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  What people are saying about




  The Naked Rabbi




  Do you want to know what it’s really like to be a Rabbi? Then you’ve got to read this book. It’s not an orthodox account but then the author isn’t an orthodox man. But it is funny where it should be and moving where it should be, and intellectually stimulating throughout.




   Daniel Finkelstein, Associate Editor, The Times




  Not only is this a fascinating “behind the curtain” look at the day-to-day life of a rabbi, it is one that will resonate with all of us who seek to minister to a religious congregation - its joys, its pains, its challenges. It skewers the lazy idea that the religious professional is other-worldly and only works at weekends. It reminded me what a great privilege it is to be alongside people in their great adventure of faith, however expressed. It’s a terrific book.




   Giles Fraser, Anglican priest and broadcaster




  A fascinating insight into rabbinical life from one of the most prominent holders of this office in the UK, Jonathan Romain is in equal measure informed and entertaining. His position has given him access to key figures engaged with the most significant social and political debates of the past few decades, and his perspective from that of a reform rabbi is truly engaging.




   Ruth Gledhill, Online Editor, The Tablet




  In just one book Jonathan Romain encapsulates the rollercoaster of being a rabbi, or any clergy for that matter. With a depth of warmth and honesty that is so rare, we are taken through the daily delights and difficulties that not only make up the life ofa rabbi, but far more importantly, all of our lives. I loved every moment of reading this book, as you will too.




   Rabbi Laura Janner-Klausner, Former Senior Rabbi to Reform Judaism
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  Chapter 1




  Once Upon a Rabbi




  Dad was wrong




  Thank goodness I did not listen to my father. I admired him in many ways, and often did follow his advice, but in warning me about becoming a rabbi – wow, did he get wrong! He reckoned that I would be condemning myself to live in an ivory tower, divorced from reality and cut off from the flow of everyday life. Perhaps he was thinking of some of the rabbis of his youth whom he saw leading prayers in a foreign language on the Sabbath and then closeted away in their study the rest of the time: invisible six days a week and incomprehensible on the seventh.




  The reality has been very different: modern rabbis are totally immersed in the joys and stresses of the world, with everything in between the two massive traumas we each face, birth and death. So, yes, I was trained to understand liturgy and to delve into textual analysis, but I spend vastly more of my time helping individuals with depression or sitting with those whose partner has just run off. Dealing with addiction, domestic violence and sexual problems are also part of the job spec. Not that it is a daily task sheet of woes: new births, young love, social action, and fun communal projects are common too. As for studying all day, there is the story of the rabbi who was asked what he intended doing now that he had just retired. “There’ll be time for a book,” he replied. “What will you write about?” they said. “No,” he responded, “not write a book, read one!” Rabbinic life is certainly full-on, to the extent that for most of the last forty years I have never been to bed the same day that I got up. That is not a complaint, just a description.




  But what kicked it all off? One of the most frequent questions, I am asked by non-Jews is why I decided to become a rabbi in the first place. It comes whenever talking to schoolchildren or addressing interfaith gatherings. My heart sinks every time this arises, as I know I am going to disappoint them. They are expecting an inspirational answer, be it sensing a divine voice that called me, ideally whilst meditating on a mountain-top, or maybe when trudging through a refugee camp (and in both cases, with an orchestra in the background, playing drumrolls and the clash of cymbals). The truth is much more mundane. There was no earth-moving moment, but a gradual process. I had a grandfather who was fairly observant and instilled a love of Jewish tradition within me. I had three superb teachers at Religion School who nurtured my interest in Jewish values. Perhaps it is significant that I cannot remember what they said, but focus more on who they were, and wanted to emulate them in some way. It is all about role models, and although erudite sermons and a wonderful singing voice can help, it is personality that counts. Jewish audiences, incidentally, take a different view and reckon I come from a long line of rabbis and simply went into the family business. Also untrue.




  Now that I am the one teaching others, I can only hope that they will think of me the same way that I thought of Gordon Smith, Sidney Fenton and Abe Simons when I was between 11 and 13 years old. My synagogue also had a succession of rabbis who were fascinating characters and so diverse in their styles – intellectual Michael Goulston, informal Lionel Blue and inspirational Adi Assabi. They highlighted what different types of rabbis one could be. But before I get too misty-eyed, I should also recall all those in my class at the Religion School who did not rate them in the same way. So how much is it nature and how much nurture? I also wonder about habit. Clearly I was the product of a positive Jewish home life and good experiences via my synagogue. But what if I had been born into a staunch Anglican or Catholic family, and then attended a vibrant local Church. Might I now be Reverend Romain or Father Romain, rather than Rabbi Romain? Part of me thinks I am so at home in Judaism, that having a different set of beliefs and rituals is impossible to contemplate, but if I was conditioned that way, then maybe this book would be entitled The Naked Priest (or even The Naked Bishop!).




  Even if I cannot remember the actual moment of conception, the idea of being a rabbi was born, and as I grew, it grew too. I suspect that in my teenage years, I had a naive image of what it involved, especially as it was about then that I read James Joyce’s Portrait of an Artist as a Young Man, and the infamous Father Dolan. I envisaged myself thundering down hellfire and brimstone from the pulpit to my quivering flock. It came as a shock when I realised that we do not have hellfire and brimstone in Jewish theology, but I overcame the setback and persevered with my career path. I also came to realise that sermons form only ten minutes in a much longer day, and only occur once a week anyway. The image of a pastor, spreading comfort and joy, began to take over. Later other images would arise: moral warrior, lonely man of faith, campaigner for important causes, friend to the friendless, communal galvaniser, broadcaster and scribbler. All have their role, and their limits... not to mention their pitfalls. It is what makes a rabbi’s life so enjoyable: no day is ever the same, and each day varies: it might start doing a school Assembly, then a hospital visit, followed by a broadcast on the BBC, nipping off to see a congregant in their home and then back to mine to write an article, before doing a funeral. If I say it is hard work, I also have to say it is great fun, immersed in people’s lives and sometimes being able to make a difference to them. So to summarise this extremely long answer as to why I became a rabbi, it is a combination of something I thought I would enjoy doing with my life, and that might be useful to others. So, no booming voice from heaven, nor a rose-petal moment of transcendence, but an earthy mix of the selfish and the altruistic.




   Putting me off





  Still, I was nearly derailed before I had even started. In my late teens, whenever I was visiting a different synagogue I would chat to the rabbi after the service and ask their advice as to what steps to take in preparation. It was very disconcerting to be told by several of them: “Don’t do it.” On pressing them as to why, they replied that it was a tough job, long hours and little appreciation. I was rather taken aback. I wondered if it was reflection on them not being up to the job and suffering as a result. But I also asked myself if they had sensed something in me that meant I was not suitable. With the uninformed confidence of youth, I decided I would not give in to such negativity and went ahead anyway.




  It is not easy becoming a rabbi. Parents can just go ahead and have a baby without any training or giving anyone notice. For a rabbi it takes eight years before we are unleashed on the world. The rabbinic institution, Leo Baeck College, where I went, demands you have a university degree before entry. It can be in any subject, however disconnected to Jewish life, with the idea being that you have reached a certain educational attainment. With so many congregants now going to university, and especially within British Jewry, it is felt important to be on the same level as them. In previous decades, when rabbis were steeped in Jewish knowledge, but little else, their flock sometimes found it hard to respect those with such inferior experience of wider society or current affairs. Many of my fellow students therefore had degrees in law, philosophy or sociology.




  I was unusual in that I had followed a narrower course, and had gained a BA in Jewish History and Hebrew Literature. This was due to impatience on my part: having known for so long that I wanted to end up as a rabbi, and having done Common Entrance to get to the next stage of O Levels (today’s GCSE) and then taken them to get to A Levels, and passed them in order to reach university, I was keen to start my Jewish studies as soon as possible. Of course, there were also those who either did not decide to enter the rabbinate till after university, or who went into another career first and only switched after several years of doing something else. In fact, my father (still nervous about my direction, although not actually opposed to it) suggested I study law instead, so that I would have other options to fall back on in case I decided the rabbinate was not for me after all. He had a point: many a minister, Jewish or Christians, has found their faith has waned, be it from their own change of heart or under the brutal assault of congregational life, and then what are they qualified to do? I was not offended in his lack of faith in my faith and did initially apply for a law degree, but my impatience rebelled against his common sense, I changed tack and off I went to the Hebrew Department of University College, London.




  However, there was another major decision to be made. What sort of rabbi would I be? An Orthodox one, following the dictates of Jewish law, which had been handed down since the time of Moses at Mount Sinai and which adhered to rules that had preserved the faith and could not be changed? Or a Reform one, marrying tradition and change, and believing in Progressive Revelation: that it was not a one-off in the past, but that each generation had to interpret the will of God in its own time and for its own circumstances? To complicate matters more, if I stayed within Orthodoxy, there would be another dilemma as I was the product of a mixed-marriage: my father was Sephardi (the Spanish and Portuguese tradition). His family had been in England since 1781, having come originally from Spain, later crossed to Morocco, gone over to Gibraltar and then to England. (It was via a prestigious means of transport: on HMS Victory and captained by Horatio Nelson – who had taken food and munitions to relieve the siege of Gibraltar and, returning with an empty ship, brought back civilians who wished to escape the bombardment.) My mother was Ashkenazi (the Central and East European tradition) with family roots in Russia, moving to Poland, settling in Germany and then coming here in 1939 via the kindertransport. To most outsiders, their Judaism is exactly the same, but to insiders there are key distinctions that meant the two groups had often looked askance at each other in the past. After the Second World War, Jews were only too grateful to be alive and so, whereas such unions had been discouraged in previous times, my parents had little difficulty going ahead. I had attended services at both communities and have always considered myself fortunate to have had experience of all three Jewish worlds.




  It was the third world, of Reform Judaism, that posed the real challenge for me. Emotionally, I was still very attached to Orthodoxy and the synagogue to which I went with my grandfather and which I continued to attend long after he died. Intellectually, I felt more at home with Reform and the freedom it gave to adapt to new social realities. I also felt I would be more able to relate to congregants as a Reform rabbi, less constrained by regulations that would impede either interacting with them or helping them. For instance, as an Orthodox rabbi, I would not be able to ring a congregant on the Sabbath if their partner had died, or eat at their home if they did not keep strictly kosher. There are ways round this, but they are symptomatic of the barriers to modernity that I knew would become more and more irksome. Even more problematic were the issues that affected people’s lives, be it intermarriage or being gay, and where the attitude of “Thou shalt not” was so Canute-like that not only would my rabbinic feet get wet, but my whole ministry would be in danger of drowning. For a while, I hovered and kept a foot in both camps, but in the end I knew there was only one way forward.




  My dilemma was not limited to me, but is a tug of faith felt by many Jews: follow emotions or intellect, head or heart? There is nostalgia for “the old ways” and yet attachment to a lifestyle that is incompatible with it. It is epitomised by the popularity of the play, later film, Fiddler on the Roof. Jews have flocked to it, hum its tunes and often refer in conversation to its central character, Tevye the Milkman. Yet they would not want to live in the same religious milieu that he did. Tradition is great to wax lyrical about, but not necessarily fit for purpose in today’s world. This hesitation helps explain one of the great mysteries in British Jewry today: why the majority of Jews are Reform in their thinking and practice, yet still belong to an Orthodox synagogue. It is even more surprising when they complain about it being irrelevant to their needs, or about its discriminatory attitude to women. So why do they not simply cross the road and join a Reform synagogue?




  After almost two hundred years of Reform Judaism in Britain, a steady growth in its communities and the fact that none of its synagogues has been struck by lightning as a sign of God’s displeasure, the crossover has been a trickle, not the avalanche one would have expected. But as Tevye sang, it’s the pull of tradition, along with the nagging feeling of guilt at having abandoned it, along with a (to my mind) false sense that it was more authentic than is modern Judaism. So they pay their annual subscription to a synagogue whose values they do not endorse. It is not a modern phenomenon, and is ingrained in the Jewish psyche: that every generation is less pious than the previous one and is always looking over its shoulder at the glories of the past. Perhaps it is endemic to religious groups at large, but within Judaism it has often proved a break to progress, feeling unable to make changes. This is despite the fact that many previous generations did enact major reforms when the needs of the time dictated. If Moses came back to life today, he would not only find today’s Judaism unrecognisable, but would have felt equally bewildered by it in the first century or the tenth. Unfortunately, the value of modesty – that we are dwarfs compared to the giants of the past, be it a Maimonides or St Augustine – has led to a sense of religious castration that has seen change as the work of the devil (should he exist, which I doubt).




  Once you have obtained your university degree, another five years lies ahead at Leo Baeck College. What a curious place! It is named after the iconic rabbi, Leo Baeck, who was the leader of German Jewry during the Nazi years before the Second World War. He already had an international stature though his great learning, which then grew even more because of the dignified way he dealt with the looming tragedy and tried to protect his community as much as he could. When he escorted a group of children to safety in England before the outbreak of the war, rather than remain here, he insisted on returning to Germany to stay with his flock. When he was taken to Theresienstadt concentration camp, he conducted nightly lectures on Jewish history and philosophy so as to boost the morale of the others incarcerated there and to remind them of the higher purpose they had, which the Nazis were so keen to deny. He survived the war and settled in England, passing away only a few weeks after the College opened in 1956 with the task of training a new generation of rabbis and to replace the rabbinic colleges destroyed in Europe.




  One of its curiosities is that it trains rabbis for both Reform Judaism and the Liberal Judaism, even though the two movements are completely separate and, as often happens between similar groups fighting over the same religious territory, are keen to maintain their differences. Frankly, if a Martian was to arrive on earth, he would be hard-pressed to distinguish between them. Both adhere to a modern approach to Jewish life, mixing the best teachings of the past with the insights of today. Their services and rituals are virtually the same, they both see women as fully equal, they welcome mixed-faith couples, gays and transgenders into their communities, and they are engaged in causes such as climate change and social action. If the puzzled Martian were to ask why they are separate organisations that mirror each other, and with their own staff who duplicate each other’s work, the only answer would be an emotional one: “Tradition!”




  There have been many attempts to bring together the two groups, as the differences they once had when they were founded – the Reform in 1840, and the Liberals in 1902 – have long been erased. The talks have foundered primarily because each is precious of its own identity. It is not that far away from the Monty Python’s joke in The Life of Brian about the rivalry between The Judean People’s Front, the People’s Front Of Judea, and the Judean People’s Popular Front. The Church has similar splinter groups, too, with small groups dividing over miniscule issues. Whether it be religion, politics or the family, we often fall out much more fiercely with those closest to us, and to the mirth of those watching on. The unnecessary divide between the Reform and Liberals is highlighted by the fact that rabbis for both groups train at the Leo Baeck College and take exactly the same courses. In fact, many graduates subsequently switch between the movements in later life, going wherever a pulpit is available and adapting with such remarkable ease that, one day, common sense will prevail and the two will “merge”, “unite”, “federate”, or whatever term allows them to feel they have not jettisoned their principles.




  Female rabbis




  Another curiosity was that I arrived as the College was opening up to female rabbis. The very first one, Jackie Tabick, had just been ordained as I arrived, and my time there saw several more emerge. Looking back, it is both amusing and sad to recall the battles they had to fight to be accepted, whether by some of the male colleagues or in the congregations they went on to serve. Getting into the College was slightly easier. Whereas the Church went through painful theological convulsions over whether it was possible for women to be priests, in Judaism there was an accidental, but ultimately much more practical sequence of events. It was also helped by the fact that rabbi means teacher and is similar to gaining a PhD in Jewish studies, and without any of the sacramental roles that being a priest has within Christianity. Leo Baeck College – whose stated purpose was “the training of rabbis and teachers” – decided that there was nothing wrong with educating women and imparting Jewish knowledge. At the end of the course, there seemed to be no reason why women should not sit the exam, and once they passed, they became rabbis. So simple!




  The next step, being employed, was more challenging. Unlike the Church, where new ordinands were usually sent by their bishop to a particular congregation, with us it is an open-market situation: a rabbi looks for a job, a congregation seeks a rabbi, and if the two like the look of each other, they sign a contract. Many baulked at hiring a female rabbi, fearing that lightning might strike the building on her arrival, or, even worse, the membership would rebel and go elsewhere. In the event, neither happened. At first, people’s views were determined by their eyes – “look, someone in the pulpit wearing a skirt!” – but eventually their ears took over, and either she was inspiring or dull, friendly or difficult, and they judged female rabbis in the same way as male ones. Now, with at least 50% of all Reform rabbis being female, the battle is over, even though individuals can still come across pockets of prejudice.




  A further curiosity of Leo Baeck College was that when I went there, I was a rarity among students, being one of the handful of home-born ones. Most were from disparate parts of Europe, as well as North or South America, and intended returning there on graduating. This was because the birthplace and beating heart of Reform Judaism – Germany – had now been destroyed, and so the College set out to continue its work and serve a worldwide constituency. This included the United States, where Reform Judaism had become the largest Jewish denomination with its own institutions, but many rabbinic students preferred the British approach to Jewish studies. On the one hand, it was very good for me personally to have so many fellow students from such diverse backgrounds and to learn about their communities’ different ways, views and needs. On the other hand, it meant that when I did graduate and emerge into the rabbinate, I had very few contemporary colleagues. There were many other Reform rabbis older than me, but few in my own peer group save a female rabbi in the year below me. I decided that the best course was to marry her – although it was not a purely utilitarian decision – and we had the distinction of being the first two rabbis in the world to marry. In fact, our wedding was sufficiently newsworthy to merit a photograph in The Times. Today, we have been joined by several other rabbinic couples.




  “What is like being married to a rabbi?” I get asked from time to time. I can only tell them the truth: that I do not know what it is like not being married to a rabbi. The other common question that comes my way is whether our children have become rabbis. When I say that none of them has done so, the person always looks crestfallen, as if they had already prepared a follow-up remark – “Oh, how lovely” – and now cannot use it. I do point out, though, that I never followed in my father’s profession, so why should my children follow mine? The person tends to nod politely and amble away, while I am left to feel that I have disappointed them greatly. This highlights the fact that rabbis are not monks. Frankly, if that was a pre-condition for the job, I would never have applied. It is one of the questions that I get asked by children when I am a guest speaker at local schools during their RE class, especially if a Catholic priest had been talking to them the previous week. Fortunately for me (and I am sure most of my colleagues) celibacy is not part of Judaism. It is not even regarded as an ideal for those that can manage it, as St Paul suggested. On the contrary, it is seen as a denial of one of God’s gifts and spurning what God has provided for us. There is even a rabbinic legend that when you go to heaven, knock on the gates and request permission to enter, one of the questions you will be asked is: “Did you enjoy all the benefits of the world and make the most of them?” Obviously, our enjoyment should not be at the expense of others, but neither is there anything wrong with having pleasures which are honestly gained, be it a good home, food, wine, or sex. There is no Jewish merit in poverty, which is why we should strive to avoid it both for ourselves and for anyone else. Sexual pleasure, as well as good living, stems from the same imperative that drives us to better the condition of those in need or pain. There are also no hang-ups as to what sort of sex one engages in. As far back as the fifth century, the rabbis of the Talmud (the rabbinic commentary on the Bible) declared that a husband and wife could have any type of sex, specifically referring to discussions around anal intercourse and fellatio (Nedarim 20b). There are more reserved opinions, and certainly traditional objections to sex outside marriage, but Jewish thinking has largely taken the attitude that what happens between consenting adults in private is a matter for them alone.




  There is also another objection to celibacy. Enormous weight is put on Jewish continuity. The promise to Abraham in Genesis was that God was establishing a relationship not just with him, but with his descendants (e.g., 12.2; 17.7). Later on, the Book of Deuteronomy makes it clear that to be a good Jew is not enough; you also have to pass it on and teach it to your children (6.7). Without descendants, you have not fulfilled a key part of your side of the covenant with God. Of course, the downside is that this can put a sense of failure on those who do not have children for reasons beyond their control. That is an unfortunate byproduct and congregational rabbis today would insist they are no less Jewish and equally valued. One can contribute to communal life and the next generation in other ways apart from producing offspring. For Jews, therefore, monks and nuns may be respected for their sense of devotion, but are seen as serving God in ways that God would not actually want and that we find unnecessarily self-sacrificing.




  Back to the Leo Baeck College: virtually all of the teachers were congregational rabbis who came in to lead classes according to their particular expertise. Among them were names who were well known then within British Jewry, but have become even more revered with hindsight. Such is the benefit of death. They included Lionel Blue, Albert Friedlander, Hugo Gryn, Louis Jacobs and John Rayner. As so often with inspirational figures, their legacy lay not just in what they taught, but how they conducted themselves. Like the Religion School teachers of my childhood, they gave me not just knowledge that I could have found elsewhere, but, more importantly, were examples of how to lead my own life, along with the values to which to aspire. Lionel Blue never stuck to his syllabus (Liturgy), but took us on marvellous journeys to places we might not otherwise have explored. Albert Friedlander (Theology) was rarely prepared, but always shared a depth of wisdom that was exceptional. Hugo Gryn taught Practical Rabbinic from the book of his own life and gave us the confidence to go out and do the job. Louis Jacobs had the hardest task, teaching Talmud, and it was astonishing to be able to study with the most influential scholar that British Jewry has produced in 350 years. John Rayner was assigned Rabbinic Codes, but his lasting lesson was inculcating the highest standards of personal integrity and application. The real test for us – and indeed ministers of all faiths – is not just did we imbibe what was on offer, but will we replace them? Will future generations see us in the same awe-struck light as we now see them, and will our names be spoken of in the same influential tones? If not, then we may be good working rabbis and serve our congregations well, but we will have failed to climb as high as they did.




  Study was full time for the initial years, with the final two years being a sort of sandwich course in which one spent weekends at a small congregation without a rabbi. Generally, one year it was a Liberal synagogue and the other year a Reform one, so as to get familiar with both. (The fact that most of us found no difficulty in serving both types once again highlights the minimal differences between the two.) It was a chance for us to gain experience at real live work and for those communities to have someone lead services, teach at the Religion School and provide Adult Education. Looking back, it was very much a case of being thrown in at the deep end of a swimming pool, without much guidance save the ire or commendation of the congregation in its feedback report at the end of the year. Nowadays, for the first of those two years, students are more often sent to help out in larger ones with a minister in place, shadowing the incumbent and being guided by him/her as they go along.




  The first congregation to which I was sent was Maidenhead, then a synagogue which had never had a full-time rabbi owing to its small size. It was love at first sight, and fairly mutual. At the end of my twelve months with them, they suggested that after my final year as a student, I come back as their first rabbi. Not that my stint had been without some hiccups. One lesson I learnt was never to accept an offer of a meal from congregants before a service. Not only is it best not to take a service on a very full stomach – you need to be alert for your gig, not ready to curl over and go to sleep – but, on the one occasion it happened, the hostess was very behind on the cooking and her timing overran horribly. Even worse, I had no car then and was dependent on them taking me to the synagogue to lead the prayers. “Don’t worry,” the husband reassured me, “you’ll be there well in time.” He was right: thirty seconds beforehand. I made another discovery that evening: I had expected him to come in and stay for the service, but he saw his responsibility as simply dropping me off. To his mind, entertaining the student rabbi for supper counted as his Jewish deed for the week and absolved him from synagogue attendance.




  Expulsion?




  I was nearly expelled from Leo Baeck College, with my rabbinic career coming to a premature end, although I never knew it till much later. It became known that I had a non-Jewish girlfriend and apparently the staff held a meeting at which it was discussed and my future debated. At that time, 1977, the furore over Jews marrying non-Jews was at its height. Of course, Jews had being doing this for as long as they had been in England (in fact, even earlier, going right back to the Bible with Joseph marrying an Egyptian and Moses’ wife being a Midianite priest’s daughter). However, the numbers had been relatively small and there had been strong communal taboos against it. This opposition was based on a threefold concern. First, that the non-Jew would lure the Jew away from the faith. Second, that not only would the Jewish person be lost, but so too would be their children and that whole line cut off. Third, the marriage itself would be likely to end in divorce as religious incompatibilities surfaced and tore the couple apart. These objections were reinforced by parents disowning any offspring who married out of the faith, while the couple would be ostracised by the Jewish community as a whole. It was a religious and social stricture that was sufficient to keep the number of intermarriages very low. However, one of the consequences of the Second World War was that the rate began to rise steadily afterwards, with the evacuation of the Jewish community from its heartland in London in the run-up to the Blitz. It led to synagogues being closed, families parted, children not having any Jewish education and a much greater mingling of Jews with the population at large. Increasingly, Jews and non-Jews mixed together, worked together and, inevitably, fell in love with each other.




  As the numbers increased, rabbis began to see intermarriageas a major threat to Jewish life and started to address it much more, with fiery warnings about its dangers.




  In the 1960s, for instance, it was not uncommon to hear sermons describing it as “a cancer in the body of Judaism” or “doing Hitler’s work for him”. It was colourful imagery – though I would also say, highly offensive – and was indicative of how the religious leadership sensed it was losing the battle. In the past they could afford to ignore it, now they felt it needed full frontal attack. That was certainly true of the Orthodox rabbinate, but it was equally an issue within Reform communities, even if the language was much less strident. This was the context in which my rabbinic future was being discussed. I had met Sarah (a nice Jewish name!) when at university and we had both been members of Nightline, the student equivalent of the Samaritans.




  It was a strong relationship and continued into my first two years at Leo Baeck. She had a Catholic faith of her own, but was happy to be involved in Jewish life and traditions. We did not have a definite idea of how things would progress – if we would marry, and if so, if she would convert – but were clearly a couple. You can imagine that if it was bad enough for an ordinary Jew to have a non-Jewish partner, for a would-be rabbi it was much worse. (Some of those fulminating rabbis would say: six million times worse!) It was seen as not only bad in itself, but also a terrible example to others. My situation was therefore raised at a meeting of the College staff and various options considered. These ranged from expelling me to asking us to separate or requesting that Sarah indicate if she was going to convert to Judaism. Apparently, Lionel Blue swung the debate by saying that young love and future marriage were very separate, and the staff should bide their time and see how things developed. All this I discovered years later when one of the lecturers, who had by then become a colleague, told me about the discussion. In the event, Lionel’s advice proved prescient, as Sarah and I split up a few months later – although not for religious reasons.Had he seen something of which we were not aware at the time? Or, as someone who had suffered because of his own love life, had he been typically unwilling to judge that of others?




  Blissfully unaware of the controversy I had unleashed, I continued to enjoy my time at Leo Baeck, although there were those who did leave prematurely. This was because they realised – or the College told them – that it was an unsuitable career choice. In one case, the person lacked any strength of character. Although, in theory, a religious life should be for the pious, in reality it can involve some brutal fights if you wish to institute changes and introduce new policies or practices. Being meek and mild may be good for the soul, but can result in you being trampled underfoot by congregants keen to do what they perceive as God’s will (which, curiously, often coincides with their will). As it happens, I had not necessarily intended becoming a communal rabbi and had imagined I might go into academia. This was partly because I loved study and partly because I reckoned I lacked the “milk of human kindness” and would not be up to congregational work. The omens were not improved when one of my teachers wrote on my annual report: “Teaching Jonathan is like walking up a mountain through a cloud.” Did that mean I was dense, enigmatic or simply hard going? Anyhow, he survived the experience and emerged unscathed. It was only in my penultimate year, when I was sent to Maidenhead to serve my compulsory sandwich course year as a student rabbi, that I suddenly realised how enriching communal life could be and that I might not be too bad at it. My final year was spent midweek at the College with weekends at Barkingside Liberal Synagogue (now merged with another community, and known as East London and Essex Liberal Synagogue). Despite my preference for Reform services, I slotted into their liturgy easily and realised how much more united us than divided us. It reinforced my puzzlement as to why we were separate movements ever since.
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