*?

It always fascinates me how often
students’ journeys to what Sontag
calls “the kingdom of the sick” or
similar kingdoms precipitate spiritual
awareness. Some of the most com-
mon experiences: coming to grips
with the Nazi holocaust, working
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with victims of abuse, working with
people with AIDS, being a part of a
bevra kadisha, the illness or death of a
close friend or relative. Students often
find Stephen Levine’s perspective
helpful, as a supplement to Kaplan.
He argues that on the spiritual jour-
ney, grief, although not an experience
most would choose, often turns out
to be an initiation, an opportunity to
touch places that otherwise would
not have been accessed, a spiritual
opening."”

Several years ago, a recent graduate
of our College, a brilliant, intensely
alive man, the father of three young
children, died suddenly of an appar-
ent hearr attack. For months after that
horrible morning, the community’s
spirituality was at an all-time high.
Students expressed to me a strange
sense of guilt that they felt so in touch
with a spiritual core as a result of loss,
as if the spiritual intensity were an ill-
gotten gain. Arthur Green, President
of the College at the time, wisely reas-
sured students, saying simply “a bro-
ken heart is an open heart.”

No one suggests that Kaplan did
not recognize the difficulties of life.
He surely did. He spoke of the “fear
of loneliness, of helplessness, of fail-
ure and of death” and the “dark
abysms of sin, of suffering and of
despair.” But for Kaplan, God was “in
the faith by which we overcome the
fear” or in the “hope which like a
shaft of light cleaves the abysm,” not
in the abysm itself." Student after
student reports finding the dark side
of the holy and afterwards secking a
way to integrate it into a Kaplanian
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paradigm. Kaplan seems of little use
to students at these times, for what he
offers is a way to move past pain to
comfort and action, while they are
often seeking ways to dwell in the
pain in deeper ways.

The difference may be character-
ized by pointing to the frequency in
students’ papers of the word “surren-
der,” seen as a spiritual value. Kaplan’s
spiritual posture was one of struggle
to overcome the forces of evil, or
when that was impossible, faith in
God as belief that those forces would
be abolished in the future. The expe-
rience of spirituality in both the light
and dark sides of life does not lead as
readily and obviously to moral action
as does Kaplan’s experience of God as
salvific action. In order to actualize
God as the Power that makes for sal-
vation, our ethical actions mattered
to Kaplan far more than our inner
healing. This emphasis on salvation
reminds us that Judaism is more than
a millennia-old self-help group.

I1I. Ritual Life: Beyond
“Folkways”

Kaplan never underestimated the
power of ritual, nor underrated its
importance reconstructed
Judaism. Indeed, in one of his most
prescient statements, he asserted that
the future would see the development
of “new and additional folkways.”*
The love of ritual and the joy in the
creation of new ritual is a hallmark of
Reconstructionism today as well. For
Kaplan, there was also a shadow hang-
ing over ritual—the potential for
abuse. He was still close to a time and

fO r d
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community in which ritual could
mean superstition and magic, clan-
nishness, authoritarianism, drudgery,
self-righteousness.

Despite their negative potential,
Kaplan saw “folkways” (as he called
them) as a central part of Judaism. He
cited several rationales for ritual. It
provides: 1) a we-feeling—making us
conscious of the Jewish people; 2) a
God-feeling—evoking spirituality; 3)
an aesthetic feeling—“religious poetry
in action;” and 4) religious and moral
education.

When students today talk of
embracing Jewish ritual practice, they
underscore all the traditional Kaplan-
ian themes, but they take the matter
further. They rarely use Kaplan’s
phrase “folkways.” They dislike the
either/or implied in Kaplan’s distinc-
tion between halakhic vs. post-
halakhic, or legalistic vs. spiritual.
Several cite David Teutsch for offering
them the alternative model and
nomenclature, “halakhically respon-
sive”. From a Kaplanian perspective,
the most surprising aspect of the new
ritualism is the profound attraction
for some of “bowing before an author-
ity higher than myself.” As one young
woman put it, the notion of being
commanded was “the most com-
pelling challenge to my entire way of
being in the world. I began to feel that
the experience of commandedness
might offer a valuable relief from the
tyranny of my own intellect and emo-
tion.” I should add that this particular
student, after experimenting with a
halakhic life, ultimately concluded
that “I was surprisingly attached to
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my own corner of cynicism and irrev-
erence.”

This interest in being commanded
hearkens back to an earlier genera-
tion’s critique of Kaplan—the neo-
Orthodox writers like Will Herberg
and the young Emil Fackenheim who,
beginning in the mid-40s, sought a
transcendent God who would issue
demands. Students relate positively to
the neo-Orthodox critics of Kaplan-
ian reductionism. They share these
thinkers interest in having the tradi-
tion stand over against modern ortho-
doxies. Yet, when these men (and I
use the word deliberately) find in tra-
dition a transcendent king issuing
commands, students often recoil. “Big
Daddy is Dead” one said. Many stu-
dents are torn between their desire for
a natural, immanent God and a
supernatural, transcendent sense of
duty and discipline.

Others are resolute in their rejec-
tion not only of “Big Daddy” but even
of a reconstructed “God as guarantor
of meaning.” Yet even these are still
drawn to a ritual life of serious
demands. A young man who had been
davening shaharit daily for three years
wrote:

I believe the traditional prayers

the way that an actor believes

the words of a script in his
hands, or that an escape artist
believes in all his promotional
hype. I do not have a traditional
faith except in one sense: in my
observance, performance mat-
ters more than belief per se.
What I-—and we—do with the

script matters more than what
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the script “means.” When all is

said and done there is probably

no way to know if the road I am

travelling on is a false lead, a

blind alley. All T can say for sure

is that as self-deceptions go, this

road is helping me to learn

humility and humor.

Even if they define themselves as the-
ological nihilists, discounting as illu-
sory Kaplans idea that the world is
“in rapport with the will to salva-
tion,”* today’s students nevertheless
find that the stories, prayers and ways
of the Jewish people provide them an
endlessly meaningful connection. As
one such student put it, “Judaism is
the song my family and I sing to the
silence.”

Reconstructionism is true to its
heritage in its enthusiastic embrace
of ritual, which is also confirmed by
the multicultural trend. Kaplan,
however, also reminds us of the lim-
its of ritual, and this is perhaps a
piece of his message much in need of
current airing. Ritual and prayer only
go so far. They are sustaining, evoca-
tive and educative, but they are not
the sum of the religious life. Ethical
action in the world is the goal. As
Kaplan put it, “People whose religion
begins and ends with worship and
ritual practices are like soldiers forev-
er maneuvering but never getting
into action.'’

Our Post-Modern Search

It is a truism to note that Kaplan
and his generation saw modernity as
full of promise and were mainly inter-
ested in adapting Judaism to the supe-
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rior insights of the contemporary
world. Our generation, disillusioned
by modernity, has been labeled post-
modern. Because we have less confi-
dence in the world modernity built,
we are more open to learning from the
past and more humble in our attitude
toward tradition. Yet this is already an
old story.

Perhaps more interesting today is
our need to treat the Kaplanian legacy
with the same humility with which we
treat the traditional Jewish texts. I
have argued that in each case where
contemporary Reconstructionists are
adding to the Kaplanian legacy there
is also a significant way in which
Kaplan can help to “reconstruct” us.
In the areas of peoplehood, spirituali-
ty and ritual, Kaplan helps direct our
attention to the ethical imperatives in
a way that provides a much needed
antidote to some of the tendencies of
our era. And so we carry on the end-
lessly fruitful mutually corrective
dance between our world and the
world of our forebears—Kaplan now
included among them.¢

1. ”A Vision of our Future,” Reconstructionist,
Jan.-Feb. 1985, 16

2. All direct quotations are used with permis-
sion.

3. On the culture of the therapeutic, see the
often reprinted final chapter of Philip Rieff,
Freud: the Mind of the Moralist (Chicago:
Univ. of Chicago Press, 1959), which intro-
duced the notion of “psychological man”
(356). He noted that different eras have seen
different human types predominate. While
“religious man” (the product of Judaism and
Christianity) was born to be saved, “psycho-
logical man” (our era’s characteristic type)
was born to be healed.

The Reconstructionist

4. The Purpose and Meaning of Jewish Exis-
tence: A People in the Image of God (Philadel-
phia: Jewish Publication Society, 1964), 318.
5. The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish
Religion (New York: The Reconstructionist
Press, 1962), 243ff.

6. Mel Scult, Judaism Faces the Twentieth
Century: A Biography of Mordecai Kaplan
(Detroit: Wayne State Univ. Press, 1993),
299.

7. On the question of styles of spirituality, I
like to quote Ira Eisenstein’s response to A. J.
Heschel at a meeting of the Rabbinical
Assembly (1952), at which Heschel berated
the assembled rabbis for “lacking all spiritual-
ity” and Eisenstein responded, in effect, who
are you to judge what is going on in my heart
while I pray? My spirituality differs from
youts in style, not validicy.

8. He saw new rituals as drawing upon “all
the arts known to man;” The Future of the
American Jew (New York: Macmillan, 1948),
210.

9. Judaism as a Civilization: Toward a Recon-
struction of American Jewish Life (1934; rpt.
Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society,
1981), 435.

10. Future of the American Jew, 188ff.

V1. Dynamic Judaism: The Essential Writings
of Mordecai M. Kaplan, eds. Emanuel S.
Goldsmith and Mel Scult (New York: Ford-
ham Univ. Press, Reconstructionist Press,
1985), 228.

12. Susan Sontag, lllness as Metaphor (New
York: Anchor, 1977), 3.

13. See, for example, Who Dies? (New York:
Anchor, 1982), 85-86.

14. From “God the Life of Nature,” Ko/
Haneshamah: Shabbar Vebagim (Wyncote,
PA; Reconstructionist Press, 1994}, 758-59.

15. Judaism as a Civilization, 432
16. Future of the American Jew, 193.

17. Not so Random Thoughts (New York:
Reconstructionist Press, 1966), 210.

Fall 1995 « 15



Shaping Communities
of Commitment

BY DavID TEUTSCH

erhaps Mordecai Kaplan’s single
Pbest known precept is the one
that describes Judaism as “the
evolving religious civilization of the
Jewish people.” In Kaplan’s scheme,
Jewish civilization grows out of Jewish
peoplehood. Naturally he based his
understanding on the sociology avail-
able in the 1920s, which held that the
individual by him or herself is not a
carrier of civilization, capable of living
it and passing it on in its fullness. Civ-
ilization resides in the group or peo-
ple. Only insofar as the individual is a
participant in the life of the group can
we talk about preserving the civiliza-
tion.
Ethics is likewise rooted in groups.
It hardly makes sense to talk about
ethics when we are speaking about the
isolated individual. Ethics grow out of
human interdependence and shared
practice. If we learn to share our ethi-
cal lives with one another, we can
build morally vibrant communities
that provide a sense of fundamental
belonging. If we can teach the ethics
that we live by, then we can excite and
involve others in emulating our val-
ues, attitudes and beliefs, and some of
the major forces of alienation in our

communities will disappear. Our
communities will sustain and deepen
all their members while improving
our world.

Such a focus on the salvific nature
of the group is much more obvious to
us now than it was to Kaplan’s con-
temporaries. After all, we are the ben-
eficiaries of cultural anthropology, a
discipline to which Kaplan could have
had no exposure until long after his
thought had been fully formulated.
One way that Kaplan’s unfamiliaricy
with cultural anthropology shows
itself is in his retention of the distinc-
tion between ritual and ethics. For
him, sancta are reflections of the
human experience that are not them-
selves ethical. They are preserved as
part of the people’s cultural baggage,
without making any claim about their
upholding ethics. As a result, he
sometimes describes rituals as being
arbitrary.’

Social psychologist Edgar Schein
has made the useful point that ritual
and conduct are on the surface of cul-
ture, while beliefs, attitudes and val-
ues are part of the deep roots of cul-
ture.” Yet surface and depth are not
separated from one another by a firm

David Teutsch is President of the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College and general edi-
tor of the Reconstructionist prayerbook series, Ko/ Haneshamabh.
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membrane. We manifest our values
and beliefs through our conduct and
ritual, which, in turn, has a shaping
force on who we are. If we consider
the changes that Kaplan and his sup-
porters made in the liturgy, it becomes
clear that Kaplan understood this rela-
tionship between ritual and values.
He consistently made changes for
what he perceived as ethical reasons,
without necessarily striving for theo-
logical consistency. Thus, he stripped
the liturgy of references to chosenness,
while retaining the angelology of the
kedushah, which clearly he would have
omitted on naturalistic theological
grounds.

The Individual and the Group

Despite his commitment to the
centrality of group life, Kaplan, hav-
ing drunk deeply from American
wells, is equally oriented to the indi-
vidual.? Kaplan recognized the funda-
mental autonomy of the individual as
a decision-maker. In that, he was
reflecting American liberal ideology.
While he decried some of the result-
ing economic and moral decisions, he
nonetheless accepted that the individ-
ual is the fundamental moral unit.
That reflects the moral philosophy of
his time, as well as its earlier liberal
roots in such thinkers as John Locke
and John Stuart Mill. It also reflects
the ideology of the modern nation
state and of its economic underpin-
nings in Adam Smith’s theory of the
“invisible hand.” Kaplan’s advocacy of
socialist ideas took place in the con-
text of his commitment to democracy
and awareness of the failures of unbri-
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dled capitalism, but he wanted greater
commitment to social welfare to
emerge through voluntary means.*

The notion of the highly individu-
ated autonomous person making
completely separate choices has bro-
ken down. Today we understand that
human thought is shaped by a combi-
nation of language and experience,
both of which are culturally based. We
cannot pretend that the individual
functions alone. While heroic individ-
uals can resist group patterns or create
new patterns, most people follow
their leaders and groups. The group
has a life of its own, and it usually fol-
lows its leaders, even when they
demand what others see as obviously
unethical acts. Thus, groups shape the
moral life of individuals both for good
and for ill.

Our group, the Jewish people, can
continue to shape our moral life, only
insofar as we retain our distinctive
culture and accept and, in some cases,
refine or alter its ethics.

The Rabbi and Group Life

In the pre-modern organic com-
munity, it was not simply the rabbi’s
role as halakhic decisor that made the
rabbi a critically important leader. It
was the way in which the community
empowered its lay and rabbinic lead-
ers, who in turn took responsibility
for shaping all phases of community
life in partnership with each other.
The nature of that community was
such that everybody expected the
rabbi to play a decisive leadership role.

When modernity ended that

organic community, the fundamental
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relationship between Jews and their
leaders shattered. Since then we have
been struggling to define a different
kind of Jewish community, new forms
of leadership, and a different way of
providing moral direction. It is impos-
sible to lead a community whose
members are not committed to it.
Once modernity displaced the old
rabbi/community relationship, rabbis
opted for one of two fundamental
choices.

One way is to claim control over
the community through interpreta-
tion of halakbab. That control exists
in some hasidic and ultra-Orthodox
groups and to a lesser extent among
the modern Orthodox. Some claim
that control in a mythic way, as do,
for instance, many Conservative rab-
bis. Such rabbis may assume control
over Shabbat and kashrut in the syna-
gogue, but, in effect, have little or no
control over people’s everyday lives.
Nevertheless, the myth of the rabbi as
halakhic decisor continues.

The other possibility is to acknowl-
edge that rabbis cannot exercise con-
trol, or that they choose not to, and
instead act as unthreateningly as pos-
sible. They give people options, try to
make them comfortable, and let them
be who they want to be. When rabbis,
congregations and Jewish communi-
ties proceed that way, leadership emp-
ties out of the rabbinic role, and
power evaporates from the Jewish
polity. Such rabbis may be safe and
useful, but our communities lose their
moral core and internal coherence,
thereby threatening Jewish continuity.

These two choices—control or
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abdication, halakhab or a radical com-
mitment to total individual autono-
my—are both deeply problematic. Yet
for several hundred years they seemed
to be the only two choices in the con-
text of modern ideology, economics
and political structure.

Kaplan’s 1920s sociology, which
emphasizes the life of the group in
such a fundamental way, contains the
germ of a counterclaim that says the
identity of individual decisors only
makes sense within the context of
their group. That notion has been
reinforced in powerful ways by cultur-
al anthropology since.

Reclaiming Group Life

Human development can only be
understood by examining social con-
texts and communications, because
the development of human beings to
their present state rests on a dynamic
interaction between physical develop-
ment and culture, including lan-
guage.” What is more fundamental to
human groups than language? Con-
scious decision-making is rooted over-
whelmingly in language and in the
human structures that we experience.
It makes no sense to think of a moral
life separate from a cultural context.
Our tribe, our community, shaped
who we are so profoundly that we
cannot meaningfully claim we are
capable of functioning as totally
autonomous moral beings. People
cling to this notion partly for cultural
convenience, but at least as much
because we have not put forth any sig-
nificant alternative model for under-
standing what it would mean to shape
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moral lives while recognizing the lim-
its of individual conscience.
An alternative model would need

to look carefully at what shapes our -

everyday lives. How do we connect
the surface level of culture—activities,
language and ritual—with its deep
structure, namely beliefs, attitudes
and assumptions about life? We usual-
ly cannot directly touch the deep
structure of culture. It changes over
time, however, in response to how we
adjust the surface artifacts in our
everyday lives. This is one of the rea-
sons why ritual matters so much.
Through rituals, we point to what we
care about on a deep level. This is why
conflict between actual conduct and
ritual is so painful. It shakes the deep
structure, and leaves people feeling
uncertain about what they are sup-
posed to hold on to. If our communi-
ties mean to have a moral impact, we
need to manage both the surface level
of everyday conduct and ritual, and
the deep level of the groups within
which we operate.

Often groups have troubles—
disharmony and acrimony, a lack of
direction and cohesion—when the
group and its leaders have been insuf-
ficiently attentive to managing its
overall life. Attention to group life is
one critical way that we can have an
impact on people’s moral lives. We
cannot do this by using halakhab,
and we cannot do it by using the ide-
ology of the autonomous moral indi-
vidual, which is at the heart not only
of Reform Judaism, but also of one
flank of the Reconstructionist move-
ment today. That flank is the least

The Reconstructionist

successful in the Reconstructionist
movement from this communitarian
perspective,
insufficient guidance, intensity and
motivation for continuity. That part

because it provides

of the movement says that everybody
should do whatever feels good, and it
will turn out well in the end. That
will be so only if we create a group
structure in which feeling good cor-
responds with living by the values we
mean to portray.

The alternative to the halakhic
option and the radical autonomy
option lies in a community’s mem-
bers cooperating to manage group
culture. That is where our moral life
as Jews can be rooted, how our per-
sonal ethical decisions can have a
meaningful context.

There are two challenges raised by
this approach. One is the challenge
of getting people personally and
morally involved in the group,
which is extremely difficult. The
other challenge lies in helping the
group come to substantial, reason-
able decisions about what the group
stands for. Leaders in a Reconstruc-
tionist setting have to take responsi-
bility for both of those things. Lead-
ers should take responsibility for
guiding an evolving process so that
people integrate into their lives the
moral vision of the group and come
to accept responsibility for exempli-
fying in their daily activities what
they have learned. When members
of the group do this, they have a
shared life, which becomes the
embodiment of what the group
teaches.
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Reconstructionist Process
When I talk about the rabbi as facil-

itator, I am not imagining someone
who in the process of helping the
group to be itself is going to be open to
any possible result. Facilitating means
not only finding decision-making
processes people can accept; it also
means teaching texts, values and con-
texts so that we can achieve decisions in
consonance with the best of Jewish civ-
ilization. That gives rabbis a substan-
tive role in the process, for which they
need to take responsibility. Rabbis
need the support of lay leaders if they
are to successfully lead in this way.

One of the things that makes me
especially happy about the Recon-
structionist Homosexuality Commis-
sion report of a few yedrs ago is the
methodology it embodies. When we
look at that report from the perspec-
tive of methodology, it teaches us four
things of note.

First, we must discover the atti-
tudes, beliefs, values and rights that
should drive decisions, because the
only legitimate way to make a sub-
stantial moral decision is to base it on
those deep elements.

Second, to do that, we must look at
Jewish sources and history. Studying
texts together is vitally important, not
only because it teaches fundamental
Jewish values and helps with Jewish
literacy. Studying and wrestling with
texts on the way to making moral
decisions means that we all increase
our rootedness in the Jewish group
and our sense of belonging and legiti-
mation through Jewish sources.
Studying those sources with energy
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and integrity will transform the con-
ceptual framework of the discussion,
rather than binding us by any one
conclusion. Furthermore, Jewish ethi-
cal decision-making without that
component of study and transforma-
tion is not likely to be a process that
people will take seriously in shaping
their lives.

Third, we must pay serious atten-
tion to the “PESTs,” an acronym for
our contemporary political, econom-
ic, social and techno-scientific situa-
tion.” The application of ethics always
takes place in a real situation.

Fourth, our conclusions must inte-
grate those three other levels. The
Homosexuality Commission Report
does not duplicate what often occurs
in liberal responsa, where an extreme-
ly learned and thorough summary of
the halakbhah's development takes
about 90% of the responsum, and the
last 10% reaches a conclusion that
does not have anything to do with the
first 90%. To me that delegitimates
the whole purpose of studying the
ancient text. Our study texts must
also include those portraying relevant
contemporary values, so we can there-
by determine what values we advocate
and how the “PESTs” have changed
our context. Only such a dual
encounter with our ancient roots and
our contemporary concerns can help
us reach conclusions around which a
legitimate community consensus can

be formed.
Whose Process Is It?

How we reach conclusions is a crit-

ical legitimator. That’s one half of the
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process. The other half has to do with
whose process it is. It does not do my
community very much good if I do all
the talking about the issue myself and
then give my conclusion on behalf of
the group. The group’s absorbing Jew-
ish values, beliefs, rights and ideals is
at least as important as whether the
community’s members accept a par-
ticular conclusion that the rabbi or lay
leader comes to on a particular issue.
The group is truly a group only when
it comes to a shared understanding of
those larger elements, and that will
not happen unless we go through the
whole process together.

The rabbis legitimation and
authority in that situation flows from
the ability to produce and teach the
relevant material, and to guarantee a
process in which community mem-
bers’ doubts, concerns and values are
allowed to be fully expressed. Now the
rabbi cannot do that with every mem-
ber of a congregation, but the rabbi
can do it repeatedly with various
groups in the congregation or organi-
zation on issues where they are partic-
ularly concerned. Some issues that are
big enough can be brought to the
whole Board. Much of the Jewish per-
spective on any issue can be covered in
fifteen minutes of every Board meet-
ing over the course of a year, before
that issue gets anywhere near a deci-
sion point. Such dialogue builds com-
munity by building shared values and
beliefs.

The moral framework must be
responsive both to the values that we
now consider Jewish—values such as
democracy, inclusion and equality for
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women that we have brought into the
tradition—and to values the tradition
has held for a very long time. For
example, contemporary egalitarianism
is rooted in the biblical notion of
tzelem Elohim, that human beings are
the image of God, but it needed the
current context to bring that out. Our
attitudes and values thar are now over-
turning some pieces of halakhah can
have profound roots in values within
the Jewish tradition. Stressing this
helps legitimate our form of this
enterprise.

Contemporary moral argument
also needs to be included in our study
processes, because unless we look at
what The New York Times says and
talk about how we differ and why we
differ, we will not feel satisfied. This
kind of ethical study is needed not
only at times when we want formally
to take up particular issues such as
sexual ethics, family issues, abortion
or how we use our time. We also need
to show that we really understand the
context of those visions of living that
we disagree with, and explain why and
how we disagree. By doing this, our
Jewish culture and moral vision can
be articulated as a counter-culture, or
what Peter Berger calls a “secondary
culture.” Berger says that for a sec-
ondary culture to work, we need to
provide deep primary experiences that
are profoundly emotional and identi-
ty forming, and also secondary experi-
ences through activities like study,
which allow people to understand
how their primary experience relates
to the rest of their lives, and how they
can lead their lives vis-a-vis the major-
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ity culture. Working on both these
levels is critical for any group that
wants to take ethical questions seri-
ously and develop within itself values
and beliefs that have sufficient depth
to be group-sustaining.

One of the reasons why our con-
gregations are not yet true communi-
ties is that they do not have a fully
developed set of attitudes, beliefs and
values that are reinforced by group
conduct. Creating that is part of our
challenge. The other part of the chal-
lenge of community building is pro-
grammatic. Building relationships
within the group and helping people
experience the group’s meeting their
social and structural needs is also vital,
but it is beyond this essay’s scope.*

Being Changed by the Process

How do we avoid knee-jerk mod-
ernism, which is as dangerous to us as
knee-jerk traditionalism? If we really
do study the sources and have an open
discussion, it is my experience that
those exposures are transformative.
Going through a study process like
that undergone by the Homosexuality
Commission does not mean that you
will necessarily come out where you
started. I certainly didn’t. If we are not
going to be knee-jetk moderns, then
we have to enter into this process with
the recognition that we might be
changed by it. Because if we don’t stay
open to such fundamental change, we
are just putting on a show.

The learning and group interaction
themselves have the power to legiti-
mate our moral decision-making. We
are changed both by what we study
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and by those with whom we study.
We cannot take responsibility for
where the whole Jewish people should
go. We cannot even fully control
where our own institutions are going.
What we can do is take responsibility
for the moral life that takes place
when people are engaged in the
process of studying values, and for the
power and energy that it generates to
affect the people in our communities
who are not yet a part of it. If we can
take responsibility for that, if some-
thing powerful and wonderful hap-
pens in that group of people and some
Torah gets taught, that is an enor-
mous accomplishment. The energy
generated can uplift the conversations
in the community around issues that
are potentially life- and community-
changing. When such conversations
are shaped by Jewish value-terms and
people can cite texts and say, ‘Our
community has to stand for this kind
of value, this kind of conduct,” then
something wonderful and transforma-
tive has happened.

Often our congregations have these
kinds of discussions only about those
issues that affect the congregation as a
whole, and not about the issues that
affect congregants individually. Such
personal issues as sexual and profes-
sional ethics have an impact on the
congregation too, but only indirectly,
through the way those individuals’
personal moral lives affect our congre-
Accepting  community
responsibility for such moral ques-
tions can transform the rabbi’s job.
The rabbi becomes responsible for
helping to manage the overall values

gations.
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and lifestyles of the community. This
shifts people’s expectations of our
communities, creating new relevance
and a new basis for loyalty to the com-
munity.

Beyond the “Feel Good” Response

Robert Wuthnow’s recent book,
Sharing the Journey,’ is a wonderful
study of small groups in America and
how profoundly influential they are.
Two points in this book are worth
noting in our context. First, people
join small groups for personal growth
and personal satisfaction. Second,
what they get is a short, intense feel-
ing of community at each meeting —
what might be called a ‘warm-fuzzy’
feeling. They obtain the community
benefit they want—the feeling—
without any long-term commitment.

If the synagogue can play a role in
peoples’ lives beyond that kind of
quick ‘feel-good’ response, it will do
so because it reminds them not just of
immanence, the spirit that dwells
within (the way a small group does),
but of transcendent values and pur-
poses as well. It reminds them that
communities have commitments that
last over time and have the right to
make demands over time. If we don’t
aspire to that kind of community, our
communities will indeed be hollow.
Our challenge is to create communities
of commitment. Some people will
complain if we move in this direction.
But far more will be transformed by
it. Of course, this means that our con-
gregations will not appeal to everyone.
People always have other options, and
we do not need to be the lowest com-
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mon denominator.

If the people whom a rabbi teaches
and leads come to have a shared vision
of present and future life that is close
to their rabbi’s, they will move for-
ward together as a community, and
the rabbi will be empowered as a
leader. That will lead to greater satis-
faction for all in the community and
to a greater ability to make God’s pres-
ence manifest in each other, in our
community and in our world.4
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Kaplan’s Legacy for
Contemporary
Jewish Education

BY JEFFREY SCHEIN

Mordecai Kaplan and Bernard
Cronson their
report calling for radical changes in

It has been eighty-five years since

issued famous
the form, substance, structure, and
staffing of Jewish education. The
heder and melamed, the whipping
boys of the report, have long since
passed. Talmud Torahs, summer
camps, Bureaus of Jewish Education,
and now Continuity Commissions
have all tried to break into a vicious
cycle of educational failure.

The literature on educational
change as well as our own common
sense tells us that there are many
points of entry into a change process.
To conceptualize these points of entry,
I find it useful to apply Kaplan’s
insights and practice to three primary
areas of the contemporary agenda in
Jewish education: 1) the Jewish
teacher; 2) the curriculum of the Jew-
ish school; and 3) the relationship of
the Jewish school to the Jewish com-
munity.

I. The Teacher’s Centrality

Rabbi Kaplan was both a passion-
ate and visionary teacher. We catch a
glimpse of that quality of Jewish
teaching through the memoirs of Dr.
Israel Scheffler, professor of education
at Harvard University, who studied
with Kaplan for a year at the Jewish
Theological Seminary.

[My] first real encounter with a

live philosophical issue I owe to

Dr. Kaplan. He was...not a

warm personality, nor did he

care much that he was plunging
many of his students into a tur-
moil of belief. He had no sym-
pathy at all for our discomfort,
bludgeoning his way through
our apologetic defenses.... Truth
to tell, I disliked Dr. Kaplan as a
teacher, yet I owe him a large
intellectual and educational
debt. Only later did I come to
appreciate his blunt honesty and
exemplary courage in defying

orthodox beliefs and forging

Jeffrey Schein is Associate Professor of Jewish Education at Cleveland College of Jewish
Studies, Director of Family Education for the Cleveland Fellows Program and Nation-
al Education Director for the Federation of Reconstructionist Congregations and

Havurot.
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new paths in Jewish religious

thought. And only later still did

I come to regard him with gen-

uine affection.’

Such teaching requires a deep com-
mitment to intellectual and spiritual
honesty. Rabbi Harold Shulweiss, for
one, believes that this Kaplanian lega-
cy is almost entirely absent from the
contemporary Jewish classroom.?
Kaplan understood how difficult
achieving such a teaching stance could
be. “Judaism is a problem to those
who have to teach it, and what Jew is
exempt from teaching i?” he observed
in Judaism as a Civilization. “So diffi-
cult indeed has it become to teach
Judaism that only those undertake the
task who are too naive to realize what
they have to cope with, or too much
committed to Judaism to escape
responsibility for envisaging in con-
crete forms the future they contem-
plate for it.”

In Kaplan’s day, as in ours, basic
survival—rather than ascending spiri-
tual heights—is often the main chal-
lenge for the Jewish teacher. What
kind of training might improve the
effectiveness of the Jewish teacher?
Many institutions are renewing their
efforts to provide solid training for
Jewish teachers. The five community
colleges of Jewish education across the
country (in Baltimore, Boston, Chi-
caago, Cleveland, and Philadelphia),
the rabbinic seminaries, and the vari-
ous agencies for Jewish education
have become much more active in this
regard. Yet, I believe that they often
fail to address the challenges Kaplan

felt were most critical because of the
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very way that they typically structure
their programs.

The commonsense understanding
is that teachers need both pedagogic
skill and Jewish knowledge. The for-
mula then becomes X number of edu-
cation courses/workshops plus Y
number of Judaica courses equals a
trained Jewish teacher. I doubt
whether Kaplan believed such an
approach could challenge future Jew-
ish teachers in the way he challenged
students such as Israel Scheffler. And
short of such a challenge Kaplan
believed, as I do, that the well-trained
pedagogue will always teach an insipid
form of Judaism.

In the general discourse of educa-
tional thought, Lee Shulman and oth-
ers have begun to talk about “pedagog-
ic content knowledge.” Pedagogy and
content cannot be two separate disci-
plines, because there is a necessary
bridge between what one knows and
how one teaches. With this in mind, we
have created a Reconstructionist teach-
ing model to serve as our own bridge
between Jewish knowledge/commit-
ment and the act of teaching.

We have made a ‘good faith’
assumption that the same forces that
shaped the Jewish people over the
long course of its history are the forces
that on a different plane shape a
teacher or a student as they engage in
a search for Jewish meaning. And the
beginning point of this complex chain
of transmission is not a static version
of Judaism, but a series of questions
that helps a teacher raise for him/her-
self the same questions that will ani-
mate discussions with students.

Fall 1995 « 25



Thus, a Reconstructionist unit on
kashrut begins with a set of questions
for the teacher and rabbi or principal
to explore together. Such teaching cre-
ates its own social context, rather than
being a package of knowledge pre-
pared in the splendid isolation of the
teacher’s study and then presented to
the student. Here is the set of prelim-
inary questions to answer:

1) How has your own obser-

vance (non-observance) of

kashrut changed over the years?

2) Review with one another

what is the synagogue’s policy.

3) What seems “holy”, “confus-

ing”, “puzzling”, or “silly” about

the laws of kashrutr  4) What
aspect of kashrut falls into the
category of “not yet” for you?

5) What is the synagogue doing

to promote an appreciation for

the sacredness of food? What can

be done as an educational staff?

This unit proceeds in a way that
points to some telling differences
between classical and contemporary
Reconstructionism. Classical Recon-
structionism strove for a synthesis of
modernity and tradition. Being
kosher in the home and eating freely
outside the home is strongly hinted at
in the 1941 Reconstructionist Guide
to Ritual. The sense of Jewish identity
that guides contemporary Recon-
structionist teaching would argue that
such clear lines of distinction under-
play honest, creative tensions in the
process of spiritual and moral deci-
sion-making. Therefore, the unit con-
tinues with this bit of advice to the
teacher:
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There is an almost palpable ten-
sion in this unit between two
conflicting  Reconstructionist
impulses: the desire to create
opportunities for maximal Jewish
and the respect
Reconstructionism accords the
individual in choosing those
observances. The tension is nec-
essary. Given the background of
most “liberal” Jewish families
emphasizing the “freedom to

observance

choose” too strongly most often
insures non-exposure to a tradi-
tion like kashrut. Thus, in this
unit, experiencing kashrut is the
sine qua non of later analysis.
The pendulum swings back in
the direction of informed choice
later in the unit. Here students
are asked to think ahead to a time
when they might head their own
Jewish families. Given what they
now understand about Aashrut,
do they see kashrut in some form
(traditional kashrut, eco-kashrut,
vegetarianism) as a meaningful
part of an adult Jewish life?”

Thus, the whole unit becomes an

exercise in responsible religious deci-

sion-making.

I1. Shaping the Curriculum

The effective Jewish teacher, while
being sensitive to the needs of the stu-
dent and in touch with his or her own
Jewishness, also needs an anchoring
vision of Judaism. Curriculum pro-
vides the means for articulating the
goals that flow from such a vision.

Kaplan defined the goals of a Jew-

ish education as follows:

The Reconstructionist



to develop in the rising genera-

tion a desire and a capacity 1) to

participate in Jewish life; 2) to
understand and appreciate the

Hebrew language and literature;

3) to put into practice Jewish

patterns of conduct, both ethical

and religious; 4) to appreciate
and adopt Jewish sanctions and
aspirations; and 5) to stimulate
artistic creativity in the expres-
sion of Jewish values.”
[ often begin my sessions about Recon-
structionist Jewish education by asking
people—sixty years after this statement
—to give a collective report card to
Jewish education. Most typically in
these pop surveys, the American Jewish
community gets its highest grades in
regard to participation in Jewish life.
Goal #5—the stimulation of artistic
creativity—often comes in second
place. People rarely understand with-
out a great deal of clarification what it
means to “appreciate and adopt Jewish
sanctions and aspirations.” Generally,
the groups of teachers and lay leaders |
sample believe that we have not done a
terrific job “putting into practice Jew-
ish patterns of conduct ethical and reli-
gious.” And everyone agrees that in
regard to fostering an “appreciation of
the Hebrew language and literature”
the American Jewish community has
failed miserably.

The results of this informal survey
should not surprise us. If Reconstruc-
tionism really does embody the folk
religion of American Jewry, it is not
surprising that, given our commit-
ment to putting belonging before
believing and behaving, that we do
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best in fostering Jewish involvement,
and that dimensions of Jewish belief
and action lag behind. And if, as
Reconstructionist  Jews,
helped create a climate where Jewish
arts are seen as integral to Jewish edu-
cation, we ought to take pride in hav-
ing furthered an understanding of
Judaism as a civilization.

The Role of Hebrew

The failure to achieve our goals in
regard to Hebrew seems particularly
telling. Again, it would be tempting
to focus on the external forces (fewer

we have

hours in religious school, the dearth
of Hebrew speaking summer camps,
etc.) in the American Jewish milieu
that have eroded the
Kaplan and the “Benderly boys™ to
create a genuinely Hebraic form of

dreams of

Jewish education. Yet one has only to
consult Mel Scult’s biography of
Kaplan to understand that even the
master had ambivalence about his
own goals. Scult writes:
Teaching in Hebrew was likewise
troublesome for him. He was in
the habit of reading the Hebrew
periodical literature before he
went to class so his mind would
be in a hebraic mode. On one
occasion he could not prepare
himself in this way and had trou-
ble expressing his thoughts. And
yet “he did not have the courage
to do what in his own heart he
believed to be right, i.e., speak
English.”

dents complained they were not

...When some stu-

getting the point, Kaplan imme-
diately switched to English, “to
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my relief and to the relief of my

students.™
What are we to make of this story? At
the simplest level, we learn of Kaplan’s
human limitations. Perhaps Kaplan
would very much have liked to lecture
more fluently in Hebrew to a more
hebraically-attentive audience. At the
level of educational objectives, Kaplan
may be giving us a message about the
importance of opting for intellectual
quality and clarity over bi-lingualism
as a Jewish value.

I also respond to the story in a per-
sonal way. I think of all the times I
have been frustrated as the tutor of my
children who attend Jewish day
schools. While I have sometimes been
able to share with them textual sensi-
tivities to the Torah and helped them
connect pieces of the Jewish puzzle
together, I rue the many times [ have
had to run to my Shiloh Hebrew-Eng-
lish dictionary to look up the Hebrew
word I really should have known.

It has been my own experience and
my experience working with many
Reconstructionist rabbis and educa-
tors that we consistently underesti-
mate the great amount of time and
effort necessary to acquire the skills
that open the gates to the treasures of
Jewish civilization. Kaplan’s version of
Judaism as a civilization is a wonderful
antidote to the sometimes silly conver-
sations that go on in Jewish education-
al circles about whether Hebrew is the
language of prayer or the language of
everyday Clearly,
Hebrew is both, and also the language
of great Jewish literature. But Kaplan’s
integrative vision of Hebrew’s role in

conversation.
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Jewish life can be very deceptive, con-
sidering the time that needs to be
spent in the trenches acquiring basic
skills. Perhaps the
beguiled the master, as the story in
Scult’s biography seems to imply.

notion even

Spiritual Peoplehood

While Kaplan worked hard to
translate his vision of peoplehood into
educational and curricular terms, we
have only partially realized his vision.
In my judgment, half the educational
burden of the Reconstructionist edu-
cator rests in Kaplan’s unfinished
agenda. But the other half of our
agenda ought to be the transforma-
tion of Reconstructionist educational
thinking into a curriculum of “Spiri-
tual Peoplehood.” Such a curricular
approach roots itself deeply in the
experience of Judaism as the unfold-
ing of spiritual paths marked by the
vocabulary of tikkun olam, kedushah,
mentschlichkeit, tzionut and hokhma.
It begins with the notion of people-
hood, but moves beyond it in view of
the demands of living a creative Jew-
ish life in the 1990s and beyond.

The concept of peoplehood needs
to be reformulated because, as Jacob
Staub and I have written elsewhere,
“contemporary American
involves a ready acceptance of ethnic
differences without demanding cul-

culture

tural or moral creativity and discipline
as an outgrowth of ethnic identifica-
tion.” If we focus only on the form of
ethnicity, we will continue to raise “a
generation of inverse Marranos, who
proudly display Israeli flags in public,
who fight fearlessly for the rights of
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Jews to be different in the public
schools, and yet who have little or no
Jewish ceremony and study in their
private lives.” Since our students
come to us by and large knowing that
they are members of the Jewish peo-
ple, “we should instead adopt as our
goal the inculcation of a sense of pur-
poseful or spiritual peoplehood. No
longer called upon to justify the sur-
vival of the Jewish people in terms of
its potential contributions—as a reli-
gion of ethical nationhood, for exam-
ple—to the greater good of human
civilization, we are faced with the
challenge of motivating our students
to enrich their lives with Jewish con-
tent by exposing them to experiences
that capture the moral and spiritual
dimensions of Jewish life.”*

The rich and diverse set of curricu-
lar resources in Windows to the Jewish
Soul: Resources for Teaching the Values
of Spiritual Peoplehood reflects our
efforts to update Kaplan’s educational
vision and further translate it into an

educational realiry.
III. School and Community

Kaplan was certain that Jewish
education required an animating phi-
losophy of Jewish living. He never
thought of that philosophy as being
primarily a new ideology. His search
was for a practical philosophy, a phi-
losophy that could “create a Jewish
milieu which will reflect Jewish
ideals.” Were Rabbi Kaplan alive
today and actively assessing Jewish
education I believe he would be
impressed with the useful distinction
that Isa Aron has made between para-
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digms of pedagogy and paradigms of
acculturation. She reminds us that
teaching always occurs within a
broader context of absorbing the
ideals and living out the patterns of a
particular community."

Much contemporary activity in
Jewish education can be seen as an
attempt to consciously effect this
switch to a paradigm of acculturation.
Informal education, “beyond the
classroom” experiences, retreats and
family education have become our
new watchwords. 1 believe Rabbi
Kaplan would have smiled art all these
efforts. He would have seen them
pointing to something that was
almost axiomatic in his own thinking:
in a power struggle, Jewish sociology
would always defeat Jewish education.
The classroom reflects the larger social
forces of the day.

But as the smile began to recede
from Rabbi Kaplan’s lips one would
need to call a darshan, an exegete, to
provide what Kaplan could barely get
at in its own thinking. And here the
darshan might very well be the schol-
ar of educational
Lawrence Cremin. Cremin points out
that all progressives were united in

progressivism,

seeing intimate connections between
school and society. But for the more
conservative advocates of progres-
sivism, the school could only mirror
society, offering children an adjust-
ment to the life around them. For the
more radical progressives, schools
could (and should!) be involved in
addressing and redressing the injus-
tices of the surrounding society,
effecting “social reconstruction.”' ‘A
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tall order for a six year old,” say the
critics of radical progressivism. “The
only way to secure a future and pro-
vide a meaningful education,” answer
the radicals.

It is hard to locate Rabbi Kaplan
within this controversy. While he
believed that changes in the overall
organization of the Jewish communi-
ty (the creation of BJEs, JCCs etc.)
would affect the overall quality of
Jewish education, he did not describe
how the transformation of a school
might lead to the transformation of
the larger contexts (the congregation
for instance) in which it is “nested.”

The possibility of such transforma-
tion when a community sees itself as
“educative” in the broadest sense has
become a cornerstone of the newest
thinking about Jewish education.
Within the Reconstructionist move-
ment we have utilized a grant from
the Covenant Foundation to create a
Cooperative Schools Network com-
mitted to learning more about the
dynamics of such transformation.
What has become quite clear to us is
that new ways of thinking about Jew-
ish education need to accompany cre-
ative experimentation. One of the first
publications of the Cooperating
Schools Nerwork declares: “Business
as usual means thinking of children as
the primary beneficiaries of our edu-
cational program, with families only
icing on the cake. But improving the
quality of Jewish education means
thinking of our goals for a given cur-
riculum as being concerned with and
addressing adults, families, and chil-
dren in equal measure.”
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If we and others succeed in trans-
lating new educational thinking into
new educational realities through
strategies such as the ones highlighted
in this paper, then perhaps the vicious
cycle of Jewish educational failure will

finally be broken.#
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Creative Adjustment
and Other Kaplanian
Principles of Change

BY ELLEN M. UMANSKY

he key to Judaism's survival
has long been its ability to
serve as both a way of thought

and a way of life. Despite the seeming
rigidity of rabbinic Aalakhabh, laws
have constantly been reinterpreted,
elaborated upon, and when necessary,
changed in order to meet the needs of
every generation. Meeting these needs
has not meant attempting to make
Jewish life less demanding. Rather, it
has meant responding to contempo-
rary issues and problems, successfully
drawing on new ideas and aesthetic
sensibilities, and creating new rituals,
customs, and prayers in order to
enrich and revitalize Judaism and Jew-
ish life.

Despite his respect for the rabbinic
process of change and for halakhah
itself, Mordecai Kaplan rightly under-
stood that within the context of
modernity, traditional methods of
legal interpretation were no longer
sufficient. Given the voluntary nature
of contemporary Jewish affiliation
and identity, no coercive system, he
believed, not even a reinterpreted one,

could gain the loyalty of the vast

majority of American Jews. In Ques-
tions Jews Ask: Reconstructionist
Answers, a collection of 275 answers
to specific questions motivated by
newly created conditions, facts and
attitudes toward life, Kaplan set out
his own principles and criteria for
change. Kaplan insisted that the sur-
vival of the Jewish people must be a
central considering
change, centering his discussions

criterion  in

around specific principles and meth-
ods that might be employed in achiev-
ing Judaism's " creative adjustment.""
In many ways, Questions Jews Ask is
itself an example of creative adjust-
ment. Understanding the Jewish and
spiritual value of responsa, yet finding
the traditional focus of such collec-
tions to be too narrow (they rarely
included questions of belief), the
questioners too elite, and the a priori
commitment to finding a technical
halakhic unacceptable,
Kaplan breathed new life into a liter-
ary form that had long revealed Judais-

solution

m's great capacity for development. In
so doing, Kaplan succinctly presented
his vision of a reconstructed Judaism,
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offering specific steps through which
contemporary Jews might find a new
sense of connection and commitment
to Judaism and the Jewish people.
Examining Kaplan's
change helps clarify many of his cen-

criteria  for
tral concerns, while also providing a
lens through which changes currently
being made in contemporary Reform
and Reconstructionist Judaism might
be understood and evaluated.

Fundamental Attitudes

Like the writers of Reform respon-
sa,> Kaplan rejected the view that the
rules of halakhah literally were
revealed by a supernatural God.
Agreeing that change is not only per-
missible but often necessary, Kaplan
sided with Reform Judaism in finding
both Orthodox and Conservative
Judaism too tradition-centered. Cen-
tral to Kaplan's understanding of the
need for reinterpretation and change
was his insistence that Judaism, as the
ongoing religious civilization of the
Jewish people, was created and recre-
ated by the Jewish people themselves.

For Kaplan, Torah meant accumu-
lated Jewish wisdom. Since the source
of this expanded Torah was not a
supernatural God, he believed that
neither revaluation nor change were
dependent upon a new supernatural
revelation. Nor did change have to
find justification within the frame-
work of halakhab. Yet Kaplan did not
reject the concept of revelation; rather
he redefined it. He creatively adjusted
the term revelation to mean the
process by which humans discover
religious truth. "We today," he wrote,
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"who look upon God as the Power
that prods [us] to become fully
human, must regard as divinely
revealed any idea that helps individu-
als and groups to achieve the full
stature of their humanity. One's dis-
covery of religious truth is Gods revela-
tion of it, since the very process of that
discovery implies the activity of God."

Despite Kaplan's great love for Jew-
ish tradition, he refused to say that all
traditional observances were of equal
value. In marked contrast to his con-
temporary, the German-Jewish philoso-
pher, Franz Rosenzweig, he refused to
approach halakhic norms with an atti-
tude of "not yet." He concurred with
Reform Judaism's insistence that obser-
vance in itself cannot make one holy,
recognizing that despite their impor-
tance, "rituals can be abused by the ten-
dency to assume that the performance
of the symbolic rite is itself a virtuous
act, whether it impels one to serve the
ethical ideal it symbolizes or not."
While believing that symbolic forms
were an essential means of conveying
spiritual values and solidifying the we-
feeling of the group, "the meticulous
observance of ritual," he emphatically
warned, "is always a temptation to self-
righteousness."*

Kaplan's Criteria for Reten-
tion or Change '

In that spirit, he offered two specif-
ic criteria that any observance or ritu-
al must meet in order to be retained:
1) Its observance must contribute to the
survival of the Jewish people; and 2) it
must be capable of enriching Jewish
spiritual life (which Kaplan under-
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stood to include the ethical). Consid-
ered as a whole and in the context of
a larger pattern of conduct, obser-
vances that fail to measure up to those
criteria should be allowed to become
obsolete.’

Consequently, for example, he
advocated retaining biblical and rab-
binic regulations concerning refillin
and mezuzah, not because he believed
that winding phylacteries around
one's hands or forehead or affixing
words of Torah to one's doors would
of themselves ensure Jewish survival
or enrich Jewish spiritual or ethical
life, but because he recognized that
within the context of a life open to liv-
ing by Jewish norms, refillin and
mezuzah could add to, and deepen,
one's commitment to Jewish people-
hood and personal sense of Jewish
identity.

Insisting that only a voluntarist
approach to Jewish observance and
community could claim the attention
or loyalty of contemporary American
Jews, Kaplan acknowledged the role
of individual autonomy in decisions
concerning affiliation and personal
observance. Nonetheless, by viewing
the continuity of Jewish life as one of
two major criteria for religious obser-
vance, Kaplan created norms that
were both religious (that is, spiritual
or ethical) and Jewish. Unlike his
Reform contemporaries, who provid-
ed a religious, but not intrinsically
Jewish rationale for observance (main-
taining that one should retain only
those observances that served as per-
sonal "vehicles towards holiness"),
Kaplan recognized that Jewish identi-
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ty could only be lived within the con-
text of community. Judaism could not
be equated with universal religion (a
phrase commonly used by early twen-
tieth-century of Reform
Judaism), not only because, as a civi-

leaders

lization, it encompassed far more than
religion, but also because, as a reli-
gion, it was grounded within the par-
ticular history and culture of the Jew-
ish people.

Kaplan acknowledged that there
were many spiritual and ethical values
that different religious civilizations
shared with one another. Nonetheless,
he believed, each civilization needed
to express these values through dis-
tinctive folkways (i.e., customs, rituals

"the

cluster of sacred texts, heroes, objects,

and observances) and sancta,

places, and events which have become
sanctified through the historical expe-
riences of the religious group."® Thus,
unlike leaders of Reform Judaism,
who justified change cither as a neces-
sary means of harmonizing Judaism
with the spirit of the modern age (a
modern but not explicitly Jewish jus-
tification) or as the result of hearing
God's revelatory voice in a new way (a
Jewish justification that does not nec-
essarily view peoplehood as a central
criterion of change), Kaplan under-
stood change to be an organic part of
the Jewish people's almost four thou-
sand year-old quest for salvation,

which he defined as this-worldly ful-

fillment.

Step #1: A Functional Revaluation

In his Guide to Jewish Ritual, first
published in The Reconstructionist in
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1941 and later issued in pamphlet
form, Kaplan focused on the ongoing
significance of Shabbat and kashrut.
He reiterated some of this discussion
in Questions Jews Ask, using the notion
of "creative adjustment” to clarify his
relationship to halakhah, while offer-
ing his vision of a reconstructed
Judaism.

The first step that Kaplan proposed
was to look at the function served by
a particular ritual or observance. In
regard to kashrut, he acknowledged
that initially these laws might have
arisen out of "primitive religious
beliefs." Yer the function of kashrut, as
presented in the Torah (see, for exam-
ple, Leviticus 11: 45-46) was "highly
spiricual,” its purpose, "making the
People of Isracl aware of its dedication
to God as a priestly or holy People.”

Over the course of centuries,
kashrut came to assume a second
function, serving as a visible means of
Jewish distinctiveness and identifica-
tion that contributed "to the perpetu-
ation of the Jewish People and the
retention of its way of life." Further,
by teaching Jews that a physical need
such as eating can be a "source of spir-
itual value," kashrut helps one recog-
nize the connection between the phys-
ical and spiritual dimensions of life."”

Steps #2 and #3: Retention
and Change

After examining its functions,
Kaplan proposed that a second step be
taken. If a given observance con-
tributed to Jewish survival and
enhanced Jewish spiritual life, one
needed to first determine whether
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Jews would voluntarily practice it in
its current form. If they would, no
changes needed to be made in either
form or content, but if they were
unlikely to observe it, specific rules
and regulations needed to be reexam-
ined and creatively adjusted. For
example, if it were found that many of
the regulations of kashrut conflicted
with contemporary life and its full
observance were not possible, some of
its details would need to be modified.?
In setting forth proposals for mod-
ification, Kaplan acknowledged that
at times creative adjustment necessi-
tated going outside of traditional
halakhah. Step three, however, was
not the creation of a new halakbah,
but a reframing of the discussion.
Rather than asking what regulations
need to be followed, or what limits
need to be set, Kaplan proposed that
one envision, actively support and
strive towards optimum observance.
The nature or requirements of such
observance, he believed, could only be
determined individually because
"conditions vary so greatly for differ-
ent individuals that what might
amount to a minimal sacrifice for
some might amount to an intolerable
burden for others." He concluded,
"what every Jew should seek in adjust-
ing his beliefs and observances to con-
ditions is not a quantitative minimum
or maximum, but an optimum stan-
dard." Despite the centrality for him
of peoplehood and community,
Kaplan firmly believed that each Jew
was personally responsible "for mak-
ing the best possible creative adjust-
ment to those conditions that affect

The Reconstructionist



his effort to fulfill himself as a Jew.™
In Kaplan's frequent discussions
about creative adjustment he insisted
that craditional rituals and obser-
vances which relegated women to a
subordinate role be adjusted or
changed. Women, he maintained,
should be counted in the minyan,
called to the reading of the Torah, be
given equal educational opportuni-
ties, and offered equal opportunities
to participate fully in Jewish commu-
nal and religious life. Such adjust-
ments would better reflect contempo-
rary ethical notions concerning gen-
der, greatly enhance women's spiritu-
al lives and contribute to Jewish sur-
vival by encouraging greater congrega-
tional participation. One thing is cer-
tain, he concluded: "To deny women
equality with men in Jewish life, in an
environment in which they are recog-
nized as equal in other respects, is to

"o

invite their indifference to Judaism.

Step #4: Discarding the Obsolete

Accompanying Kaplan's third step
of creative adjustment was the fourth
step of rendering obsolete all that nei-
ther contributed to Jewish survival
nor enhanced the spiritual and ethical
growth of contemporary Jews. In
answering the question, "Does not the
use of the organ in Jewish religious
services create an untraditional
church-like Kaplan
responded that while its use initially

atmosphere?”

may have been a "foreign custom,” a
reflection of Christian influence, its
Jewish association had become so
strong that many Jews would cite reli-
gious reasons in arguing for its reten-
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tion.'" In addition, by adding to "the
solemnity and expressiveness of the
Jewish service,” the organ was highly
capable of enriching Jewish spiritual
life. Kaplan supported retaining organ
music on the dual grounds that it con-
tributed to the Jewish survival and the
spiritual life of many contemporary
Jews. On the other hand, he main-
tained, should the organ lose its Jew-
ish association and cease to serve as a
source of spiritual enhancement, it
could, and would, be discarded.'?

Kaplan used similar criteria in
revaluing liturgy. While strongly
advocating retaining prayers that gave
voice to the spiritual and ethical aspi-
rations of contemporary Jews, he
advised eliminating those that
expressed beliefs or hopes that Jews no
longer shared. Thus, for example, in
answer to the question, "What place,
if any, should references to the sacrifi-
cial ritual have in a modern Jewish
service?” Kaplan flatly stated that
prayers for restoring animal sacrifices
should be omitted, since "we do not
wish to see them restored.” While sac-
rificial worship once had enormous
value, in our day "participation in
such worship would evoke not rever-
ence but disgust.” We might, howev-
er, create new prayers to give expres-
sion to those "values embodied in the
sacrificial ritual” still in need of fulfill-
ment. Such values included the "col-
lective consecration of the Jewish peo-
ple to the service of God" and regular
pilgrimages to Jerusalem."

Finally, in reexamining such life-
cycle ceremonies as pidyon haben
the son),

(redeeming firstborn
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Kaplan maintained that some rituals
were so objectionable that they
should become obsolete. Among the
reasons he offered for eliminating
pidyon haben were: 1) The ritualistic
payment of money to a kohen either
presupposes the existence of a func-
tioning priesthood or belief in its
restoration. As Kaplan emphatically
stated: "A hereditary priestly caste is
an anachronism.” 2) Its special
emphasis on the firstborn son, "to
the neglect of children born later,”
wrongfully
notions of privileges and status. 3)

perpetuates  earlier
Finally, to ritualistically ascribe to
God "the deliberate slaying of the
[Egyptians'] firstborn sons” as a sign
of love for the Jewish people "is
abhorrent to the best ethical thinking

of our times.""

Step #5: The Creation of New
Rituals

Kaplan readily acknowledged that
the vibrancy of Jewish civilization
depended upon ongoing creativity. As
new ideas and aspirations arose, so
new ceremonies, observances and
prayers needed to be created. For the
most part, it was possible to articulate
contemporary values and beliefs by
creatively adjusting rituals that already
existed (see Steps #3 and 4). Some-
times, however, greater innovation
was needed. "Our cultural and reli-
gious heritage should be looked
upon,” he insisted, "as a treasury on
which we can draw, but which has to
be constantly replenished, if it is not
to be exhausted in time.""

Kaplan recognized that there were
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many personal occasions for which
Jewish tradition offered no existing
ritual. As examples of new rituals that
emphasize both the individual's iden-
tification with the Jewish people and
relate "the life of the individual to the
eternal and universal life of God," he
pointed to naming ceremonies for
baby girls, the institution of Bat Mitz-
vah, communal celebrations of confir-
mation and religious school gradua-
tion, and ritual celebrations of mar-
riage anniversaries. He further sug-
gested that embarking on or returning
from a pilgrimage to Israel, election to
a synagogue or communal office, or
joining a congregation were other
occasions for which new rituals might
be created. Such rituals, he insisted,
"would restore to modern Jewish life
that poetry and piety which character-
ized Jewish life in [previous] ages."'

Laws vs. Religious Usages

Throughout Questions Jews Ask,
Kaplan clearly distinguished between
issues of religious observance and
those directly concerning human or
human/societal relations. Firmly
advocating a voluntarist approach to
the former, he suggested identifying
ritual miitzvot (or those between the
individual and God) as religious
usages. No longer capable of func-
tioning as laws, their performance
rested solely on the moral authority of
an individual's or community's volun-
tarily choosing "as morally obligatory
those forms of behavior which bring
out the best in the individual and in
society.""” In contrast, mitzvot that

sought to regulate human relations
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could not afford to dispense with
coercion. Largely resting on juridical
authority, such laws needed to be
enforced through legal sanctions, lest
"the weak and innocent” be placed "at
the mercy of the strong and criminal.”

Kaplan believed that juridical
authority should not rest within the
halakhic system, but within the Jew-
ish people themselves. At times, he
maintained, either halakhic change
came about too slowly, or a problem
arose for which the system itself could
provide no adequate solution. Such
was the case with the halakhic prob-
lem of the agunah,
"chained" or tied to a marriage
because her husband is missing, has
died without witnesses, or refuses to
grant her a Jewish bill of divorce. Cit-

a woman

ing the Conservative movement's pre-
nuptial agreement as an inadequate
halakhic solution, Kaplan pointed out
that the effectiveness of this proposed
solution rested absurdly "on the
acquiescence of couples, about to be
married, to a procedure that contem-
plates  contingencies
divorce." The way to have dealt with
this problem, he maintained, "should
have been to enact the right of the

involving

woman, under specified conditions,
to divorce her husband,” even though
this would have involved acknowledg-
ing the need to change existing Jewish
law.™

Kaplan recognized that for juridical
authority to be transferred from
halakhab to the Jewish people, organ-
ic Jewish communities that would see
themselves as related to and responsi-

ble for one another needed to be
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established. Since these halakhab-
making communities have never
come into being in the way that
Kaplan envisioned them, we must
look to the deliberative bodies within
contemporary liberal Judaism to see
how they have addressed Kaplan's
insistence on finding new ways of
changing existing Jewish law.

A Contemporary Application:
Homosexuality

Despite Reconstructionism's con-
tinuing understanding of Judaism as
the religious civilization of the Jewish
people and Reform's growing appreci-
ation for the centrality of peoplehood
in formulating concepts of Jewish self-
identity, recent formal discussions
concerning change have tended to
emphasize the criterion of
spiritual/ethical enhancement far
more than that of Jewish survival.

Within the past decade, for exam-
ple, both movements have carefully
considered issues related to homosex-
uality. In June, 1990, after four years
of study and discussion, the Central
Conference of American [Reform]
Rabbis' Ad Hoc Committee on
Homosexuality and the Rabbinate
unanimously affirmed the religious
equality of all Jews regardless of sexu-
al orientation, called for full integra-
tion of homosexuals into the life of
the Jewish community, and endorsed
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Insti-
tute of Religion's admissions policy of
considering the sexual orientation of
an applicant to its rabbinic school
"only within the context of a candi-
date's overall suitability for the rab-
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binate."” The Committee, in other
words, affirmed the College's theoret-
ical willingness to ordain "out” gay
and lesbian Jews as Reform rabbis
while insisting that "all rabbis, regard-
less of sexual orientation, be accorded
the opportunity to fulfill the sacred
vocation they have chosen.""
Similarly, in 1993, the Reconstruc-
tionist Commission on Homosexuali-
ty reaffirmed the movement's already
existing policies of non-discrimina-
tion (including the non-discrimina-
tion admissions policy of the Recon-
structionist Rabbinical College adopt-
ed in 1984) and advocated the full
participation of gay and lesbian Jews
in the Jewish community and in fam-
ily life. Taking a more radical stance
than the CCAR Committee, it furcher
maintained that holiness achieved
through the sexual intimacy of loving
partners "is equally available to het-
erosexuals, gays, and lesbians," broad-
ened Judaism's positive valuation of
sexuality to include lesbian and gay
sexual expression, and insisted that
the ideals of family and children be
tempered "with the value of personal
freedom,” thus calling for the accep-
tance of Jews "who choose not to be
parents as valued, contributing mem-
bers of our Jewish community."®
According to the Chair of the
CCAR Committee, their goal was to
balance concerns for individual rights
to professional and personal fulfill-
ment with contemporary interpreta-
tions of Judaism and the realities of
modern life. Yet despite Reform's
growing attention to the concept of
Jewish peoplehood, the Committee
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chose to limit such discussion to a sin-
gle paragraph, acknowledging the fact
that other Jewish movements would
react negatively to the Report's adop-
tion.

In contrast, the Reconstructionist
Commission's Report began by
underscoring  Reconstructionism's
long-standing dedication to fostering
a "broad-based commitment” to Jew-
ish life. Implicitly, it called for the
greater inclusion of gay and lesbian
Jews in Jewish communal affairs as a
whole. It also included community,
responsibility, and Jewish continuity
as values fundamental to Reconstruc-
tionism. The creation of inclusive,
caring communities was discussed
within a larger ethical context.

Certainly, this focus on ethics was
central to Kaplan's own vision of a
reconstructed Judaism. Yet in estab-
lishing actual criteria for change,
Kaplan placed great, if not equal
empbhasis on both the ethical/spiritual
and the pragmatic. By no means am [
suggesting that pragmatic concerns
are absent from the Reconstructionist
Commission's Report. Indeed, the
Commission maintained that "by
meeting the challenge of difference
among Jews, the Reconstructionist
movement affirms the practical neces-
sity of inclusion.” However, this sen-
tence ends, "but sees conscious inclu-
siveness fundamentally as an act of
justice." In other words, despite the
Commission’s strong affirmation of
peoplehood, one can detect a shift--
however slight--from the Kaplanian
view of "Jewish survival" and "spiritu-
al/ethical enhancement” as two dis-
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tinct concerns to a current subsuming
of both under the larger category of
justice,

Individual and Peoplehood in

Reform and Reconstructionism

This examination yields a number
of important questions and observa-
tions with respect to each movement.

If the CCAR Committee's Report
illuminates processes of change within
contemporary Reform Judaism, how
central is Jewish peoplehood to the
movement's current understanding of
Jewish identity? Have discussions
among Reform leaders concerning the
need to view Jewish self-identity as
taking place within the larger context
of community (including communi-
ties of past and future generations of
Jews) actually led to a reformulation
of criteria used in considering change?
Or, as the Committee's Report seems
to indicate, do Reform leaders still
place primary emphasis on individual
rights, including personal fulfillment?

Similarly, we might ask whether
the Reconstructionist Commission's
overriding emphasis on justice--along
with the great attention paid to per-
sonal rights and freedoms--signals a
shift away from Kaplanian language
towards an embracing of what histor-
ically has been the language of
Reform? For the past twenty years,
much of the ideological convergence
of Reform and Reconstructionism has
been attributed to Reform's incorpo-
rating many of Kaplan's ideas and lan-
guage into its own religious vision.
While this is certainly true, an exami-
nation of the Reconstructionist Com-
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mission's Report on Homosexuality
indicates the direct or indirect influ-
ence of Reform on Reconstruction-
ism.

To me, the great value of Mordecai
Kaplan's Questions Jews Ask lies not
only in its straightforward outline of
principles of, and steps toward
change, but also in its recognition that
pragmatic considerations are often
important in and of themselves.
While ideally, all Jews should value
inclusivity, none of us lives in an ideal
world. Thus, just as Kaplan saw as
central to his advocacy of women's
rights the pragmatic argument that
Jewish communities cannot afford to
lose the participation of women, so,
he might have argued, none of our
communities can afford the indiffer-
ence and/or alienation of the sizable
minority of the U.S. Jewish popula-
tion that is lesbian or gay.

By keeping the question, "Does
this proposed retention or change
contribute to Jewish survival?" at the
forefront of any revaluation, Kaplan
created a mechanism for change that,
in his own words, was both reli-
gious/ethical and intrinsically Jewish.
Progressive Jews today may be more
interested in creating new models of
change than in replicating Kaplan's.
Nonetheless, Kaplan's Questions Jews
Ask is well worth a first or a second
visit. Whether the language we use is
that of continuity or survival, Ques-
tions Jews Ask calls us to create com-
munities that not only are grounded
in ethical and spiritual values, but
which also affirm and celebrate the
distinctiveness of the Jewish people.¢
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Kaplan’s Challenge to Us:

A Vision of Social Justice

BY REBECCA ALPERT

atricia Hill Collins, a contem-

porary black feminist scholar,

defines African-American wom-
en’s framework for social justice as
“visionary pragmatism.” She suggests
that social justice requires combining
a vision of what may be possible in the
future with a pragmatic plan of action
for what must be accomplished
today.!

Mordecai Kaplan was a visionary
pragmatist. His interest was always in
reconstructing Judaism for his time.
His ideas incorporated an element of
utopianism, but he also focused his
energies on making the practices and
beliefs of Judaism accessible to his
contemporaries. His goal was not to
set out an unattainable blueprint for
his reconstruction of Jewish life, but
one that Jews could enact. Yet Kaplan
himself showed little interest in enact-
ing the plans he suggested for the
American Jewish community. It was
up to his followers to translate his
“visionary pragmatism” into action.

Much of Kaplan’s program for
reconstructing Jewish life was imple-
mented by his followers. The Recon-

structionist movement is itself based

on Kaplan’s blueprint. When it came
to social justice, however, Kaplan’s
ideas were not implemented. Despite
his passionate interest in a social jus-
tice agenda, social justice did not
become a significant factor in the
Reconstructionist  program. This
absence of a systematic approach to
social action is a legacy for the move-
ment. Reconstructionism to this day
has not made social justice central to
its agenda.

Yet given the strong interest among
many Reconstructionists about social
justice issues, it is important to re-
examine Kaplan’s vision of social jus-
tice. In looking closely at two of his
works in which social justice plays a
central role, The Meaning of God in
Modern Jewish Religion and The Reli-
gion of Ethical Nationhood, we see how
Kaplan articulated his vision.

Kaplan’s Vision and the Jewish
Calendar

When Kaplan wrote The Meaning
of God in 1937, he did so for a world
poised at the brink of war. It is no
wonder that Kaplan infused this work
with a focus on the issues of peace and
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international cooperation. The Mean-
ing of God may be Kaplan’s most per-
suasive work. In it, he applies his
vision of Jewish values to the various
holy days in the Jewish calendar. In
this way, Kaplan sought to reinvigo-
rate ritual observance by infusing it
with philosophical meaning. Kaplan
was always concerned that Judaism
speak not only to the emotions, but
also to the intellect.

The two holidays chat Kaplan sin-
gled out as sites for concern about
social justice are Rosh Hashanah and
Sukkot. On Rosh Hashanah, we turn
our attention to the sovercignty of
God, in Kaplan’s terms, the “Power
that makes for Social Regeneration.”
The metaphor of God as King trans-
lates into Kaplans expectations that
human beings are responsible to act in
a way that brings about God’s sover-
eignty: to work towards a society
based on individual fulfillment and
social cooperation. Kaplan is highly
critical of our economic, political and
educational systems. He argues that
our society has concentrated wealth in
the hands of the few, while allowing
many to starve. We have not put an
end to war, or set up truly representa-
tive governments. And we have not
used our educational systems to make
human beings wiser or more sensitive
to the needs of others.?

Kaplan urges us to make ourselves
aware of these problems, which cer-
tainly have only intensified since his
time, and to use Rosh Hashanah as an
opportunity to remind ourselves that
our world is in need of repair. He sug-

gests that the holiday should affirm
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our ability to change the world in the
face of a bleak and desperate situation:
The triumphant note sounded
by Rosh ha-Shanan in proclaim-
ing the Kingship of God is the
affirmation of faith in humanity.
What courage is in the face of
danger, religion is in the face of
world-chaos brought on by
man’s own doing.’
Kaplan’s remarks indicate that in his
view religion must challenge us to
look at what is wrong in the world,
and give us the courage to face it
Kaplan argues that it is our human
duty to make life more livable for all
human beings. To that end, he
encourages us to identify with social
causes and movements that strive to
make the world a better place.*
Thinking on Rosh Hashanah about
establishing God’s kingdom includes
working for a world with better hous-
ing, hygiene and sanitation. Kaplan
brings the message of Rosh Hashanah
from the context of worship into the
context of daily life. In tying the
theme of social change to a Jewish
holy day, Kaplan presents us with an
opportunity to connect our social
action with its religious dimension.
The other occasion Kaplan associ-
ates with his vision of social justice is
Sukkot, in which he suggests that
God acts as “the Power that makes for
cooperation.” For Kaplan, Sukkot
functions as a reminder of the better
socicty the Israelites forged in the
wilderness, before their self-govern-
ment became unjust and inequitable.
Kaplan critiques contemporary soci-
ety in light of what he imagines as the
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more perfect society that existed in
the desert. Kaplan reminds us that a
society ought to provide every mem-
ber with the opportunity to pursue a
life of responsible self-expression. For
that to happen, societies need to focus
on cooperation rather than competi-
tion, a theme to which Kaplan fre-
quently returns. He perceives that
many of society’s ills derive from our
lack of cooperation and our seeming
need to compete with one another. To
foster social cooperation, society must
undergo drastic changes. Kaplan
boldly states that “it is clear that to
change the social otder so that it shall
conform to the ethical demand for
human equality involves nothing
short of revolution.”

While Kaplan himself never gave
concrete examples of how to use these
holy days as an opportunity to create
social change, later Reconstructionists
did adopt his ideas to this end. A case
in point is Arthur Waskow’s creation
of the Shalom Center and celebration
of Sukkot as “Sukkat Shalom,” a time
to demand an end to the threat of
nuclear war. Other Reconstructionists
may also find Rosh Hashanah a time
to focus on other ultimate goals for
creating a world of justice, and choose
symbolic actions to support their
political perspectives.

Kaplan’s Vision of World Peace

The Religion of Ethical Nationhood,
subtitled “Judaism’s Contribution to
World Peace,” was also written during
a time of war, the late 1960s. Its social
justice focus is also on the themes of
international cooperation, ending war
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and the threat of nuclear holocaust.
Kaplan defines the role of the Jewish
people in this context as “a light unto
the nations,” reminiscent of the
Reform movement’s view of social jus-
tice. But Kaplan does not focus on
this vision and does not explain how
he sees the role of the Jewish people as
moral guides unfolding. In this work,
his paradigm for social justice is nei-
ther being a light unto the nations,
nor creating the Kingdom of God, as
it was in The Meaning of God. Here,
Kaplan’s paradigm for social justice is
defined as following God’s way of jus-
tice and law.

This concept of “God’s justice and
law” is derived from the story of
Abraham at Sodom. Genesis 18: 19
suggests that God decides to reveal the
plans for Sodom to Abraham, because
Abraham has been singled out “to
keep the way of the Lord by doing
what is just and right.” Of course,
Abraham intercedes with God to help
define precisely what that justice is
going to be for Sodom and Gomor-
rah. In this way, Kaplan is suggesting
to us that it is our role as Jews in soci-
ety not only to set an example of jus-
tice in our own community, but to
become directly involved in pursuing
justice for others.

In the book, Kaplan takes all reli-
gions to task for failing to create a cli-
mate conducive to world peace and
justice:

Had religion fostered an inter-

personal and an intergroup con-

science within each group, it
might have been more effective

in subordinating the worldly
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powers, particularly the collec-
tive power of society itself, to
the...law of moral responsibility.
So far the religions of mankind
have operated as instruments of
corporate power.*

Blacks and Jews

In his discussion of the African-
American struggle for justice in the
United States, Kaplan’s visionary
pragmatism takes on the added
dimension of describing the role the
Jews must play in that struggle.

The Religion of Ethical Nationhood
was written at the time when black
nationalism had become central to the
African-American struggle. Kaplan
writes of the dilemma and hurt that
liberal Jews who had been involved in
the civil rights movement faced when
the newer black liberation movements
used violent tactics, expressed anti-
Semitic sentiments and eschewed the
presence and role of whites in their
midst. To a great extent, black-Jewish
relations still are affected by that set of
experiences.

Of course, Kaplan understood the
vision of Jews who wanted to work
with blacks to “build a better Ameri-
ca.”” But in this case, it was not only
the vision that Kaplan understood.
He also argued pragmatically that it
was not time for that cooperation to
take place. Kaplan called on the Jew-
ish people to understand that:

The Negro is struggling to

evolve and safeguard his identity

in white America. He is at the

starting line of a long, hard road

which the Jew has trodden
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throughout the ages. Only after
the Negro shall have achieved
cultural autonomy, full equality
and self-respect will he be able
to live authentically in two civi-
lizations. After two thousand
years of experience—in segre-
gated ghettos and in open soci-
eties—Jews have not wholly
mastered that art.*
Kaplan’s comprehension of the com-
plexity of the struggle for racial justice
in America is enhanced by his own
understanding of Jewish history. He is
able to use Jewish history to make the
suggestion that Jews do not give up
the fight for racial justice simply
because blacks do not welcome us in
the struggle. Jews should be sympa-
thetic to African-American cultural
identity politics, because we have had
the same need to find our place in
hostile societies. Our vision is of
working together for a world of racial
justice and we need not abandon that
vision. Yet we must act pragmatically
in the present and understand that we
cannot achieve that end until African-
Americans feel at home in this society.
And Kaplan reminds us that Jews have
faced this problem all through our
history, managing to integrate our-
selves with varying degrees of success.
Kaplan’s pragmatism also reminds
us that racial justice has two aspects.
Not only do we work for equality
within our society, but for the oppor-
tunity for each group to have their cul-
tural differences respected. Kaplan’s
notion of living in two civilizations is
crucial to his understanding of how we
can achieve the goals of racial justice.
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Kaplan’s brief comments on the
relationship between Jewish-Ameri-
cans and African-Americans illus-
trate the possibilities for us to learn
from him on the subject of social
justice. Kaplan was able to under-
stand the black rejection of Jewish
“help” as necessary to achieving the
ultimate goal of racial justice, and
therefore to put aside his vision until
such time as it was possible to
reclaim it. He presented a critique to
Jews that many may still find dis-
tasteful. Rather than blaming blacks
for rejecting Jews, Kaplan attempted
to understand them and also to
with
Kaplan looked at the resurgence of
black pride and power as something
that was similar to his own plans for
the Jewish people. In order to live
successfully as a minority popula-
tion, a group must have a sense of
inner strength and cohesion.

What is so appealing about
visionary pragmatism is that it both
comprehends the current situation

empathize them, Finally,

and works towards long-term solu-
tions. Kaplan has provided us with a
blueprint that includes both a theo-
retical construct and a set of priori-
ties. Kaplan’s concerns for working
against poverty, ending war and
seeking racial justice are still con-
cerns for us. Much effort must go
into deciding how we can find pro-
grammatic ways of looking at these
issues so that we not only have a
vision for ending these evils, but a
plan for getting involved in bringing
about a new world order based on
justice and ethics.

The Reconstructionist

What Are Qur Action Plans?

If as Reconstructionists we want to
place more emphasis on the role of
social justice, we must focus our
attention on creating plans of action
that will help us achieve the vision
that Kaplan sets forth of a just world.
We need to create opportunities simi-
lar to the celebration of Sukkat
Shalom by the Shalom Center that
focus on issues of economic and racial
justice from a religious perspective. It
is not enough for individuals and
committees in congregations to do
this work. The
movement must create structures to
make our voices heard in the Jewish

Reconstructionist

community and beyond.

We need forums for writing about
the issues that concern us and vehicles
for dissemination of information and
plans of action. The Federation of
Reconstructionist Congregations and
Havurot and the Reconstructionist
Rabbinical Association should have
more formal mechanisms to carry
these goals forward. The movement
should be working more closely with
other national organizations to coor-
dinate Jewish responses to justice
issues. Social action should be central
to the agenda of every conference held
by the Reconstructionist movement.
There should be time for study, reflec-
tion, conversation and strategizing,
not only for the passing of resolutions.
The Federation should sponsor social
justice institutes for adults and teens.
The Rabbinical College’s courses in
Practical Rabbinics should include
teaching students how to do political
organizing and developing social jus-
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tice curricula for Jewish schools. The
Contemporary Civilization Core Pro-
gram should devote time to discussing
issues of the day in terms of Kaplan’s
ideas about social justice. If our rabbis
are trained to focus on social justice,
this perspective will surely be translat-
ed into action when they enter work
in the community.

As in so many other cases, the
problems and issues that Mordecai
Kaplan articulated are crucial to our
self-understanding as Jews today. In
the case of Kaplan’s writings on social
justice, we have much work to do in
translating his visionary pragmatism
into a plan of action. Kaplan encour-
aged us to see it as our religious duty
to “transform the conditions of life so
as to make the world livable physical-
ly, socially, and spiritually.”™ As con-
temporary Reconstructionists, we
must do what we can to bring that
vision to pass.
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Kaplan, Pragmatism,
Feminism

BY MARCIA LIND

t is by now generally accepted that

Mordecai Kaplan’s Reconstruc-

tionist Judaism bears many of the
marks of American pragmatist philos-
ophy. I will begin here to take that
general acknowledgement in a direc-
tion unlike its usual one: I will sketch
how a serious commitment to the sort
of pragmatist (methodological) prin-
ciples that so influenced Kaplan
entails a serious commitment to femi-
nism, at least feminism of a certain
kind. I am interested in arguing this
because I believe that Kaplan is usual-
ly seen merely as a de facto feminist. |
want to say something stronger, some-
thing that goes beyond the psycholo-
gy that Mordecai Kaplan contingently
happened to have, and how he hap-
pened to behave. I want to say that if
we understand the methodological
basis of Kaplans work, it behooves
those of us who consider ourselves
inheritors of his Judaism to help cre-
ate feminist Judaism' at a theoretical
level—or, at least, to understand how
a theoretically grounded feminism
emerges out of Reconstructionism.

Pragmatism as Data Gathering
There are tremendous overlaps
between Kaplans work and that of
William James and John Dewey*—
Dewey’s A Common Fait/?, for exam-
ple, is extraordinary in its subtle artic-
ulation of a naturalist theology that
many of us are familiar with from
reading Kaplan. The connections
with James seem less obvious. It is
only sometimes acknowledged that
James was profoundly religious.* His
‘religion’ was deeply naturalist, com-
mitted to our being intimately and
ultimately tied up with nature and
thus to whatever source of life there
was: “Every bit of us at every moment
is part and parcel of a wider self, it
quivers along various radii like the
wind-rose on a compass, and the actu-
al in it is continuously one with possi-
bles not yet in our present sight.”
But James was also a ‘methodolog-
ical naturalist.” He was committed to
a sort of down-to-earth data gathering
when he wanted to make important
generalizations: “the only things that
shall be debatable among philoso-

Marcia Lind is an Assistant Professor of Philosophy at Duke University. She has recent-
ly become extremely interested in Judaism and plans full-time graduate study of Judaism
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phers shall be things definable in
terms drawn from experience.” Even
more strongly: “Woe to him whose
beliefs play fast and loose with the
order which realities follow in his
they will lead him

nowhere or else make false connex-

»g

experience;

ions.
And it is that parallel in Kaplan—
the methodological naturalism—that
I am interested in here—particularly
as it gets transformed and applied in
Kaplan’s views on community and the
importance of everyone’s voice being
present in the creating of rules or laws
governing Jewish community.

Some History: Empirical Ethics

But first, some history. The com-
mitment to what 1 am calling
‘methodological naturalism’ or ‘the
pragmatist/naturalist methodology’
derives from sources anterior to prag-
matism—call it the empirical strain in
ethics—that I want to quickly (and
very selectively) canvass.

Lets look at two philosophical pre-
decessors  regarding  empirical
methodology: Aristotle and Hume.
Aristotle in his Nicomachean Ethics is
committed to a naturalist/empirical
method that entails ‘scouring the
landscape.” To ‘scour the landscape’
would be to take the opinion of every-
one into account regarding (to take
but one of Aristotle’s questions) what
happiness consists of. Is happiness,
Aristotle wants to know, about mak-
ing money, or living the political life,
or having a life of study or of contem-
plation? What Aristotle does in order
to answer this question, instead of
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‘scouring the landscape,’ is to canvass
only those people his metaphysics
allow him to consider as fully human.
That does not include, for example,
slaves and women.” By our current
lights, Aristotle left out whole groups
of people who should have been
included in his data base had he really
been ‘scouring the landscape’ for
opinions in the way his methodology
required.

The story is much the same in
David Hume, and it emerges most
clearly in his aesthetic theory.”
Hume’s aesthetics depend on a figure
he calls ‘the good critic.” The ‘good
critic,” like the ‘impartial/ideal observ-
er’ in his ethics, is supposed to repre-
sent how all people—merely by virtue
of being human—react when they are
‘healthy’ or ‘well-functioning.” The
good critic is supposed to represent
the ‘natural’ (and thus, normative)
reactions of all humans.

But upon closer inspection, it
turns out that the ‘good critic’ is not
a mere ‘well-functioning’ or ‘healthy’
human, who can represent the reac-
tions of all people. Rather, the ‘good
critic,’ for Hume, is a kind of com-
posite derived from the reactions of
only certain kinds of people: those
who have been educated in the appre-
ciation of ‘superior’ beauties. And
Hume tells us explicitly that ‘Indians
and savages’ can never become good
critics. ‘Negroes,” as he calls them,
simply don’t have—and can’t ever be
educated to have—the capacities and
judgments of those (such as, he
believes, Caucasians) who are further
along the evolutionary scale. Whatev-
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er the composite of the ‘good critic’
is, under the rubric of representing
the universal (when well-functioning)
human reaction, Hume has represent-
ed only the reactions of a very small
sub-set of people. The conclusions he
gets about what are the ‘correct’ aes-
thetic reactions are therefore seriously
biased.

There is a common problem, then,
in Aristotle and Hume; in neither case
do they take their own methodologies
setiously enough. They do not really
‘scour the landscape;’ rather, they
scour it selectively. For to really scour
the landscape’ is not to leave whole
groups out of your data base.

Kaplan’s Inclusiveness

By the time this empiricist/natural-
ist method got to Mordecai Kaplan, it
was clear how important it was to not
leave any relevant groups out of con-
sideration. Because of his views about
human equality and representation of
that equality, Kaplan was well-placed
to understand this. Witness his say-
ing, “not only must no Jew be exclud-
ed from the Jewish community for his
opinions and beliefs, but the commu-
nity must provide in its administra-
tion for a proper and proportionate
representation  of
trend.”"’

every Jewish

Further, Kaplan knew, at least as
regarded women, that this would
mean tremendous work within
Judaism. “Whatever the woman’s lot
may have been in past Jewish life, tra-
ditional Jewish law undoubtedly treat-
ed her as a lower type of human being
than man. In Jewish law, the woman

The Reconstructionist

is on the same plane with minors,
slaves, and people of unsound mind.
Like them she is exempted from all
observances which are intended for
fixed times, with very few excep-
”12 “Since we cannot honestly
assume that the laws as formulated in
the traditional codes meant women to
enjoy [that] equality, we must, if we
believe in the equality of the sexes,
make the necessary changes in law

tions.

and custom as a conscious and delib-
erate amendment to earlier standards.
This is an example of a planned
reconstruction of Jewish law and Jew-
ish life.”

When Kaplan talked about ‘proper
and proportionate’ representation for
all Jews, he meant women as well as
men—and knew just how difficult it
would be to achieve this. I submit that
Kaplan really was committed to
‘scouring the landscape,” attempting
to properly use the method that the
pragmatists and Kaplan himself had
inherited. The flawed empiricism of
the past would no longer do.

Feminist Theologies

Now look at breakthrough feminist
theologies in this light:

Plaskow: “The need for a feminist
Judaism begins with hearing silence. It
begins with noting the absence of
women’s history and experiences as
shaping forces in the Jewish tradition.
Half of Jews have been women, but
men have been defined as normative
Jews, while women’s voices and expe-
riences are largely invisible.”"*

Ruether: “The naming of males as
norms of authentic humanity has
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caused women to be scapegoated for sin
and marginalized in both original and
redeemed humanity...Women, as the
denigrated half of the human species,
must reach for a continually expanding
definition of inclusive humanity—
inclusive of both genders.”"

The demand is for a voice—to be
taken into account. In the terms I
have been describing above, the
demand is that the methodology not
be [gender] biased. This is a
demand—as I hope is now appar-
ent—very much in the spirit of the
pragmatic, empirical methodology
that underlay Kaplan’s Reconstruc-
tionism. Ironically, feminism has itself
risked replicating the very problem it
was poised to solve—making sure
everyone was represented. A quick

historical sketch will be helpful.

Women’s Voice or Voices?

We saw directly above the demand
for the inclusion of a ‘women’s voice’
in theology—similarly in feminisc
moral psychology. The missing ‘wom-
en’s voice’ was most often character-
ized in a very limited way: as the voice
laden with emotion, the voice arising
out of community, the voice of empa-
thy, the voice of maternal attention.
Witness Carol Gilligan saying that
“women perceive and construe social
reality differently from men...Wom-
en’s sense of integrity appears to be
intertwined with an ethic of care, so
that to see themselves as women is to
see themselves in a relationship of
connection.” '

Such claims regarding what has
come to be called the ‘ethics of care’
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are now widely questioned. Feminist
philosophers doubt whether the
‘female’ voice is indeed the voice of
emotion, whether the ‘female’ context
is indeed ‘community,’ and, perhaps
most importantly, whether there is
any such viable notion as a ‘female’ or
‘maternal’ voice at all.” Rather, this
‘female’ voice, whether represented as
the voice of ‘care’ or as something else,
was seen to represent only a small slice
of what a small group of women felt
or thought. Thus, “feminism has been
preoccupied with gender...[but] the
phrases ‘as a woman’ and ‘oppressed as
a woman, and attempts to isolate
gender from race and class, typically
...obscure the race and class identity
of white middle-class women.”"*

That is, talk about ‘women’ or the
‘woman’s voice’ or ‘women being
more compassionate than men’ is now
taken by much of current feminist
philosophy” to be a cover for talk
about only a certain kind of women.
Albeit unintentionally, such ralk
makes all other sorts of women invisi-
ble. And for what it is worth, the
‘ethics of care’ itself is also considered
greatly suspect. As feminist philoso-
pher Claudia Card has put it: “The
language of care can cover a reality of
abuse in more than one way. It can
cover the carer’s own manipulation or
abuse, and it can refer to caring unrec-
iprocated by others....Values exalted
by women’s ethic of care have made it
difficult or impossible for women to
escape abusive relationships and to
seek desperately needed assistance for
themselves... How much of women’s
self-defined ethic of care is a slavish
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ethic of envy and hatred? What have

women identified as ‘mere justice’?”*

Essentialism Is Exclusionary

False positing of an ‘essence’ of
‘woman—'‘essentialism’—is danger-
ous because it produces and repro-
duces exclusion. This is the kind of
exclusion that feminism—and, [
might add, Kaplan’s ‘democratic’ ver-
sion of Judaism—was
designed to counter. Allowing only
the voice of white middle-class hetero-
sexual childbearing women to repre-
sent all women is a problem we cur-
rently face (and must continue to be
wary of) in the continuing construc-
tion of a feminist Judaism,” especially

initially

a feminism grounded in a broad-
based synagogue-going population.?

Rather, we need to make sure that
women’s voices, whether added to our
scholarship or our liturgy, whether
gathered from our history or our cur-
rent situations, preserve and honor
difference: the woman scholar as well
as the mother, the fighter as well as the
nurturer, single and childless as well as
married, book-loving as well as peo-
ple-loving, lesbian as well as hetero-
sexual. Anything less not only repli-
cates the very problem with which we
began, but betrays our faith and trust
and hopes for any kind of recon-
structed Judaism or feminism.

In sum, then, to add a ‘woman’s
voice’ to Judaism, without problema-
tizing what that might be, without
appropriately understanding the
diversity of that voice, risks reinstating
the partial perspective Kaplan was
concerned to be rid of.
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Further, such an unproblematized,
essentialist ‘woman’s voice’ does not
meet the criteria of an important strand
in pragmatist/naturalist methodology,
namely James anti-essentialism, which
says that “there is no property absolute-
ly essential to any one thing.”*

I started by saying I would sketch a
narrative that would help us appreci-
ate that to be committed to the
methodology underlying Kaplan’s
pragmatist Judaism is also to be com-
mitted to feminism of a certain kind.
I also said that this commitment is
not just de facto, but theoretically gov-
erned. I hope it is now clear why I
think this and what I think that ‘kind’
of feminism is. It is an anti-essentialist
feminism, one pledged to problema-
tizing and probing the notion of a
‘female voice,” a notion that looked,
for a time, as if it were an appropriate
continuation of Kaplan’s legacy.*4¢
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Art and Spirit in
Contemporary Jewish Life

BY JO MILGROM

his past January new cave
paintings came to light from
the Ardeche River area some

260 miles south of Paris. Why did our
ancestors 20,000 years ago paint the
animals they hunted, and others for
whom they knew no use? Not to pray
for success in the hunt, nor to buoy
up their courage before the battle—
neither to record their victory, nor to
teach the young ones. Rather, one art
historian has recently suggested, they
did so to discover themselves and to
declare that survival and materialism
were not everything.'

If art has always been such a natur-
al means of human identity and spir-
itual expression, it is important that
we question the uncertain role of
visual art in contemporary Jewish life.
Despite the thriving production of
the traditional ceremonial and calli-
graphic arts, Judaism has been stalked
by the specter of the so-called “image
prohibition” and the resultant
ambivalence: fear of and fascination
with the image.

In the late antique period this fear
was expressed by mutilating or con-
cealing the human face in art. We

may see it as early as the third centu-
ry in the wall paintings of the Dura-
Europos synagogue, where it is possi-
ble that the figures of Abraham, Isaac
and Sarah were painted looking away
from us, with exactly this restriction
in mind. Similarly, the renowned
Chagall windows at the Hadassah
Hospital in Eyn Kerem reflect their
splendor without a complete human
face or figure. An eye, a hand, yes, but
nothing more. In the recent fiction of
Chaim Potok, this ancient Jewish fear
of the visual image takes the form of
ostracizing the artist from his Ortho-
dox community. Some have argued
that only abstract art can solve the
dilemma of the image prohibition for
Jews.?

Beyond the safe replication of cer-
emonial and calligraphic artifacts,
the leadership of major institutions
of Judaism—thousands of syna-
gogues, schools, and centers, with
rare exceptions—is apathetic to fos-
tering the development of our his-
torical Jewish visual culture. On this
subject, as on so many others,
Mordecai Kaplan was prescient.
Sixty years ago he wrote regarding

Jo Milgrom, author of Handmade Midrash: Exercises in Visual Theology (Jewish Publica-
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the preservation of any people’s civi-
lization that “their characteristic
ways of feeling are preserved only in
the heightened forms and the accen-
tuated rhythms of art. A civilization
cannot endure on a high plane with-
out the preservation and cultivation
of its arts.”® Regarding the transient
nature of most Diaspora life as well
as the apparent security of the Amer-
ican Diaspora, he recognized that
“before any art can be produced, a
civilization must exist which that art
can express, and essential to the
growth of civilization is some degree
of social and economic stability.”
Those pre-conditions, he under-
stood, had been achieved in Ameri-
life. Indifference,
remained a major obstacle. “The
chief hindrance to be overcome is
the failure to appreciate the impor-
tance of art to the survival of the
Jewish civilization in the Diaspora.”™

Applying Kaplan’s challenge to our
own historical moment, I want to 1)
compare the role of the image prohi-
bition in its original context to what it

can however,

might still accomplish today; 2) exam-
ine a new and experimental mode of
fostering creativity in a curriculum
that integrates art into Torah study;
and 3) introduce several visionary
artists who in their separate traditions
and arenas are tearing the blinders
from our eyes, by inventing and
involving us in new kinds of art of
unprecedented spiritual meaning.
Reflection on these issues may help
illuminate who we are as Jewish
human beings and what mark we will
leave behind us.
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Thou Shalt Not or Thou Shalt?

The basis for the image prohibition
is the second commandment: “You
shall not make for yourself a sculptured
image, or any likeness of what is in the
heavens above, or on the earth below,
or in the waters under the earth. You
shall not bow down to them or serve
them.” (Exodus 20:4-5a).

Here are two relevant stories on
image-making, separated from each
other by about fifteen hundred years.
The first is a midrash from Numbers
Rabbah 15:10 on Exodus 25:31.

Rabbi Levi bar Rabbi says: A

pure menorah came down from

the heavens as the Holy One said

to Moses; ‘Make a menorah of

pure gold (Exodus 25:31).” He

answered, ‘How shall I make it?’

“The menorah shall be made of

hammered work [migshah)’, the

Holy One said. But Moses found

it difficule [hitqashahl, came

down and forgot how to do it.

Moses went up again, asked how

to do it and heard the same

instructions: ‘Make it migshah

[of hammered work].” Moses

came down and hitgashab [found

it difficult] and promptly forgot.
The Holy One, short on patience by
this time, gave Moses an excellent
referral. “Go to Betzalel whom I have
endowed with a divine spirit of skill,
ability, and knowledge in every kind
of craft...to work in gold, silver, brass,
in cutting stones for setting, in the
carving of wood” (Exodus 31:3). Of
course Betzalel easily did it, because
he stood, as his name literally means,

‘in the shadow of God’ [be-tzel El.
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Thus, we might say that while the
“write” hand is delivering the image
prohibition, the right brain is giving
divine sanction to works of art.

The second story takes place in the
1960s. George Steiner, in writing
about Arnold Schoenberg’s opera
“Moses and Aaron,” notes that in cer-
tain significant moments of the opera,
Moses does not sing. Instead he
speaks in a highly cadenced, loud
voice, bitter against the fluency of the
music, and in particular against
Aaron’s soaring voice. Even as Aaron
sings, exulting in the grandeur of
God, Moses cries out, “No image can
give you an image of the unimagin-
able.” This scene was ingeniously
staged by Sarah Caldwell, with Moses
and Aaron on a circular disk that
turns before the eyes of the audience.
They are standing back to back, repre-
senting the irreconcilable dual aspects
of a single humanity.’

In this second example, Moses the
stutterer needed Aaron’s words to
translate the revelation into language,
while in the first, Moses the visionary
needed Betzalel’s art to translate the
revelation into forms. Like Moses, we
need both words and visual art. What
the image prohibition really says,
then, is not “dont make images”;
rather, it says “don’t make images to
worship.” The purpose of the prohibi-
tion is clear: all images are only par-
tial. To mistake the part for the whole
is idolatry. One of the effects of the
image prohibition is a mistrust of the
seductive capacity of the figural image
and, consequently, a predisposition
toward abstract forms.
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Initially, the image prohibition sep-
arated us from the two great idolatrous
image-making societies that dominat-
ed us, Egypt and Mesopotamia. In
later ages, our fear of hostile or alluring
environments protectively shut us off
from their seductive images. Even
today, for instance, television is not
permitted to the hasidic community of
New Square, NY. There is every reason
to be fully awake today to the seduc-
tion of abundant idolatries all vending
their partial truths.

Counteracting such seduction, an
increasing number of artists have
expressed the feeling within the last
decade “that religious art is possible,
even viable in our relentlessly secular
age.” At the February 1986 College
Art Association meeting in New York,
an annual convention of art historians,
California artist Ruth Weissberg
invoked the divine presence in her seg-
ment by having her rabbi, Laura
Geller, lead a Torah session explicating
the passage, “when two people sit, and
words of Torah pass between them,
God is present.” (Torah as perfor-
mance art!) A year later the Los Ange-
les County Museum of Art mounted
“The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Paint-
ing 1890-1985.” The Graduate Theo-
logical Union in Berkeley, CA, which
has had an MA and Ph.D. program in
Religion and Art since 1964, spon-
sored this year an international confer-
ence on the visual arts and religious
communities. The Jewish Theological
Seminary of New York City now offers
a graduate program in Jewish Art His-
tory in conjunction with the Jewish
Museum. What exists in secular and
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Christian worlds prevails also among
Jews. Spirituality is now an approved
academic discipline. Increasingly, Jew-
ish artists are warming to the vitality of
Jewish themes in their work. Half a
century after the Holocaust and the
founding of the State of Israel, there is
a surge of urgency over the quality of
our continuity. And artists may be
important catalysts of this awareness.”

Transforming Jewish
Education through Art

Curiously, the vigor of art in the
museum, the galleries, the craft shops
comes to a screeching halt before most
institutions of Jewish learning. Perhaps
innovation from the grassroots will
provide the impetus. My own commit-
ment to visual art as integral to Jewish
education began through a chance visit
to my daughter’s sixth grade class in
ancient history. Her teacher taught his-
tory through visual art that reflected
the period. Why not do this with my
Torah study class in Hebrew school?
Given the difficulty of the Bible and
the resistance and fatigue in late after-
noon classes, might it not be possible
to motivate through pictures?

Look at Moses' face in this Rem-

brandt painting. Give me a word to

describe his feelings. A moment of
quiet. Ben says he looks angry. Do
you agree? Sharon says it looks more

Like sad to her. What's going on in the

painting? Lets look up the biblical

passage and see what Rembrandt
read, and what be did with what be
read... The kids are not so restless now.

They focus on the Exodus passage.

What provoked the smashing of the
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tablets? The lesson broadens... What

were the leader’s expectations? ... How

did Rembrandt come to this subject?
Given background material, each stu-
dent wrote an interpretation of selected
art works, wrote a commentary on the
biblical texts associated with the art,
did her/his own art work as a visual
response, created an album project,
culminating in an exhibition at the end
of the semester. Boredom and rebellion
were transformed and Torah ceased to
be remote, irrelevant, or parochial.

The Bible is a place of struggle for
the Jew who takes Jewishness seriously.
No wonder Jacob took the name
Israel, one who struggles with God.
Describing the process of midrash,
Judah Goldin writes, “text and person-
al experience are not two autonomous
domains. On the contrary, they are
reciprocally enlightening: even as the
immediate event helps make the age-
old sacred text intelligible, so in turn
the text reveals the fundamental signif-
icance of the recent event or experi-
ence.” The students were creating
visual midrash. As Eli Wiesel is fond
of saying, midrash is to Bible what
imagination is to knowledge.

As a faculty member at the Graduate
Theological Union, I introduced this art
historical approach, integrating the acad-
emic disciplines of Bible, midrash, and
art history, but soon recognized that I
would never be satisfied with head learn-
ing alone. How could I know where the
heart and soul of my students was?

Head, Hand, and Heart

Brain-storming with artist friends, I
hit upon a method whereby a hand
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untrained in art practice could open the
heart in a spontaneous collage interpre-
tation of both the text and the art being
studied. The effect of this exercise,
developed in my book Handmade
Midrash, Exercises in Visual Theology, is
to enter a meditative almost prayerful
state, to bypass logic and sequence and
call forth one’s deeper symbolic life.
Effectiveness sometimes hinges on
defining evocative categories from the
text when giving directions. Other times
simply creative play is enough. The
process begins with text study, followed
by examples from art history. After cre-
atively distancing oneself from the intel-
lectual mode, one returns to the text to
integrate the new relationship. At each
level of talking, doing, and writing new
insights unfold. Aside from the textual
insights achieved through personal asso-
ciation, and a stronger grasp of the
workings of midrash, there are unmea-
sured bonuses, chiefly the fostering of
creativity, assumed by many to be a rare
gift, rather than a human trait available
to all.

In a workshop on Creation, stu-
dents first study excerpts on light
from kabbalah, midrash and secular
writings. Then, working with black
and white construction paper, they
tear and paste (with no tools) “what it
might look like to orient yourself to
sources of divine light.” They are not
told in advance “today we are making
a mizrah,” which effectively shuts
down the imagination and says, in
effect, make something you've already
seen and know. Often students come
up with concepts or images found in
classic midrashim or in the history of
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art, as well as elements common to
other religions, affirming the work-
ings of the collective unconscious.
These revelations create a partnership
with historic expressions of art and
thought, strengthening Jewish identi-
ty, as Jewish specifics become part of
the world’s spiritual heritage.

We are indeed people of the book,
but aren’t we also people of the look?
Creativity needs to join up with knowl-
edge of the Jewish verbal and visual past
to create religious art of the 21st centu-
ry. I know of no religious school cur-
riculum that has incorporated the visu-
al culture of Judaism beyond the repli-
cation ad nauseam of the known forms
of ceremonial artifacts. Go into the
children’s department of any Jewish
book store for the convicting evidence
in the ubiquitous pattern workbooks.
How do we break out of these strait-
jackets?"” Is there a synagogue that
employs an artist-in-residence?

Surely one among many candidates
for such a role is New York-based artist,
Archie Rand. Professor of Visual Arts
at Columbia University, Rand has
done hundreds of paintings on every
paresha of the Torah, on Pirkey Avor,
on the Alef-bet, on the Kabbalah, even
on the anti-iconic Maimonides. Enig-
matic, provocative, sad and funny at
once, his style defies labels and consti-
tutes all styles, banishing the false
dichotomy of high art and low culture.
His materials are everything that
accepts paint. Known for unconven-
tional secular works, for example a
series of self-portraits based on Rilke’s
Sonnets to Orpheus, his Jewish contri-
bution (and nothing is “too Jewish”)
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provides the visual parallel to Jewish
verbal texts—unmarched in extent and
variety. Archie Rand is expanding the
example of Rembrandt, who drew in
the margins of the Bible he studied.
Archie Rand should be a circuit-riding
art-rebbe, going from congregation to
congregation, educating the leadership
and showing us how.

Archie Rand, Va-Ethanan (by permission of the artist)

The Church Next Door
Christianity, child of Judaism, left

home, moved away and created from
the parental sources its own life
midrash, verbal and visual. Can we
look at our offspring who surround
and outnumber us in the Western
Diaspora and learn anything from this
metamorphosis? Despite a long histo-
ry of hostility, there has always been
contact and influence. Consider, for
instance, what seems to be the origins

of the huppah, the canopy used at
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Jewish weddings. During the Middle
Ages, from around the 12th-16th cen-
turies, a cloth called a sudar, or tallit,
was spread over the bridal couple, as
seen in several medieval German
miniatures. A similar custom was long
maintained in the church during the
nuptial mass where a cloth called a
pallium or velum was spread over the
bridal couple. The practice was given
scriptural sanction from Ruth 3:9,
“Spread your robe over your hand-
maiden” or Ezekiel 16:8, “I spread My
robe over you.”"

Just as Jews borrowed from Christ-
ian culture in ages past, so today Jews
should be aware of the work of con-
temporary Christian artists, from
whom we can learn. One such artist is
Nancy Chinn, a designer of seasonal
interiors in churches. My first expo-
sure to her creativity was the interior
of Episcopal Grace Cathedral in San
Francisco for the holiday of Pentecost,
the Christian parallel to Shavuot. On
Shavuot and Pentecost, Jews and
Christians commemorate divine lan-
guage entering the human communi-
ty amidst the fire and thunder of a
theophany, the presence of God. How
do we change the appearance of our
synagogues for Shavuot? Usually a
white Torah mantle, ark cover and a
similar cloth on the reading table.
Sometimes  ornamental  greens
enhance the holiday, which is biblical-
ly associated with the early harvest.
Our vision is limited, and so it is in
many conservative churches as well.

For Pentecost, in the monumental

Grace Cathedral, Chinn had climbed

into the rafters and suspended rows of
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gold-colored, flame-tinted nylon
streamers from one end of the nave to
the other. They undulated with the air
currents of the church interior, as fire
might move, conveying the dynamism
of the divine language. They were a
visual accompaniment to the choir and
congregation’s ‘davening’ the seasonal
liturgy. Here was an innovative palli-
um, a new application of the concept
of huppak: an airy canopy of protean
divine language suspended over the
community, to celebrate a new kind of
intimacy between the divine lover and
the earthly beloved. First I was awe-
struck at the utter simplicity and effec-
tiveness of her ingenious visual solu-
tion to the theological challenge. Then
frankly, I was consumed with envy.
Why dont we do something like that
in our synagogues? There was nothing
there that could have aroused the ire of
the most conservative iconoclast, noth-
ing that could be labeled idolatrous.
But it did/does require an openness to
change and a healthy curiosity about
what other prayer communities are
doing,

On another occasion Chinn cele-
brated Creation by cutting a series of
paper lace curtains, each thirty feet
long and nine feet wide, with figures
from the Genesis creation narratives.
A creative adaprtation of the stained
glass concept, they were hung in front
of the cathedral windows, so that wax-
ing and waning daylight could help
celebrate the diurnal miracle. Congre-
gation Netivot Shalom in Berkeley,
CA is the happy recipient of two of
these curtains. This points to a useful
interfaith interchange, of the kind

The Reconstructionist

pointed to by the work of Mordechai
Kaplan."” Can we disarm our fears and
right the balance of assimilation by
creative contact with the “other,”
without surrendering our own indi-
viduality and identity? Chinn’s is a
new kind of art for the worship space.
She made art no longer fixed and
unchanging, but rather flexible, situa-
tional, contextual; it can and should
involve the community in its concept,
design and installation. And, impor-
tantly, it is no longer iconic, inviting
worshipful adoration.

“To Work It and Care for It”
(Genesis 2:15)

Another artist of spiritual stature
has broadened my experience of art
and Jewish identity. Mierle Laderman
Ukeles has built a mikveh as an envi-
ronmental piece installed in the Jew-
ish Museum in New York, replete
with real tile, sculptured sheets, terry
towels, marble, pipes, doors opening
and closing, lunar phase lighting, and
more. Today, as for thousands of
years, observant Jewish men and
women immerse themselves to pre-
pare spiritually to re-enter sacred time
and intimate relationships. But how
did it become contemporary art?

Ukeles developed the idea of a
movable site of sacred passage, in
which a small amount of heavenly
water (rain or snow actually piped in
from the roof of the Jewish Museum)
in one container comes in contact
with the larger amount of earthly
(city) water, and thus provides the rit-
ual structure for personal transforma-
tion. A ritual that creates a connection

Fall 1995 + 59



Ukeles, Mikveh, Jewish Museum (by permission of the artist)

between the human and the divine
thus forms a visual/spiritual axis of the
world, an umbilical cord between the
child and the Great Parent. In all cul-
tures water is symbolic of ends and
beginnings, of death and rebirth. But
it takes a special gift to turn it into art
and make it accessible to the muse-
um-going public as a public experi-
ence of spirituality.

The sanctity of water has moved
Ukeles to the larger framework of the
sanctity of the earth. The repetitive
unrelenting labors of young mother-
hood probably had the greatest
impact on Ukeles’ art, which she
defines as “maintenance art.” Thus,
for example, as the first project of this
unsalaried artist-in-residence for the
New York City Department of Sanita-
tion, she choreographed in ten circles
(sefiror?) maps of the collection routes
of five boroughs and fifty-nine dis-
tricts, in order to meet face to face and
shake hands with the 8500 “san-men”
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who keep New York from rotting in
its own waste: performance art that
took an entire year to complete,
required travel to negotiated sites,
knowledge of the rhythms and rou-
tines of a work place, and the unex-
pected in human encounter. “Ukeles
advocates that if people can directly
observe how the city works, they can
then direct their actions and ideas
toward the construction of a mean-
ingful public life.”* Once art moves
off the sacred museum walls and out
into the street, it becomes part of soci-
ety’s work in shaping its own space.
The environmental artist is a cre-
ator of society’s space, embodying our
biblical destiny as human beings.
Having designed and landscaped The
Garden, God put us there leovdah u-
leshomra, “to work it and take care of
it.” In this spirit, Ukeles designed
“Flow City” (begun in 1983 and still
in progress). Visitors, normally
excluded from the 59th Street Marine
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Transfer Station, walk a passageway
made totally from recyclables to come
face to face with the drama of sanita-
tion and solid-waste management,
overlooking the vast tipping floor to
view the parade of trucks emptying,
barges filling, and sailing away with
the city’s garbage. Is it art, one asks,
and is it Jewish? In responding to this
new art of waste disposal, one critic
wrote, “Michelangelo had his ceiling,
Frank Lloyd Wright had his falling
water. Ms. Ukeles has her garbage.”"
As for the Jewish relevance, a brief
foray into the deeper meaning of two
words might suggest an answer.

Avodab in Hebrew means both
“work” and “worship.” Thus the work
of taking care of our abused world is
the art of divine service in its fullest
and most fundamental sense. It is the
first commandment of human sur-
vival, antecedent to self-discovery and
self-fulfillment. And “art” ultimately
derives from “arm,” our basic tool for
tactile/touch relationships. That both
work/worship and art can go disas-
trously awry is the caveat of the sec-
ond commandment, which, as archa-
ic as it may seem, continually rears up
with new relevance. It seems that the
eyes of Jewish visual culture require
two lenses. The close-up lens defines
the particulars of the art of Jewish life,
the precious words and pictures of
Jewish time and space, while the
wide-angle lens brings the world and
humanity into focus. When the par-
ticular and the universal come togeth-
er in the dramatic counterpoint of
tikkun olam, repair of the world, the
music can be transcendent. ¢
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Kaplan’s “New Zionism”

Comes of Age

BY BARBARA PENZNER

“All creatures live in water. The difference between the sea creatures and the
land creatures is that the land animals take the water inside themselves.”!

t all started when I took off the sil-

ver Hai necklace I've worn for the

past nine years, and put it in my
jewelry box. It’s just a silver chain with
the two Hebrew letters meaning
“live.” Tt sits, noticeable to the world
but unnoticed by me, as an outward
sign and inner reminder of my Jewish
identity. Beyond that, it has no reli-
gious or even superstitious signifi-
cance for me. But it’s been important
for me to wear at all times. After sev-
eral months of living in Israel, the Has
felt superfluous. Why?

Living in Israel for the past two
years—my seventh visit and third
extended stay—I've once again con-
fronted my relationship with Judaism
in a way that disrupts the equilibrium
that I've developed in the U.S. In the
Jewish state, where 90% of the time I
meet only Jews, and where the Jewish
calendar governs my weeks and
months, where Jewish culture perme-
ates the air, the food, the buildings,
and most importandy the language,

—Rabbi Adin Steinsalez

my identity has turned inside out. In
Israel, my identity struggles revolve
around internal beliefs and actions,
rather than active and overt connec-
tions to fellow Jews, as in the U.S.
Instead of seeking to express my
Judaism through actions that distin-
guish me as a Jew among non-Jews,
the Judaism that surrounds me forces
me to make choices that distinguish
me as a liberal Jew. Frequently as not,
they are choices not to participate, not
to observe.

Drawing on my epigraph from
Steinsaltz, we can say that Jews living
in Israel are essentially sea creatures, so
completely surrounded by Judaism
that they have no need to consciously
internalize it. By contrast, contempo-
rary Diaspora Jews are land creatures,
who have to take the water of Judaism
inside themselves. Jewish identity is a
choice made in spite of, not because
of, outside conditions.

This process of categorizing Jewish
life in Israel and the Diaspora has led

Barbara Penzner recently returned from spending two years in Israel in the Jerusalem
Fellows, a program for training leaders in Jewish education in the Diaspora. She serves
as rabbi of Temple Hillel B’nai Torah of West Roxbury, Massachusetts.
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me to believe that Mordecai Kaplan’s
“New Zionism,” a program he put
forward in the 1950s, has finally come
of age.? Classical Zionism was rooted
in the negation of the Diaspora and
the hope that with the establishment
of the State, all Diaspora Jewry would
immigrate to Israel. After decades of
struggle for economic stability and
peace with her Arab neighbors, Zion-
ism can now devote energy, as Kaplan
envisioned, to the spiritual and Judaic
content in the schools and culture of
Israel. This new Zionism can then ful-
fill Kaplan’s vision of nurturing Jewish
renewal not only in Israel, but in the
Diaspora as well.

Living In or Out of the Water

Living as a Jew in the post-Emanci-
pation Diaspora has often been
described as a choice. Where the
majority culture is not Jewish, one can
move imperceptibly in the non-Jewish
world. To identify as a Jew requires a
and often visible act:
attending a Jewish function, placing a
mezuzah on the door, wearing a kip-
pah or Hai necklace, eating kosher
food. Names become totems of iden-
tity: Seinfeld, Fleischman, Ahuva,
Yehuda. Most importantly, for the
majority of Jews, being Jewish
requires belonging to some form of
community: synagogue, JCC, B’nai
Brith, havurah.

Yet these external acts are accompa-

conscious

nied by internal decisions: where to
belong and how often to attend, what
to name my child and where to edu-
cate him, how to relate to both Jewish
and non-Jewish holidays. Our identi-
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ty is shaped by outside forces, though
not imposed by them. Because being
Jewish in the Diaspora involves so
many choices, escaping Jewish identi-
ty is often easier than embracing it. In
Israel, however, one does not easily
escape being Jewish; everywhere, it is
assumed.

On the surface, most people recog-
nize two types of Israeli Jews: secular
and religious. Outwardly, the religious
are distinguished by their modest
dress and by head coverings, while the
secular are distinguished by appearing
to be “average” Westerners, without
clothing that marks them as religious.
Among the religious, though, there
are many subtle differences reflecting
one’s spiritual and cultural roots, and
among the secular, varieties of Jewish
identity—nationalist, liberal, cultural,
humanistic—cannot be ranked by
outward signs. Because Judaism is so
public in Israel and celebrations of
holidays involve everyone to some
degree, one passes fluidly in and out
of religious realms without necessarily
being touched by their essence.

Swimming with the Tide:
Yom Hashoah

Yet the commemoration of Yom
Hashoah in Israel is a national experi-
ence that binds Jews together as a
tribe. When the siren goes off at 10
a.m., I stand with the others working
at the computer station or looking out
the window from my home at the
other Jews standing on their porches.
We share the mourning together, join-
ing, as it were, in a collective kaddish.
Even if we are not survivors or chil-
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dren of survivors, nor among sur-
vivors, in the State of Israel on Yom
Hashoah we all become survivors.
Although ardent Zionists may argue
that the State of Israel’s existence was
not dependent on the destruction of
European Jewry, the two events
remain engraved together in our trib-
al and national consciousness. If not
for them, we would not be here; if this
State had existed, they would have
been saved.

In Israel, the term “holocaust”
(shoah) has a wide semantic range,
referring to the many forces seen to be
harmful to Jews and Judaism (e.g.
Palestinian power, Diaspora assimila-
tion, the destruction of Jews in dis-
tressed countries). Similarly, portents
of Nazi-like hatred and fascism in the
behavior and rhetoric of Jewish
nationalists are carefully monitored by
the Israeli left. These free uses of holo-
caust references are evidence, accord-
ing to Holocaust historian Yehuda
Bauer, that the trauma of the Shoah
has not yet been overcome.’

In America, the sharing seems
more artificial, at least to those of us
without familial ties to the destruc-
tion. We have to seek out a Yom
Hashoah service. Most likely, it is held
on the closest Sunday or Shabbat (as if
one could easily combine Shabbat
with Shoah !). One is more likely in
America to hear comparisons to
“holocausts” in the world at large:
Cambodia, Rwanda, Bosnia. We share
the Holocaust with all citizens in civil
and

national memorials and museums,

ceremonies, visit municipal

and universalize its lessons. In Israel,
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there are also other sufferings, other
inhuman events, even other geno-
cides. But there is no other Shoah,
because, by definition it belongs to us,
to the tribe.

What We Have in Common

At an evening class that I attended
at Elul, a bet midrash in Jerusalem cre-
ated so that secular and religious
could study together, I became friend-
ly with Gitai, a young Israeli man who
joined the class because he loves to
sing. Gital wears no kippah. During a
conversation with our
friend Tani about women wearing
kippot, Gitai became aware that I was
in tension with the Jewish tradition.
He stated matter-of-factly that he

American

doesn’t share my problem. “I accept
halakhabh and Judaism in totality—
only not for me.” He believes that
men and women are different and
Jewish tradition genuinely reflects
that. While he claims that the tradi-
tion is simply apart from him, it’s not
as if Gitai has nothing to do with
Judaism. He likes saying kiddush,
enjoys the Pesah seder. He doesn’t
reject Judaism entirely, but picks and
chooses. He and I agree that we are
not so different in some ways.

The key to understanding Gitai’s
relationship to Judaism is that he con-
siders it entirely internal. What other
people think—doesn’t, shouldn’t mat-
ter. Why should Tani, who grew up as
a Conservative Jew, worry about
whether to wear a kippah, or what
kind to choose and how it identifies
him? What matters, according to
Gitai, is Tani’s own personal relation-
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ship to God. Gitai lives in a world
that breathes Jewish life and obser-
vance, but neither he nor that world
are willing to internalize most of it.

How important are visible symbols
to our internal spiritualitcy? Did my
not wearing the Hai necklace while in
Israel in any way diminish my Jewish
identity or my sense of awe before the
Transcendent? No, not at all. T liken
the change to the explanation for not
laying refillin, the physical symbol of
the mitzvot, on Shabbat. Zefillin are
worn during morning prayers on
weekdays. On Shabbat, the entire day
is a sign and a reminder, so that zfi/l-
in are redundant. In Israel, the entire
country is a sign and a reminder, so
outward symbols are redundant.
What matters—or does not matter at
all—is one’s personal theology. The
rest is provided for free.

Like Gitai, I am concerned about
my own spiritual life. The real differ-
ence between me and Gitai is that I
feel the need to have my external real-
ity reflect the Jewish identity that I
have constructed internally. T feel in
tension with Judaism while I'm in
Israel, but not so much back home. In
America, the surrounding Jewish cul-
ture, or at least the community that I
have chosen, accepts feminism and
democracy and embraces egalitarian
decision-making and shifting male-
female roles. In Israel, authorized reli-
gious expression contradicts the values
that I have embraced. Yer, I find
tremendous richness and spirituality
in the land of Israel: its history, geog-
raphy, flora and fauna, literature and
music. I feel at home as a Jew in Israel,
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but strangely foreign to its official ver-
sion of Judaism.

Mordecai Kaplan: Land
Creature or Sea Creature?

Long before the majority of Amer-
ican Jewry embraced Zionism,
Mordecai Kaplan had a dream of what
a Jewish state in the land of Israel
could mean for all Jews. Kaplan imag-
ined Israel as a source for Jewish
renewal. In an address delivered in
1957, he put forward his far-reaching
vision for the Zionist movement:

[Zionism] should henceforth

embrace as its objective not only

the security and growth of the

State of Israel but also the reaf-

firmation of the unity of the

Jewish People throughout the

world, the redefinition of its

group status, and the revitaliza-
tion of the Jewish spiritual her-
itage as a bond to unite the scat-
tered Jewish communities with
one another and with the Jewish
community in Israel.*
Kaplan’s vision of a renewed Jewish
state as the center of all Jewish renew-
al is precarious. Israel has certainly
become a symbolic and actual com-
mon ground for Jews from the four
corners of the world. Jews in North
America are more connected to the
Jews of Russia, of Ethiopia, of South
Africa and South America because of
the State of Israel. The status of Jews as
a group in all countries has been rede-
fined, perhaps even elevated, because
of the State of Israel. But these are the
bonds of peoplehood, not those of our
common “spiritual heritage.”
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Following Ahad Ha'am, Kaplan
desired a Jewish state richly Jewish in
its literature and culeure, in its educa-
tion and environment. Only in Israel
was such an “organic community”
possible. As early as 1934, Kaplan
emphasized “a sufficiently large com-
munity of Jews must be permitted to
lead there [in Palestine] a full, normal
and creative life. With the resulting
enrichment of Judaism’s cultural and
spiritual content, Jews in the diaspora
will then feel themselves members of a
minority group that possesses motiva-
tion, idea and purpose.” Since that
time, the restructuring of Jewish
group identity in the Diaspora has
largely been political, as manifest in
the Israel lobby and in the Soviet
Jewry movement. Kaplan, however,
looked to Israel to provide far more
than political strength. He looked to
Israel as a motivating force for Jewish
identity and cultural development
throughout world Jewry.

Unfortunately, in both Israel and
the Diaspora, Jewish identity is in
danger. Jewish culture in Israel has not
yet reached the potential of which
Kaplan dreamed. Westernization has
invaded and been embraced by Israeli
culture, so that the Jew in Israel stands
to lose the internal desire to choose
Judaism. Furthermore, there is no
need to choose when it is assumed
that Judaism has already been provid-
ed, as, for instance, in the specialized
services of the religious establishment
for marriage and burial. Living under
the hegemony of Western culture, the
Jew in North America stands to lose a
sense of the need and value of choos-
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ing to be different in a non-Jewish
culture.

As a Reconstructionist, I have
experienced Kaplan’s notion of living
in two civilizations as an imbalance
between living primarily in the major-
ity culture, and dabbling in Judaism
as a secondary culture. Much as I tell
myself that Judaism is my way of life,
I know that my basic values are
derived from twentieth-century West-
ern culture. Unlike Kaplan, I was not
nurtured by an all-encompassing Jew-
ish environment from an early age.
Living in two civilizations in Israel
means, ideally, that Judaism is the
majority culture. In choosing to make
aliyah to Israel in his later years,
Kaplan clearly stated his preference
for Jewish civilization among a Jewish
majority. There are many who share
that dream, and are dedicating their
lives to shaping Jewish identity in
Israel, as others of us dedicate our lives
to the Jewish lives of Jews in North
America.

The Texts that Bind Us
At Elul, Jews of different back-

grounds find common ground in text,
not in prayer or celebration. Texts are
studied, discussed, and used as a
springboard for creative expression.
Like many of my contemporaries, I
have had the recurring experience of
reading classical Jewish texts, only to
feel estranged by archaic language,
rebuffed by sexist approaches, and
alienated by pre-modern ideas. One
common response is to reject the
texts. An even more common
response is to remain ignorant of
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them. A third response is to create
new texts. I have participated more
frequently in the creation of modern
midrash than in the study of classical
midrash. To my surprise, I have lately
discovered rabbinic interpretations
that closely mirror these creative
efforts. Elul is the closest I have come
to the approach I learned at RRC:
seriously appreciating the text for
itself, as well as using it as a spring-
board for our own textual and non-
textual creations. We are all too aware
of how few Jews are exposed to such
an approach, and how most Jews are
in danger of losing touch with the
Jewish sources.

Charles Taylor speaks of a life-long
dialogue with our significant others,
those people and traditions that form
the basis for our identity.* Rather than
assume that each of us has developed
in a vacuum, with our own subjective
ideas, Taylor emphasizes the contribu-
tions of parents, teachers, heritage, and
language to developing our identities.
Whether we accept, reject or struggle
with these significant others, Taylor
maintains that we are in dialogue with
them throughout our lifetime.

The classical texts are among our
Jewish significant others. And if I am
to forge a contemporary Jewish iden-
tity, I cannot create a new world from
nothing. That’s not in human power.
Our identities are set against a back-
ground, and ours is Jewish, with all
that we accept, struggle with, and
reject within the texts. Without
engaging with these significant others,
our Jewish identities are constructed

of empty air.
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Israel as a Jewish Text

Life in Israel is a kind of Jewish
text. Every day as I make choices, 1
struggle with that text. The Hebrew
language, despite all the anglicization
and corruption it has endured, pro-
vides a Jewish texture to every conver-
sation, every advertisement, every
television show. The rthythm of the
Jewish week, ending with Shabbat,
whether one walks to shul or drives to
the beach, gives a Jewish framework
to one’s work/study/family life. Shop-
ping for fruits and vegetables I can’t
help but notice the signs indicating
which produce has been approved
during the shemitah (Sabbatical) year.
Without visiting the Kotel, without
taking a single course in Jewish
thought, without attending syna-
gogue services or community meet-
ings, I encounter Jewish text through-
out my day.

Will the rich Jewish texture of
Israeli life ensure the Jewish continu-
ity that Diaspora Jews long for? Not
likely, as many commentators in Israel
now see. The recent Shenhar report
calls for putting Jewish texts back into
secular schools and for training more
state-school teachers in Jewish stud-
les.’

An Israeli soccer fan may use the
talmudic term tayku to mean a tie

_score, but without engagement with

(or simple understanding of) the
word in its talmudic context the term
carries as much religious relevance as
the English word “good-bye” (origi-
nally a contraction of God-be-with-
ye). Tayku is an acronym for Tishbi
yitaretz kushiyot wuva'ayot, meaning
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“the Tishbite (i.e., Elijah the Prophert)
will resolve all difficulties and prob-
lems.” The term is used when the
Rabbis of the Talmud reached a dead-
lock, and resolution was therefore
deferred until the coming of Elijah,
i.e. Messianic times. The religious
implications of such a statement are
far-reaching, at least more so than a
final score in which neither side wins.
There are those who cite such every-
day uses of classic Hebrew phrases as
evidence of the vitality of the Jewish
heritage in Israel. I fear that it is no
more than window-dressing in a cul-
ture increasingly influenced by West-
ern values. As Kaplan stated, “reli-
gious values cannot be realized except
in association with all the other ele-
ments in the civilization which would
embody them. When abstracted from
life, they are mere verbalizations.”
Being Jewish in Israel, swimming
in the waters of Judaism, means living
in a Jewishly-friendly environment,
where Jewish observance and study is
facilitated. The mechanics of
Judaism—using Hebrew, celebrating
the calendar cycle and Shabbat—all
contribute to a Jewishly-comfortable
atmosphere. But spiritual transcen-
dence is born of tension, conflicts and
their resolution, which the Jewish
environment of Israel diminishes. Yes,
one can seek a spiritual experience at
the holy sites, but these are transitory.
Living outside of Israel, where a Jew-
ish lifestyle becomes more difficult,
one seeks out the spiritual to buttress
one’s identification. Transcendence is
a goal, and Judaism becomes internal-
ized, as is the water in land animals.
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Can one have an encompassing
Jewish culture that nevertheless pro-
duces creative Jewish tension? What
encounters between Israelis and
American Jews can nurture that which
is weak in each of us? As Israel
becomes a more outwardly-oriented
country, with more infiltration of
American, Muslim, and Eastern influ-
ences, Israelis will increasingly be
faced with the American Jewish ques-
tion of today, “Why be Jewish?”

Intimations of the New Zionism

Much of the time that I lived in
Israel, I believed that living there was
the only way to truly experience the
multi-layered, multi-textured nature of
Jewish life. I still believe that spending
an extended period in Israel is ideal, if
only to become immersed in the
Hebrew language, to become familiar
with the counuy and to experience
Shabbat and the Jewish holidays in a
holistic way. I have also come to recog-
nize that Kaplans “New Zionism” is
indeed taking root in various places and
different ways. Elul is but one among
many examples of such spiritual vitality.

The current emphasis on ‘the Israel
experience’ today as a focus for Jewish
identity has brought valuable resources
to creative and dedicated Jewish educa-
tors, many of them North American
olim, who are transforming the idea of
Israel tourism into an in-depth journey
into one’s Jewish identity. Through
these encounters, the Jewish visitor to
Israel and the Israeli tourist alike wres-
te with “significant others)” who have
previously been but distant relatives. At
Tzippori, a Galilee archaeological site,

The Reconstructionist



Joyce Klein has created dramatic reen-
actments between the and
Romans of talmudi¢ times, much as
one enjoys at Plimouth Plantation or
Colonial Williamsburg. At Shorashim,

Marc Rosensteins “Makom Bagalil”
provides rich experiences for groups of

Jews

all ages involving text, personalities and
the land. (RRC graduate Elliot Skid-
dell has also become very involved with
this project.) On superior trips such as
Nesiya, teenagers fill their limited six or
seven-week rendezvous with Israel with
a combination of the arts, the environ-
ment, Jewish study and meetings with
thoughtful personalities. These are
only a few examples of programs com-
bining in-depth study emphasizing
Jewish values and knowledge, an
understanding of the history of Israel
and the Jewish people, and activities
designed to stimulate construction and
shaping of one’s own Jewish identity.
Individuals with a sense of the possible,
using the raw material of the land and
people of Israel and Jewish learning,
and their understanding of creative
tension as a spiritual force and an edu-
cational tool are bringing all this about.

What I have valued most during my
extended stays in Israel has been the at-
homeness of Jewish life and the occa-
sional opportunities to shape a distinc-
tively liberal Jewish path for myself and
my family there. We have welcomed
Shabbat with friends at the beach on
Friday afternoon, watching the sun set
over the Mediterranean, lighting Shab-
bat candles and making kiddush on the
sand. We have spent Shavuot with
friends on the kibbutz and enjoyed
their bikkurim, “first fruits” pageant,
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and joined the hordes walking to the
Kotel at 4 a.m. to daven shaharit and
receive the Torah at sunrise. We sent
our daughter to both the Reform-spon-
sored and the Orthodox State-religious
schools, where even in kindergarten,
children learn tefilah and parshar
hashavua in the original Hebrew. We
attended Shabbat services at Jerusalem’s
Kol Haneshamah synagogue, where the
closing prayer for peace, adapted from
Nachman of Bratzlav, includes a pas-
sage in Arabic from a Muslim prayer.

As a liberal Jew from North Amer-
ica living in Israel, I sought to live in
both a sea and land environment at
once. I did not always succeed, but I
believe that this kind of creative Jew-
ish living, whether in Israel or in the
Diaspora, can provide the building
blocks for a compelling and substan-
tive Judaism that is responsive to the
post-modern world. That is my dream
for ensuring Jewish continuity.

If Jewish identity is to be organic, it
must go beyond being a Jew at home
and a human being on the street, or
vice versa. Jewish identity is neither
exclusively external nor internal. But I
have not found that wholeness yet,
not in Israel and not in North Ameri-
ca. When I return, I'll miss attending
Yehudit Ravitz concerts, singing clas-
sic Yehuda Amichai and Leah Gold-
berg poems along with the audience
in Hebrew, and I'll miss hiking in the
land of my ancestors. But while I'm in
Israel 'm hard-pressed to find the
spiritual kick-in-the-pants that comes
from being a minority.

The Hai goes back on before I get
off the plane.’¢
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Kaplan, Pluralism and
Transformative Dialogue

BY SANDRA B. LUBARSKY

Ithough he lived at a time
when the “melting pot”
image of American society

was popular, Mordecai Kaplan did
not support an amalgamation model
of Jewish-American relations. Instead
he offered a “radically new approach”
to the relationship between national
and cultural/ethnic identity.! He
argued for the possibility, even “neces-
sity,” of living in more than one civi-
lization at the same time, a position
he termed “cultural hyphenism.”

On the one hand, Kaplan believed
that a minority civilization, by dint of
its “subordinate” stature, could not
provide its members with complete
self-fulfillment. On the other hand,
he believed that an individual cannot
simply shed the civilization into
which he or she is born, for “the basic
layer of culture which the human
being receives in his home leaves so
deep an impress upon his life that its
power is second only to the biological
force of heredity.”? In defense of the
psychological health of the individual
who cannot give up his or her culture
of birth and yet cannot find complete
fulfillment within it, Kaplan argues

for the “moral and spiritual right” of
cultural hyphenism. And he makes a
further claim for cultural
hyphenism—that it serves as a check
on the “chauvinism” that both cultur-
al and national groups harbor.®> The
health of the individual and of the
society depend upon the individual’s
access to at least two cultures simulta-
neously.

Cultural hyphenism was Kaplan’s
creative alternative to assimilation.
For his generation, it sanctioned the
Americanization that many Jews
desired, without, at least in theory,
forfeiting the uniqueness of Jewish
civilization. Kaplan argued that “reli-
gious freedom means essentially the
right of any group within the nation
to maintain its social solidarity and
the cultural institutions with which its
life is intertwined,” without being
excluded from participation in the
majority culture. It can be seen as an
early model of muldculcuralism,
understood as the legitimacy of com-
munities within communities and the
vitality of connection between them.

Kaplan’s affirmation of cultural
hyphenism was not, however, an
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enthusiastic endorsement of the fact
that people live and delight in more
than one community at a time, or a
positive judgment about the intrinsic
good of diversity; it was rather a prag-

the

5

matic acknowledgment of
“inevitable lot of the modern man.”
Indeed, he hardly elaborates on the
configurations and consequences of
bi-culturalism, perhaps assuming that
because this pattern was inevitable, it
would work itself out in some benign
way. In fact, his primary example of
bi-culturalism—American-Judaism—
is set out in such a way that the two
“civilizations” are entirely comple-
mentary, differing only in their sancta,
their modes of expression, but not in
their ideals. Jewish ethics and Ameri-
can democracy are not at odds; the
two civilizations can be described as
“mutually neutral.” While this way of
relating the two cultures is useful, it is
hardly a celebration of pluralism.

Dialogue Between Civilizations?

In addition to advocating cultural
hyphenism, Kaplan also rejected the
notion of chosenness and many forms
of theological dogmatism, and thus
eliminated important obstacles to
approaching non-Jewish religious
ideas. It is not his theology therefore
that stands in the way of cultural or
religious pluralism, but his sociologi-
cal and psychological rendering of
culture or “civilization.” According
to Kaplan, religions and the civiliza-
tions to which they belong are closed
systems. They are self-justifying, self-
sufficient, and nontransferable sys-
tems, concerned not with the promo-
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tion of truth but with the preservation
of their ways of life.
Thus, if a devout Christian tells
me that he finds in the adora-
tion of the personality of Jesus
all the inspiration that he
requires for living a life that sat-
isfies his spiritual needs, I can-
not as a Jew say this attitude is
not true, although I am so con-
ditioned that I could not possi-
bly find it true in my own expe-
rience. Since his religion is not a
part of the Jewish civilization
that has conditioned my think-
ing and feeling, and my religion
is not a part of the Christian civ-
ilization which has conditioned
him, comparison between the
two is meaningless.
There is a psycho-social determinism
at work within civilizations that indi-
viduals are unable to transcend. The
consequence of this modern ‘birth
dogma’ is twofold: 1) individuals are
unable to appreciate an experience
that lies outside their own cultural
conditioning; and 2) there is no
shared language for discussing truth-
claims between traditions or cultures.
To these serious impediments to
dialogue Kaplan adds a gloss of cul-
tural relativism. “The difference,” he
says, “in character between one civi-
lization and another is not so much in
the ideals they profess as in the social
institutions they evolve as a means of
expressing their ideals.”” Taken
together, these statements undercut
the desire and possibility for genuine
dialogue between civilizations. And
indeed they indicate that despite
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Kaplan’s call for cultural hyphenism,
his purpose was not the exchange of
insights between civilizations, but
rather the much more immediate con-
cern of enabling Jews to be incorpo-
rated as full-fledged citizens in the
United States.

Jewish-Buddhists and the
Desire for Spirituality

This is not the overriding problem
for the current generation. We assume
as legitimate the category of “Ameri-
can-Jew.” Though we still desire the
freedom that secularism offers, for this
generation, its costs seem almost too
high. One very strong desire of this
generation—palpable to those of us
who teach undergraduate courses in
religious studies—is for some mean-
ing that transcends the secular, but
which is not necessarily to be found in
one’s home religion. It is the desire for
spirituality, for a deeper meaning and
understanding about our own lives
and that of the planet. What  in
Kaplan’s thought can be applied to
this new concern of American Jews?

One of the most interesting cases
to explore in this regard is that of the
Jewish-Buddhist or “JUBU.” Accord-
ing to Rodger Kamenetz, whose
recent account of an encounter
between Jews and Tibetan Buddhists
also includes an excellent discussion
of the American Jewish Buddhist
movement, “JUBUs have played a sig-
nificant and disproportionate role in
the development of this [distinctively
Western] form of American Bud-
dhism. . . up to twelve times the Jew-
ish proportion of the American popu-
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lation.”™ The JUBU population is
diverse, with some people identifying
as Jewish-Buddhists and others as
Buddhists with a Jewish background.
Drawing upon his interviews with a
number of JUBUs and his own
the Dalai Lama,
Kamenetz concludes that “the house
of Judaism in North America has not
been satisfactorily built—it does not
have a spiritual dimension for many
Jews.”"" For many JUBUs, it is Bud-
dhism’s highly-developed, accessible
and yet intense spirituality that is so
attractive.  Repeatedly Kamenertz
heard Jewish Buddhists speak of their
desire for spiritual exercise of the
mind and ways to train and deepen
mental compassion. He also heard
them express their difficulties with the
traditional Jewish conception of God.
In a variety of ways, Jewish-Buddhists
are seeking new configurations of the
compassionate path of
(emptiness) and the vivid historical,
ritual, and ethical patterns of Judaism.
They are in the midst of a creative
transformation of traditions, intuited
by Kaplan, yet uncultivated in his
thought.

When Kaplan took issue with the

traditional notion of God and rejected

encounter with

sunyata

supernaturalism, it was largely for sci-
entific rather than spiritual reasons.
His preoccupations were primarily
“social and political.” He spoke most-
ly of “cultural” hyphenism and little
of “religious” hyphenism, which he
quickly dismissed. Although he recog-
nized that “nothing is so contrary to
the ideal of cultural and spiritual
cooperation as the unqualified refusal
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of one element of the population to
intermarry with any other,” he
referred only to the scenario in which
Judaism emerged as the dominant
influence in a religious intermar-
riage."" He did not entertain the idea
that religious intermarriage might
result in a hybrid identity, different
from a hyphenated identity. And
because he believed in the compelling
nature of one’s birth “civilization” and
held that in terms of cognitive mat-
ters, civilizations were equally satisfac-
tory, he did not foresee the kind of
religious hyphenism occurring among

Jewish-Buddhists.

Toward Transformative Dialogue

Nonetheless, Kaplan’s widening of
identity opens up the possibility of a
Jewish encounter with other tradi-
tions that extends beyond recognition
of the mere fact of cultural pluralism
to the possibility and honoring of reli-
gious pluralism. Certain elements of
Kaplan’s thought move toward “trans-
formative dialogue,” the approach to
other traditions that allows for the
possibility that truth may be found
therein and when it is, our own self-
conception may be thus transformed.

Transformative dialogue, unlike
dialogue for the sake of tolerance or
appreciation, is based on the idea that
when truth is encountered, it calls for
a response that moves beyond appre-
ciation to incorporation into one’s
own tradition. In a pluralistic society,
people are bound to encounter others
whose understanding of reality differs
from their own. Transformative dia-
logue presupposes that there may be

74 * Fall 1995

something of worth in that other
vision of reality, not just for the one
who holds it, but for the one who has
a different vision.

‘What should we do when we hear
an idea that is not spoken in our
home traditions, and yet which moves
us through its truth or its beauty? For
theocentric reasons—i.e., truth is one
of God’s gifts and God’s gifts are not
limited to one community, for ethical
reasons—i.e., the good, too, is not the
possession of only one tradition, and
for sociological reasons—i.e., the
health of an organic community
requires nourishment from its envi-
ronment, we must respond within our
own communities to new insights.
That is indeed the position of many of
those who now identify as Jewish-
Buddhists.

What Kaplan realized early on is
that in most places in the modern
world it is neither possible nor desir-
able for Jews to isolate themselves
from other traditions, particularly
from American civil religion. Though
his particular goal was not to explore
the value of diverse cultures for each
other, it is implicit in his model of
cultural hyphenism. Most important
is Kaplans conception of Judaism,
and also of Christianity and Islam, as
organic civilizations (though he hard-
ly addresses the latter two). Under-
standing traditions as civilizations
expands the interfaith conversation so
that it includes not just belief systems,
but behavioral codes, systems of rela-
tions, metaphysics, methods of cap-
turing the imagination through ricual
use of space and time, ways of remem-
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bering, etc. And Kaplan vigorously
maintains that civilizations are
“organic’—alive, mutable, and
absorbing novelty; between civiliza-
tions that are intimately related
through shared membership there will
be a natural exchange of cultural arti-
facts. Indeed, about Judaism and its
contact with contemporary cultures
he says, “Viewing Judaism s a
dynamic process prepares the way for
the synthesis of the Jewish social her-
itage with the best in the civilizations
of our day, a synthesis so essential to
the spiritual normality of the Jew.”?
In an encounter with other cultures
and faiths, his emphasis on the organ-
ic nature of civilizations curbs the
propensity to oversimplify issues of
identity and, most significantly, allows
for change in the way we configure
our self-understanding as a result of
meeting the other.

Conscious Transformation

In the final chapter of Judaism as a
Civilization, Kaplan moves most
clearly and energetically in the direc-
tion of transformative dialogue,
though again, he does not develop the
implications of his own bold state-
ments.

For Judaism to become creative

once again, it must assimilate

the best in contemporary civi-
lizations. In the past this process
of assimilating cultural elements
from the environment was car-
ried on unconsciously. Hence-
forth that process will have to be
carried on in deliberate and

planned  fashion.  Therein
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Judaism will, no doubt, have to
depart from its own tradition.
But conscious and purposeful
planning is coming to be part of
the very life process of society.
No civilization, culture, econo-
my or religion that is content to
drift aimlessly has the slightest
chance of surviving. It is in the
spirit, therefore, of adopting the
best in other civilizations and
cooperating with them, and not
in the spirit of yielding to their
superior force or prestige, that
Judaism should enter upon what
will constitute a fourth stage in
its development.

This development in Judaism

necessarily presupposes many
changes in its ideology, sanc-
tions, practices and social orga-
nization. The criterion which is
to determine whether a suggest-
ed change is beneficial or detri-
mental to Judaism is the extent
to which it helps Judaism to
retain its continuity, its individ-
uality, and its organic charac-
ter.”
These ideas follow logically from
Kaplan’s notion of civilizations as
organic and evolutionary. But because
he hardly discusses how this process
will occur and what its outcomes
might be, they surprise one in the
reading. There is much that is contro-
versial in his proposals, but my pur-
pose here is to summarize the ele-
ments of Kaplan’s thought that open
up a new way of regarding the rela-
tionship of Judaism to other tradi-
tions.
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Important, above all, is Kaplan’s
formulation of Judaism as an organic
civilization, emphasizing continuity
and the naturalness of change, espe-
cially in contact with an environment
of other “organisms.” Kaplan urges us
not to be afraid of the unknown or the
alien, but to make conscious decisions
about directions of growth and to
internalize or “assimilate” those deci-
sions. As an organic “form of life,”
Judaism must “absorb some of the
very forces and tendencies that threat-
en it, effect new syntheses on higher
levels of national life, and enter upon
a career which will set up new goals in
the evolution of civilizations.”" In
line with the biological analogy,
Kaplan maintains that species survival
is not a matter of stasis, but of
advancement, which is linked to
increasing complexity. Thus, “to sur-
vive, Judaism must become com-
plex,”" interacting with other civiliza-
tions and allowing such interaction to
become transformative.

Internalizing Pluralism

The idea of Judaism as a civiliza-
tion enables Kaplan to make a num-
ber of radical assertions about reli-
gion, several of which make possible a
greater openness to the value of other
traditions both for themselves and for
Judaism. For both theological and
sociological reasons, he rejects the
concept of chosenness and this makes
it more likely that Jews would listen to
the claims of other traditions. Indeed,
he is an opponent of theological dog-
matism in general and an advocate
within Judaism of “multiple ideolo-
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gies.” Partially this is a consequence of
his position thar civilizations are not
primarily concerned with truth, bur,
like other living organisms, with sur-
vival. (Here his relativism undercuts
dialogue and exchange.) And partially
it is a result of the distinction that he
draws between folk and personal reli-
gion. Folk religion is described as the
“common spiritual denominator” of a
civilization, “all those expressions of
Jewish life, and all those forms of cus-
tom and law, through which the indi-
vidual identifies himself with the life
and strivings of his people.”’* In con-
trast, personal religion is defined as
“essentially the world-outlook which
each one is taught and encouraged to
achieve for himself. Such an outlook
every individual Jew should be free to
develop in accordance with his own
personal convictions regarding life

and the universe.”"”

While many (myself included)
would be suspicious of this disengage-
ment of philosophy from religion, it
makes possible a wide tolerance of
beliefs within Judaism. It is thus fair
to assume that a Buddhist meta-
physics could be embraced as an indi-
vidual’s personal religion, while that
individual remains loyal to the Jewish
“civilization” through commitment to
Jewish folk religion. Having defined
Judaism as more than a religion, and
having understood religious traditions
as more than ideological structures,
Kaplan lays the foundation for inter-
nalizing pluralism within one’s own
tradition.

Part of Kaplan’s legacy to us is his
vision of Judaism as organic, his sensi-
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tivity to the dynamics of identity, and
his tolerance for multiple forms of
Judaism. These are important ideas
for creatively meeting the challenges
of living in a pluralistic world, enjoy-
ing and contributing to the ongoing

life of Judaism. 4
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Revisiting the
Chosen People

BY GEORGE B. DRIESEN

ifty years ago last June, as New
FYork City prepared a gigantic

homecoming parade for Gen-
eral Dwight Eisenhower to celebrate
the Allies’ defeat of Hitler’s Ger-
many, the Union of Orthodox Rab-
bis of the U.S. and Canada unani-
mously voted to ban the newly pub-
lished Reconstructionist Sabbath
Prayer Book. After the vote, a young
rabbi stood up and ceremoniously
burned the book. The burning, eeri-
ly reminiscent of the Nazi book-
burnings that preceded Hitler’s rise
to power, climaxed a reading that
proclaimed Jerem (excommunica-
tion) against Rabbi Mordechai M.
Kaplan for expressing “atheism,
heresy, and disbelief in the basic
tenets of Judaism” in the prayer book
introduction and for altering tradi-
tional prayer texts to implement
those “heresies.” Kaplan’s assertions
that “...the Jews are not a chosen
race [and]...that the Torah is a
human document and not supernat-
urally inspired...” were the principal
reasons for the Union members’
unanimous action.'

Kaplan’s rejection of the chosen
people doctrine was not new in 1945.
He believed that the notion of a cho-
sen people conflicts with a non-super-
natural conception of divinity. To
Kaplan, such a notion unacceptably
implied a God who is a person writ
large and who, whether from human-
like whim or affection, wills to select
one people above all others for love,
service, or, should they depart from
God’s law, punishment. In Judaism As
A Civilization, written over a decade
before the Reconstructionists pub-
lished their first prayer book, Kaplan
had written that

the modern man who is used to

thinking in terms of humanity as

a whole, can no longer reconcile

himself to the notion of any peo-

ple or body of believers as con-
stituting a type of society which
may be described as belonging to

a supernatural order. From an

ethical standpoint, it is deemed

inadvisable, to say the least, to
keep alive ideas of racial or
national superiority, inasmuch as

they are known to exercise a divi-

George B. Driesen is a member of the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College Board of
Governors, a full-time student at RRC, and practices labor law part-time for unions and

employees in Washington, D.C. He is a member of Adat Shalom Reconstructionist

Congregation.
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sive influence, generating suspi-

cion and hatred. 2
Kaplan himself was quintessentially
the “modern man,” whose core beliefs
he described.

The prayers that Kaplan and the
other 1945 editors altered were sung
at three familiar and important
moments in the liturgy. First, when
men were called to the Torah, they
blessed the God who chose us “from
all the peoples.” Second, in the final
moments of the service, the Aleynu
praised God who “has not made us
like the nations of other lands, and
has not placed us like other families of
the earth,” nor “made our lot like the
peoples.” Finally, at the havdalah ser-
vice, marking the end of Shabbar or
other holy day, observant Jews recited,
“Blessed are you...God...who has dis-
tinguished between the sacred and the
profane, between light and darkness,
between Israel and the nations,
between the seventh day and the six
days of the week.” According to tra-
ditional understanding, then, Jews are
sacred; others are not. Jews see the
light; others are in darkness. Jews are
holy, like the Sabbath; others are
mundane, like weekdays. God sup-
posedly drew these distinctions, and
they are therefore immutable.

Kaplan and the Sabbath Prayer
Book editors believed that these “Israe-
locentric” prayers should be excised
from a “form of worship” in which
“modern Jews could participate with
devotion and sincerity.” In making
and adopting those changes, Kaplan
and fellow Reconstructionists coura-
geously confronted the rest of the Jew-
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ish religious community. At the time,
most religious Jews, and especially
rabbis, deemed God’s election of us as
a central unformulated dogma, an
explanation for Jewish survival, and,
indeed, as the cardinal reason for
remaining Jewish.¢

The Chosen People Since 1945

How has Kaplan’s liturgical rejec-
tion of the chosen people fared since
1945? Gates of Prayer, the Reform
movement’s siddur, deletes from
birkat havdalah the assertion that Jews
are distinguished from other peoples
as the light is distinguished from dark-
ness, but retains chosen people lan-
guage elsewhere.” Sim Shalom, the
Conservative siddur, leaves all three
references intact in the Hebrew, but
the English renderings (they are hard-
ly translations), perhaps reflecting the
long-term impact of Kaplan’s teach-
ing, minimize the opprobrious con-
tent of the original.*

Not even all of today’s Reconstruc-
tionists are as persuaded as Kaplan
and his followers were that references
to Israel as God’s chosen people
should be omitted from the prayers of
“modern Jews.” Some who consider
themselves Reconstructionists dis-
agree with Kaplan’s teaching on this
point.” Furthermore, Ko/ Hane-
shamah: Shabbat Vehagim, the new
Reconstructionist Sabbath and festival
prayer book, restores God’s promise to
raise Israel “on high above all the
nations of the earth” to the Hebrew
text of the second paragraph of the
Shema. When the editors of the 1945
Sabbath Prayer Book daringly substi-
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tuted Deuteronomy 28:1-6 for the
traditional passage, they excised the
biblical promise of Israel’s elevation,
in keeping with Kaplan’s principled
rejection of the chosen people idea.
Kol Haneshamab, the new Recon-
structionist prayerbook, renders the
promise in English as if it meant, God
“will make you a model for all the
nations of the earth,” a phrase sugges-
tive of both Kaplan’s view of our peo-
ple’s ethical “vocation” and the
Reform movements notion of the
Jews' divine “mission.”" The new sid-
dur notes that “the traditional Aleynu
has troubled Reconstructionist Jews,”
but publishes it nonetheless as one of
several versions of the prayer.” Simi-
larly, Ko/ Haneshamah invites congre-
gations, among other options, to use
the traditional Torah berakbah with its
assertion that God chose us Jews from
all the peoples of the earth, thus
undoing a liturgical change funda-
mental to Reconstructionism as origi-
nally conceived."

It seems fair to say, then, that
Kaplan’s vigorous and principled
opposition to the doctrine has had
mixed results. Nevertheless, accep-
tance is not an acid test of validity. My
own view is that Kaplan rightly
excised the chosen people formulae
from our prayers. The whole notion
smacks of arrogance. Amos (9:7)
rejected it long ago: “Are ye not as the
children of the Ethiopians unto Me,
O children of Israel? saith the Lord.
Have not I brought up Israel out of
the land of Egypt, and the Philistines
from Caphtor and Aram from Kir?”
We are in no position to pass judg-
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ment upon our merit as against other
religions and other peoples. We lack
the knowledge of their history and lit-
erature, let alone the detachment, to
decide how they stand relative to us in
relation to God. Besides, we know
that Judaism from earliest times has
learned much from the surrounding
peoples and that many of our great
thinkers and exemplars drew heavily
upon the writings and thinking of
non-Jewish contemporaries and
philosophers—Christian, Muslim,
and pagan. It is enough if we make the
most of our heritage, preserve it,
enhance it, and pass it on to the next
generation.

Democratic Tenets

Equally important, we Reconstruc-
tionists, like other liberal Jews, have
fervently embraced a fundamental
democratic tenet that is at war with
the traditional chosen people formu-
lae: the “self-evident” truth that all
people “are created equal, and that
they are endowed by their Creator
with certain inalienable rights.”** One
may fairly read the moral history of
western democracy since 1776 as the
unfolding of the revolutionary impli-
cations of that ideal premise. It under-
lies the demand to end racism in
America, in which many Jews have
joined, and in whose service some
young Jews gave their lives in the
1960s. Equality is also fundamental to
feminism. How is it possible to
espouse cquality from one side of
one’s mouth and embrace traditional
formulations of the chosen people
from the other?
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Furthermore, the chosen people
prayers proceed from a hierarchical
world view. They assume a divine
order that ranks people, whether by
virtue, or service, or divine burden. A
leading feminist theologian argues that
the habit of ranking people and
arranging them in hierarchies has
plagued us internally (e.g. kohen, levi,
yisrael and the offspring of forbidden
marriages, mamzerim; German Jews
vs. Eastern European riff-raff; learned
and unlearned; hasidim and mit-
nagdim) and has worked to the detri-
ment of women, who have been
accorded diminished status in relation
to men." A commitment to overturn-
ing hierarchy lies at the heart of the
feminist agenda and, I would argue, to
its wholehearted acceptance among us.

Hierarchy is equally divisive today.
How is the divine choice transmitted?
By blood, by study, or by practice?
The traditional answer is that every-
one who is a Jew as defined in the
halakhah is “chosen,” since God gave
the Torah to us all. Are all Jews, then,
God’s favorites, or just halakhic Jews?
Are secular Israelis, including those
not born of Jewish mothers, “chosen”?
How about Jews who never set foot in
a synagogue? We could bootlessly
debate these issues forever. There is
too much acrimony among us as is
without our inculcating through
prayer a doctrine that sows the seeds

of further discord.

Forestalling Dehumanization

Beyond that, we cannot escape the
force of Kaplan’s argument that a
claim to be superior angers the one
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said to be inferior and teaches us to be
disrespectful, if not contemptuous, of
others. If we believe in tzkkun olam,
we must abjure such claims. Taken
seriously, they can, alas, make calls to
acts of bestiality seem sensible. ‘After
all, our enemies (or perhaps merely
our competitors) are inferior. We
carry the imprimatur of the Deity in
our genes—and in our religious prac-
tices' (which many of us “choose” not
to observe), ‘and in our literature’
(which many of us have never read).
“We need not treat them as if they, like
us, were simply human beings.” My
point is not that most of those who
defend the chosen people doctrine
think in this way. Rather, my point is
that in times of crisis, the thin veneer
of civilization that separates men and
women from jackals becomes warped
and brittle; at such times, long-cher-
ished notions of superiority/inferiori-
ty can take on a life of their own and
help break down the barriers to mur-
der and other bestial acts, the propen-
sity for which remains dormant with-
in us. There is ample evidence that the
chosen people doctrine that laced
Baruch Goldstein’s Orthodox upbring-
ing played a significant role in induc-
ing him to embark on a murderous
rampage that took the lives of twenty-
nine Muslims at prayer in Hebron a
short time ago.

Given the world in which we live,
Kaplan’s insistence that we Jews drain
the “Israelocentric” toxin from our
prayers seems, if anything, more com-
pelling. For we are no longer as isolat-
ed as we were, even in Kaplan’s day.
Television brings the faces of far-away
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peoples into our living rooms. At Yad
Vashem, we honor the memory of
non-Jews who faced death and gave
their lives in order to save a remnant of
our people at our hour of greatest peril.
Shall we say that the Jews who hid their
eyes during the holocaust are “chosen,”
but the “righteous gentiles” are not?
Even in our own communities, at
least in North America, we are not
alone. Our congregations and havurot
include non-Jews considering conver-
sion, married to us or to members of
our families and raising Jewish chil-
dren, or simply visiting. Our congre-
gations and havurot also include
recent converts. How can we insult
the non-Jews in our midst and the
families of the recently converted?
These demographic facts make it
seem almost childish (and certainly
add to the problems we face) to claim
that God has chosen “us” but not
them. Kaplan’s teaching was right in
1945 and it is even more right today.
Those of us who follow Kaplan in
refusing to recite the traditional cho-
sen people formulae are not less enthu-
siastic about the Jewish people than
our critics. We are pleased and proud
to be Jews. We have endured a very
long time for reasons that we can ar
best speculate about, leaving us with a
sense of wonder, even mystery at our
very existence. We have contributed
much to our neighbors, even though
some of them (and others who have
virtually no contact with us ar all)
inconceivably hate us with passion.
We need not worry about where we
“rank,” any more than a mature hus-
band or wife goes around wondering
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whether her/his partner is objectively
‘number one.” The Jewish people, with
all its greatness and its warts, is ‘ours,’
and we want to celebrate it. Despite
our oppression we produced Moses,
Einstein, Freud, a host of Nobel Prize
winners, and men and women who
could read and write even in the Dark
Ages, when the rest of the Western
World sank into illiteracy. The idea
that God chose us incarnates our pride
and enthusiasm at being Jewish, which
may explain why some non-supernat-
uralist Jews insist upon it.

The reconstructed versions, like the
traditional texts, celebrate our longevi-
ty and our hope that we shall contin-
ue. In Aleynu, we acknowledge the
Creator who “planted eternal life with-
in us,” through the gift of “the Torah
of truth’” But Reconstructionist edi-
tors have been less successful, in my
view, in articulating the relationship of
the Jewish people to its God, and
therefore to the divinity in the world.
Articulating that relationship raises
serious problems for us non-supernat-
uralist Jews. If God is a metaphor, a
force, or an intellectual abstraction,
rather than an existential Being,
describing the relationship between
God and Israel may be difficult. But
that relationship speaks to our hearts
and, certainly at this stage in our his-
tory, cannot properly be abandoned.

Distinctness, not Chosenness

Perhaps an acceptable approach is
to see ourselves, like other peoples
that have forged an identity of their
own, as distinct, as having our own
(hi)story and practices, and, together
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with other peoples, comprising the
rich tapestry that is human life on
earth.' Distinction, rather than cho-
senness, leaves us free to accept our
common humanity, to recognize that
a Chinese family that has lived in
Malaysia for generations may have a
longing for its homeland that is much
like our longing for Zion; that a
Greek Orthodox wedding glorifies
some of the same hopes as a Jewish
wedding does, that the Christian Mass
extols God in the very words of the
kedushab.

On the other hand, we may fairly
say that we are distinguished among
peoples by our longevity and by the
contributions we have individually
and collectively made to world civi-
lization. We rightly abjure trying to
decide whether God values us (and
therefore other men and women
ought value us) more than say, the
Greeks, or the Christians, or the Eng-
lish, who may with some force say
that they, too, are distinguished.
Indeed, some feel that Jews should
continue to recite the traditional lan-
guage but “interpret” it to mean that
God “distinguished” us, among oth-
ers. I do not believe that is a viable
alternative. The Hebrew text does not
readily yield that meaning. Further-
more, too much history encrusts the
traditional formula for us to effective-
ly “reinterpret” it."”

Most importantly, I would argue
that prayer performs a didactic func-
tion. If one talks to ordinary Jews
familiar with the liturgy, one finds
that they draw from the chosen peo-
ple formulae precisely the notion of
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unique superiority that its original
authors almost surely had in mind.
For this very reason, we cannot teach
the traditional berakbab to children. It
is not because we are the “chosen peo-
ple” that we join hands with other
Jews—past, present, and future—but
because we have found and expect to
find Jewish life fruitful for ourselves
and for our meighbors, and because
our ultimate disappearance, were it to
occur, would be a tragedy beyond
measure.

Should we Reconstructionists
revisit the Torah berakhah at some
future date, we might try again to
reify our understanding of the place of
the Jewish people in the world. The
1945 editors’ language describes God
as having “brought us nigh to [His]
service,” drawing upon the central
and ancient theme of our relationship
to God as that of servants to a Master.
That text is tied to Kaplans view of
the Jewish people’s vocation, the pur-
suit of Torah. Its Hebrew form has
stood the test of time." Yet its mean-
ing is difficult to grasp, and it may not
fully express our enthusiasm for our
rich heritage. Perhaps in the future we
might publish an optional alternative:
“Blessed art thou, O Lord our God,
who has distinguished us among peo-
ples and given us the Torah,” and in
Hebrew:

DRYT T2 VIR TR WK
Some might find that these words
express our joy in being Jews without
claiming supetiority over others.

If we are to claim Reconstruction-
ism as our inheritance, and if we are to
insist that our prayers embody our
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most profound thoughts, we ought to
remain faithful to one of Mordecai
Kaplan’s most important teachings. It
is our task, while we have life, to cele-
brate and enrich the marvelous inher-
itance that is ours. Now that experi-
ence has taught us new truths, we can
do that without hubris and without
imagining that by God’s will we are
unlike all the rest of the peoples of the
earth. Alas, our lot is much like theirs.
Would that we and they would fully
recognize it. ¢
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The Value of

Open-mindedness:
Kaplan and Emerson

BY MEL Scurr

ordecai Kaplan's mind was
open to many influences,
both ancient and modern. In

the course of his long life, he was drawn
to many thinkers; his reading was vast.
The rabbis molded his consciousness in
a primary way. Perfectly at ease in clas-
sical Jewish sources, he studied Talmud
with his father on a regular basis until
he was twenty-eight. Growing up in
early twentieth-century America and
receiving a secular education, Kaplan
inevitably turned toward mentors who
were non-Jews. He did not simply read
the non-Jewish thinkers of his day; he
profited profoundly from them and
appropriated their work in radical ways.

One of the most intriguing of his
interests was Ralph Waldo Emerson.
To claim Emerson as one of Kaplan’s
intellectual forebears is to enhance our
understanding of this very American
Jewish thinker. At first glance, Kaplan
and Emerson are an unlikely pair: Jew
and Christian, rationalist and near
mystic, one devoted to peoplehood the
other elevating the individual to a
divine status—they seem divergent in
the extreme. And yet the facts are

there—that Kaplan not only appreciat-
ed Emerson, but used him freely.
Emerson was very widely read in the
early twentieth century, both here and
abroad. Among Jewish leaders,
Solomon Schechter, for example, wres-
tled with Emerson’s individualism and
found it challenging; in our own time,
Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik also had a

keen interest in the sage of Concord.

Emersonian Prayers

The most instructive events in
Kaplan’s Emerson
occurred in the summer of ‘42. Kaplan

relationship to

was at the Jersey shore working on the
Sabbath prayerbook. He insisted that
the best way to create a prayer was to
begin with an essay. He created a num-
ber of prayers that summer including
one still familiar to us, “God the Life of
Nature.” These prayers were based on
the works of thinkers Kaplan admired—
"God the life of Nature” being derived
from the work of Leo Baeck. Kaplan
made other attempts at creating liturgy,
which inexplicably were never pub-
lished. Emerson was the inspiration for
a number of these other prayers.

Mel Scult, Professor of Jewish Studies at Brooklyn College, is the author of Judaism
Faces the Twentieth Century: A Biography of Mordecai M. Kaplan (Wayne State Univ.

Press, 1993).
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The Emersonian essays Kaplan
reworked were written in the late
1830’s when Emerson was at the height
of his creative powers. Born in 1803,
educated at Harvard, he had been
appointed minister of the Second
Church in Boston, which he left in
1831, because of his conviction that he
could no longer administer commu-
nion. Leaving the post of minister was
but one sign of Emerson’s growing
belief in the sacredness of the individ-
ual and his rebellion against any form
of organized religion. Perhaps it was
this sense of rebellion that actracted
Kaplan.

One of the prayers Kaplan com-
posed reflects the individualism at the
center of Emerson’s philosophy. Kaplan
intended this prayer to be a regular fea-
wure of the Sabbath morning service.
The language here is Emerson’s, but the

prayer is Kaplan’.

NEEDED: PROPHETS FOR OUR DAY
by Rabbi Mordecai M. Kaplan
adapted from Ralph Waldo Emerson

He who makes me aware that [ am
an infinite soul heartens me.

He who gives me to myself lifts me.

He who shows God in me fortifies
me.

He who hides God from me
destroys the reason for my being.

The divine prophets, bards and
lawgivers are friends of my virtue,
of my intellect, of my strength.

Noble provocations go out from
them, inviting me to resist evil.

But let us not speak of revelations as

something long ago given and done.

Only by coming to the God in our
selves can we grow forevermore..."
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It is obvious that Kaplan was attracted
to the idea of the “God in ourselves.”
He maintained that divinity is first of all
expressed through our will—the will to
live, the will for justice and righteous-
ness. The will to live inspires us to see
the world anew everyday. Vitality was at
the root of the religious life for both
Emerson and Kaplan. Emerson’s very
definition of religion reflects his faith in
the vital individual. “Religion in the
mind is not credulity and in practice is
not form.” Emerson wrote in 1832. “ It
is the order and soundness of a man. It
is not something else to be got, to be
added, but is a new life of those faculties
you have. It is to do right. It is to love, it
is to serve, it is to think, it is to be hum-
ble.”?

For Kaplan, Emerson sometimes
served as the “holy” text which precisely
expressed what he was thinking. In
1943, for example, Kaplan was reading
about the Battle of France a few years
before, and was deeply impressed with
the fact that often it was only by sheer
force of will that Frenchmen in battle
kept themselves alive. The book he read
put it this way: “Each man found him-
self muttering, “They shall not have me.
To die would make it easier for the Ger-
mans.” The vital spirit expressed in the
heroism of the French reminded him of
a passage from Emerson about the indi-
vidual, which he then inserted into his
journal:

Consider that the perpetual
admonition of Nature to us is,
The world is new, untried. Do
not believe the past. I give you
the universe new and unhandled
every hour....In your sane hour
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you shall see that not a line has
yet been written... It remains for
you; so does all thought, all
object, all life remains unwritten
stll”
Emerson’s call to renewal illustrated for
Kaplan the ever-present potential to
remake ourselves.

The Individual and the Divine

Kaplan, the man who advocated
‘Jewish Peoplehood,” never lost sight of
the individual. The individual is funda-
mental to his thinking because the
divine—the life of the universe—flows
through each of us. He put it this way,
“God is the creative life of the universe,
the sum of forces making cosmos out
of chaos...” The idea of God as the life
of the universe flowing through each
individual is not new and it continues
to exercise considerable appeal. We
find this idea in well-known philoso-
phers from Spinoza to Paul Tillich. It is
a fundamental aspect of every mystical
tradition. Arthur Green is on target
when he expresses this idea of the
divine not as the life of the universe,
but as “..life in the universe.” He tells
us that God is both being and becom-
ing. God is in the process. If God is
process, then the divine is not an object
but a happening, an event—a “when”
not a “what,” and the life process itself
is certainly part of that event. Our ten-
dency to create objects [idols], howev-
er, is inevitable. At such times, we need
to tread gingerly, lest we fall into the pit
and begin to reify again, to create
another “object.”

Reading Kaplan in the light of

Emerson helps us to rethink Kaplan’s
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basic formula—“God as the power
that...” Kaplan writes about the power
in the universe that makes for order
and creativity in each individual. But
to refer to God as “the power that ....”
is to reify again. We are merely present-
ing the God “out there” in a naturalized
form. When we express the numinous
as “the power that....” we separate our-
selves from the divine.

Emerson sharpens the concept of
God as process, and in articulating i,
he relates the individual to the rest of
the universe. It was axiomatic for
Emerson that the life-force flowing
through the individual was part of a
larger whole. These are his words: “...In
you, this rich soul [i.e. the life force ]
has peeped despite your horny muddy
eyes, at books and poetry. Well, it took
you up & showed you something to
the purpose; that there was something
there. Look, look old mole! there,
straight up before you, is the magnifi-
cent Sun. If only for the instant, you
will see it...”*

These stirring words may lead us
to consider reformulating Kaplan’s
basic insight in a new way. We should
speak of the divine within ourselves.
For, in truth, we are all the universe
come alive; we are the universe being
creative. We are the universe being
conscious of itself. As the modern
thinker  Teilhard de Chardin
expressed it, “The stuff of the uni-
verse has begun to think.” Divine
processes are expressed in us and
through us. “In the flow of the holy
spirit,” writes Rav Kook, “one feels
the divine life force coursing the
pathways of existence, through all
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desires, all worlds, all thoughts, all
nations, all creatures.” 7

Mordecai Kaplan started us in the
right direction by speaking of the
“power that....;” perhaps the time has
come to translate his primary formula
into the language of process and to
think of ourselves as

»

« .
the universe

Concerning Open-mindedness

The question of open-mindedness
deeply divides contemporary Jewry.
The Reconstructionist movement has
put the issue at the center of its agenda.
We debate limits and boundaries; we
are criticized by outsiders who com-
plain that we have no boundaries. We
discuss whether Jews can be Buddhists
or Quakers and still be Jewish. Jewish
identity among Reconstructionists has
taken a creative and novel direction,
which some find troubling.

Since ancient times the Jewish peo-
ple have been borrowing from others,
appropriating the truths from the
other cultures and making them part
of the Jewish rtradition. Harold
Bloom, the literary critic, calls this
masking the normative. The identity
of a people is always changing, its
transformations concealed under the
guise of new rules and principles. As
Bloom explains it, originality comes
from usurping tradition and becom-
ing a fresh authority, in the name of
continuity. After all, the concept of
the holiness of learning is not in the
Torah, but is central to the rabbis who
created Judaism as we know it. For
them, it was greater than all the other
commandments.
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The question of open-mindedness is a
complex one. Obviously as Jews we can
and should draw inspiration and com-
fort from our very rich tradition. Yet liv-
ing in many worlds as we do, it is
inevitable that we will also be inspired by
others. If our identity as Jews is strong
enough, the borrowing can only enrich.

When it comes to open-minded-
ness, Mordecai Kaplan teaches us by
his deeds. Confident in his Jewish
identity, he had no hesitations in bor-
rowing from other traditions. His
innermost being was permeated by the
words and concepts of classical Jewish
sources, yet he always reached out to
non-Jewish thinkers and writers. His
genuine pluralism led him to appreci-
ate truth and inspiration wherever he
found it. ¢

1. This prayer may be found in full in my
introduction to Kaplan's The Meaning of God
in Modern Jewish Religion (Detroit: Wayne
State University Press, 1994).

2. Emerson in His Journals, selected and edited
by Joel Porte (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1982), 83 (July 6, 1832).

3. Kaplan Journal, September 6, 1943. Kaplan
gives the date of Emerson’s entry as ‘83 which
is obviously wrong, since Emerson died in
1882. I have not been able 1o find the location
of this passage.

4. Kaplan Journal, February 18, 1926.

5. Arthur Green, Seek My Face Speak My Name:
A Contemporary Jewish Theology (Northvale, NJ:
Jason Aronson, 1992), 19. See also p. 109,
where Green relates this idea of God as the
mind of the universe to revelation. Green is
quite close to Kaplan on this issue.

6. Emerson in His Journals, 436 (July 1852).

7. Abraham Isaac Kook, Orot Haqodesh,
(Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1963-64), 1:
269, as quoted in Daniel C. Matt, The Essen-
tial Kabbalah-The Heart of Jewish Mysticism
(New York: Harper-Collins, 1995), 31.
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Looking Backward,
Looking Forward:
From Kaplan to Lerner

BY DEBORAH DASH MOORE

Michael Lerner, Jewish Renewal: A Path to Healing and Transformation
(New York: G.P. Putnam, 1994, 436pp.)

ixty years ago, in the concluding
S paragraph of Judaism as a Civi-
lization, Mordecai Kaplan issued
a warning to American Jews and (as
Arnold Eisen observes in his trenchant
reassessment in the new edition) to
himself. “Those who look to Judaism
in its present state to provide them
with a ready-made scheme of salvation
in this world, or in the next, are bound
to be disappointed,” Kaplan wrote.
“The Jew will have to save Judaism
before Judaism will be in a position to
save the Jew” (521-522). Kaplan had
explained what saving Judaism
involved, and he would devote the rest
of his life to exactly the task he now
succinctly set forth. Any Jew ready to
save Judaism will have to “rediscover,
reinterpret and reconstruct the civiliza-
tion of his people. To do that he must
be willing to live up to a program that
spells the maximum of Jewishness.”
Kaplan’s switch here from Judaism,
the religious civilization of Jews, to

Jewishness, its ethnic culture of people-
hood, was probably not inadvertent,
because he then goes on to insist that:
“True to his historic tradition he
should throw in his lot with all move-
ments to further social justice and uni-
versal peace, and bring to bear upon
them the inspiration of his history and
religion” (522). [ dont know if
Michael Lerner reread Judaism as a
Civilization before he wrote his recent
call for rediscovery, reinterpretation
and reconstruction, but it is very diffi-
cult not to read Jewish Renewal as an
extended response to Kaplan’s conclud-
ing appeal.

Like Kaplan, Lerner, editor and
founder of Tikkun magazine, begins
his book with an assessment of the cur-
rent sorry condition of Judaism. In
both cases the introduction or pro-
logue frames the thinking of the writer,
his methodology and his audience.
Kaplan offers an historical overview of
the acids of modernity upon Jewish
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self-perception: “Before the beginning
of the nineteenth century all Jews
regarded Judaism as a privilege; since
then most Jews have come to regard it
as a burden” (3). Lerner starts with
himself and his typical experience of
Judaism as an American Jew in the
postwar decades. In accessible and
occasionally colloquial language, he
asks “why Jews left Judaism” and “what
turned Jews off” (1). Each thinker’s
different way of responding to the cri-
sis facing Judaism reflects not only the
spirit of his times, but also his
approach to religion, culture and poli-
tics.

Framing the Argument:
Sociology vs. Psychology

Writing in the 1930°s when Jews
filled their magazines, youth move-
ments, and social gatherings with ideo-
logical debates over how to interpret
the course of history and what should
be the Jews’ role in creating a just soci-
ety, Kaplan found it congenial to think
in collective terms about religion. His
incisive sociological analysis of the
condition of American Jews forms the
basis for his program of reconstruc-
tion. Sixty years later, after the demise
of the New Left and the rise of the
therapeutic in American culeure, Lern-
er, who has doctorates in clinical psy-
chology and philosophy, necessarily
directs his attention to individuals.
Psychology replaces sociology as the
tool of insight and analysis. Thus,
when Lerner wants to know whart ails
American Judaism, he speaks to Amer-
ican Jews and asks what troubles them.
The indictment of Judaism’s material-
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ism, spiritual emptiness, exclusivity
and joylessness, conformity, intoler-
ance, sexism and homophobia certain-
ly confirms Kaplan’s warning that
Judaism in its present state cannot
offer salvation in this world or in the
world to come.

How, then, can American Jews be
convinced to embark on the path of
reconstruction or renewal? Lerner’s
answer, to yoke commitment to social
justice with personal healing, implicit-
ly rejects Kaplan’s sociology even as it
explicitly uses Kaplan’s theology—or at
least his understanding of God as a
Force that makes for transcendence
and liberation. American Jews can
transform Judaism and renew it, Lern-
er tells us, if they devote themselves to
healing themselves and the world
around them.

Somewhat surprisingly for someone
sensitive to charges of sexism brought
against Judaism, Lerner argues that the
road to self-renewal lies in encounter-
ing the God of Abraham and Moses.
Lerner retells the midrashic story of
Abraham’s rebellion and revolt against
his pagan father in terms of the psy-
chodynamics of childhood. Referring
to another midrash, in which Abraham
was thrown into a fiery furnace, Lern-
er sees him as a sufferer of child abuse,
“a man who has been traumatized, to
some extent made insensitive to others,
a man whose experience of pain in
childhood will remain with him in
adult life, just as each of us carries into
our adult life the pain and oppression
of our childhood” (41). As the children
of Abraham, Jews repeat Abraham’s
trauma even as they seek to break out
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of its vicious cycle of pain. Lerner
interprets the Akedah, the binding of
Isaac, as the moment when Abraham
learned to listen not to the voice of
cruelty that he ascribed to God but to
God’s true voice of compassion and
justice. He concludes that “if Abraham
could transcend the voices of his child-
hood, the tradition is telling us, so can
we! Our personal lives and our collec-
tive lives can be radically reconstruct-
ed” (46). Abraham’s decision not to
sacrifice Isaac provides a paradigm for
the choices we face as Jews: we do not
have to do what we have been taught,
we do not have to treat others as we
have been treated, we are free to
remake the world and remake our rela-
tionships (51). Judaism offers a mes-
sage of transcendence and transforma-
tion, even as it recognizes the cruelty of
intimate human relationships.

Though he mourns the absence of
Sarah’s story, Lerner still posits the
conflict of fathers and sons at the heart
of Judaism’s call to individual Jews to
His choice of
Abraham as his starting paradigm for
relationships with others and witch
God deftly excludes women who may
read the Akedah through very different
eyes. [t suggests powerfully, however, as
did Irving Howe’s monumental tribute
to the World of Our Fathers, that Amer-
ican Jews are still struggling mightily
with their immigrant heritage, which
challenged Jewish understanding of
gender relationships. The disruptive
power of immigration—a sense of loss

seek transcendence.

and abandonment, fear of deserting
home and kin for a foreign land, and
the heartrending conflicts it produced
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within families trying to remake them-
selves and their world—all this echoed
in Lerner’s interpretation of Abraham’s
quest and in his decision to structure
his call for renewal upon the rejection

of past cruelty he finds in the Akedah.
Acting upon Theological Com-

mitments

The God of Moses, by contrast,
speaks with less ambiguity: “Moses’
path is a unique blending of the spiri-
tual and mystical truths with an ethical
and political awareness.” Lerner argues
that Moses understood the true nature
of the universe: “that spiritual enlight-
enment and moral obligation to strug-
gle against oppression are not two sep-
arate things; they are inextricably unit-
ed” (62). Having started with the indi-
vidual, Lerner now invites the children
of Abraham to join the collective.
Judaism’s message of social justice and
revolutionary community should not
be divorced from mystical vision and
spiritual seeking. Here Lerner’s voice is
prophetic, calling us not to sunder
what must remain unified. If God is
One, as we say in the Shema, then our
impulse to create a just society is sus-
tained by the same force that sustains
nature. Freedom and spirituality, ethics
and politics, belong together.

This is what Torah teaches, but
Torah also invites Jews to teach. Lerner
is aware that his interpretation must
compete with other voices, even as he
acknowledges the authority accorded to
these other voices in the text itself. As a
teacher, Lerner invites us to see out-
selves as wounded healers, to recognize
our own limitations, but not to retreat
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in despair. The struggle of Jews with
their often cruel history in the past con-
stricted them and led many to reject
the revolutionary message of Torah.
Rather than attacking the rabbis angri-
ly, Lerner invites compassion for them
and for us.

Had he stopped at this point, or
had he included only the last section of
the book, which discusses in detail
how to translate theological, political,
social, and personal vision into a lived
Jewish reality, Lerner would have writ-
ten a provocative, yet thoughtful blue-
print for renewal and change, a path to
healing and transformation, as the
book’s subtitle promises. But the heart
of the book and its longest section are
four chapters devoted to Jewish history
and politics. Entitled “God Shattering;
The Retreat from God in Jewish His-
tory and Contemporary Jewish Life,”
it confronts the world of American
Jews today not as a world of individu-
als with a power to choose whether to
be Jews or not, but as a community
that must live with its own past. Lern-
er addresses here both our myths and
history. It is in some ways the most
challenging part of the book, for he
attempts to recast our collective mem-
ory as he develops a rationale and a
usable past for the politics of Jewish
renewal.

Lerner develops his account in a
kind of dialectic among what he calls
“the exciting news,” or Judaism’s mes-
sage of revolutionary transformation
and transcendence, “the difficult news,”
or the challenge of translating that
message into a living reality, and “zhe
sad news,” or the complacency and
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resistance offered by Jews to their own
message of possibility and their accom-
modation to a cruel world. His reading
of the Jews often troubled past, their
encounter with Christianity, anti-
Semitism and the modern nation-
state, the evil of the Holocaust, the
ambiguous triumph of Zionism and
the State of Israel, is informed by psy-
choanalytic theory. It helps explain
why Lerner must often report that
Jews ended up with “the sad news,”
despite new opportunities offered by
each historical era. I found his chapter
on “post-Zionism” least convincing,
because its hope for a “climate in
which God’s merciful presence is wel-
comed” seemed to fly in the face of his
own thoughtful analysis (259). Such
pious sentiment lacks the scrupulous
honesty characteristic of virtually the
entire book. By contrast, the following
chapter on the politics of Jewish
renewal offers a coherent and persua-
sive case for collective engagement in
risk-taking that would change how we
think and act.

Making a Usable Past

The collective memory Lerner urges
us to adopt would liberate us from our
painful past by recognizing our own
sad and difficult news. Freed from the
fears that made Judaism a burden and
being a Jew a painful identity to
acknowledge, we could embrace a new
politics that would translate Judaism’s
exciting news into social reality. Lerner
calls chis a politics of meaning, its rev-
olutionary potential embedded in psy-
chological language and psychoanalyt-

ic insight. Yet the message is remark-
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ably similar to Kaplan’s reinterpreta-
tion of Torah study as “group discus-
sion with a view to arriving at a knowl-
edge of the right in specific problems
of human conduct” (465). Without a
usable past, American Jews will repeat
the same mistakes as their ancestors;
with a collective memory to guide
them, American Jews will tackle the
problems facing them with courage.
To the extent that we can recognize our
Jewish heritage in our power to heal
the world, we will renew not only
Judaism but also ourselves.

Reading Jewish Renewal as a Recon-
structionist, [ was repeatedly struck by
a sense of the familiar, albeit in unfa-
miliar language. Lerners difficulty
with community—except voluntary
community, which may be an oxy-
moron—and with any kinds of collec-
tive constraint, as well as his reliance
upon psychology, sets his analysis apart
from Reconstructionism as
developed. Not that he doesn’t describe
and advocate Jewish renewal commu-
nities—he does, quite lyrically and
compellingly; yet these communities
appear to lack the institutional infra-
structure and organizational complete-

it has

ness of, say, the Jewish Synagogue-
Centers proposed by Kaplan. Kaplan
premised his thinking upon the
acknowledgment of Jewish people-
hood; he could not imagine an indi-
vidual Jew existing without family,
friends, community,
imposing identities upon the person.
Lerner can imagine such a Jew; indeed,
I suspect he might say that he’s met

and nation

many such individuals. So Lerner
builds his program upon psychoanalyt-
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ic theory that links isolated individuals
through their common psyches.

It is a very American program, one
that speaks to how comfortable Jews
have become living in American civi-
lization. For this reason it is also a
potentially powerful program, because
if all Jews today are “free to be” as the
children’s song urges, then to get them
to accept the task of renewing Judaism
involves enticing them with “the excit-
ing news.” It is not enough to say, as
Kaplan did, that since you are Jews,
why not be Jews who take pleasure in
the identity.

Michael Lerner has written an
important book that addresses God
and social justice, spirituality and poli-
tics, our selves and our psyches. His call
for Jewish renewal stands within a tra-
dition of revitalization movements,
even as it charts new modes of thinking
and acting. Ambitious and wide-rang-
ing, Lerner covers most of the issues
facing American Jews today. At times
frustrating in its evocation of moments
of transcendence that seem impossible
to someone living in New York City’s
gritty urban reality (Lerner suggests
going outside “to look at the stars, to
witness the evening twilight, to stand
in its glow” [349] as a good way to wel-
come the Sabbath before the evening
service), it is also inspiring in its hon-
esty, idealism, seriousness, and opti-
mism. Though I remain skeptical by
nature and upbringing of any “path to
healing and transformation,” Lerner
has convinced me of the need for Jew-
ish renewal. His book is a tribute to the
extraordinary vitality and imagination
of American Jews. ¢
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