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Listening In On Your Beliefs 
Daniel Jeremy Silver 
January 30, 1977 

About two years ago I was asked by the Central Conference of American Rabbis 

to cha ir a task force on Jewish identity. Two years ago the issue of Jewish identity 

someh ow emerged out of the centers of Jewish life. There were commissions and task 

forces and study groups, all revolving around this theme. When I began to think about 

Jewish identity I was a little non-plused. My first impression was that Jewish identity 

had to do with something that labeled us from the outside as Jews and it was very clear 

that none of the8 commissions and task forces, be they from Federation groups or centers 

or the synagog ue s, were concerned that you could no longer pick a Jew out of a crowd. 

We were no l onge r that distinctive in our dress or that distinctive in our action. 

Ident it y i s an interesting word. It comes from two Latin terms; edem, which 

means the sameness, and eter, which means to do it again, to reiterate, to do more, 

more of the same. And it was clear that the term J ewi sh identity emerged out of a con­

e rn by this g neration o f Jews that there might not be a next generation of Jews, more 

of the sam , who is part of what came to be called an agenda of Jewish survival, a con-

c rn that the young people should continue behind us in that long link of the generations 

which hav mad for th nearly four thousand years of Jewish history. And as I under­

stood this basis for th te r m I be gan to understand the concerns from which it emerged 

and it s m d to b me rging primarily from a growing concern with the rate of Jewish 

int rmarriag and outmarriage. It emerged by what people believed was a growing 

r t of ma ria b twe n young Jews and young non-Jews. Now there is no means of 

provin s istically that th i s rate had in the last decade or two risen precipitously. We 

h v v y inad quat r cords of matters such as this, but there were increasing num-

b in th J i h community who w e re facing the fact of their children were bringing 
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someone home who was not Jewish as their intended mate, and somehow the assumption 

was that if these young Jews had had a stronger Jewish identity, more knowledge of 

Judaism, happier experiences in their religious school or in their youth activities, if 

they had been more conscious of the fact of being Jewish, they would not in fact be choos­

ing a non-Jewish life partner. Now this assumption, I hasten to add, has never been 

proven out. From my own experience in these matters I can testify to the fact that there 

are any number of Jews who had happy experiences in religious school, who had been 

very much involved in youth activities, even young people who came out of good ex­

pertences in all day Jewish environments, schools, who were nevertheless coming home 

with a non-Jewish partner and who felt that they were in no way being disloyal to Juda­

ism nor that they were in fact denying their Jewishness. They could find no reason to 

believe that their Jewishness was in any way threatened because they had chosen to 

fall in love with and marry someone who was non-Jewish. But a conventional wisdom 

of these years has it that there's something lacking in the identity, the sense of Jewish 

self-worth of many young people and that therefore, somehow, the religious schools, 

the Sabbath schools, the youth activities, the centers, all of these institutions of Jewish 

lif failed, are failing. It's been a time when any number of community commissions 

b gan to criticiz this and that and the other rather severely in these activities on the 

sumption that if they only did their jobs better that we would in fact be able to staunch 

h rat of int rmarriage Now there is no doubt that every school in the land, that 

v y c n r in th land and every youth activity in the land could always do better, it's 

h v ry natur of any human institution, but whether or not improvement of the quality 

of ctivity, of s rvic , of class room, of presentation, would in fact markedly affect 

th t o int rmarriage has never been shown to be true. It may be true. It may not 
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be true. 

Now at the same time that all of our institutions were conce r.ned with this 

agenda of Jewish survival, these task forces on Jewish identity, the Central Conference 

of American Rabbis, a group of reform rabbis in America, was obviously equally con-

not 
cerned and its concerns tended to focus only on the larger issues of Jewish learnings, 

Jewish schoolings, youth activities and the like but a concern on one specific pressure 

point in our daily professional activities and that had to do with the role of the rabbi 

in an intermarriage or the non-role of the rabbi in an intermarriage. 

In the very early days of our professional group, the l890's, the rabbis had 

decided that there was no role for one of their colleagues in an intermarriage. This is 

the traditional position. The rabbi or whoever solemnizes a marriage is called in the 

Jewish tradition a seder kedushin, one who organizes tne peculiar Jewish sanctity of 

this arrangement. The rabbi in this role is in his role as the resource person, the scholar 

in the Jewish community, telling how this sacred moment should be organized, under 

and within th customs and the religious faith of Israel. The rabbi is not a marrying Sam 

and it wa b liev d then no reason for the rabbi to participate in a marriage which was 

not b in structured within the sanctities of Jewish life. 

ow on of th great differences between our liberal Jewish tradition and that 

of th m di val world, th orthodox tradition, was that we have no way of enforcing by 

h d by -communication or otherwise these decisions. And from very early on 

mall numb r of rabbis who disagreed, who performed intermarriages, 

0 b caus th y wer pressured by congregation• and congregants, some because they 

1 n ly that th y w re bringing people closer by entering and helping them at 

th' c i ic l point in th ir liv a, some out of a concern that their major role was to 
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show love and empathy and sympathy and that they had to show this at that moment in 

the young people's lives . Whatever the reason, this division between the large majority 

who follow e d the tradition and the small minority who did not remained a rather constant 

number down to our day. But in the 1950's and the 1960's there seemed to be more re-

quests for rabbis to participate in intermarriages and greater pressure on rabbis from 

congregation s and congregants to do so. Those who performed intermarriages asked the 

Conference t o deal with the issue again and over a three year period, ending two years 

ago, there we r e protacted debates and papers and convocations and the sum and substance 

was that the C entral Conference reaffirm its traditional position and those rabbis who had 

not performed int e r m arriagescontinued not to perform intermarriages and those rabbis 

who performed int e r m arriages continued to perform intermarriages. 

One of the s ignificant byproducts of this debate was a growing awareness by 

rabbis and cong regants alike that our movement had not faced up to a problem which was 

coming more and mo r e to the fore. We didn't have good answers, clear answers, dis­

tinct answers, to the q uestion, why should a young Jew, any Jew, remain Jewish. What 

advantage was there to the individual for being Jewish? How did it make him distinctive? 

In Jewish life in the more t raditional society the question never had to be asked. A Jew 

was a Jew was a Jew, everybody knew what a Jew was. You were a Jew was stamped on 

your pas port. You w r a Jew by birth. You were a Jew in the eyes of the state. You 

re a J win th eyes of your n on- J ewish neighbors. You were a Jew in your own eyes. 

Youn v r ask d why you were a J ew . You simply were a Jew., There were learned Jews 

and not so learned J ws. The r e w e re pious Jews and not ao pious Jews. The Jew was a 

J w was a Jew, and th quest ion o f why be Jewiah never emerged, but it ha■ emerged, 

obviously. W liv in a free ocie ty. We liv in a heterogeneou■ cultural environment 

I 

.j 

I 
I 
I 
I 

I 



5 

and the que stion is what virtue is there in maintaining this traditionally distinctive and 

separate role? Why should the Jewish minority remain? What's the virtue of it? If the 

virtue of J ewish life is a kind of social sensitivity, a sensitivity to civic and communal 

problems, and there's certainly that in the liberal Jewish tradition which often defined 

itself in te r m s of prophetic Judaism, politically activist Judaism, socially concerned 

Judaism, what was the difference between this kind of social awareness and the kind of 

social involvement one could have through Common Cause, the .American Civil Liberties 

Union or an organization of this type? And if the distinctiveness of Judaism lay in the 

diet anyone c a n g o into a delicatessan and eat so-called Jewish food . And if the distinctive­

ness of the Jew la y in some kind of life style, this generation and the last found very little 

that was distinctive , tangibly, vis ibly,d istinctively Jewish in their homes. Their homes 

were not filled with the Jewish practice. They were decreasingly filled with the peculiar 

Jewish insights which m ade for distinctiveness in our c ommunity. 

Liberal Juda i sm emerged with emancipation. Liberal Judaism begins in the 

early 19th century when fo r the first time in central and western Europe Jews begin to 

be accepted as citizens of a large r state. The very first thrust of liberal Judaism is an 

attempt to belong, an attempt to do away with many of those particularistic phenomenon 

of J wish lif which had grown up in the ghetto, grown up when we were a community 

t apart, and th whole drive wa s to try to join the larger community, to do away with 

the s ns of particularism a n d to enlarge, to discover, the u.niversalist, the humanism, 

ithin th Jewish tradition And so it was that among liberal Jews the tradit ional language, 

wh ther it be Hebrew or Yiddish, was put away and the language of the nation of which 

w w r a part, German, French, English, was adopted. So it came about that the trad­

itional hubub of a trad itional se rvice was reshaped into eathetic forms that were aimilar 
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to those which were seen in the churches of the world around them. So it was that a 

doctrine like a doctrine of the chosen people began to be forgotten, put aside, and a 

doctrine such as that of the brotherhood of mankind was enlarged and came to the fore. 

And wherever you turned in the liberal Jewish tradition what was being emphasized was 

those things that we share with all others. We were not different, we were, in fact, the 

same and our differencewasonly that we had a special religious calendar that for a 

few moments of the year we touched again our traditional base. And this tradition, this 

urge to belong, this drive to find the universal within the Jewish tradition, remained the 

dominant theme within the liberal Jewish tradition for a century or more. The problem 

is, of course, that when you emphasize brotherhood you've got to have somebody who 

wants to be your brother And though in the United States we move rather consistently 

and greater 
into greater and greater participation in the larger society and a greater sense that we 

were in fact accepted by the larger society, elsewhere in the world we had the pogroms, 

we had Kishnev and the rise of Stalin. We had the rise of Fascism and Naziism. The 

Jew was no more accepted because he had adopted this tradition of universalism, he 

was emphasizing the ties which he felt with the larger community, and the great crisis 

of philosophy, of approach, emerged in our liberal tradition over the creation of a 

national Jewish home, over Zionism. This was the first time that the liberal Jewish 

community had to confront a particularist issue. It came to us from the outside, po­

litic lly, but th r it was, and many within the reform movement could not put away 

thi d to b long, to feel the same as, and in the 19ZO's and 1930 1s perhaps a majority 

of thos who b longed to liberal congregations in the United States were either lukewarm 

o ac iv ly oppos d to all those who talked of dishu, a return by Jews to a national 

horn in what was th n called Palestine. Thia wa1 to identify 111 again. It 1eemed to 
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set us apart again. 

Now with Hitler, with the Holocaust, with the war, all of us came to recognize 

this 
the significance of a place of refuge, the importance of • state psychologically, emotional-

ly and otherwise for our community, if it is nothing else it is a great symbol of the possi­

bility of renewal, the possibilities of life itself. But, within our own homes, within our 

own lives, the liberal Jews involve themselves now in the Jewish community and though 

they took their share of leadership responsibilities vis a vis Soviet Jews, vis a vis the 

needs of the Middle East and Israel. Within the context of their own private lives their 

homes retained this thrust towards being like everyone else. Part of it was inevitable. 

Generation after generation went to the community schools, to the public schools of the 

community. Generation after generation was exposed to the media and the literature and 

the theater of the larger community. Its language became second nature to us, its 

frame of value reference became to a large degree ours and all that seemed to be distinctive 

seemed to be disappearing. It had been distinctive that the Jewish home was a closely 

knit place. As generation shaded into generation the Jewish home became as torn apart 

by the pressures of modern life as any other home. The rates of alcoholism, the rates 

of divorce, the rates of social disintegration which have characterized America the 

la t 20-25 y ars showed up, a generation perhaps behind, but it showed up nevertheless 

in our horn s And when our young people came to grips as each one in tum had to 

com to grips with the question why should I be Jewiah, what is there of advantage to 

m ·n r maining a Jew; he waa faced, or she waa faced, with the fact that she was 

h rd put to find within the context of her life or hi■ life aomething tangible, visible, 

h as cl arly distinct and w clearly ppreci t d, cle rly waa of aignificance. 

Ou g n ration, that is, th middl -ag d g n ration of J w , h I been kept at being 

J wish by xternal pressures largely Wear J wiah b c 11 e of the Middle Eaat, foar 
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Arab wars; we are Jewish because of political concerns in Israel and the Soviet Union, 

the Argentine, wherever it may be; because of the traurrs. tic events of the Holocaust 

and all that represents; these are all external to us. These are the pressures that come 

in from the outside and when our you.ng grow in a community where there is prosperity 

and degree of security, when they have not lived through the Holocaust, that's ancient 

history to them, these external events are not of similar pressure, similar consequence 

to it and they do not understand always that this is enough. They want something more. 

They want a warmth, they want a piety, they want a sense of ethical distinctiveness, they 

want to know that there's some virtue in being distinctive, not simply being forced on us 

from the outside. That's the problem, and to try and find some answers, some explanations 

and programs, some approaches which might be useful. This task force which I head 

took as its first mandate to understand exactly where we were, what the problems seem 

to be, because though many of us felt that we could frame it sociologically, we could 

understand it in terms of history, we were not sure that we were not projecting our 

own limitations, our own environment, our own assumptions on to what in fact exists. 

Each of us undertook one body of work. One of the members of our group undertook to 

listen to a largish number of reform Jewish congregants, to have them talk as openly 

and as willingly as they would about the reasons that they belong to a congregation, 

abou th ir f lings about being Jewish, about those explanations which satisfied them 

d which th y hoped would satisfy their children about why be a Jew. A'oda series of 

·nt rvi ws w re held in ew York, Richmond, Virginia and here in Cleveland. In 

ch cas p ople were chosen from two congregationsflarge, well established congregation 

d a w r smaller congregation. The interviewer was a single person and the same 

p on in ach cas and the conversations were open nd d. He tried simply to keep 
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the conversation centered on the questions at hand. We tried to bring into each of 

these discussions people of various age groups and we insisted that there be in each dis­

cussion at least two people, one fro.m each congregation who was not at allactive in the life 

of the congregation, who was a typical member who belonged but did not actively parti­

cipate. 

Now what did we discover? We discovered .as we reread the tale of the tapes 

that no one joined a reform congregation because they had examined the philosophy ofre­

form and its pronouncement and agreed with them. In fact, with the exception of one 

religious school teacher in one congregation, no one even really knew that there were 

such pronouncements. One joined a congregation largely because it was convenient; be­

cause there was a general acceptance of its position; because one's friends belonged; be­

cause the rabbi seemed to be a bright or nice fellow. There was a general acceptance 

in the proposition that we lived in a small town where there was only one congregation 

and we would have no trouble joining that one congregation, what else could we do. In 

oth r words, w were Jews and we joined a congregation not because of its theological 

position, but we joined it for a series of other far more practical reasons. Why did we 

accept the proposition that we were Jews? Largely because we felt that this was the 

ay. Pressur s were coming still from the outside, When do you feel moat Jewish? 

That was a qu stion that was often asked and the answer was in one case I feel moat 

J i h wh n I am among Jews. Another answer was when the seventh game of the 

o ld S ri s happens on Rosh Haahanah. The definition is determined from the outside 

n h n th young rabbi who was conducting these discusaions attempted to focus on 

h olo ical questions, I'm a Jew becaus I believe in God; I'm a Jew because I believe 

in h mission of Israel; I'm a J bee us I believe ln the Torah and it• continuing 
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validity; all of the discussions shied away. These were not the issues of primary con­

c ern. The se were not in the forefront. In the forefront was the question of providing 

religiou s e ducation for my children. In the forefront was the question of some kind 

of symbolic identification with the Jewish people, that was terribly important. In these 

discussions someone said, you know when I go traveling I look for Jews. In each dis­

cussion someone said I feel very Jewish when I hear somebody speak a Yiddish word, 

sing a melody which I recognize from Israel or the synagogue. 

We b e long because we have a kind of basic sympathy both with the Jewish people 

and with the lib e ral tradition, but we don't really understand what it stands for, its 

inner content. We belong because we want our children to belong, but the parade is 

always here on Sunday m orning as in every congregation throughout the land. We bring 

our children. We drop our children for Religious School and we turn and go home or 

go to the tennis courts or go for a cup of coffee, we do not come in to religious worship. 

We have here the explanation of why though congregations are religious institutions 

and though the centra l act of any religious institution is obviously public worship, of 

all the activiti s of a syna gog ue public worship is one of those which is among the 

least att nd d and least popular. The synagogues are to a large degree community 

c t rs. I don't mean by that they are recreational institutions, but everything else 

ha a popularity which is not accorded by the large majority of congregants to the worship 

vie its lf Obviously, the worship service raises questions of faith; raises affir-

tion about truth, about ethics, about a particular moral perspective which this 

ration of J ws, at 1 ast a pparently not yet, ia prepared to face. 

W d fine liberal Juda ism if w can tak the e conversation• as being a good 

·ndication of h r th v rage r form J i , we deflne reform Judaism by what we 
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see happening within our congregation, that is, what is immediately apparent to us. 

Reform Judaism is what our rabbi says it is. Reform Judaism is what our ritual com­

mittee a l lows to happen. Reform Judaism is the curriculum which we hold in our re-

ligious s chool. There is very little sense that there is a larger movement out there and 

it is obvious that those congregations which are most determined to maintain standards, 

about 
to make a clear statement religious standards, are those which are most effective 

in establishing the fact that liberal Judaism is not simply a minimal kind of belonging 

to the Jewi sh faith, but that it has a program, it has priorities and it has principles 

which a re basic to it . 

There' s a need to relate to things which are tangible and which are real and 

though many of t h e s e people, especially those who came from Richmond which is an old­

line you know, a lmost still classical reform congregation, many of these had trouble 

with the particular rituals that a rabbi or a con gregation was introducing into his 

worship. Almost eve ryone said yes, rituals are im portant. None of them was in favor 

of an old-fashioned s ort of e thical culture unitarian service where there would be a 

total absence of that w h ich was ritual, that which was visible, that which was symbolic. 

One man said wh n they t a lked about rituals, you know rituals are a little bit like 

chewing gum, they sti c k t o children, and it's a very graphic way of saying that children 

and we, th 

candl s, th 

adults, define to a large degree that which is Jewish as the lighting of 

the kiddish cup 
objects on a sed e r table, those things which we know, which we see, in a 

ynagogu and which we a ssociate with Jewish life. Theie's a new acceptance of ritual. 

ny ay, w 11, we don't wan t to go back, we want to create, but there was an acceptance 

of ritual of the definable, and the feeling that unless we found some way to define 

Judaism visibly, symbolically, clearly, the next generation would not have anything 
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really to hang on to. What I found lacking in these discussions was any recognition 

that if all Judaism is is a kiddush cup and candles and the objects on a seder table, a 

few rituals, there is really nothing to hang on to in any case because these are simply 

symbols of large r truths, symbols of a faith stance, of an ethical stance which must 

have specific value, bite, meaning, definition, if it is to have any long staying power. 

What we found , in other words, as we read these tapes was a recognition by the people 

that their lives w e re complex, that they lived in a heterogeneous society, that they had 

not resolved and in fact many had been unwilling to confront the questions of faith, that 

religion was to them larg ely an identification with the people, that the sense of Jewish 

history, of its c ontinuity was very strong, that the sense that Jewish life today needed 

to pull together for a s e rie s of political reasons, problems that confront us, was very 

apparent; that when pu s h came to crunch as far as international issues are concerned 

there would be a rallying around, but that when it came to dealing with that which is 

at the very heart of the religious ente rprise, that which has to do with a search for God, 

that which has to do with establishing a pattern of life, a Jewish life style which is clear 

and distinct, tangible, almost none of the people who spoke had really tried to work 

through this kind of development. Que stions were asked, so we love to talk a:>out the 

probl ms. Ther were a numb e r of solutions offered, but very few people were able to 

ay hon stly, my family, we, I, howe ve r they wanted to put it, have really begun not 

• ply to think h re or again a bout a particular problem, we have begun to try and 

iv a r ally Jewish life. 

And I left off reading th e transcript with this conviction, that we really do not 

ac a crisis of Jewish survival la r g ly thank• to the political problem• which exist 

out th r ; that J wish lif will sust ain itself for thia g n r tion at leaat and probably 

for th n xt b cause who are out there a r e forcing u• to find our elvea, to be ourselves, 
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and react to the crises aJ8echallenges which confront us. We are going to be given another 

generation or so to face up to the larger issue and that is how can we find within the 

n 
Jewish t radition those graceful and generous and enobling values which are there and 

weave th e s e into the pattern of our lives so that we are not simply another group of 

middle Ame ricans, another group of people who live and struggle and die, but that 

we are people whose lives, whose families, whose activities are graced with generosity 

of spirit, s e nsitivity and empathy to others, courage in the cause of justice, piety, 

deep faith in God. That's the challenge and it will not be met, I feel, simply by tinkering 

with religious curriculum here, school curriculum here or a Jewish-centered program 

there or having another set of papers on the sociology of Jewish life. If Jews really 

want to be Jews then we've got to be Jews and to rediscover from study and discussion 

what Jewish life is a ll about and to determine to weave into the fabric of our homes and 

of our private live s a regimen of practice, a s et of s tandards, which will define our 

lives as being Jewish b ecaus e I am convinced that when a youngster emerges from a 

home where the father and the mother have taken and lived a life which in some way or 

other is clearly and distinctively Jewish there is an indelible impress on the youngster 

of the value of being Jewis h. He may rebel for aperiod of time, as we all do against 

the values of the home , but h e 'll never go very far because he understood it was vital, 

it was powerful, and it wa s s ignificant; and I am equally convinced that when a youngster 

1 av s the average American Jewish home where Jewishness consisted of a few foods, 

p rhaps a seder, gripes about religious school, explanations to the 8-year old of 

why if he is b ing sent to r e l igious school I don't have to go as the adult to synagogue, 

which 
wh n he com s out of our ave rage home . is really in no way different than the home 

of any other person on the street, J ew or non-Jew, there's nothing to relate it to. 
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There I s nothing to say to this young person, yes it was worth it and it will be worth it. 

What I see about me here and there are small groups of Jews who are trying to make the 

search, in trying to live the Jewish life. It's not easy, but I think somehow in that 

search in their discovery, in their homes, lies the secret of Jewish survival. In 

I • 11 • • lk b f h h • that k • any case, w1 from ttme to t1me ta to you a out some o t ese t tngs we are wor tng 

on and we discover because they go to the heart of all that our congregation, all con­

gregations, are about. It's one of the more interesting of the tasks I have undertaken 

in recent years, and I hope in time we will find in these studies answers to some of 

these questions and I assure you when I find the answers you '11 be the first to hear 

about them. 

And now with that the time is getting late, let me make one or two announcements. 
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