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Essay #1

   The Epic of Everyday: Nitzavim (Deuteronomy 29:9 - 30:20)
Each Yom Kippur, in the reading of Parashat Nitzavim, we relive God’s bestowal of the covenant on the entire community of Israelites, present and future.  At Sinai we witness a meteoric meeting of the godly and worldly, and out of that fertile spiritual soil grows a dynamic and living Judaism, extending its branches even into 5765.  If we look closely at the context of covenant and commandment in this portion, we can gain insight into what form our relationship with God and God’s command should take.  The most striking passage in this Torah portion is Moses’ description of the command received from God:
Surely this commandment which I enjoin upon you this day is not too baffling for you, nor is it beyond reach.  It is not in the heavens, that you should say, “Who among us can go up to the heavens and get it for us and impart it to us, that we may observe it?”  Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, “Who among us can cross to the other side of the sea and get it for us, that we may observe it?”  No, the thing is very close to you, in your mouth and in your heart, to observe it.  (Deuteronomy 30:11-14) 
As ironic as it is profound, this description illuminates an understanding of the larger question: simply put, how to be Jewish.
The narrative of the Exodus does not exactly set the stage for a covenant with God that is easy for us to grasp.  Rather, it is a journey of epic proportions.  On the eve of crossing the Jordan into the Promised Land, the Israelites “stand at attention” (nitzavim, literally) while Moses reviews, one more time, their spiritual marching orders.  At this monumental moment, they enter the covenant not for themselves alone, but also in proxy for all generations in perpetuity.  Moses then recounts the odyssey of Israel through slavery in Egypt to redemption and a renewed covenant with God.  God has just rescued the Israelites from Egyptian bondage by overpowering the Egyptians with pestilence, plague, and the parting of the sea.  In return for God's continuing blessing, the awe-inspiring Lord of Hosts – the conquering hero of the Exodus narrative – requires the Israelites to promise adherence to divine commands.

All this recounting may seem fairly straightforward to modern Jewish readers; we are well-versed in the familiar miracles of the Exodus and the repeated statements of covenant.  But if we fail to put ourselves in the sandals of the Israelites standing at Sinai, we will miss the power and immediacy of this portion.  After a miraculous escape from Egypt, forty years of wandering in the desert, and the receipt of so many laws, the Israelites must be physically exhausted and spiritually overwhelmed.  They knew the march to freedom would be difficult, but this is ridiculous – dayeinu already!  Certainly there was value in the difficulty of the journey in preparing them for a life of freedom in their own land.  But let’s not overlook how the epic of the Exodus must have colored their perception and reception of the commandment.


Ironically, at this foundational moment, Moses reassures the Israelites that God’s command is within the reach of each and every one of them.  Given all that the Israelites have been through as they wait there on the threshold of Promise, his reassurance is nearly laughable.  I like to imagine an exasperated Israelite asking, “A miraculous redemption, forty years of wandering, a communion with God on a mountain, and hundreds of commandments later you’re telling us it’s not too baffling?!”


“Yes,” would come the resolute reply, for the irony underscores the essential lesson.  Despite the awe-inspiring Exodus and the dazzling revelation of the Torah to Moses in God’s very presence, God’s command turns out to be an accessible blueprint for an ethical daily life.  As Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel suggested before the New York Conference on Race and Religion in 1964, “The teaching of Judaism is the theology of the common deed.  The Bible insists that God is concerned with everydayness, with the trivialities of life.”  In keeping with this concern for everydayness, Moses is careful to point out that God’s command is lo niflet – not too wondrous or miraculous – for the Israelites.  Particularly in the post-Exodus context, it is no wonder Moses downplays the spectacle of Sinai to emphasize the accessibility of the divine command.

Moses goes on to dispel the Israelites’ doubts about how they could possibly be worthy of partnership with a God capable of working such wonders.  Having witnessed Moses’ ascent to the heavens to receive the Torah, the Israelites are probably particularly prone to thinking that truth and piety reside somewhere up in heaven.  But, as the She’erit Menahem taught, “nothing of the Torah was left in heaven; it was all given by God to Moses and the Israelites.”  In the same vein, no seafaring odyssey is required for pious living.  In fact, the Israelites have already completed a miraculous crossing “to the other side of the sea.”  God does not expect of us this kind of externally epic struggle, but an internal one.  The ascent is spiritual; the odyssey, self-reflective.  We do not find God and God’s command in a pillar of fire, a burning bush, a heavenly ascent, or a parting sea, but here within each of us.  And we cannot wait for some heroic individual to perform great deeds and tell us God’s will; we are each responsible for our own spiritual destiny.


So how exactly are we to live out this spiritual destiny?  For starters, we must not forget that having something within reach – even “very close” to us – does not release us from having to reach for it and, more importantly, to be worthy of it.  The essence of God’s commandment resides within our hearts, where individual spiritual exploration must seek it.  And it is also in our mouths, the locus of teaching and studying together.  Moses’ call is not an individualistic mandate to live by ourselves and make our own rules.  Rather, we are to look deep within our hearts, search together with our neighbors, and create a harmonious community of faithful individuals.  By becoming partners with each other and with God, we can experience the blessing of a horizontal transcendence that infuses even the most trivial recesses of our everydayness with holiness.

Essay #2



A Dynamic Tradition
There is a tacit popular orthodoxy that religious dogmatism has a monopoly on passion and conviction, and that only fundamentalists and born-agains, not progressive believers, are “serious” religionists.  The most compelling and challenging aspect of the Reform Jewish Movement is how it subverts this mistaken and dangerous notion.  

Reform Judaism is compelling because it celebrates reason and individual autonomy as well as spiritual passion.  Congregants feel welcome because they are free to raise questions, explore doubts, and argue with Jewish tradition.  For many, the strong social justice emphasis offers a sense of spiritual fulfillment through faith in action.  Indeed, for Reform Jews, Jewish tradition is not a static relic but the active, ongoing unfolding of our Jewish identity and practice.  Reform Judaism creates a space for a healthy dialogue between modern American life and Jewish tradition, and each individual uniquely synthesizes these two worlds to create a passionate, personal commitment to Judaism.
Many of the strengths of Reform Judaism’s progressive approach to religion are also sources of significant challenges facing the rabbinate, the Movement, and the individual Reform Jew.  As appealing as individual autonomy is, it is a tricky foundation on which to build a community, not to mention a movement.  There is a great diversity of religiosity and levels of observance within Reform Judaism, and thus building unity and community is not always easy.  One vital and difficult task for the rabbis and the Movement is to navigate the sometimes murky waters of a movement based on individualism and find ways to remind people of “the tie that binds” them together.  Rabbis should be mediators between individuals and institutions, a focal point around which a sense of community can be built.  A deep sense of community is one of the leading reasons people join Reform synagogues – as opposed to, for example, an authoritative religious mandate.  Therefore, rabbis and Movement leaders must do what they can to reinforce a sense of community, from organizing social action projects, to teaching bible study, to holding lectures on topics of interest to their congregation, even to reaching out on a one-on-one basis to make sure that no one is excluded from that community.

Another challenge facing the Movement is that many in the Reform Jewish community are returning to traditional ritual observances.  An increasing number of American Jews identify with the Reform Movement politically and theologically but feel more comfortable with the Conservative or Modern Orthodox level of ritual observance.  Rabbis will have to be creative and versatile in order to make a space for more observant Jews in the Reform community.  They can go a long way toward addressing this challenge by holding alternative services and ensuring a rich and engaging educational curriculum, so that all Reform Jews are religiously literate enough to make fully informed decisions about their level of ritual observance.

Indeed, the essential issue of “informed individual choice” about ritual observance is still one of the most important issues facing the Movement.  The theory behind it is appealing, but it is too often the case that our institutions are weak when it comes to congregants’ Jewish education.  The increase in the number of Jewish community and Reform day schools, where Jewish learning is a regular part of the daily curriculum, will help address this shortcoming.  Of course, not all communities and congregants have access to these schools.  It is the rabbis’ and Movement’s responsibility to develop and maintain stimulating religious school environments and to instill a love of Jewish learning, inside and outside the classroom, especially in the very young.  Parents bear as much responsibility as the clergy in addressing this issue – the home must be a place where Jewish life and learning thrive.  

The 21st century will undoubtedly be a time of great change for all the world’s religions.  In our age we have witnessed heinous crimes in the name of religion, and, simultaneously, we are experiencing a religious revival in this country.  This revival might be filling some pews through fiery fundamentalism and bigoted bible-thumping, but the growth of the Reform Jewish Movement and its religiosity reveals a very different – though no less authentic – kind of faithful expression.  Change always brings challenges and doubts about the future, but Reform Judaism need not fear as long as rabbis continue to mediate between individual autonomy and the demands of religious community.
Essay #3  



The Hubris of Certainty
Rabbi Milton Steinberg’s As a Driven Leaf is a vivid work of historical fiction that brings the Talmudic age palpably to life.  The narrative grows out of Steinberg’s imagination of the life of Elisha ben Abuyah – a Talmudic sage and member of the Sanhedrin who was later excommunicated – based on the minimal amount that the Talmud tells us about him.  Although Chaim Potok suggests in his foreword that Elisha is caught “in a struggle of contradictory Jewish and pagan core concepts about the world and the human experience,” I would argue that Elisha’s hubris, not his bifurcate heritage, dooms his quest for truth and peace of mind.  Indeed, the novel resembles a Greek tragedy; Elisha, a tragic hero.  As such, Elisha’s tragic flaw – the hubris of his belief that through scrupulous adherence to reason and logic he will find absolute truth and ultimate happiness – drives him along an intellectual and spiritual odyssey that is destined to fail.

Like in any good Greek tragedy, Elisha encounters a chorus that offers him a way out of his doomed enterprise.  Heard in the voices and examples of his friends and colleagues, this chorus would teach him two fundamental lessons, if only he would listen: that absolute certainty is humanly impossible; and that friendship, community, and moderation are essential to the peace of mind he seeks.  Elisha’s first teacher, Rabbi Joshua, by his example of faith, moderation, and affection, cultivates in Elisha a genuine devotion to Judaism.  When Elisha leaves Joshua’s tutelage, the camaraderie he finds with fellow students Akiba and the two Simeons sustains him in his years as a student and, later, as a leading rabbi.  When he begins to lose his faith, these very friends do everything in their power to reaffirm it and reassure him.  Even during his self-imposed exile in Antioch, where he studies Greek thought, Elisha is happy only insofar as he finds a community of friends there – his childhood playmate Pappas, his former Greek tutor Nicholaus, his companion and lover Manto, and the rhetoricians, scholars, and socialites he comes to know.  Contrary to the choral refrain and despite the affection of friends, Elisha strives headlong for certainty, alienates his friends, and eschews moderation.


One character in particular, Demonax the Cynic, acts as a messenger of humility, moderation, and serenity, but Elisha’s tragic flaw prevents him from accepting the message.  Demonax describes philosophy as an art of living rather than as a science of truth.  Invoking the Tower of Babel story, he rejects attempts at absolute certainty as acts of hubris, doomed to failure.  The human condition itself, he argues, does not admit for the complete certainty of our conclusions.  Therefore, we may withdraw into books and abstract debates about Platonic forms, or we may orient ourselves toward finding a way to live a better and happier life.  Demonax’s final words to Elisha are the most compelling: he, a Greek philosopher, describes the Torah as “a sublime creation, rich in the moral truths that mankind needs more than metaphysics.”  If Elisha could accept this “art of living” approach, he might live contentedly within the Jewish or pagan community; since he rejects this paradigm, he cannot dwell happily in either world.


Elisha finally begins to hear the chorus, but tragically late.  He has by apostasy and betrayal contributed to the death of Rabbi Joshua, the defeat of Palestine by Rome, and the public execution of his friends and colleagues on the Sanhedrin.  Only now, with almost nothing left, does he begin to realize what the chorus sang all along about the existential relationship between friendship, faith, and reason:

Only when it was too late did I come to understand that the processes of life overflow the vessels of human reason, that the most meaningful elements in human experience, sensitivity to beauty, devotion to one’s kind, are not matters to be determined by syllogisms….  For all truth rests ultimately on some act of faith….  Faith and reason are not antagonists. On the contrary, salvation is through the commingling of the two….
After this revelation, the narrative ends in a deceptively weak and unsatisfying way:  Elisha departs “as though he had never passed that way.”  This ending places the question of Elisha’s redemption and legacy squarely on the shoulders of the reader: whether there is genuine teshuva depends on whether the reader heeds the words of the chorus.  
Anyone who has floundered in the scary but very human space between faith and doubt would relate to Elisha’s ill-fated quest and find this novel a challenging and fruitful read.  Perhaps the author offers Elisha’s story as a warning against the hubris of certainty, whether religious or rational.  Such hubris is a form of idolatry that does violence to our souls and wreaks havoc in our lives.  Happiness, wholeness, and holiness are found neither in logical syllogisms nor in religious dogmas, but in a commingling of faith, reason, and humility.  
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