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CURRENT JEWISH PERIODICALS

In the September 21 and October 5, 1990

issues of Sh'ma, several contemporary

Jewish thinkers respond to "The Passing of
the Ethnic Era" of American Jewry. Rabbi
Eugene B. Borowitz, a leading Reform

theologian, observes that Jews no longer
need to fight for acceptance, and the

emotional themes of Israel and the Holo-
caust no longer touch contemporary Jews:

Only devout pietists or nationalists now can
stil confidently uphold their abstract vision

unshaken by the present reality. . . . The
trajectory of our mass disilusionment runs
from Sabra and Shatila through the Intifada
and the "Who is a Jew" controversy to the
recent huckstering to' form a new Israeli
administration. Only true believers can stil

envision today's State of Israel as our ethnic
"spiritual center."

Borowitz is troubled that Jews no
longer intermarry in (only) order to "opt

out" of Jewish life; he bemoans the fact that
many (Liberal) rabbis, particularly younger
ones, are wiling to "meet people's needs"
and co-offciate with Christian clergy at
intermarriages. In a post-ethnic age,

Borowitz believes that

belief is now our major priority. I do not see
that secularity in its present disrepair can

provide this for more than a minority of our
community and I also don't think that Jewish
education without believing teachers and

parents wil help much.

Borowitz not does explain what beliefs
should be maintained or why any particular
belief would instil Jewish loyalty.

Rabbi Walter B. Wurzberger, a former
editor of Tradition, "wholeheartedly

endorses Gene (Borowitz)'s conclusion that
a wholesome Jewish life calls for a
theocentric rather than an ethnocentric

orientation." But unlike Borowitz, Wurz-
burger contends that Jewish ethnicity
should not be dismissed, because it pro-
vides a link to a community of faith. He also
questions Borowitz's contention that most
Jews identify Judaism with morality. While
morality may be a major concern of Reform
Judaism's ideology, Wurzburger finds that
life cycle events, such as Hanukkah, and
Passover rituals, form the content of the
folk religion of most American Jews. For
Wurzburger, Jewish ethnic loyalties provide
a foundation "for the building of an

imposing structure of Judaic values."
The Conservative/Reconstructionist

theologian, Harold Schulweis, does not
believe that the loss of ethnic bonding on
the part of American Jewry wil find
compensation in a rabbinic reaffrmation of
belief. He claims that Jews want a zaydeh or
a rebbe, an "accessible and compassionate
leader," an individual who touches the
private psychological needs of Jews. Schul-
weis contends that this private Judaism

must adopt the mitsvot of caring, of visiting
the sick, comforting the bereaved, and up-
holding the fallen. Schulweis believes that
social action Judaism wil succeed, while
rabbinic exhortations wil not. Schulweis
does not explain why a Jew would want to
do Jewish things if there is no motivating
system of belief.

Thomas A. Dine, the head of the
American Israel Public Afairs Committee,
argues that Jews ought not to be too upset
with Israel and its "warts," because Israel
came into being, argues Dine, to "provide a
safe haven for persecuted Jews" and to
create a democratic Jewish state where

Jews can express their Jewishness in an
open society. He also disputes Borowitz's
call to creed as misguided, because modern
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Jews live in an age of unbelief. For Dine,
believing teachers wil not change this
trend, and American Judaism exists only to
love and support IsraeL. Why a secular
American Jew should want to support
Israel, or how another generation of secular
Jewish supporters of Israel wil be nurtured,
is not addressed by Dine.

While Jonathan Woocher, the author of
Sacred Survival: The Civil Religion of the
Jews, affrms that the myth of Holocaust

and Rebirth "have been the most powerful
organizing frameworks for understanding

the meaning of Jewish experience during
the last forty-five years," he concedes that
this myth is losing its hold on younger
American Jews. Woocher contends, with
Rabbi Irving Greenberg, that the use of
power, affuence, and freedom do have
religious significance. He admits that the
myth of a perfect Israel must be discarded.
Woocher only recommends that "we
believe what we practice and practice what
we believe," but he does not know if this is
suffciently compellng an ideology for
American Jews to remain Jewish, but he
doesn't" know of a better one."

Joanne Greenberg, a Contributing Edi-
tor of Sh'ma, proclaims that she is trying to
reaffrm the Yiddishkeit that her secular

parents rejected, and thereby find some
meaning in the observances that her parents
thought to be superstition. An ethnic
Judaism of "Israel" with rituals for the
children is equally insuffcient. "The break
between the old believers and the new ones
is more than four generations long." Anti-
Semitism provides insuffcient reason to
remain Jewish:

Shut is awfuL. Most rabbis preach like minis-

ters or sociologists. The ethics they preach are
liberal-generic and not derived from the
Talmud or Torah. Nobody explains the prayers
or why they are so repetitive. . . . Perhaps the
purpose of synagogue worship is to test our
dedication.

Joanne Greenberg asks "What if Ribono

Shel Olam is orthodox?" While she cannot
bring herself to embrace Orthodoxy, she is
also unable to believe that a "Judaism as a
way of life can be fertilized from the ashes
of the Holocaust." She wants a belief and
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an observance regimen that has more

substance than anti-Semitic terror and more
significance than the edification of her

children. In place of a Star of David, Joanne
Greenberg is "planning to wear tsitsit. " She
then concludes by asking "what's tsitsit?"

Deborah Dash Moore, who teaches
religion at Vassar, takes BorowÎtz's call for
greater belief to be symptomatic of Amer-
ica's special Jews, the rabbinic profes-

sionals. She would not call for such a
revival, because she does not believe that
anyone is listening. She does not know
whether we are becoming more ethnic or
more religious; she argues that the future is
being shaped in and by the present. Her
question is

What do Jews believe? What is the content of
a 'devoutly Jewish Jew'? One historian
recently portrayed "Jewish Jews" as modern
Orthodox. Is that the alternative BorowItz

proposes to "incidentally Jewish" Americans.

Lawrence Hoffman recounts the secu-
larization and" non-religious religion" that
is symptomatic of American Judaism. But
unlike Christianity, which chose the route
of spirituality, American Judaism, in the
large, chose ethnicity as its mode of
identification. He notes that one can remain
a Protestant evangelical and remain within
the "home church." One can even become
a Catholic charismatic. In Judaism, one
must adopt "Orthodox Halakahah," a
move acceptable only to a bare minority of
those seeking something beyond ethnicity
as raison detre for remaining Jewish. For
Christianity, the worse that can occur is
that Fundamentalists wil take over the

Churches. For Judaism, "the stakes are
higher." He calls for the Jews on the rolls of
liberal synagogues to affrm a Jewish
alternative to evangelicalism. He suggests
that Liberal Jews learn to talk to God, for
the only other alternatives are ethnicity and
orthodoxy, both of which Hoffman finds
objectionable. Hoffman concedes that "eth-
nicity alone no longer guarantees Jewish
survival" when "non-religious religion is
upon us."

In Reform Judaism (Winter 1990), the
issue of the "invisible," or homosexual

rabbis is addressed. We are told that there
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are now support groups for homosexual

rabbis. "Most are Reform and Conserva-
tive; a few Orthodox rabbis have expressed
interest in the group, but have not joined."
The Ad Hoc Committee on Homosexuality
and the Rabbinate revealed "widely diver-
gent views on the subject." This report
concedes "the unanimous condemnation of
homosexual behavior by Jewish tradition,"
but the traditional Jewish view is rejected,
because, it is argued, "that all Jews are
religiously equal regardless of their sexual
orientation." It is also argued that "sexual
orientation is irrelevant to the human worth
of a person." Similarly, the sexual orienta-

tion of prospective applicants to the Hebrew
Union College's rabbinical program wil, as
a matter of policy, no longer be a considera-
tion. Nevertheless, it must be noted that
there are individuals on the Hebrew Union
College faculty, who are "dead set against
admitting gays and lesbians" to the clerical
programs at the HUC-JIR. There are
individual rabbis in the Reform movement
who are also opposed to the "offcial"
Reform position on homosexuality. Phil-
more Berger, a Reform rabbi from Ocean-
side, New York, can find no way to dismiss
the Biblical view of Leviticus 18:22, which
defines homosexuality as an abomination.
Eugene Borowitz, a leading Reform theo-
logian, argues that being ordained a rabbi

(is not) a civil right, but a title of Jewish honor,
which obligates the holder to be an exemplar
of Jewish ideals. And to me, it takes some
exegesis to affrm that a homosexual relation-
ship is reflective of a normative Jewish ideaL.

Philp Bergman of Vancouver, B.c., argues
that "if an individual has a lifestyle that
does not reflect the Jewish concept of
mishpacha (family), that individual cannot
be a role model for our people." Neverthe-
less, the thinking of most leaders of Reform
Judaism, is expressed by Ronald Gittelsohn
of Boston, who contends that

I have known several couples of gay and
lesbian Jews, and both within and outside the
rabbinate, and among them are the most
compassionate, sensitive, loving, and decent
human beings I have ever known. It is a gross

injustice, not only to them but to our congre-
gations, to make it diffcult for them to serve in
their profession.

Peter Knobel reports that "this is our
movement's first clear, public declaration
that gay and lesbian Jews can be rabbis. . .
aside from the Unitarians and the Recon-
structionists, we are the first religious
movement to make this declaration." One
Conservative leader, Dov Peretz Elkins of
Cleveland, announced that he is " in total
agreement with the CCAR statement"
recognizing the propricty of gay and lcsbian
rabbis. On the other hand, the Orthodox
journalist and thinker, Rabbi Hilel Gold-
berg, responded that the CCAR statement
on homosexuality is "in diametrical

opposition to the authority and content of
Judaism's unanimous teaching. . . in what
sense, then, can the CCAR claim to
represent Judaism?"

In Midstream (August/September,

1990), Joshua Berman, a rabbinical student
in Yeshivat Har Etzion, examines the

problem of "Balancing the Bima: The

Diaspora Struggle of the Orthodox femi-
nist. " He notes that Israeli society is
relatively egalitarian in that it provides

child support institutions that enable work-
ing mothers to pursue careers. He also
reports that non-Orthodox Israeli women
would do away with rabbinic control of
divorce, while Orthodox women want to
remain within Jewish law. In analyzing the
allocation of synagogue space, Berman
finds that women have almost no space, and
by implication no place in the Israeli
Orthodox synagogue setting, whereas in
America, where the synagogue is the
Jewish center, Orthodox women become
more visible. He finds that in Israel, the
synagogue is not a place of power or an
arena of concern; the entire country and

culture provide the context of Jew.ish

identity. On the other hand, Diaspora
Orthodox Jewish life is localized in volun-
tary institutions, and not in the larger
society. Consequently, the push for ritual
accommodation takes place in the institu-
tions of American Judaism. Berman cites
Leah Shakdiel, the Orthodox feminist who
was appointed to the religious council in
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Yehoram over the objections of the Rab-
banut, who confessed that

I have always felt a great kinship with the
members of the Women's prayer group. Yet
when the proposal came up to lead a woman's
service at the Kotel (Western wall), I and

others active in feminist causes here in Israel
like Tova I1an and Alice Shalvi felt that it
should not be tried. But I understand why the
American women wanted to conduct that
service-their struggle is for equality of rituaL.

Berman's essay is essentially descriptive,
and he allows laypeople to identify them-
selves as socially or religiously "Ortho-
dox," without any objective test of their
Orthodoxy. He also avoids the the many
halakhic considerations that Torah scholars
apply when dealing with feminist ideology.

In Moment (December 1990/Kislev
5751), there are two articles by Orthodox
lay scholars. Michael Wyschogrod, a pro-
fessor of philosophy at Baruch College,

argues that Oswald Rufheisen, born a Jew
in Mir, Poland, and who converted to
Catholicism, should have been recognized
as a Jew under the Israeli Law of Return. He
is unable to understand why a "secular
court: ~ecause it is a secular court, imposes
a religious test (non-conversion to Chris-
tianity) on the Jewishness of a person that
the halachah does not impose." Wyscho-
grod rejects the ethnic, national definition
of Jewishness, and he finds the application
of Jewish definitions in a secular Israeli
setting to be intellectually inadmissible:

Father Daniel is a Jew because a Jew cannot
free oneself from the obligation to obey the
Torah's commandments. . . . It is time to
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recognize that it takes more than baptism to
change a Jew into a Gentile.

However, Wyschogrod does not deal with
the fact that the halakhah does distinguish
between privilege and pedigree, for Jewish
law maintains that a Jewish idolater suffers
the legal status of a Gentile. (See Maimon-
ides, Hilkhot Avoda Zara, 2:5. Note also
Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein's seminal arti-
cle, "Brother Daniel and the Jewish Frater-
nity" in the Summer 1963 issue of Judaism
and his exchange with Wyschogrod in the
Winter 1964 issue.)

In the same issue of Moment, Dr. Louis
Feldman, a professor of classics at Yeshiva
University, examines the question "Is the
New Testament anti-Semitic?" Dr. Feld-
man defines anti-Semitism as the "irra-
tional attitude concerning Jews as an
~nf~ri~r or evil group without regard to
individual worth." In his study of Christian
Scripture, Feldman finds that there are anti-
Jewish (i.e., religious) sentiments in Chris-
tian Scripture, as well as negative portrayals
of i~di~idual Jews. But these negative

descnptions, however polemical, are for
Feldman, not fundamentally anti-Semitic,
given his definition. For Feldman, Christian
Scripture "does not claim that Jews as a
group are evil or inferior. The anti-Jewish
comments can be balanced by philo-Jewish
comments. "

Feldman does not explain why he uses
a modern definition of anti-Semitism
which distinguishes between ethnicity and
doctrine, when dealing with pre-modern
cultures, for which a polemic against a
culture's religion was an assault upon the
culture itself.


