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The Gifts of Reform 

 
There was an important meeting of rabbis to which I was not invited. The goal of this gathering was to try to                      
solve the problem of anti-Semitism and help Judaism be more relevant in the lives of non-practicing Jews. How                  
I would have loved to have been there, as those questions are so timely and pressing. No rabbi from San                    
Antonio, or Texas or even the United States was invited. Nor were there any Israelis. Unthinkable, isn’t it?                  
How could a gathering of this much gravity, discussing the most important issues of the day, be so exclusive? It                    
may help to know that that rabbinical gathering was in Frankfurt am Main, in the German Confederation, in                  
1845. One of its leaders, Rabbi Abraham Geiger, would become known as the intellectual parent of Reform                 
Judaism. Reform at that time was not intended to be a separate denomination, but part of the flowing stream                   
that was moving Judaism from insular shtetl into the complexities and varieties of modern Europe. What we                 
now call Conservative and Modern Orthodox Judaism emerged after that rabbinical conference in Frankfurt am               
Main in 1845, over disagreements about how much Hebrew to include in the worship service and the propriety                  
of other ancient rabbinical interpretations in a changing world. 
 
It’s been almost one-hundred-and-seventy-five years since that gathering, more than two centuries since the              
dawn of Reform Judaism, and still we grapple with the question “What is Reform?” In response, many people                  
will point to what Reform is not. We don’t do too much Hebrew. We don’t keep kosher. We don’t rigorously                    
observe the Shabbat restrictions. That’s not universally true, of course, and the reality is much more complex.                 
There are plenty of Reform Jews who are more ritually observant than members of more traditional synagogues.                 
There are also many Reform Jews who hold fast to the practices of Reform that were dominant in the middle of                     
the twentieth century. I would note that enshrining some of the ritual and worship changes of early Reform as                   
“from Sinai and immutable” makes of Classical Reform a kind of orthodoxy with a small ‘o.’ Reform is, after                   
all, meant to be a verb, not an adjective. We are in a Reform congregation this Rosh Hashanah, communally                   
welcoming the new year. So let us reflect on what it means to be Reform. 
 
Abraham Geiger, that early Reformer from that Frankfurt synod, put it best in the mid-nineteenth century when                 
he opined that the internal components of Jewish tradition are eternal, but the external trappings change with                 
time and place. Judaism cannot remain stuck in a single moment or by geography. The question of how to be                    
both modern and Jewish has been our challenge since the Enlightenment. Putting both Jewish tradition and the                 
modern world in the balance, we ponder which weighs more?  The answers vary, as they must.  
 
Though I am saying this in the context of a service, we must note that Reform is not only about the worship                      
service, yarmulkes and tallises. Those are external and relatively unimportant. It has never been my custom                
regularly to wear a kippah. At seminary I was often the only one without a head covering. I did choose to wear                      
a kippah at my ordination, and the president of the seminary asked me what was on my head. I said just because                      
I don’t usually cover my head doesn’t mean I am opposed to the idea. I just thought it was a minor custom and                       
I’d mark the sanctity of the ordination by doing something different. He must have liked that answer because he                   
proceeded to ordain me. That was twenty years ago and while there is less hair on the head now than there was                      
then, the thinking on ritual hasn’t changed. I am neither inspired nor bothered by the external rituals of our                   
tradition.  
 
What does inspire me is the idea that Reform saved Judaism for Jews. If given the choice to leave, people take                     
it. When the ghetto walls of Europe came down Jews did not walk out - they ran. And if not for Reform many,                       
many more would have abandoned Judaism entirely. The balance is what matters. If we choose only to be                  
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Jewish and forsake modernity, we miss out on the world around us and all of its opportunities and blessings.                   
Conversely, if we shun Judaism in favor only of modernity we have turned our backs on our inheritance. To be                    
Jewish and modern is to be a blessing both to the Jewish people and the rest of humanity. We are part of both.                       
The question of Reform is how to be relevant and honest. It was a question in 1845 and it remains a question                      
today. 
 
Reform is not about the ritual trappings or lack thereof. Reform is a worldview that informs how we live out our                     
traditions. This Rosh Hashanah let us consider three enduring and foundational pieces of Reform that are our                 
stream of Judaism’s gifts that have saved the Jewish people for the Jews. These gifts are: first, complete                  
equality and egalitarianism; second, critical thinking; and third, a prophetic inspiration. Let us explore each of                
these enduring gifts. 
 
First, Reform is egalitarian. There is complete gender equality within Reform and no differentiation of roles                
that may seem quaint but in reality limit access. You will find no mechitzah divider to separate women and men                    
in a Reform synagogue, and a growing majority of Reform clergy are women. There is also complete equality                  
along the lines of gender identity and sexual orientation. Reform is on the cutting edge of inclusion and of this                    
we should all be proud, especially if we don’t fully understand it and it makes us uncomfortable. Jews of all                    
people should know that being different is a blessing and that there is nothing wrong but everything right about                   
being who you are. This egalitarianism extends as well to the role of non-Jewish spouses, partners and family                  
members in Jewish life. We welcome everyone and every family situation. Reform is about breaking down                
barriers instead of seeking to erect more. I marvel when other rabbis call me to officiate at the weddings of                    
their members who marry non-Jews. I try to say yes when I can, and bite my tongue, knowing that non-Reform                    
synagogues will gladly collect the membership dues of the couple once they’re married, but not allow the rabbi                  
to participate in the wedding ceremony itself. I am proud to be Reform for many reasons, but our consistent                   
welcoming of the varieties of practice and the embrace of people over policies is perhaps our noblest                 
distinction. And when it comes to egalitarianism, Reform early and permanently did away with the hierarchies                
and castes of biblical Judaism. There are no priests or Levites or Israelites, we are all equal. It matters less who                     
your father was and more who you are on your own merits. We are mamlechet kohanim v’goy kadosh - a                    
kingdom of priests and a holy nation. Every single one of us. We all have the same access, opportunities, and                    
responsibilities. 
 
The second gift of Reform Critical thinking. That will be the topic on which I will speak at more length                    
tomorrow morning. The intersection of modernity and tradition requires a reconciliation with deep thinking and               
an appreciation for both modernity and tradition, not a wholesale dismissal of either. Reform embraces the                
theory of evolution, the scientific method and critical analysis of the world around us. Though we celebrate                 
Rosh Hashanah right now, we know that it is not 5780 years since the world was created, and we don’t have to                      
pretend or twist our brains into pretzels to make the numbers work. Science is science and the Torah is the                    
Torah and the two do not have to agree for both to be relevant and true. The message of creation in the Torah                       
and its insistence that we were created last and are commanded to be stewards of the earth can be true at the                      
same moment that we accept that the natural world is changing. Reform demands that we do our part to                   
embrace every positive step forward presented by science and balance with that our commitment to leave the                 
world better than we found it. We can only do that when we are fully engaged with the outside world. How can                      
we be a light unto the nations if we remain in the dark ages, isolated from reality and the best ideas? 
 
The third gift of Reform is our prophetic inspiration, that yearning to spread light where it is most needed. It is                     
our deeply-held conviction that we are here for a purpose and our Judaism demands that we speak up and act up                     
for something enduring. We embrace the vision of a perfected world that we can help to make real. The early                    
Reformers abandoned the idea of a personal messiah in favor of a messianic age, so we do not sit around and                     
wait passively for redemption. We actively create a reality that is messianic in its pursuit of justice and                  
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righteousness. Our Reform Religious Action Centers in the United States and in Israel promote the eternal                
values of Reform Judaism to the two governments representing the largest number of Jews today. Reform                
Judaism cannot be separated from the rest of our lives, it must be integrated. We are always putting Jewish                   
tradition and the modern world in the balance and it is only through serious and ongoing reflection on how                   
those two sometimes competing values interact that we can maintain the integrity of both. 
 
Reform Judaism continues to save Judaism for Jews. We are not the last rung on the ladder to Unitarianism. We                    
are not Judaism-light. We are the guardians of a tradition born of the Enlightenment and its interface with                  
Rabbinic Judaism. We are maintaining the balance demanded by changing times, and are changing right               
alongside the rest of the world. 
 
Those rabbis in Frankfurt in 1845 believed that redemption was at hand. They were celebrating their newfound                 
freedom to define their own Judaism. They were hopeful, and many were naive. It was 1845. A century later,                   
European Jewry would look very different. Two world wars and a Holocaust that nearly exterminated a                
continent’s Jewish population would force the world, including Jews, to face harsh realities. 
 
We struggle still with those realities. The synthesis of modernity and tradition is not easy. It means holding                  
competing ideas in our heads - welcoming those with whom we disagree. It means embracing a tradition that                  
sometimes does not embraces us back. It means enduring some disagreements to maintain a unity that is not                  
uniform. 
 
Yet we do endure, only by maintaining the core and eternal principles of Reform - equality, critical thinking,                  
and prophetic inspiration. That is who we are. Let others define us by what we are not. Our foundation must be                     
strong if we are to maintain it. We are not a flash in the pan - we are the greatest hope for the vitality of the                          
Jewish people in all its forms. 
 
Almost a century and three quarters ago in Frankfurt a group of rabbis put forward controversial ideas. Their                  
vision has taken root here and in a revitalized Jewish State of Israel. We are all of their heirs, and it is our                       
responsibility to keep in balance the sometimes complementary and sometimes conflicting values that make us               
Jewish and modern.  
 
Since the Enlightenment, in places and at times like this in which we Jews enjoy virtually unlimited freedom,                  
we are able to choose modernity or tradition. To be Reform means simultaneously, thoughtfully, and critically                
to choose both. 
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