High Holy Days 5785-2024
Out of the Chaos there will be Light-
Embracing the challenging Reality of Reform Judaism Today
Rabbi Mara S. Nathan
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When God began to create heaven and earth—the earth being unformed and void, with
darkness over the surface of the deep and a wind from God sweeping over the water—

These are the opening lines of the entire Torah, setting the scene for the creation of the world.
Over the course of six days, God creates light, then day and night, then the sky, then the earth
and the seas, vegetation, the sun and moon, birds and insects and fish, animals and finally
humans. And then on the 7th day God rests.

But before all of the order, there was - tohu va’vohu. An earth unformed and void, or as the
13th C commentator Chizkuni explains- an earth that had been in a chaotic state. Or was it
Empty? Or Desolate!? Or was there Confusion? The commentators can’t quite decide. But the
sense of churning, of disorientation and an unsettling reality seemed omnipresent as God
caused the world “to be”.

Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, is also known as Yom Harat HaOlam- the Birthday of the
World. A time of joy and celebration when we look to the future with hope. But this year as we
celebrate the new year of 5785 | find myself thinking about the tohu va vohu- that Chaos and
Confusion more than a creation story filled with light.

I’'ve been having a hard time since October 7. I'm filled with conflicting truths, conflicting ideas
and conflicting feelings about Israel, about what it means to be a progressive Jew, and about
what the rise in antisemitism in the world says about our future. None of these issues are new,
but the intensity of this moment highlights the chaos so many of us feel within.

A cherished member of the Temple confessed to me that she feels estranged from Jewish life.
She doesn’t feel comfortable at services because our prayers don’t include the Palestinians who
are suffering in Gaza. And many of our college aged children have told me They don’t feel any
personal connection to the land or people of Israel.

Others tell me they feel vulnerable, regardless of their feelings about the Jewish State.
They are scared to be seen wearing a kippah or a Magen David necklace and are reluctant to
reveal any outward signs of their Jewishness at all. A friend of mine from college even thinks
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the world’s Jewish intelligentsia Will soon start pouring into Israel in search of safe space. The
heartbreak, the discomfort, the doomsdayism... they are all understandable.

As you sit here at the start of the Jewish new year, what are you thinking about? What are you
feeling? What chaos impacts you the most?

Perhaps you are clear that Israel must protect its borders and its people-despite the human
costs. Perhaps you are certain that Zionism is no longer the answer. Or maybe you feel that any
absolute is a distortion of the truth which you see as a chaotic, complicated, and nuanced
reality.

| know | am not alone in feeling what | can only describe as cognitive dissonance- my very own
tohu va’vohu, as conflicting truths rattle around in my head and bruise my soul. And | also know
that regardless of which of those “camps” you find yourself in, or you would rather choose
“none of the above”, Israel still impacts your life. As Noah Feldman posits in his recent book, To
Be a Jew Today: “Israel has become a defining component of Jewishness ...” Jews...wherever
they live, find themselves necessarily self-defining in relation to Israel religiously, spiritually and
politically whether by support or criticism or some complicated combination of the two.”?

Israel wasn’t always such a hot topic for Reform Jews. Our Temple’s founding families probably
didn’t think much about Israel, or Palestine, as it was called in 1874. The Pittsburgh Platform,
the ideological blueprint adopted by American Reform Jewish leaders in 1885, specifically
rejected Zionism, stating: “We consider ourselves, no longer a nation, but a religious
community, and therefore, expect neither a return to Palestine....nor the restoration of any of
the laws concerning the Jewish State.”?

In 1898, the Union of American Hebrew Congregations...declared “America is our Zion.” Even
after 1950, two years after the establishment of Israel, the UAHC was still publicly emphasizing
the centrality of American Judaism though it wholeheartedly endorsed the work of the United
Jewish Appeal and Bond for Israel.”*

How most American Jews thought about Israel began to change in the 1960s as they felt more
confident in their status as US citizens. And Israel’s victory in the Six Day war of 1967, elevated
the state of Israel in American Jewish minds “as a proud model of victory and Jewish strength.”>

This contrasted so starkly with the emotional trauma felt in the Jewish community as they
finally started to publicly acknowledge the devastating toll of the Holocaust. Zionism may have
predated the Holocaust by more than half a century, but in historic terms, “the Holocaust
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contributed to the United Nation’s willingness to recommend partition.”® In this way, it played
an oblique role in fulfilling the Zionist dream. A fear of antisemitism was, for many, supplanted
by a sense of awe and pride at what Jewish identity had become.

Some of you lived through that transformation. For others, this is new information. | came of
age in the 1970s and 80s, a time when Israeli history and culture and language were strongly
emphasized in Religious School classrooms and at Jewish summer camps. It was also a time
when Jewish people and “Jewish culture” were being embraced by the American publicin
general. Seinfeld was the most watched TV show. Elie Wiesel regularly appeared on the nightly
news. And, Dr. Ruth Westheimer who at age 17 was trained as a sniper for the Haganah; she
was the national authority on sex.”

During this time, Progressive Judaism was intent on finding inspiration from the ancient
Prophets like Jeremiah and Isaiah. And we were taught that the way to live a meaningful life,
was to lift up civil liberties, protect minority rights and embrace an ethos of cultural pluralism.®
And because Israel self-identified as a Jewish democratic state,® we could see it as both a place
where our highest Jewish ideals would be realized and as a redemptive solution to the horrors
of the Holocaust.

But here we are now, in a moment when the very secular Zionist goal of creating and
maintaining a modern state of Israel, a safe haven for the Jews of the world, a realization of
national autonomy for the Jewish people, is in direct conflict with what Reform Judaism has
always emphasized: that our highest duty lies in actualizing the divine principles of love and
justice for all.1% It would not be surprising to me if you feel pressure from people you
know...and even love to choose between your love of Israel and your connection to Reform
Judaism.

In August, Minouche Shafik, president of Columbia University became the third lvy League
president to resign. This was a result of strong negative reactions to the way she handled
student protests on her campus.

These protests spark a lot of feelings in the Jewish community. We are not all aligned. There is
outrage that the students of the world (not to mention the news media) are fixated on the crisis
in Gaza and now Lebanon but not interested at all in say.... the civil wars in Sudan or Syria.

For others there is a sense of pride that young people have finally come out of a COVID daze
and are organizing for something they believe so strongly in. There are Jewish kids in the mix
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protesting Israel and standing in solidarity with Palestinians. We have young people (and not so
young people) here who feel the same way.

But for most of us, there is also a palpable sense of fear as chants of “Free Palestine” too often
become “Kill the Jews.” And we continue to hear that Jewish buildings are vandalized. Jewish
students are still being bullied and even assaulted. My brother, a Philosophy professor at UC
Santa Barbara, texted me and my sister in June, as he tried to navigate an altercation with
masked students dressed in black and waving Palestinian flags. He sent us a video of how they
had barricaded the doors so that other students would be blocked from taking finals until the
University divested from Israel.

Our reality is horrible to behold. The death toll, destruction and misery in Gaza and Lebanon,
the tragic and brutal murder of 1,200 innocent souls on Oct. 7 and of Hersh Goldberg-Polin,
Carmel Gat, Eden Yerushalmi, Alexander Lebanon, Almog Sardis and Ori Danino, the fact that
101 other hostages are still in captivity more than a year later, the unrelenting anxiety for Jews
in the public square. It seems unreal that people can deny that what would otherwise be
acceptable acts of civil disobedience too often morph into virulent antisemitic activity.

The most painful part of the college campus demonstrations for me is not the critique of the
Israeli government and its actions in Gaza but the blatant declaration that Israel does not have
a right to exist. And this in part is why so many Jews insist that anti Zionism is antisemitism. As
Noah Feldman so aptly explains, “for many Jews, Israel is central and essential to [their]
Jewishness. ... [so] when someone says Israel should not exist,

[they are negating] ...the core of your Jewish identity and belief. [They are rejecting] ...who you
are as a Jew....the content of your Jewish commitment and the identity you have based it on.”*!

For those of us who have lived in Israel, have family and friends there, have fallen in love with
the land and people Anti Zionists are saying we are not entitled to a personal identity we
cherish as our own.

This resonates with me. | love Israel. | have dear friends there. | worry for its people's safety and
well-being. Last week’s news of Palestinian gunmen at the Tel Aviv train station and a barrage
of missiles from Iran raining down across the land sent me straight to WhatsApp so | could
check in and assure myself that ‘my people’ were ok. And still at the same time, | remain deeply
concerned about the political climate there. | have participated in demonstrations in Israel for
over 30 years to advocate for peace, judicial independence, and a more equitable society!
Because though my time living in Israel has had a deep impact on who | am as a Jew and a
Rabbi. It doesn’t mean that | ever stop worrying about its soul.

So how do we grapple with this complex and painful reality?
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We certainly can’t ignore the chaos, but we should remember that when it came to creating the
world, what started as tohu va’vohu became light until there was an utter transformation from
dark and void to a world teeming with life.

Today we see glimmers of that light too. Kids are flocking to Hillels and Jewish programming in
record numbers because they crave Jewish space and Jewish community. Politicians and
international leaders who happen to be Jewish like Josh Shapiro and Volodymyr Zelenskyy

Are known and admired on the world stage. And Jewish musicians like Pink and Noah Kahan;
authors, like Dara Horn, Michael Chabon and Jonathan Safran Foer, flourish in both secular and
religious spaces.

Many of us were filled with pride this summer when Israel took home the gold in men’s
windsurfing and the men’s gymnastics floor final, as well as silver in multiple Olympic events.
There continues to be much to celebrate and much to be hopeful about despite the challenging
headlines we confront every day.

So, what do we get to create at this moment? What light do we bring? What can our answer to
the chaos be? | don’t have any magical solution. But | know we begin by continuing to talk
about it...ALL of it.

As Reform Jews who cherish our shared values of inclusivity, fairness, compassion, and peace,
the reality on the ground in Gaza and Lebanon is gut wrenching. We can do more to
acknowledge the suffering of Palestinians & Lebanese. This doesn’t mean we hold Israel solely
responsible for a war that was started by Hamas and Hezbollah. Rather it’s because we are
called to care for all who are vulnerable and in need. | have written a new prayer for Israel
Which we started using this past Shabbat.

As American Jews, we can appreciate that Israelis are determined to protect their homes and
keep their families and communities safe. It makes absolute sense to fight back against those
who seek to destroy us. It is important to express our solidarity with the State of Israel. We will
continue to sing Acheinu Kol Beit Yisrael- a prayer that our hostages come home safely. | have
invited my friend and teacher Uri Feinberg to return to San Antonio to offer us an Israel
intensive this winter not only to support him and his family but also, so we can come to a better
understanding of all the conflicting perspectives that exist here and on the ground there. And
we'll begin having regular Israel discussions of our own. The first one will be Sunday, October
20™ and we plan to continue them throughout the year.

When we look back across the arc of history we can see how the Jewish question of the 19th
and 20th century, that is, how to maintain both a Jewish and an American identity, has in the
21st century, become a question about Israel: what should we believe about Israel and how
should we act in relation to it?*?
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| know that for so many of us, the world seems to be in a state of tohu v’avhu. Both chaotic and
desolate all at once. We feel vulnerable and so much seems precarious. But we must always
remember how time and again out of the darkness comes light. Perhaps today’s reality is simply
the beginning of our people’s newest creation story.

For thousands of years, we Jews have faced challenges to our identities, our faith, our culture
from the outside and almost as often from within. And yet we continue to discover ways to
celebrate and recreate Jewish life.

Afterall, it was cognitive dissonance that transformed Judaism after the destruction of the
Second Temple from a religion of animal sacrifice to a faith guided by personal ritual and
prayer.

It was cognitive dissonance that compelled 19th century Jews inspired by the promises of
European Enlightenment to create Reform Judaism.

And it was cognitive dissonance that inspired young Zionist pioneers to leave behind their
homes in Eastern Europe to settle and rebuild Jewish life and society in the Holy Land.

What will come from this moment’s cognitive dissonance? It is still too early to say. But | do
know that just as God created our world out of an unformed void- the tohu va’vohu we too are
masters of creating order out of chaos. Not only to simply persevere, but to recreate ourselves
again and again and again.

Cain Yihi Ratzon- So may it be God’s Will

AMEN



