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joining hands for the community's sake 
Harold Schulweis A 

There is an Orthodox rabbi in my community who 
ldisagrees with my interpretation of divine revelation, 
iihe role of women in Jewish life, the rationale and 

] manner in which I observe the mitzvoth. There is a 
Reform rabbi in my community who thinks I am too 
|>ound by traditional forms and that, for example, my 
insistence on certain halachic standards as prerequisites 
for proselytization are too rigid. 

but we three are friends. We are religious leaders of 
i:ongregations who have elected us to serve and guide 
iiem. We are rabbis in one community. Jewish life is 
our life. And when we meet together we share the 

' zommon litany: the disproportionate representation of 
{Fewish youth among the myriad of cults in our land; the 
preakdown of the Jewish family; the fact that the 

. religiously affiliated community is a minority 
^ constituency in the midst of a minority people. 

liThis particular evening we talked about the Israeli 
elections and about the ethics and pragmatics of 
{negotiation. Then one of us wondered aloud whether 
We could form a Jewish religious coalition in the 
planner that Begin was forming his. Could we be as 

, (flexible as the religious and secular parties in making 
Concessions for the sake of their own effectiveness and 
pfor the sake of Israel? Politics makes strange bed-fellows 
Imt it is not so strange considering that there is one bed 
jui which we sleep. Is ' 'unity in diversity" a shibboleth 
j|fflasking hypocrisy, the pitch goddess of fund raising 
jrallies? 

•"Tachlis!'' (right on target!) one of my colleagues cried 
out. We three have served on inter-faith and inter-
tracial commissions. But could we do something jointly 
for the sake of Jewish life, could we, without 
compromising our ideological integrity, engage in an 
i intra-faith activity in the name of some transcendent 
jcause. Take the matter of the rising number of mixed 
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married all around us. I mean the ones who do not 
consult any of us or our colleagues and are married by a 
justice of the peace or a Unitarian minister. Do we join 
parental sighs and resignations? Do we, raised on 
Jewish meliorism, acquiesce to "It's all over," or "It's 
too late"? 

A Resolve to Work Together 
"Our paralysis is shameful," my other colleague 
added. We know from our own experience and from 
sociological data that conversionary marriages compare 
favorably not only with mixed marriages but with 
in-faith marriages as well. We know from the 
Mayer-Sheingold national study that a considerable 
minority of born gentile spouses, perhaps as many as 15 
per cent, express some identification with Judaism. It's 
by no means all over, unless it's easier for us to pretend 
that it's too late. 

' 'Tachlis!" my colleague shouted again. That evening 
something important happened. We resolved to 
negotiate without compromising our own theological, 
liturgical and ritual positions. We resolved that the 
three of us would reach out to couples already mix 
married and to join together as a teaching staff; that we 
would teach Judaism according to our belief and 
practice to all who are interested; and that following a 
period of instruction, those who sought to embrace 
Judaism would choose to be proselytized in accordance 
with the normative descriptions of Judaism which 
proved most compelling to them. 

At this point my Reform'colleague, moved by the 
character of our conversation, offered an unsolicited 
contribution to our discussion. For his pan, and in the 
context of this transectarian undertaking, he would 
insist that those who were proselytized would abide by 
the halachic requisites such as circumcision and 
immersion. I hasten to add that my colleague can fairly 
be described as leaning towards classic Reform practices. 

I am convinced that "negotiations'' of this kind can 
produce a variety of innovative ways to strengthen and 
solidify Jewish life. I am convinced that rabbis of all 
schools of thought (I had almost written denomina-
tions) have the ingenuity to increase the level of 
religious observance and heighten the Jewish 
sensibilities of our people. 

There is a bitterness rising in the throat of the laity 
which can only be overcome by a public and empiric 
demonstration by rabbinic leadership of ways to bring 
us together. 

"Yichud, " the act of uniting, requires the courage of 
love. If we cannot create a network of rabbinic leaders 



from every path of Jewish life willing to engage in 
religious programs, including weddings, conversion 
and divorce, we will succeed in converting the grandeur 
of a religious civilization into the pettiness of 
fragmented sects. • 

Let us put an end to our bickering 
Joel Poupko 
And so the denominational wars are upon us, heralded 
as they are, by the trumpet blasts summoning the 
recently elected to ever new heights of contentious 
coalition building in the wake of an Israeli election. 
American Jewry, and those who seem to speak for it, 
dutifully fall in line with the predictable fusillade of 
pronunciamentos intoned in the name of unity, 
halacha, love of Israel, pluralism, family purity, and 
religious freedom. Normally decent and reasonable 
people become a little bit less so; and those who 
regularly trade in the stock of Sinat Yisrael, (hatred of 
Israel), do so with even greater passion. Indeed Sh 'ma 
anticipated this by allowing its pages to become a 
proving ground for the pre-war testing of new 
theological weaponry systems. 

It needs to be said, and it needs to be heard. Many of us 
from all segments of knesset Yisrael, the people of 
Israel, are bored with the denominational wars. A sense 
of ennui set in, whether in response to those who tell us 
that one group is me gale h panim b'halacha Shelo ka 
'Torah (interpreting law not according to the Torah) or 
that another group is less authentic a faith community 
than Christianity or Islam. These are not helpful words. 
This is not to say that some of the issues in this debate 
are unimportant, deserving to be passed over. Issues 
such as those of personal status are vital and I do not 
have the solution to many of the inter-denominational 
issues. However, I do know that in the present climate 
it is not likely for the voices of decent and reasonable 
men and women to be heard. What is wrong is the 
tone, the manner, and the language used. A great 
European rabbi when asked why he spoke with such 
cordiality and deference to Jews who weie members of 
the Jewish section of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union replied' 'because you have to have respect for a 
Jew.'' Those who embody an unconditional love of the 
Jewish people should be able to find another idiom in 
which to address each other across the self-imposed 
boundaries of denominational nationalism. Let the end 
determine the means. Our common purpose is that 
unity of Israel that reflects and imitates God's unity and 
singularity. This end, sbleimut, (completeness) dictates 
shalom as the means. 

The Holocaust Changes Everything 

The new circumstances of Jewish experience make this 
difficult to achieve. I understand the more strident 
words of the Orthodox right; were it not for the 
Holocaust I would join them. What has changed is this: 
Until the Holocaust the existence of the Jewish people 
was never challenged by its chief adversary, the Church. 
Indeed, the Church kept the covenant of the midrash 
not to oppress the Jewish people ' 'yoter midai- more 
than necessary." On the contrary, continued Jewish 
existence served a number of purposes. The Holocaust 
changed all this; the very existence of the Jewish people 
was for the first time threatened and challenged. What ; 
is most threatened is most holy. The Holocaust should i, t 
have provided a major impetus for the abandonment by j 
the people of all things Jewish, the risks being so great. 
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