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• 

THE CORE OF OUR CALLING 

pref er not to be involved and let an administrator do it all. 
Others, who have seen business types gain control of university 
budgets and use that control to reshape a school's educational 
mission in ways which seem philistine to the f acuity, have not 
been willing to relinquish administrative decisions. Either way, 
there are problems. The rabbi who keeps his/her hands on the 
budget is on the way to becoming "senior staff." Rabbis who 
pref er not to get involved find themselves unable to reverse deci­
sions that adversely affect their school or congregational 
program. 

The emphasis on management skills and cost-benefit anal­
ysis has introduced a subtle, but pervasive, emphasis on quan­
tity rather than quality. Once upon a time congregations closed 
the doors on Y om Kippur until any deficit was covered; now the 
bottom line has become the ultimate truth. Membership num­
bers and budget figures have become "objective criteria" by 
which some boards determine a rabbi's continued employment. 
At least one board recently sent each member a Rabbi Evalua­
tion Form together with the note that contract renewal would 
depend on a statistical analysis of the congregation's responses. 
How can a rabbi serve a congregation of self-conscious critics? 

Congregations expect service in return for their money, and 
their expectations are becoming quite specific. The congrega­
tional rabbinate today consists of a largely unplanned aggregate 
of synagogue-related tasks, some professional (preaching and 
counseling) and some non-professional (visiting the elderly and 
attending wedding anniversaries). When there were tasks volun­
teers would not or could not do, the congregation said, "Let's 
have the rabbi do it." Weak rabbis did all they were asked; 
strong-willed rabbis resisted what they f cit were unwarranted 
demands. My father was called to lead The Temple. So was I. 
Today most rabbis are invited to serve a congregation. Between 
lead and serve lies the divide which separates this rabbinic 
generation from those who went before. 

Rabbis deny that they are functionaries, but congregations 
draw up job descriptions for candidates, and, in fact, are en­
couraged to do so by the Placement Commission. Rabbis are ex­
pected to conduct worship, be eulogist- and ritualist-in-resi­
dence, counsel, organize a religious school, prepare students for 
Bar /Bat Mitzvah and Confirmation, attend to prospective con­
verts, celebrate life-cycle ceremonies, visit the sick and the elder­
ly, support local and national Jewish institutions, preach on the 
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High Holidays and speak briefly on other occasions, promote 
membership, lead tours to Israel, help with congregational 
fund-raising, go to camp with the youth ... Year by year the list 
grows. Each incumbent writes part of the script that his/her suc­
cessor must follow: Try not to visit nursing homes if your prede­
cessor went there every week; do not conduct an intermarriage 
service if he/she was amenable. 

Do we serve or do we lead? The answer should be both, but 
increasingly, I have the feeling that rabbis let others-or feel 
forced to let others-shape their lives for them. The results are 
unhappy for the rabbi and unfortunate for the congregation, 
since few are prepared to listen to anyone who does not seem to 
control what he/she is about. Today's question is no longer sim­
ply descriptive, i.e., "Who is a rabbi? What is a rabbi?" It has 
become normative and personal: "Why is a rabbi? Why am / a 
rabbi? What are my goals as a rabbi? What will I do and what 
will / not do?'' 

Life as congregational Kol Bo is not the rabbinate's inevit­
able destiny. A substantial degree of flexibility does exist. Most 
congregations would like us to help them to understand what we 
are about. A suitable rabbinate can be developed by those who 
have the wisdom, wit, and will to exploit this opportunity. A 
priest's role is defined by his bishop. We are, or should be, self­
defined. 

Some of the rabbi's problems relate to schedule. The tasks 
have multiplied, but there is a finite number of hours in the day. 
Is it important to stay for wedding and Bar /Bat Mitzvah recep­
tions? By not doing so, we can recapture hundreds of hours 
each year. Should we counsel everyone who comes to our of­
fice? Referral not only frees up time but may provide the person 
with better professional help than we could offer. A desire to 
please, and perhaps insecurity, often leads the rabbi to engage in 
activities where the rabbinic benefit is minimal. 

But the "Why is a rabbi" issue takes us from time to pur­
pose. I take it for granted that our rabbinic purpose is to influ­
ence people's lives in specific ways: to deepen Jewish commit­
ments, to enlighten Jews as to Jewish values, and to sanctify 
God's creative wisdom in choosing this people as an Am Segula. 
To accomplish this, we must define a role that takes us beyond 
being a Jew who is paid to be everyone's friend, an ever-present 
shoulder to lean on, into issues of effectiveness and influence. 
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How can we best accomplish our purpose? How do we display 
the fact that our judgments are carefully thought out and derive 
from a consecrated wisdom? How can we demonstrate that our 
commitments involve issues that are central to the meaningful 
survival of all God's creatures, indeed, of creation itself? 

Some rabbis are treated with respect; others as hired hands. 
Some hold the reins; some are not invited to their 
congregation's board meetings. Those who cannot draw on a 
reservoir of attained respect speak to the winds and are leaders 
only in their imagination. Frustration and unhappiness lie ahead 
for those who plunge into congregational work without a 
rabbinic agenda of their own. 

Discussions among rabbis about their work tend to focus 
on the rabbinate as a profession, suggesting that we are mem­
bers of a group who share specific skills, training, and duties. 
The truth is, each of us operates differently. I have learned to 
think of my rabbinate as an art form, rather than a profession. 
Some rabbis do little, if any, counseling. Some do little, if any, 
formal teaching. Some preach. Some listen. My rabbinate be­
comes effective only as I focus on myself-my individuality, my 
talents, my hopes-and as I puzzle out how I can enhance 
Jewish life and honor my commitment to God and Torah. 

The rabbi and the artist work at tasks that can be carried 
out in any number of ways. The artist's task is to have an aes­
thetic impact: to enable people to see and to communicate what 
he/she sees. The rabbi's task is to have a spiritual impact: to 
deepen Jewish commitment, to enable people to become mean­
ingfully involved in Jewish concerns, and to communicate effec­
tively the substance of the Jewish message. Each serious artist 
develops a personal style. Each rabbi can, and should, do the 
same. I focus on the pulpit and ·scholarship. Others have special 
school-related skills; some have a particular knack for creating 
dramatic religious experiences; some have a talent for building 
community; some are effective organizers; some are sensitive to 
emotional needs; some have the guru's ability to draw disciples 
and keep them close; some renew the old ways, and others are 
bold experimenters. 

A rabbi works with people, not paints. A rabbi accepts an 
annual salary. For both these reasons, we will never have the ab­
solute freed om of a painter, but we can shape our day. For most 
of us the routine responsibilities of a rabbinic career are not a 
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problem. We knew about services, sermons, Confirmation 
teaching, eulogies, and life-cycle ceremonies when we chose this 
work. Our problem is to make our efforts add up. 

Journeymen artists paint tc the taste of their times. Jour­
neymen rabbis serve the expectations of their congregations. 
Great rabbis make their congregations aware of expectations 
they may never have recognized. Going through the motions, 
painting "in the style of," is not art but a pale imitation. Being 
a rabbi in the style of the day is a pale imitation of what we set 
out to be. If we propose to lift up our congregations, we cannot 
let their limited vision of Jewish life determine the nature of the 
work that we do. The most effective rabbis I have known were 
not infinitely patient with the follies and vanities of their con­
gregants. They were patient, but they never allowed others to 
determine what they would say, what the curriculum of the 
school should include or what community interests should oc­
cupy their time. Most discovered that their congregations were 
prepared to be cooperative. After all, they, too, care about 
God, Torah, and Israel. 

How do we prove to those who hire and rehire that our vi­
sion and agenda are worthy? Being oneself is not simply being 
mulish, always saying "no." Our monomaniacs do us no credit. 
A rabbi must encourage, explain, prove competence, and show 
results. Ultimately, we have to trust their good judgment and 
good will, even as we ask them to trust our good judgment and 
good will. Doesn't this imply a degree of insecurity? Life is 
never ri k-free. He who pays the piper ultimately calls the tune; 
but what self-respecting rabbi would work for any length of 
time with people who do not, in some measure, share his/her 
hopes and commitments? 

Why is a rabbi? What am I about? Each of us will answer 
the e que tion differently. No matter. Our concern is not an 
ab ence of unanimity but the presence of rabbinic effectiveness. 
Great arti t have their own specific vision. Picasso and Chagall 
accepted commi sion but not direction. That is our challenge: 
to be paid to do congregational work and still be rabbis. 

)4 Journal of Reform Judaum 

• 




