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I consider myself to be blessed with doubt.  I don’t mean the cumbersome doubt that leads to despair or nihilism, but the kind that reminds me of my human limits and prods me out of intellectual and spiritual complacency.  The same questioning impulse is at the heart of my personal tension between thought and action, scholarship and service.  Nurturing a healthy sense of doubt keeps me from either extreme of hiding in books or acting in the world without an ideological foundation.  It guards against hubris by keeping me from becoming too entrenched or dogmatic, and it helps keep my mind open to other ideas and my heart open to other people.  In this regard, doubt prevents the idolatry of the ego by reminding me of the limits of my own vision and the power of community to expand that vision.
I choose the rabbinate not because I have found all the answers but because I love engaging the questions.  My first distinct Jewish memory is of sitting in synagogue with my parents before the High Holiday services began, poring over the readings and meditations in the front pages of Gates of Repentance.  Those eloquent and provocative ways of thinking about Judaism roused not just my intellectual interest but my spiritual energy as well.  Routinely, the service would begin around me while I kept reading and reflecting, so hungry for more that when I reached the end I would reread them, eager not to miss any inspiring morsel.

My favorite passages were those taken from ancient Jewish texts that spoke even to me, a late 20th century American Jewish youth.  I think I sensed the power of being connected to thousands of years of tradition and a living community of faith.  I didn’t quite know what to think about God or peoplehood or ritual observance, so I especially liked reading about how others over the years had wrestled with these questions.  Thus began a lifelong habit….

My bar mitzvah was a transformative moment because for the first time I was not just a student and child of Judaism but also a practitioner.  This experience reminded me of the interconnection between the intellect and the spirit:  one of the most fulfilling parts of my bar mitzvah preparation was sitting down with Rabbi Roy Walter, of Temple Emanu El in Houston, to analyze my Torah portion, B’reishit, and synthesize analytical and moral insights into a homiletic message to share with my congregation.  I liked the feeling, perhaps naïve but ultimately true enough, that I had begun to take my place among the Jewish “Hall of Famers” I had met in those opening pages of Gates of Repentance. 

Parallel to my developing Jewish identity within a Jewish context, the loosely Episcopalian school I attended from K-12 played an interesting role in shaping my Jewish identity.  Our weekly “non-denominational” chapel service provided a window into a different version of spirituality, through which I could look back at my own faith in a new light.  Though I never felt spiritually at home in this setting, I gained an appreciation for the wisdom that other traditions have to offer in responding to life-defining questions.  I also learned a lesson about prayer as I sought spiritual inspiration from foreign liturgy: even in an unfamiliar spiritual framework, the more you put into the act of prayer, the more you get out of it.  Much of my Jewish self-understanding grew out of my being a teacher to my non-Jewish classmates, formally and informally.  By explaining my traditions and heritage to others, I crystallized my own understanding of Judaism.
Temple Emanu El, my home synagogue, provided a different setting for me to grow in my knowledge and appreciation of Jewish history, thought, and practice.  The Confirmation class and Hebrew high school curricula, in addition to teaching Israeli politics and Jewish history, trained me in the basics of what I would call Applied Reform Theology.  In these classes we responded to contemporary questions of ethics with answers anchored in Torah.  This was my first intellectually mature exposure to the challenge and responsibility of critically engaging Jewish tradition to find insights with contemporary relevance.
The intense academic environment at my high school also molded the way my mind attacks intellectual challenges.  While I was learning Latin and Calculus and US History, I was simultaneously learning how to think critically and, most importantly, how to learn.  The significant similarities in how best to engage a tradition – whether literary, religious, or scientific – resonated profoundly with me.  I found that I am at my best when pushed to add my own chapter to the “serial novel” of a dynamic tradition by engaging that tradition with the integrity and respect it deserves.

My introduction to Plato’s philosophy in 12th grade was a turning point in my academic and spiritual life.  Plato’s works demonstrate the essential importance of dialogue and friendship in the pursuit of philosophy.  This often underappreciated element of Platonic philosophy illuminates my understanding of rabbinic responsibility as well.  It is only in a community of mutual respect that Jewish tradition may be properly developed, for it requires a spirited exchange of ideas.  But ideas are not enough – in Plato there is a deeply personal, spiritual undertone manifest in the continuous coupling of thought and practice, idea and action.  Discussing higher truths in an abstract, ethereal way is not true philosophy or religion unless it plays out in our actions on the ground; otherwise, it is a science of knowing truth rather than an art of living well.
Another turning point for me occurred when I encountered God in Search of Man, by Abraham Joshua Heschel, in a class at Princeton on modern Jewish thought.  The title alone is striking – God is seeking after us?  As I read it, I began to understand Judaism as a dynamic call-and-response relationship between God and the Jewish people, a sacred partnership oriented toward the good of the world.  I also heard echoes of that Platonic spiritual kernel in Heschel.  In Judaism, like in Platonism, the individual must orient himself toward a higher truth and engage in intense self-scrutiny as well as dialogue.  In reconciling my academic and spiritual passion, I began to see seminaries as the truest inheritors of the legacy of the Platonic Academy.  Unlike secular institutions of higher learning, seminaries engage scholarship not for its own sake but for a higher purpose, in order to train educated practitioners.  That kind of approach demands a life not buried alive in books, but rooted firmly in study and thriving in action.
Rabbi Heschel’s philosophy of Judaism gave me a new vocabulary for my understanding and relating to God.  Dispelling more childish images of a high-and-mighty Lord on a throne, Heschel spoke of a God who is ultimately concerned with the human condition.  Created in the divine image, we are God’s advocates in the world, called upon to join in the ongoing process of creation by working for social betterment.  This is a God I can know personally, one whose presence I feel in community, in study, and in the pursuit of social justice.  The wisdom I gained from Rabbi Heschel’s words was reaffirmed by Professor Susannah Heschel in the modern Jewish history course I took with her at Princeton.  Her stories of visiting her grandfather, a Hasidic rabbi, as a young girl also helped me think about God in a more powerful and accessible way.  She recalled her grandfather’s extraordinary gentleness and piety, which went hand in hand.  His Jewish faith informed how he conducted every interpersonal interaction, from the trivial to the sublime.  His responsibility to God was manifest in his devotion to his community, as he shared their joys and took their grief into his own heart.  The rabbi’s role is not as an intercessor for an otherwise inaccessible divinity, but as an emotional and spiritual axis around which to orient a loving and faithful community.  Service to community and each individual within it is service to God, and a fulfillment of our sacred partnership.
The coexistence of my Judaic and Platonic interests converged dramatically in my study of Judaism in the Hellenistic World.  In a turn that would be foreshadowing if this were fiction, I joined several classmates from the Classics department in an independent reading course on Plato and Philo.  Thus was born my fixation on the encounter between Greek and Jewish thought and their dynamic interchange of ideas.  Parallels to the contemporary encounter between Judaism and American culture informed my understanding of just how historically Jewish it is to live in tension between Jewish religious and cultural paradigms and those of a dominant society.  In my own intellectual and spiritual evolution, I can relate to the Jews of the ancient Mediterranean world as they struggled to tread the often uncertain ground between maintaining a Jewish identity and assimilating into Greco-Roman culture.
Finding wisdom in both the Jewish and Platonic traditions and unwilling to give up either, I was all but fated to write my senior thesis on Philo.  All the themes and passions of my life converged into a thesis-writing experience that was not merely academic but deeply personal and spiritual at its core.  I examined the influence of two of Plato’s dialogues on two works by Philo, specifically in how they dealt with religious impulses, politics, friendship, dialogue, and tradition.  In part, I attempted to respond to a common question in Philo scholarship: was he a Jew responding to his Greek context, or was he a Greek responding to his Jewish heritage?  I think the question would have made no sense to Philo – in much the same way that, replacing “Greek” with “American,” it makes no sense to me.  Philo created a unique, hybrid identity out of the confluence and interplay of the two traditions he inherited.  Most importantly, Philo provides a model of honest and thorough engagement with both traditions, which has much to offer me as a 21st century American Reform Jew.
My senior year, still torn between pursuing an academic degree and entering the rabbinate, I decided to take some time off to explore myself in a professional context, hoping that the experience would help shape my plans.  The Religious Action Center’s (RAC) Eisendrath Legislative Assistant program provided an ideal opportunity to combine my intellectual curiosity and spiritual values with my drive to be actively involved in the fight for social justice.  Rooted in the prophetic tradition of speaking truth to power and standing up for the most needy, the RAC offered me a living example of how to engage a dynamic tradition in intellectual, spiritual, and practical terms.  In addition, meeting and working with the community of rabbis, lay leaders, and youth who are active in our Movement’s various expressions of social justice has simultaneously inspired and grounded my own pursuit of tikkun olam.

The most recent decisive turning point in my path to becoming a rabbi occurred after I took over the Commission on Interreligious Affairs portfolio as a legislative assistant at the RAC.  The Commission’s work includes promoting and maintaining institutional interfaith relationships, particularly with Christian denominations.  What struck me most about the Commission members was their marriage of academic expertise with a passion for being involved.  Two Commission members in particular, Rabbis Michael Signer and David Sandmel, made a lasting impression on me as role models: they are both Reform rabbis with advanced academic degrees who are devoted to teaching, preaching, community involvement, and lifelong learning.  Seeing them in action proved to me that I don’t have to choose between those options – a fear that had contributed to my difficulty in deciding which career path to follow.  
I have been blessed with the opportunity to remain at the RAC for another year after my legislative position, as an assistant to the Commission on Interreligious Affairs.  The experience has not only focused my desire to become a rabbi but also, I think, challenged and trained me in skills that will make me a better rabbi.  The lessons of interfaith relations apply to all interpersonal interactions, especially for someone whose job it is to counsel and console.  I have learned how to listen more deeply and respectfully to others – as Rabbi Eric Yoffie articulates it, to “hear God’s presence in their voice.”  Approaching personal interactions in this way has opened my heart to the divine stamp on every soul.
I seek a vocation of scholarship, teaching, counseling, and activism.  I have finally come to realize that I don’t have to choose one at the expense of the others, but I may hold them all in equilibrium.  A professor of mine once remarked, “You may not be completely satisfied in either the rabbinic or the academic route.”  To put that in positive terms, I will be happy when juggling the responsibilities and expressions of my varied but interconnected interests.  Yes, I want to study the Hebrew Scriptures, Philo, and Plato, but on their terms – that is, with a sense of spiritual engagement and not scholastic detachment.  Scholarship need not be void of religiosity, and certainly the reverse is true as well.  For me, scholarship itself is a religious experience: I have been moved spiritually by intellectual insights just as much as by heartfelt prayers.  There used to be a time when great scholarship was a sign of piety, not a lack thereof.  Part of my personal struggle comes from the modern dichotomy between religious practitioner and serious academic.
Somewhere between the two poles of hypercritical skeptic and non-critical believer, there is a place for a reflective practitioner.  This is how I envision myself as a rabbi – someone who blurs the line between podium, pulpit, and platform.  If I do end up in an academic setting, that will not necessitate a relinquishing of my rabbinic role; as I remarked to a friend when asked about that potential disconnect, “My classroom would be my congregation.”  My sense of purpose and my communion with the divine occur at the nexus of my intellectual, spiritual, and activist energies.  Each is a pillar without which the wholeness of my faith could not stand.  Choosing between being grounded in serious scholarship and being religiously active in a community is an impossible choice for me.  And so I choose now to traverse the rabbinic path, in order to foster that healthy tension between my distinct yet interdependent interests and make a positive contribution to society, academia, and my faith community.
� Paraphrasing Rabbi David Ellenson, from a plenary address to the Commission on Social Action of Reform Judaism: New York City, October 25, 2004.  Rabbi Ellenson was alluding to a term coined by Ronald Dworkin, Professor of Philosophy and Law at NYU, in reference to the development of American constitutional law.
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