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FOREWORD



Before I ever had the privilege of meeting Edgar Bronfman, he had already changed my life. At the age of sixteen, I was selected to be one of twenty-five North American Jews in the third class of Bronfman Fellows in Israel. That summer of 1989, as a pluralistic family of “Bronfmanim,” we unpacked Jewish texts, traveled the land of Israel, learned from literary and cultural giants, and challenged each other’s beliefs. That summer transformed my Jewish identity and inspired me to become a rabbi. I find it somewhat hard to believe that a few decades later I would be invited to write the foreword for what would be Edgar Bronfman’s last book. As a young woman, born in South Korea, I was a most unlikely candidate ever to become a rabbi, and I am deeply honored to write a foreword for the man most responsible for my involvement in the Jewish world. His vision lives on in the many young people whose lives he transformed, and who are finding in Judaism the qualities he so valued: a sense of joy, a love of learning and questioning, and an imperative to leave the world a better place than you found it.


Had I not been a Bronfman Fellow that fateful summer, it is likely that I would be among the growing number of younger Jews who feel disenfranchised from organized Jewish life. The most recent Pew Report on Jewish life (2013) indicates that the fastest-growing identification among younger Jews is “Jews of no religion.” This trend falls right in line with larger ones in all American religions. There is an increasing secularization among the younger population, even as many of them identify as being “spiritual” or “seekers.” For many Americans of a younger generation, religious life and language have become associated with a more right-leaning political orientation and worldview. God-language is challenging and off-putting, and thereby leads to a rejection of all things religious. Unfortunately, too many Jews don’t realize that religion is only one strand in the ever-changing Jewish tapestry.


Edgar Bronfman’s Why Be Jewish? offers a compelling invitation for younger generations, and Jews of all ages, to take another look at Judaism, irrespective of the religious aspects of the tradition. Edgar describes a substantive and meaningful Jewish identification that does not require a belief in a supreme being to be transformative. He begins his book by recounting how he walked away from his own practice as a young man, and only found his way back when he was almost sixty years old. Like the Talmudic story of Rabbi Akiva, who begins learning the Hebrew alphabet at the age of forty, Edgar exemplified in his own life that it is never too late to become a serious student of our tradition. In his many years of study, he developed a deep appreciation for Jewish texts—the values they embody, the discourse and argumentation they engender, the miracle of our historical Jewish drama—and an abiding love for Jewish people around the world.


Edgar titles the first chapter of his book “Beyond Belief.” These two simple words suggest many layers of literal and symbolic meaning. In rabbinic tradition, the Hebrew/Aramaic word Pardes refers to an orchard or garden. As an acronym, PRDS is an approach to biblical exegesis, representing four approaches to understanding a text: pshat (simple or literal); remez (allegorical meaning); derash (seek); and sod (the mysterious or esoteric).


On a simple or pshat level, the book strongly advocates for a Judaism that can be beyond belief—not requiring a belief in God, and yet compelling in its meaning and moral mandates. Edgar also implicitly drashes, or comments, on a book of the same title by the preeminent twentieth-century American sociologist of religion, Robert Bellah. Beyond Belief, published in 1970, is a collection of Bellah’s essays and includes his seminal article “Civil Religion in America.” Bellah understood that there could be an embrace of a common American “civil religion” with shared “sacred texts,” rituals, holidays, and values independent of a person’s chosen religion or religion of birth. Edgar picks up on this theme of a kind of civil or secular religious approach to Judaism, emphasizing those shared aspects enumerated above, as a means of creating a Judaism and a Jewish community that can be transcendent and unifying, irrespective of your particular belief in God.


On the deepest level, the sod, Why Be Jewish? expresses Edgar Bronfman’s awe, respect, and deep love for Judaism. This manifesto is a passionate testimonial to his personal journey and to the incredible story of the Jewish people, who against all odds have changed the world. As a rabbi, I was prepared to be a little defensive on reading a book that advocates for a Jewish identity that can be beyond a belief in God. While I acknowledge that one can be a Jew and not believe in God, I have spent my career as a rabbi trying to expand the definition of God from a solely biblical view of an anthropomorphic, omnipotent God to experiences of the divine that can be understood in the wonder of creation, in moments of moral courage, and in extraordinary acts of human goodness.


Edgar beautifully frames this challenge with compelling language that completely resonates with the desire to understand the divine in an expanded, rational way. He posits that while he does not believe in a supernatural God, he practices a Judaism that encourages us to aspire to “godliness”: the true, the good, and the beautiful. He does not seek to strip Judaism and our approach to the world to what he calls an “antiseptic atheism that bleaches away all natural wonder and beauty.” Instead, with humility, he acknowledges the mystery beyond our comprehension. He embraces a new secularism that includes an appreciation for the natural miracles of the world and the “moral miracles” that are reflected in amazing acts of human kindness and decency. I am grateful for Edgar’s reasoned articulation of a form of secularism rich with the kind of godliness that Judaism aspires to bring to the world.


With a stated life mission of helping to keep more liberal strands of Judaism alive and thriving, Edgar takes on the challenge of formulating “secular tenets” of Judaism that would compel a rational yet spiritually seeking young Jew to engage in Jewish life. He picks twelve tenets, using a number symbolic of the twelve tribes of Israel, and articulates what he sees as the highest values of our tradition. These include welcoming the stranger, conducting business ethically, asking questions, and revering godliness. Every one of these tenets is an active verb, representing things to do, not things to believe.


Throughout the book, Edgar walks us through these secular tenets and other major ideas in Jewish life. He fleshes out their meaning for our own lives and offers proof texts from our tradition that are gleaned over his many years of study with some of the greatest teachers in the Jewish world. He weaves in narrative from his own journey with honesty, poignancy, and the passion of the converted. True to his larger message, he quotes wisdom not only from the Jewish world but from some of the most important thinkers in the larger philosophical and scientific domain. By mining the richness of these sources and the depth of his own experience, he makes a compelling case for the meaning and transcendence of a secular Judaism that is steeped in deep moral values, authentic Jewish texts, and a focus on deed over creed or dogma.


Perhaps the most important message of the book is in the life of the messenger itself. Why Be Jewish? reflects the views, feelings, and ideas that became Edgar Bronfman’s lifework and his most important legacy to the Jewish community. In the most significant ways, Bronfman embodied the central message of his book: to keep Judaism alive not just through words and beliefs, but through action. With his engagement in weekly study with teachers representing Jews across the spectrum, he lived the Jewish value of continued intellectual inquiry and questioning. He championed social justice causes and helped to repair the world with his many and varied philanthropic initiatives, which received his generous resources as well as his own energy and time.


Edgar not only challenged each Jew to interpret and question Judaism and make it his or her own, but he demonstrated this in his own efforts to craft a meaningful Jewish practice. The Bronfman Haggadah, published in 2013, retells the Passover story and the miracle of our redemption without a supernatural God at the center. This thoughtful and beautifully presented work includes Edgar’s original language and the artwork of his wife, Jan Aronson.


I would venture that Edgar’s work on the Haggadah may have inspired the final chapter of Why Be Jewish?: “A Lesson in Leadership.” He gleans lessons of character, initiative, and moral courage from the biblical hero of the Exodus narrative. He focuses on Moses not as a manager but as a man with brilliance and flaws, who ultimately was able to transform the world through his leadership. And now the fruits of Edgar Bronfman’s own leadership are being felt in many corners of the Jewish world, as so many of the young people he has influenced have gone out into the world to revitalize Jewish learning, to become Jewish professionals, and to work for social justice, compelled by their own Jewish identification and values.


A striking example can be found in the chapter “Here and Now,” which focuses on the Jewish call for justice and tzedakah. Edgar highlights the work of Idit Klein, Taylor Krauss, and Jeremy Hockenstein, amazing young Jews who are working in justice fields as diverse as LGBT rights, the Rwandan genocide, and poverty in Cambodia. Not only are these all outstanding examples of Jews whose mandate for their work comes from their own sense of Jewish identity, but they all are “Bronfmanim,” alumni of the Bronfman Fellowships that Edgar Bronfman began more than twenty-five years ago. In a very real sense, Edgar’s vision has had a ripple effect in the larger world. The actions of these Bronfmanim powerfully convey what Jews should stand for and how we can transform and repair the world. I cannot imagine a more powerful testament to Edgar’s message.


Throughout Why Be Jewish?, Edgar states in many ways that he does not believe in a supernatural God, but that the God he experiences in the world can be found in the actions of human beings. We cannot merely pray for God to feed all who are hungry or to help those most vulnerable in society. We must be the change we want to see in the world. And we cannot use guilt, threats, or even prayer to keep Judaism alive. We must make the case for why Judaism is worth preserving in our own time, in our own lives.


Edgar Bronfman was one of those “angels” (not a word he would like, but one I use metaphorically!) who, in my view, helped to accomplish God’s divine work here on earth. Why Be Jewish? is his strongest and most beautiful articulation of what it means to pursue this work. Throughout its pages, he pushes us to help repair our troubled world, armed with the strength, wisdom, and optimism of our Jewish tradition. Edgar Bronfman’s impact on the Jewish world is beyond belief, and I am confident his message will reverberate for generations to come.


—Angela Warnick Buchdahl













INTRODUCTION





The pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, an almost fanatical love of justice, and the desire for personal independence—these are the features of the Jewish tradition which make me thank my stars I belong to it.


—Albert Einstein, The World as I See It






What we have loved Others will love


And we will teach them how.


—William Wordsworth, The Prelude





AS A YOUNG MAN, I WALKED AWAY FROM MY RUDIMENTARY practice of Judaism. Throughout much of my adult life I spurned religious practice and raised my children in a home where Judaism was almost entirely absent. While I fought Jewish persecution, my identity was shaped by a sense of belonging to a specific ethnic group rather an attachment to the Jewish tradition.


Fortunately, around age sixty that all changed, as I began a journey through the deep, rich, and fascinating world of Judaism. Despite my own skepticism about traditional belief in God, I have found much in my heritage that brings meaning and value. I wrote this book to encourage others, particularly those of a younger generation who are doubters like me, to embark on this journey and to create a Jewish practice of their own.


Like all grand journeys, mine was set in motion by several incidents.


The first occurred in Moscow in the 1970s where, as president of the World Jewish Congress, I was lobbying on behalf of Soviet Jewry during the holiday of Simchat Torah, the celebration of the end of the reading of the Torah and the beginning of the next reading cycle. Though Judaism had been officially banned in the Soviet Union for the previous seventy-five years, these Jews were celebrating nonetheless. As I looked on, I marveled over the fact that despite years of religious suppression in the Soviet Union, they still celebrated this joyful holiday. My curiosity was piqued: What is it about Judaism that has kept it alive when so many other civilizations have disappeared?


On the aircraft home, my traveling companion, Rabbi Israel Singer, pulled a little book out of his pocket, opened it, and started reading. After ten minutes, he put the book away. Intrigued, I asked him what he was reading. He said that it was one of the sixty-three tractates of the more than six thousand pages of the Talmud. I asked him how long it would take to get through the whole thing.


“About seven and a half years,” he answered.


“Wow!” I said. “So tell me, what did it say today?”


“You don’t care about what it said.”


“Look! We’re on the plane. We have nothing to do for hours, so why not tell me what you’re reading?”


Singer sighed. “Torah tells you that if you have an ox that gores three people, you must kill the ox. But it doesn’t tell you what to do with the remains of the ox, which has value. The Talmud tells us who gets what.”


My first reaction was that this was pretty arcane stuff. But in the next moment, I realized it wasn’t arcane at all. I suddenly realized that my distant ancestors were exploring systems of justice and equitable distribution long before the system of torts had been developed. I asked, “Are there a lot of complex questions and situations like this in the Talmud?”


“It’s full of such questions and situations,” he replied. Intrigued, I resolved to learn more about this ancient book of wisdom. I decided to read the Torah too, starting with the very first word of Genesis. I worked with the Stone edition, which was illuminated with wonderful commentary, and whenever I had a question, I would email a message to Singer and we would discuss the text in detail. I also had passionate discussions with the rabbi, scholar, and activist Arthur Herzberg, especially about the lives of King David and King Solomon. These energetic exchanges were my first taste of what would become a vital and sustaining practice of Jewish text study.


About this same time, I met my current wife, the artist Jan Aronson. Jan came from a nonobservant but nonetheless committed New Orleans Jewish family. We had both been divorced before and were very aware of what we wanted in a marriage and how to protect it. An important element for Jan was to create a Jewish home, something she had not done in her first marriage.


Given my rising curiosity about Judaism, I was willing to go along. To my surprise, when she lit the Shabbat candles on Friday night and said the ancient prayer, I found myself deeply moved. Perhaps it was hearing the Hebrew of my childhood—a language that once sounded rote and deadening to my ear, but now was magically alive. Or maybe it was the peaceful feeling the twin flames ushered into our home or the graceful ballet of Jan’s hands as they circled the candles, welcoming the spirit of Shabbat. These feelings were repeated when I raised my silver kiddush cup and sang the blessing over the wine, beginning with, “Yom HaShishi… the sixth day.”


Today, I am grateful for these various events that inspired my Jewish journey—a journey that, step by step, has led me from a dismissive attitude toward Judaism to one of joyous embrace. During the course of this journey, I discovered that even for a nonreligious Jew like me who rejects the notion of a supernatural God acting on our behalf, Judaism remains an immensely rich enterprise.


Not surprisingly, the more I learned about this ancient tradition—from its celebration of rebels and emphasis on ethics, questioning, community, and family, to its beautifully crafted holidays and life-cycle events that provide us with an intense framework for living—the more I wanted to know. Like an orchard, Judaism has deep roots and provides essential nourishment. Having eaten of its fruits, I am a better person, and as a result, my home is a more interesting, more loving, and more understanding place.


In my parents’ generation being Jewish was not a choice: It was a condition of life, defined by the ties of history and community that endured among immigrants, and by the anti-Semitism that was still prevalent. Now young Jews can choose whether or not to hold on to their Jewish practice, which to many can seem antiquated, patriarchal, and distant from their own lives and values. As a Jewish leader I am well aware that unless we win over our disinterested Jews, a nearly four-thousand-year-old civilization of tremendous beauty and worth could end up in the dustbin of history. Another possibility that troubles me is that due to a high birth rate among the ultra-Orthodox, this great civilization could be redefined by those have chosen to turn their backs on a good part of the modern world. Though the Jewish religion has always contained a strain of zealotry, it has an even more powerful tradition of openness, inclusiveness, and questioning.


I feel that Judaism is too precious a thing to lose. My feelings on this topic run so deep that my words sometimes feel like a cri de coeur, an impassioned plea of the heart. For the past quarter of a century, much of my advocacy has been in service of imperiled Jews and Jewish communities around the world. More recently, this desire has broadened to include the saving of cultural Judaism itself. Given the high assimilation rates in North America, part of my task is to persuade disinterested Jews to take another look.


What I envisioned for this book was not a detailed narrative of Jewish belief or practice. Oceans of ink have already been spilled on that topic, and even if this were not the case, I lack the authority to write comprehensively on such topics, as I am not a rabbi, scholar, or educator. However, in my roles as a Jewish activist and philanthropist, I have been steeped in Judaism for more than twenty-five years, and through this involvement I developed a deep and absorbing love for our traditions and people. It is this passion that I seek to pass along.


My aim in writing this book is to encourage others to take another look at their tradition and craft a practice of their own, one that need not include belief in a traditional God. Some might say that my approach is idiosyncratic at best, heretical at worst. But Judaism is an organic religion that has always grown and changed in response to social, political, and intellectual conditions and orientations.


An emphasis on creativity and adaptation can be found throughout Jewish sources. In a story from the Talmud, God grants Moses’ request to travel into the future, where he enters a famous second-century learning center. At the front of the class, the revered sage, Rabbi Akiva, is expounding on a law. During the lecture, however, Moses becomes hopelessly confused; he simply can’t follow the rabbi’s lesson. When the teaching is over, a student asks the scholar to identify the source of the law under examination. “It is a law given to Moses at Sinai,” the sage replies. Hearing this, Moses lets loose a sigh of relief (Menachot 29b).


The story suggests that instead of being ironclad law, the Torah is subject to creative reinterpretation. Though the Bible tells us that Moses received the Torah at Mount Sinai, the sages emphasize that it is the responsibility of future generations to interpret its meaning. That the law can have meanings beyond its letter causes Moses to sigh with relief, not despair.


Similarly, another Talmudic passage tells us that when God gave the Torah to the people of Israel, he gave it to them in the form of wheat and flax so they could make it into food and garments (Seder Eliyahu Zuta). This analogy too suggests that our tradition only comes to life with imaginative treatment. Our sacred books are the raw material, not the finished product.


Today, there are many vibrant efforts to reimagine Judaism and create new ways of connecting to Jewish community. The Samuel Bronfman Foundation, in partnership with the Natan Fund and Jumpstart, decided to examine some of these start-up initiatives in a study called The Jewish Innovation Economy. We soon discovered that these revitalization efforts were far more than a fringe phenomenon. Like the members of the Haskalah movement in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe, today’s change-makers are seeking new ways to combine Jewish customs, beliefs, and traditions with secular realities. Fortunately for the nonreligious among us, many of the new modes of Jewish practice don’t require synagogue attendance, belief in a personal God, or exacting observance of traditional rituals.


My own Jewish journey has been a process of creating for myself a Jewish practice that is relevant and enriching. It has been shaped in part by wide reading of traditional Jewish sources and of history, literature, and philosophy. I quote from and reflect on these sources throughout this book.


Most important, my journey was guided by many remarkable teachers. These include learned rabbis and professors, but also students I met through my involvement in Hillel International, alumni of the Bronfman Fellowships (the program that I began to cultivate a diverse cadre of Jewish leaders), and my own grandchildren. I share many of their words throughout the book. In doing so, I hope to inspire others to live by the lines from the Talmud that the Bronfman Fellows study as the beginning of their learning experience: “Make for yourself a teacher, and acquire for yourself a friend” (Pirkei Avot 1:6). To do this—on terms that are very much your own but rooted in Jewish tradition, in ways that allow you to travel your own path with the support of others—is an undertaking whose value is beyond measure.













Part I
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CHAPTER 1



Beyond Belief




I believe in Spinoza’s God, who reveals Himself in the lawful harmony of the world, not in a God who concerns Himself with the fate and the doings of mankind.


—Albert Einstein




TO YOUNG JEWS WHO CONSIDER THEMSELVES SECULAR, belief in God might seem a prerequisite for Jewish practice. In my own journey, I have explored the meaning of secular Judaism and the many questions that are raised when these two words stand side by side.


A key insight for me came from a religious source: Rabbi Harold Schulweis, the longtime spiritual leader of Temple Valley Beth Shalom, a Conservative synagogue in Encino, California. In a conversation with Rabbi Schulweis, I explained that while I define myself as secular, I am not comfortable calling myself an atheist: In the face of the complexity of the universe, I don’t want to assert that I can be sure of anything. How do I describe the beauty I feel when I hear the harmonies of Tchaikovsky’s Violin Concerto in D major or experience the architectural grandeur of Bach, when I take in a landscape bathed in light or see the unbridled joy of children at play? Something inside me stirs that I cannot describe or define. To do so would be like picking off the petals of a rose to explain the flower. As magnificent as reason is, it would be hubris to think we can, through our limited senses, ever know or understand the whole.


Rabbi Schulweis introduced me to the term “godliness” to describe this sense of wonder and mystery. While I reject the notion of a supreme being who can influence our lives, a notion that is undeniably central to some modes of Jewish practice, I find most compelling a Jewish emphasis on the difficulty of comprehending the universe, of taking in the grandeur of creation.


This is a point strikingly made in Job, one of the books of the Hebrew Bible. Job, as the author tells us, was a righteous man who suffered unspeakable horror. In page after page of brilliant poetry, Job calls out to God, seeking an explanation for the misery inflicted upon him. Finally, after a long silence, God responds in a series of questions that underscore the limits of human understanding. In a catalog of images, God asks:




Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundations?


Speak if you have understanding.…


Who closed the sea behind doors


When it gushed forth out of the womb?…


Have you ever commanded the day to break,


Assigned the dawn its place?…


Have you penetrated to the sources of the sea?…


Have you penetrated the vaults of snow?…


By what path is the west wind dispersed,


The east wind scattered over the earth?…


Can you tie cords to Pleiades


Or undo the reins of Orion?…


Who is wise enough to give an account of the heavens?


Who can tilt the bottles of the sky,


Whereupon the earth melts into a mass,


And its clods stick together? (38:4–38)





Blown away by the beauty of those lines? I am. And they are just a sampling of God’s lengthy recital of the world’s unfathomable workings and wonders. Job quickly learns that despite his attempts to penetrate the great mystery of existence God describes, his senses are simply too limited to grasp the astonishing complexity of the universe.


The miracles that happen in our world belong to the natural order of things—the sun rising and setting, the song of a bird, a heart beating. There are also miracles created by human beings, from jets streaking through the skies to telescopes that imprint distant galaxies on our eyes. The kind of Judaism I envision embraces miracles such as these and, just as important, what I call “moral miracles”: the amazing acts of human goodness, caring, and courage that happen every day, everywhere.


As a secular Jew, I don’t pray to a supernatural God. But the idea of godliness helps me to see prayer in a new way: as an opportunity to express my wonder and gratitude in the face of the beauty and mystery of the universe. The Jewish tradition has a blessing known as the shehecheyanu, which means, literally, “who has given us life.” This prayer is recited at beginnings—at the start of holidays and new seasons—or whenever we experience special events or something that brings us joy. This kind of acknowledgment reminds me of the goodness in my life, and also removes me from the incessant self-focus on my own problems and issues, something to which we humans are all prone.


The Jewish tradition, which is intensely focused on life, has developed an impressive list of things to be thankful for: seeing a rainbow, hearing the rumble of thunder, spotting a flash of lightning, seeing a large mountain, or coming upon a rushing river. The tradition lists many other things, some quite amusing, that are cause for thanksgiving, such as eating a piece of new or unusual fruit, seeing an unusual-looking animal, and acquiring a new suit of clothing. Geraldine Brooks, a Pulitzer Prize–winning novelist who converted to Judaism without believing in God, describes her own practice of appreciation in this reflection published in Moment magazine:




Reciting the ancient Hebrew blessings encourages me to notice the small gifts of daily life—the dew on the grass, the new moon, the swift grace and subtle hues of sparrows. Slow down, take a minute, bless the bread and be grateful. This, I tell myself, is what Jews do.





Like Brooks, I find for myself the moments and sensations that inspire me to give thanks. I love the smell of cut wood, so whenever I catch a whiff of that fine, fresh scent, I give thanks to the tree that provided me with this experience. Another pleasure? The silky coat of my wife’s dog, a Doberman named Hera. As I run my hand across her sleek neck, I thank her for providing me with tactile delight.


I have also practiced the concept of shehecheyanu when lunching with two of my grandchildren, Hannah and Eli. Both in their midtwenties, Hannah and Eli could not be more different by outward appearances. A warm and bright soul, Hannah lives a downtown bohemian life and is involved with the beauty and fashion industries, making her mark as an entrepreneur and DJ. Eli lives in a world of hedge fund managers, investment, and banking. When we meet for lunch, he wears a suit and tie. And yet these two first cousins are the closest of friends, and while they agree on little else in life—from clothes to politics—they share a love of Jewish food. As we nosh and talk, I sometimes pause and silently thank them for being in my life, and for providing me with an opportunity to carry on a tradition started many years ago by my Gramps, who used to take me out for deli lunches. I also give thanks for the fact that unlike in Montreal in the 1930s, the stigma attached to eating Jewish foods in twenty-first-century America has all but vanished.


To call attention to these moments in life is a great habit to develop. It helps us dwell on the positive. Not coincidentally, the more I quietly express my appreciation for the people and things in my life, the more connected I feel to life itself. This is right in line with recent research in the field of neuroplasticity, in which neuroscientists are beginning to validate what the ancient Hebrews knew all along: Consciously concentrating on the good, the true, and the beautiful can restructure the brain in positive ways.


The best sort of prayer is not only an expression of gratitude but a form of ethics in action. In his famous essay “No Religion Is an Island,” Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel described participating in the Selma civil rights marches as a spiritual experience:




For many of us the march from Selma to Montgomery was about protest and prayer. Legs are not lips and walking is not kneeling. And yet our legs uttered songs. Even without words, our march was worship.





Rabbi Schulweis, a former pupil of Rabbi Heschel, points out in a Yom Kippur sermon that this concept of prayer has a biblical root. When Moses is confronted by pursuing Egyptian warriors and a threatening sea, he prays to God, asking God to do his battle. God replies, “Why do you pray to me? Speak to the people and go forth.” Schulweis interprets this to mean that “prayer is not meant to move God—prayer is meant to move you and me, to move the Godliness in you and me, and to move us out of the pew and into the marketplace, out of our designated seats, into the world.”


I couldn’t agree more.


[image: image]


What principles can guide a Jewish practice that moves beyond belief? Without the idea of adherence to divine commandments as a starting point, the question of what a Jewish practice should entail can be overwhelming. As an individual, how does one choose what is important from the immense tradition that has been debated and expounded upon by countless scholars and sages? If our tradition is to find vitality among a new generation, individual Jews and seekers must have the courage to do just that.


To help those just beginning on this journey, I decided to create a list of the principles that have guided my own secular Jewish practice. With the goal of limiting the number of items on this list, I dug through Jewish history, art, and culture in search of a symbolic number, like the seven branches on the menorah or the Five Books of Moses. Finally, I fixed on the number twelve, to represent the twelve gems on the hoshen, or breastplate worn by the high priests of ancient Israel.


According to the account in Exodus, each of the twelve precious stones was engraved with one of the names of the twelve tribes of Israel. In today’s fractured and fractious Jewish world, this symbol of unity held great appeal for me, with many tribes sharing one space. We are all one people, and my great hope is that a more civil discourse will replace the wars going on between Jewish denominations and communities. The image of the shield also appealed to me. Encouraging secular Jews to discover their traditions and create their own practice is a form of protection, helping keep more liberal strains of Judaism from withering away.


Once I established the number of tenets I would include, I set to work. My only rule was that everything on my list must be extrapolated from Jewish text, history, or tradition. All the principles on the list are written in verb form, specifying, with the Jewish emphasis on deed over creed, that these are things to do, not things to believe:




Revere godliness: the true, the good, and the beautiful.


Ask questions.


Commit to repairing the outer and inner world.


Perform acts of loving-kindness.


Assist society’s weakest members.


Champion social justice and environmental causes.


Welcome the stranger.


Engage with Jewish traditions, texts, philosophy, history, and art.


Study and strive for excellence in the humanities and other secular fields.


Promote family and community.


Embrace key Jewish holidays and life-cycle events.


Conduct business ethically.





The twelve principles on my list are woven through the chapters that follow, which describe a practice of Judaism that does not depend on a supreme being. They are intended not as articles of faith, but as a distillation of the elements of Judaism that I see as most valuable.


Some of the concepts on my list are frequently emphasized in Jewish education, like promoting family and community and embracing Jewish holidays and life-cycle events; others, like striving for excellence in secular fields, might be less so. My list highlights the importance of texts, by which I mean the Torah and the Talmud, but also Jewish history, literature, and philosophy. I remain convinced that without engagement with our texts, we can easily end up with an eviscerated kind of Judaism.


That’s why I am so eager for all Jews to gain knowledge of our textual heritage. And though deep diving is best, even a dip in the waters of this profound pool of knowledge can yield great value. As the French mime Étienne Decroux is said to have quipped, “One pearl is better than a whole necklace of potatoes.” Unfortunately, our texts have traditionally been under the monopoly of the most religiously oriented members of the community. The Jewish library belongs to all, whether observant or nonobservant. That’s why I am so happy to see the strides being made to secularize the study of Jewish texts, both in North America and in Israel.


Judaism does not demand belief. Instead, it asks us to practice intense behaviors whose purpose is to perfect ourselves and the world. Just as Moses brought down the tablets of the law from the mountaintop, Judaism, through its emphasis on ethics, morality, and human relationships, brings the divine to earth. That is the heart of Jewish spirituality. And it beautifully complements the view of those who, like me, don’t believe in traditional notions of God.


In the end, each of us must find our own truth. One of the best ways of ferreting out that truth, or set of truths, is to ask questions. If you don’t get the answer you seek, ask again. Don’t be afraid to challenge the powers that be. This asking of questions and the willingness to responsibly stand up to the status quo is a very Jewish thing to do.
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