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Yom Kippur Morning 5780 

 

2020 Vision: American Judaism at a Crossroads 

Reinvent or Fade Away 

 

 Yom Kippur is surely the day we set aside to do some really heavy 

lifting, not of the physical sort, but of the spiritual variety. It’s a day to 

look ourselves in the mirror and to be brutally honest. No more hiding 

from the naked self. To see ourselves with all our flaws, to name them, 

to confront them, to devise a strategy to improve them and then commit 

to effecting change. This is the hard work we are called upon to do 

during this really long day, the Day of Atonement. Last night I spoke 

about 4 questions that might lead us on this path of reflection and 

individual Tikun. This morning I suggest we apply this same approach 

to our collective understanding of what unites us here this day: Our 

connection to our Jewish identity and our collective responsibility for 

the future of the Jewish people.  
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 With a new decade about to be born, the 3rd decade of the 21st 

century, I think an honest assessment of the state of American Judaism is 

in order. In light of the gravity of this day, I will hold no punches and 

countenance, no illusions. Today of all days, we must face the truth and 

propose bold, if not radical solutions for the future of Judaism in 

America. 

 If my words shock you or disturb you, then I’ve done my job. If 

they spur you to add your voice to the conversation, to quicken you from 

your spiritual malaise, then ______________________________. Then 

there is hope for the future. 

 So I begin with a conversation I had with our new neighbor next 

door, Pastor T.J. McCormick, the spiritual leader of Coastal Community 

Church. I have to admit it’s not a good thing to be envious of what 

others have got, but if there is such a thing as clergy envy, then I have a 

really bad case of it. T.J., who along with his talented worship team 

leads hundreds of worshippers in a prayer experience each week, 

explained his method of attracting people to his church. In short, he 
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engages just about anyone he meets in conversation, meets them where 

they are, makes no judgements and listens deeply. He does not identify 

himself as a pastor or some religious salesperson, but simply as a 

spiritual interlocutor, gauging the spiritual curiosity or bandwidth of his 

fellow. If the conversation reveals some inclination towards openness to 

an experience in faith, then he hands him a card. The card invites them 

to continue the conversation providing him/her with all his contact info, 

or invites them to church for services. 

 In sharing his approach, what intrigued me, was not how he 

approached others, but rather that the whole world was his oyster so to 

speak. No one was off limits. No he did not try to “lure” Jews, or other 

people of faith already connected to their faith community. He was 

however, seeking to draw anyone who showed an interest into a 

relationship with his faith community and ultimately in his case with 

Jesus. He was eager to share his joy in his faith with anyone who would 

be receptive in a non-coercive or threatening way. 
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 Wow! What a concept! Could we imagine a similar conversation in 

a Jewish context? Could we ever imagine that all people, not just those 

who identify as Jewish by birth could be potential Jews by choice? What 

would it mean to expand the pool of potential Jews and by extension 

potential congregants, infinitely? Why is that we impose upon ourselves 

a self-limiting policy of in reach to Jews who fit some biological 

definition or those who voluntarily come forth and seek conversion? 

Why are we not able to compete in the free marketplace where those 

who may be seeking or could be seeking just what we can offer, in terms 

of a liberal Judaism and speaks the language of their spiritual journey?  

 So you may be wondering, why am I suggesting such a potentially 

radical move? The answer is simply, I fear deeply for the future of 

Judaism in America. The numbers do not lie. In a NY Times article 

entitled: “American Jews face a Choice: Create Meaning or Fade 

Away”, it is reported that 72% of non-Orthodox Jews intermarry and the 

vast majority are not raising families who identify as Jewish. In fact, 

when I was in Israel the education minister there made a rather blatant 
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and controversial statement. He said American Jewry is undergoing a 

second Holocaust. While I abhor the analogy, I feel the urgency. 

 Other facts include the sobering reality that in 1939 there were 18 

million Jews in the world and now after the Holocaust and 70 years 

beyond, we number about 14 million worldwide. In the U.S., about two 

decades ago we numbered about 3.5% of the US population, today, 

barely 2%. Even worse, those that identify as Jews are increasingly an 

older demographic, with the majority of Jews under 30 claiming no 

religious identity whatsoever. 

 Thanks to an open American, increasingly secular society, we 

Jews, despite an uptick in anti-Semitism, are simply being loved to 

death. For the vast majority of American Jews, even if they identify with 

a religious denomination other than Orthodoxy, rarely do they attend 

synagogue; Oh, they might participate in a Passover Seder or light 

Chanukah candles – but that is it! Judaism is at best a leisure time 

activity that must fit in with a vast array of other competing priorities. 
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Even worse, the sure fire anchors of the past 75 years which tethered 

many Jews to a sense of their Jewish identity, are largely unmoored. 

 For today’s millennials, the Holocaust is ancient history which 

exercises virtually no claim on them in terms of a Jewish responsibility 

to not give Hitler a posthumous victory. The state of Israel, once the one 

unifying factor uniting all Jews, in now one of the most divisive and 

Israel’s successes and challenges are not seen as part of their own sense 

of pride or concern, as those of us over 50 still might. 

 Finally, Jewish ethnicity has been watered down to a Jewish sense 

of humor and a bagel and a shmear. The once robust memories of bubby 

and zayde, the old country, the tenement houses on the lower east side, 

the yiddishisms and music of a bygone era, ala The Jazz Singer, are all 

as foreign to Jewish millennials as the cultural traditions of an obscure 

African tribe in Uganda. 

 Perhaps most telling is that so many American Jews know little, if 

anything, about the 4,000 year old history of their people and therefore 

do not see themselves as part of the story, past, present, or future. How 
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can a people survive if it does not comprehend, let alone identify with 

the shared history, hopes, fears, ideas, ideals and mission of his or her 

co-religionists? 

 My dear friends, the future is bleak and the future is now. I believe 

we must, to borrow a phrase, “come to Moses”, look oneself squarely in 

the Jewish mirror of our souls, and use this opportunity of embarking on 

the year 2020, to envision a new pathway forward to ensure the vitality 

of Judaism in America. Now is the time to seriously ask how we can re-

invent, reform, and revitalize. 

 The good news is that history is on our side. We have not survived 

4,000 years without having had to re-invent ourselves, time and time 

again. While a common thread runs throughout, there are vast 

differences between the way Judaism was practiced and conceived of 

throughout time. The Judaism of Abraham is not the Judaism of Moses, 

and the Judaism of Rabbi Akivah is not the Judaism of the baal shem tov 

and the Judaism of my great great grandmother in Russia is not the 

Judaism of his descendant a reform rabbi and certainly not her great, 
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great, great granddaughter also a rabbi! We have always found a way to 

adapt to changing circumstances and new challenges, socially, culturally 

and theologically. 

 Hence I share with you my clarion call for a paradigm shift in how 

we understand our faith, share our faith, and improve our faith. I invite 

your feedback, your thoughts, your concerns, your ideas. Please join me 

following the service during Q & A or email me.  

 My proposal, which is far from original, is based upon the verse 

from the prophet Isaiah who proclaimed in the name of God over 2700 

years ago in Jerusalem. 

 __________________________________________________, 

“My house shall be a house of prayer for all peoples.” The prophet 

Isaiah understood that Judaism was meant to be a universal faith open 

and engaging, not just for one tribe only, but the nations of the world as 

well. Isaiah echoes the strand within our biblical tradition which reminds 

us that Abraham and Sarah spread the word of God to the people of 

Haran as it states - the souls which they made in Haran, meaning the 
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converts they brought under the wings of the shechinah as interpreted by 

the midrash. It is also found in the book of Ruth in which the first ever 

convert to Judaism by name just happens to be the ancestor of King 

David from whose seed will eventually come the messiah. In other 

words, a non-Jewish proselyte is the great, great grandmother of 

arguably one of the most influential leaders of our people. Moreover the 

book of Ruth ends with a description of this lineage, emphasizing that 

Judaism is not simply a matter of DNA, but celebrates the fact of our 

global reach. 

 In fact, at times in our history we were indeed a proselytizing 

bunch and we readily recognized the non-Jews in our midst and granted 

them limited membership in the “family business” under the category of 

ger toshav, “a resident alien among us.” It was not until Christianity 

became the official religion of the Roman Empire in the 4th century, that 

Jewish proselytizing was banned upon penalty of death and for the next 

16 consecutive centuries it became the accepted norm that Jews don’t 

seek converts overtly or covertly. In fact the opposite occurred, wherein 
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the halachah ordains that one must send a potential convert who seeks to 

become one of us away three times before one can take him/her 

seriously. 

 The time is long past due, especially in the hospitable environment 

we live in, here in America, to reverse this mindset and to proudly offer 

Judaism to the masses, not through coercion, nor persuasion, but through 

education and inspiration. Judaism, in my opinion, to survive, must 

reclaim our right to compete in the free market place of religious ideas, 

offering the best of what we have to the “unchurched”, the spiritually 

unfulfilled and the spiritual seekers who erroneously believe the gates of 

Judaism are closed to them. We crawl up in a tribal cocoon to our own 

peril. When we open the gates of Judaism and invite all who are 

interested to enter, Judaism will breathe freely. 

 Not only that, but as almost always happens, when Jews by birth 

witness Jews by choice, freely choose to cast their lot with us, and 

embrace that which is ours by birth, the existing household of Israel 
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feels enobled and perhaps appreciates more the spiritual treasures in 

their own backyard.  

 So in practical terms, how would this work? I believe there are two 

parts to this plan: To simplify, clarify and magnify what Judaism has to 

offer and secondly to develop novel, new ways to communicate the 

message that the Jewish religion is not an exclusive club open only to 

Jews by birth, but is accessible to all who may be curious or interested.  

 First, let us enumerate what “added value” Judaism uniquely 

embraces. In other words, in working with scores of converts over the 

years, what do they see in the practice of Judaism that attracts them 

most. In no particular order, these are the unique, gifts non-Jews often 

find appealing about the practice and meaning of liberal Judaism. 

 1. Intellectual honesty and freedom of thought, belief and doubt 

 2. Respect for diversity of views – ala 2 Jews, 3 opinions 

 3. Non-triumphal approach to attracting others to our faith – 

meaning we do not put down other religions to promote our own 
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4. The “uncola” tribal feeling of belonging to a unique minority 

5. The “original” mother of the other 2 great western religions, 

over 4,000 years old 

6. Social activism, forefront of the fight for workers’ rights, 

women’s rights, civil rights, gay rights, immigrant rights 

7. Spiritual path with rich traditions that offer profoundly 

inspirational answers to the big questions of life 

8. Values driven faith – individually and communally to be a 

mensch, do t’shuvah, pursue justice, seek peace, walk humbly, protect 

the environment, build strong families based on honor and respect 

9.  Individual ownership of one’s faith, not clergy dependent, 

anyone can lead services, perform a wedding, do funerals, no sacraments 

10. unique history, his or her story, becomes my story too, 

complete acceptance into the family of the Jewish people once one casts 

one’s lot with the family of Israel 
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To put the above in an elevator speech might sound something like 

this: Liberal Judaism is a Judaism that remains ever relevant to the era in 

which it lives while grounded in the rich traditions of the Jewish people. 

It might even sound like this: (CKT Mission Statement) 

So how do we invite others to see what we offer? How do we open 

our gates, our gates of prayer and understanding, our gates of acceptance 

and repentance, our gates of spiritual growth and societal transformation 

to those who are or could be interested? 

I believe we must do so quite intentionally. Some we have already 

engaged in; others would be novel. 

1. URJ - Taste of Judaism: Are you curious? – 3 sessions on the 

basics of Judaism – ads in the secular Press 

2. Bring a friend or neighbor to synagogue for Shabbat dinner and 

service – dedicate a Shabbat for outreach to both Jews and non-Jews 
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3. Invite a neighbor, friend, co-worker, distant relative to your 

home for Shabbat dinner – would give training to families on how to 

make it a special, meaningful and memorable experience 

4. Use social media to “proclaim the gospel” that CKT is a “House 

of Prayer for all people” – that in Hillel’s words, the essence of Judaism 

is love your neighbor as yourself. The rest is commentary, go and study! 

5. If there is buy in from our members and leadership on this then 

set up a committee or subcommittee in our Connections’ Committee to 

explore other ways to spread the word. 

 

To be sure the work that is needed to be done to respond to the 

urgency of our times in preserving the past and reinventing the future of 

Judaism in America is manifold. What I have suggested is just one 

approach among many to ensure the future vitality of the Jewish people. 

For sure our first obligation is to inspire, educate and connect our own 

members and fellow Jews to see themselves as vital and indispensable to 

the unfolding story of our people. Our job is to train up the next 
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generation of Jews who are competent in their understanding of Jewish 

traditions and rituals and who live out their values as proud Jewish 

Americans.  

But I also believe that until and unless our synagogues begin to 

look a lot more like the face of America, black and white, gay and 

straight, Asian, Latino, abled and uniquely abled, then we will face an 

ever accelerating rate of extinction. 

My friends, ours must be a faith, a heritage, a way of life that is 

open and available to all who seek the Lord, with sincere intentions. As 

it is written: Who may ascend the mountain of the Lord and who may 

stand in God’s holy space – All with clean hands and a pure heart as it is 

written _______________________________________________,  My 

house shall indeed be called a house of prayer for all peoples. 

And let us say, Amen 

  


