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A CONSERVATIVE CRI DE COEUR





(published in Judaism 54, fall 2005)
Debra Reed Blank


Time passes, institutions change, and traditions are altered no matter how venerable and superior, and no matter how much one resists. The Conservative Movement is not unlike the French wine industry – still of excellent, if not even superior, quality, but now in stiff competition with other quality products produced by people schooled originally from its own camp. Additionally, there is an entirely new generation of Jews, fully committed to Judaism but uncommitted to the idea of a movement:  they came to Judaism through Renewal, a havurah, or orthodoxy (which has never had a “movement” consciousness and defensiveness), and they don’t speak the language of “movement” at all.  They find a lot of Judaism out there that is non-movement-based that speaks successfully to them, and movement language is not their language at all – and why should it be?


In a recent article on the rise of post-denominationalism,
 the author remarked on the inability of the Conservative Movement to retain its most Jewishly educated and committed members who either renounce movement affiliation altogether or go over to “sitra ahra”, orthodoxy. The article’s flawed assumption is that all of the best and the brightest leave.  Although, admittedly, I see the situation from a Manhattan and JTS perspective, I also travel and teach throughout North America, and I see vibrant Conservative shuls and communities all around.  I have concluded that people stay if they have a rabbi who challenges them intellectually and spiritually and if they have a community that engages them.


Furthermore, I would assert that it hurts neither us, nor the larger Jewish scheme of things, if some of our best and brightest do move into other Jewish groups.  In the first place, the post-denominational groups will eventually form stable communities, and who’s to say that these communities won’t find their way into the future Conservative Movement? And as for those who “go over” – well, at the worst we will have been responsible for directing a liberally educated stream into orthodoxy that will be conversant with the outside world, including the Conservative Movement.


Let’s get a historical grip:  We’re speaking here about an organizational and ideological framework barely a century old that is still developing, and we would all do well to see the Jewish vitality and mobility around us in that light.  Parents birth and rear their children while envisioning a specific future for them, but rarely does that future pan out.  Children – if properly and happily nurtured and educated – develop their own strengths, interests, and talents, and respond to their unique environmental and historical circumstances.  So too the youth educated in the North American Conservative movement of the latter twentieth century and into the present:  Their Jewish world is dramatically different from that of their great-grandparents, grandparents, and parents.  


The movement might be entering a stage of contraction, but there will be no altering that, because the driving forces are too powerful to be held back.  The Jewish world – like that around it – is in constant flux, and the movement will change accordingly.  Forward-thinking adaptation is called for:  not a jeremiad enumerating our losses coupled with intransigent refusal to change, but an enthusiastic and optimistic embrace of social and historical change that is in keeping with our loyalty to tradition; an engagement with the world in keeping with our responsibility to tikkun olam; an insistence upon utter intellectual honesty in keeping with our love for our textual culture.


As mentioned, I visit a variety of Conservative synagogues every year, and I often see lively communities. I see moribund ones, too, but more often than not I see idealistic rabbis – young and old – who are admired by their congregants, who in turn are eagerly learning; I see communities with vibrant youth and senior groups, hesed groups, and the like.   So my conclusion is that while the Conservative movement might be flagging, many individual Conservative communities are not.

Why is this?  Possibly because the individuals in those communities are joined together by a love of text learning and a willingness to volunteer, especially when it taps into a concern for each other and for those less fortunate.  William J. Stuntz, a Harvard law professor, argues in a recent essay
 that academics and evangelical Christians share two similarities:  a commitment to text study and interpretation and a willingness to volunteer for their community.  I would suggest that these be reframed as intellectual and altruistic characteristics in order to appreciate what he then offers as a critique of both:  He says that the evangelicals could benefit from the academics’ love of argument and open debate, and the latter from the former’s embrace of humility as an ideal.   In other words, the evangelicals should strive to become more intellectual while the academics should strive to become more altruistic.  What hit home for me when I read this article was that it resounded with what’s best about Conservative Judaism as well as what’s missing from its leadership:  Conservative Jews genuinely love to study and interpret texts, and the best rabbis engage their congregants in text study and analysis.  Moreover, the most successful communities are also distinguished by their communal activism – through participation in soup kitchens, shelters, nursery and senior care, hosting of AA and political groups – as well as by their willingness to use their synagogues as centers for open debate about political, social, and theological issues.


However, the movement’s senior leadership has not made intellectualism, altruism, and activism its mission.  It emphasizes the value of primary and secondary education, but never that of higher, purely academic training.  This in turn has trickled down, affecting rabbis, rabbinic education, and the laity, resulting in anti-intellectualism in search of spiritual experience, usually elusive.  I fear that at the local and the leaderships levels we’ve begun to reflect the anti-intellectualism of Stuntz’ evangelicals and of American society as a whole.  


Additionally, our leadership expresses little by way of mission for the less-than-fortunate. Where are our leaders’ voices and actions on matters of healthcare, Medicaid, civil rights?  The only sign of hope at JTS itself has been the rejuvenation of the Finkelstein Institute under the inspired leadership of Alan Mittleman; but while well attended by the community, very few rabbinical students – tomorrow’s leaders – are there.  


In our movement, mum is the word on anything of controversy, which in turn inspires inactivity, and that leads ultimately to a dispirited absence of intellectual vigor.  It seems that an evangelicalism has taken hold of our leadership with its professed love of text, but dangerously veering toward fundamentalism, and fundamentalism is isolationist by definition.  Therein lies the danger:  that in our panic about  our movement’s preservation, we retrench and face our wagons inward, rather than turning and moving outward, seeking to open ourselves up toward active engagement with the outside, toward fearless debate with the other.


This shying away from debate leads to a disconnect between community norms and movement standards.  Local communities have, for the most part, been open to same-sex parents and their children; but the movement leadership has not been comfortable with matters of homosexuality.  Communities accept that women are not donning tefillin (Conservative men, too, for that matter) and just ignore that fact, yet the JTS Rabbinical School will not admit anyone who is not fully committed to tefillin observance.  (Lest the halakhik police are now on their way:  I don’t here advocate the eradication of tefillin.  I’m only pointing out where the movement’s leadership is out of step with its membership.)  


But the absence of debate is apparent in more than just those two parochial examples:  We still have not dealt honestly and thoroughly with rationalism, science, skepticism, and psychology, and what they imply for our theology.  We have not dared address such social questions as why spirituality (and religion) often appeals to women more than to men; why so often to people on the margins (social and psychological); why to people at certain times of their lives more than at others.  We have not dealt honestly with our romanticization of M’dinat Yisra’el and our confusion of it with Eretz Yisra’el.  We have not contextualized Zionism and the establishment of Israel within the history of European nationalism – and dared analyze the implications of that. 


We have become intellectually and morally stagnant.

I am hardly the same person theologically that I was thirty, twenty, ten, or even two years ago.  Yet the movement has proven elastic enough to accommodate me in all my theological stages and continues to do so.  The movement has given me – as it has so many of my compatriots -- wide latitude for theological exploration:  Why don’t we glorify this?   No matter where I seem to be on the continuum, I can find a resting place within the movement, and I’ve always interpreted that as one of its strengths, not a weakness as some would have it.  What baffles me is why the movement has never been more forthcoming about its elasticity, its permeable borders, its freethinking and libertarian membership, rather than treating these facts as if they were dirty secrets.


As I get older, Halakhah – as a concept -- interests me less and less, since I realize that, from an anthropological perspective, it is nothing remarkable.  What does interest me is how Conservative Judaism differs in its approach to Halakhah from the other Judaisms:  Reform and Reconstructionism have abandoned it, and Orthodoxy is locked into a sense of personal commandedness that most non-OJs don’t have, including Conservative Jews.  But rare is the Conservative Jew who will renounce Halakhah.  On the other hand, s/he won’t usually describe it as a divine system, unless its divinity can be discerned in its origins in human creativity.  Halakhah is simply the system of mores that define our peculiar community, set up by us to dictate distinctively our behaviors under most circumstances.


So what’s Jewish about my theology, you might ask?  A lot.  I keep coming back to (as a moral beacon) the prophetic writings, as well as to the accounts of the Humash and the N’vi’im Rishonim for their extraordinary literary pull.  These latter were what captured my imagination as a child, and although during the past thirty years I got caught up in the exegesis of those stories and their weaving into the rabbinic cloth, I now find myself drifting back to the p’shat of those stories and the simple moral remonstrations of the N’vi’im.  Does this make me a Karaite, a Reform Jew, or maybe just a good secular Israeli?  I question myself constantly on this matter, but I’m not willing to reject the rabbinic corpus, nor even Halakhah and its restrictions on my behavior (even if I in some cases choose to ignore those restrictions).  Furthermore, I accept the moral merit of the rabbinic interpretations of the biblical corpus, even if looked at only from a historical perspective.   So I’m not a Reform or Reconstructionist Jew.  And I find myself … back in the Conservative camp.  


Second, a constant in my theological formation has been the normal mysticism of Max Kadushin, whom I first read as an undergraduate, and then a full decade later in rabbinical school.  Again I returned to him in my PhD work when I was trying to work out a verbalization of what I call “as if” theology that is initially expressed in M Pesahim 10, echoed in the Haggadah and played out in the Seder; and expressed again in rituals such as the Torah recitation and the Avodah liturgy.  While this variety of religious experience is not peculiar to Judaism, my interpretation of it has been strictly Jewish, and when I speak and write about it my referents are Jewish. But I am convinced that the interpreters of other religions have much to teach us, and we have been too self-absorbed  to engage them in dialogue. 


Finally, my theological journey leaves me at present frustrated that a ba’al t’shuvah’s religious revival is focused so exclusively upon the observance of ritual minutiae, and that we, as religious leaders, foster this.  Why in our speech do we use the word “religious” to mean “ritually observant” when the one--an attitude toward the Divine-- really has nothing definitively to do with the other--socially identifying behaviors?  Why is it that ethics, moral imperatives, and mitzvot bein adam l’havero are relatively ignored in religious education except in a superficial way, while so much curricular emphasis is put upon mitzvot bein adam l’makom? 

So how have I applied my ideals of intellectualism, activism, and altruism to my identity as a Conservative Jew, and what implication does this have for the Movement? Lately I have been re-reading Bonhoeffer.  What appeals to me about Bonhoeffer is that he not only struggled with religion and his interpretation of it, but he tried actively to apply his understanding of religious principles to his life and the circumstances in which he lived.


Of course, we are not all given the opportunity to alter the course of history as he was, but we should live our lives in activist ways, as if those actions will affect historical change.  A small example:  A while ago, I became frustrated that I was spending so much of my free time groping my way through the Yerushalmi and teaching Gemara and liturgy to adults – rewarding, yes, but it felt too limited when viewed alongside my academic job.  So I took some of that free time and began volunteering with a group that transports and houses low-income women traveling to NYC for abortions from areas where they are inaccessible:  I now house a few of these women every month, escort them to and from the clinic, and informally counsel them.  Finally I am putting my religious money where my mouth has long been:  I’ve grown sick of worrying about whether my tefillin straps need blackening while people around me suffer; I’ve grown weary of the homosexuality question when my very being cries out against social discrimination of any kind; and I’ve grown repulsed by writing checks and expecting others to do the dirty work.  The words of Yishayahu 58 have long nagged at me:  I’m finally starting to keep them at bay.  


I want the movement to do the same:  adopt a commitment to altruistic activism alongside an allegiance to academic excellence. I want to see the movement’s leadership take risks, stop playing safe.  I want to see our leaders take assertive stands on controversial issues, no longer afraid of scaring off donors.  Academic training should be held up as an ultimate value in and of itself, but in turn it should spawn vigorous debate of the most important and timely topics in an effort to reconcile them with theological principles.  Our leaders need to become social and political activists, some of them the thinkers, some of them the doers – but all of them regarded as risk-takers.  


But this commitment must be based on self-honesty:  Our leadership needs to become reconciled with the people whom it represents, which means it must stop feigning to be more modern but just as orthodox as the Modern Orthodox; it needs to accept who its members really are and stop pretending that those white elephants and closeted skeletons aren’t in the family.


Were all this to happen, then people would sit up and take notice, begin to engage with each other in debate, and model for each other an actively moralistic Judaism.   The vitality would likely follow. 
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� I dedicate this essay to my son Sam who -- despite his proud claim to apikorsut -- is one of the most religious people I know, who takes no prisoners in his intense and never-ending debates of social issues, and who has made his life these past two years a model of political activism: He is his father’s son.
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