More than the Middle: Conservative Judaism in Principle and Practice

Materials created by Amy Greenfeld
“Must have” sources: Conservative Judaism: Our Ancestors to our Descendents by Elliot Dorf, Emet V’emunah: Statement of Principles of Conservative Judaism (ed. Gordis), Emet V’emunah Youth Guide
Goals: USYers will explore what it means to be a Conservative Jew and what the movement stands for in principle and practice.
· USYers will explore the founding of the movement as a response to the loss of Jewish identity or Americanization of Jewish newcomers to America
· USYers will learn the importance of defining ourselves as a distinct movement in Judaism, interpreters of Halacha from multiple angles, rooted in tradition and open and willing to change and accommodate to modernity
· Learn about Halacha and the CJLS (Committee on Jewish Law and Standards) through an exploration of the committee process and procedures. Re-enact decision making through a current “hot topic” They will learn principles of Conservative Judaism on a number of important topics 
Essential Questions:

What does it mean to label ourselves as “Conservative Jews?”

How are we more than a middle ground between Orthodox and Reform?

What principles do we stand for? How do they apply to my life?
How does Conservative Judaism deal with the reality of the times?

How does Conservative Judaism handle tradition with modernity? 

What are some of its challenges and struggles?
Enduring Understanding: Life Lessons to take with
· USYers will gain an understanding of who they are as Conservative Jews and an appreciation of for what the  movement stands 

· USYers will gain knowledge of how they can apply tenets of Conservative Judaism to their lives

· USYers will see Conservative Judaism as more than a “middle ground” between Orthodoxy and Reform
Sicha 1: Roots- From where do we come? The Emerging Conservative movement – history, major movers and the dichotomy of tradition and change
Sicha 2 Option A:  Move with Tradition, be Open to Change:

Defining the Identity of Conservative Judaism

Sicha 2 Option B: Diversity of Perspective: One Story, Many Angles
-Defining who we are through multiplicity of perspective, reexamining text through numerous perspectives, a look at Revelation as an example of re-interpretation of text
Sicha 3 : Halacha and the CJLS Decision Making Process. Conservative Judaism re-addresses halacha according to modern needs to perpetuate knowledge and action of mitzvot. How is a decision made? Who has the authority to address these issues and dictate revised rules? A look at the CJLS decision making process. 
Sicha 1

Roots: Where did we come from? Who are We?

Goals: 

-   Why we define ourselves – the importance of labels
· How the Conservative movement emerged

· Major players in the Conservative movement 

· USYers will understand what is meant by “tradition and change,” the movement as rooted in Torah and Halacha, with an openness and willingness to change with the times

Step 1: Create an Experience

Option A: The message behind the label
Ask for 10 volunteers to stand up in a line. Hand out index cards with the following, one to each person. Have each person turn their card over one by one. When they turn it over, ask the group to call out the first thing they think of associated with that label. 

· Lawyer

· Nike

· Prada

· Tiffany’s

· Scientist

· Jewish Mother

· Athlete

· Blonde 
· Israeli

· 10th person waits to get their card

All labels come with associations, generalizations, stereotypes, assumptions and judgments. We try and teach kids not to label their friends or make judgments based on assumptions or stereotypes, as labeling someone can be hurtful. However, how does labeling someone as a certain person or category help us?

Give 10th person the card that says “Conservative Jew”

Ask for responses on what this means. Why do we label ourselves
Ideas: When we label ourselves as something, it creates a standard, something to believe in and a lifestyle or principles to represent ourselves. 

It’s saying “this is who I am, this is what I stand for”

Option B:
Demonstration:

Pour water in a shaped container. Make sure everyone can see what you’re dong. Ask them to describe properties of the water

-it remains the same even though it adapts to its shape

-its fluid and can “go with the flow”

- it’s still made up of the same element – water is water

-you can add food coloring or something to it and its still water

-you can move it into a different container and it remains true to its original shape

-some of the drops of water may get lost with the shift, but you can always add more and keep the container full

Ask the group how this demonstration relates to Conservative Judaism.

Explain tradition and change. We retain our original properties of water (rooted in halacha), yet we shift with the times, re-evaluate our principles based on the nature of the “container” (present reality) we live in and adapt accordingly without compromising our original properties or character. 

Step 2: Analyze and discuss the experience

What did you learn from this experience about yourself? What did you learn about the Jewish people? How are common values or shared principles important to help us define who we are? Why is it important to identify as something?
Step 3: Integrate experience and discussion

We our labeled as the “youth arm of the Conservative Movement.” Ask USYers:

· What does this mean?  
· Why label ourselves as such? As such what do we stand for and where does that come from? What defines the Conservative movement? 
· What is the necessity behind what we represent? 
Step 4: Teach the concept

1. The emergence of the Conservative movement - why

2. major players

3. creating a  set of principles and beliefs…a credo

Reasons why: Red, White and Jew – American Jews and the problem with self definition and the Americanization of Jewish immigrants
Split USYers into two groups
How would you define yourself? Are you Jewish? Are you American? Are you Jewish American? An American Jew? How do you struggle to fit in as both Jewish and American? Have you ever felt the 2 identities in conflict (think about having to be excused from school for High Holidays and missing a math test review).
At the turn of the 20th century, Jews weren’t sure how to fit into their new culture. With the threat of assimilation, the desire of new immigrants to acculturate to their new environment, the emergence of Reform and Modern Orthodoxy offered ways in which Jewish law could be interpreted in American terms. 
Call out the list of “Identifiers” attached. Have USYers decide on choices the new immigrants had to either be Jewish, American or somehow both. Consider the beginning of the 20th century when Jewish immigrants to America desperately tried to fit into their new homes. 

For the leader: The goal of this exercise is to recognize the desire for new Jews to become American…to shed themselves of their Jewishness in some way and “make it” in America. The Conservative movement was a response to the need to preserve tradition while modernizing.  
Next, hand out background information on the formation of the Conservative movement (attached)

Read the background information as a group to set the scene. What else was missing to spark the need for a new movement? Why couldn’t Jews be either M.O. or Reform? 

Two major events happened in America to spark the emergence of the Conservative Movement: The Pittsburgh Platform and the Trayfa Banquet. 
5. Add an element of yourself

Hand out menu to Trayfa Banquet.

Read the menu. What’s wrong with this picture? Remember, it was banquet to celebrate the graduation of Reform Rabbis from Rabbinical school… 

Explain: Jews didn’t want to be different. They wanted to fit in. We’ve all tried desperately to fit in at times. How did they do so? The Trayfa Banquet was an astounding example of how the American Jewish community was acculturating and assimilating into American society. They were accepting the changes to their lives by forfeiting their Jewish selves. 
Explain: Imagine you attend the Trayfa Banquet. You are shocked at the menu. What kind of statement does crab and pork make? Is this it? Is a 3000 year tradition, over? Have we lost ourselves completely? On the other hand, is this what being American is all about? When in America, do as our neighbors do?

The great debate: Trayfa Banquet on Trial

You are a committee of people who are outraged at the menu of the banquet which included shellfish, pork and meat and dairy. You are desperate to find a solution to assimilation. You know there’s a way to work with a Judaism that is rooted in tradition, yet allows one to change with the social conditions of the time.  You meet as a committee to find an answer and decide to create the Conservative Movement in response to either losing Jewish identity to become American or segregating ourselves and forever be an outsider as distinctly different. 
You help recruit Solomon Schechter from England to lead you into a new era of American Judaism – one rooted in Torah and tradition, but open to change when necessary to go with the times.  What three changes distinguish your new movement from the others? What three changes did American Judaism need? Why create a whole new movement and not just a more traditional branch of Reform?
As a committee, create Shechter’s Club Credo (the message of the Conservative Movement)
If not on Shabbat…supply poster paper and markers for them to write it out. Use a METAPHOR to explain your stance as an advertisement to American Jews
Eg. Conservative Judaism is Kosher hot dogs at a baseball game (is it?)
Have the USYers share their credo, then hand out the pre-amble to the Constitution of the United Synagogue outlining the purpose of the United Synagogue organization, the organized body of the Conservative movement (attached)
7. Apply to a new situation:

Conservative Judaism aimed to be an evolving Judaism – an answer to how Jews could live and practice as Jews while successfully living a modern American lifestyle. It adopted the motto “tradition and change” and aimed to offer Judaism from a historical perspective, rooted in history but open to a variety of angles and perspectives in order to attract American Jews to Jewish life as their lives progressed and changed.

Synagogue of the 21st century- Schechter wanted a Judaism that fit into American life while holding on to roots. He reinvented based on the needs of the time. Apply this boldness to today. If you could invent one way to attract American Jews to a Jewish way of life…how would you? What does Conservative Judaism offer that helps American Jews stay Jewish and what is still missing?

The Emergence of the Movement: 

Background info: Haskalah and assimilation

Emergence of Reform and Modern Orthodoxy
Haskalah movement – Europe- end of 19th century – Jewish emancipation – Jews entered universities and secular professions, gained new freedoms and opportunities.
I am a Reform Jew. I believe that Judaism is a religion, not a nationality. I can believe in God and Jewish values but live however I want. I can live as an equal member of modern society while still believing in Jewish morals and God.

I am Modern Orthodox: I can still learn secular culture and participate in a non-Jewish society while living and practicing as a Jew. I can take advantage of modern society as long as it doesn’t clash with Jewish law. 
It’s the turn of the century. Jews in America were new. An era of intellectualism and secularism was emerging in Europe. Jews wanted the best of both worlds- to live as “normal” members of a secular society AND be Jewish. They wanted to hold on to their roots, but struggled to fit in. While striving to “become American,” they assimilated and lost their Jewishness. Jews in American are feeling either segregated or trying to acculturate and adapt into American society. Many replace their kippot with baseball caps or are isolated from non-Jewish neighbors as they continue to live observant Jewish lives. As new immigrants attempt to shed themselves of their immigrant skins, they also shed themselves of what distinguishes them from their neighbors- their Jewishness

Think about what you know about Jewish immigrants to America. What elements of their lives would you attribute to Modern Orthodox? Add this to your “elements of Jewish life” page. Next, what clashed with American culture (eg. Shabbat- new immigrants were forced to work on Saturdays, Kippot- Americans didn’t wear yalmulkes, Kashrut – I can’t eat with my neighbors). Next, decide if there was anyway to live both….to be like everyone else…but different.
Trayfa Banquet:

1875 - Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise organizes a graduation banquet of Hebrew Union College rabbinical graduates. The meal was supposed to be Kosher, however, the first course was clams, dairy and meat were served together, and the meat was not prepared by Kosher slaughter. Virtually all laws of Kashrut were broken at a dinner celebrating the graduation of Rabbis. Some say the menu was deliberate, while some argue that it was Wise’s oversight. 
The Pittsburg Platform:

1885- The Reform movement claims that Jewish ritual practice is basically out of date and does not fit in with the present state of Jews in America. A direct denial of Jewish nationalism and Zionism was stated and the few Jews in America who did not agree with Reform principles, sought an alternative. 

1887 - JTS is formed – Rabbis Marcus Jastrow, Alexander Kohut and then…our main man Solomon Schechter!
- 8 American born students admitted into the first class at the Jewish Theological Seminary Association, excelled scholastically
-aimed at “the preservation in America of the knowledge and practice of historical Judaism as ordained in the law of Moses and expounded by the prophets and sages of Israel in Biblical and Talmudic writings” 
-goal to increase Jewish knowledge and commitment of American Jews

- Reform leaders helped save the Seminary in attempt to steer new immigrants away from their traditional lifestyles into more modernized, Americanized Jews
Key Questions for discussion: 
Was the establishment of the Seminary and its aim a direct reaction to the Pittsburgh Platform? Was it a reaction against Orthodoxy? Why the need for a whole different movement? Why not just a more traditional branch of Reform? 

 Was the Americanization of Jews also a goal of Seminary leadership? How could these leaders make traditional Judaism attractive to American Jews and convince newcomers to American that one could remain committed to Jewish life and practice while adjusting to life as a new American?
(Key Idea: Ancient ideas with modern methods, Judaism through an American lens 
The Movement is Born

WHO: Two names to know
Solomon Schechter – face of the movement, the figurehead, brought over to American from England to transform Orthodox newcomers into Americanized Jews. Schechter remained committed to traditional Judaism but explored ways of incorporating “Torah im mada” – the study of traditional Judaism with modern topics. 
“In the new seminary, a different spirit will prevail, different impulses will pervade its teachings… This spirit will be that of Conservative Judaism, the conserving Jewish impulse which will create in the pupils of the Seminary the tendency to recognize the dual nature of Judaism and the Law, which unites theory and practice and acknowledges the necessity of observing the law as well as studying it.”

Remember the days of old,” said Moses. “And have regard to the changes of each generation” (Devarim 32:7) 
Alexander Kohut – a Rabbi in New York, founded the Jewish Theological Seminary, became a Talmud professor there and a major mover the in the founding of the movement: 

“The chain of tradition continued unbroken form Moses through Joshua, the Elders, the Prophets, the Men of the Great Synagogue, down to the latest times. On this tradition rests our faith, which Moses first received from God on Sinai. On this foundation rests Mosaic-rabbinical Judaism today; and on this foundation we take out stand… But you ask: Shall the fence around the garden, shall reverence be extended around everything the past hedged in…? “Remember the days of old,” said Moses. “And have regard to the changes of each generation” (Devarim 32:7). The teaching of the ancients, we must make our starting point, but we must not lose sight of what is needed in every generation…” 

A modern commentary on the emergence of the movement: 

“Judaism should change from one time and place to another. The simple fact is that the world does not stand still, and consequently, all living organisms must learn to live under new circumstances if they are going to survive. Judaism in no exception…the Conservative movement then, is new the historical method that it applies to Judaism and its history, but is traditional in that it maintains much of the tradition from generation to generation and is yet willing to make changes when necessary or desirable.”

-Elliot Dorf, Conservative Judaism: From our Ancestors to our Descendents, pgs 21, 25

What is Schechter’s message? Judaism is what we know but also how we live. Its more than just knowing the laws of Kashrut…it’s about living the knowledge. What is Alexander Kohut saying and give examples of how the Conservative movement put his thoughts into practice
Do you agree with Dorf’s attitude on the necessity for change?
Other big names to remember:
Mathilde Schechter (1859-1924)- Solomon’s wife, founder of National Women’s League

Cyrus Adler (1863-1940) third president of JTS, built the building that houses the seminary today, responsible for bringing in Schechter to head the seminary

Mordchai Kaplan (1881-1983) – founder of Reconstructionism, taught at the Seminary for over 50 years, had a major influence on Conservative Rabbis

Louis Finkelstein (1895-1991) fourth president and chancellor of JTS from 1940-72, seminary programs greatly expanded, American student center in Jerusalem opens 

Abraham Joshua Heschel  (1907-72) major 20th century theologian, professor of Jewish ethics and mysticism, a well known American activist for civil rights and Soviet Jewry and a spokesperson for Judaism in the non-Jewish world. (the namesake of the USY Heschel Honors Society!)
Gerhson D Cohen (1924-92) chancellor of JTS from 1972-1985. Under him, a 
New residence hall opens, women are admitted into the Rabbinical school for the first time

Elements of identity/Identifiers (add whatever you wish)
It’s the end of the 19th century. Jews are coming to America in huge numbers and desperately trying to fit in. Decide which elements of identity  can be American, Jewish or somehow both. If you were a Jewish newcomer to America, would YOU give up your Jewish ways to fit in? Consider your own life. Are you assimilated today?  
Food – what issues involve food?

Dress- how did Jews dress differently

Holidays – you don’t get work off for Shabbat or Rosh Hashana but Easter!

Language- learn English…or else forever struggle to make it

Culture – men and women working together, interacting together
Pre-amble to the Constitution of the United Synagogue (pdf attached)
Sicha 2: Move With Tradition and Be Open to Change
Defining The Identity of Conservative Judaism
Goals:
-USYers will learn the general concepts of the Conservative Movement rooted in Jewish tradition being compatible with modern American life

- USYers will understand Conservative Judaism to encourage knowledge and action – a belief that it is not enough to know, but to do.

- recognize halacha as rooted in tradition text but an ongoing, evolving metamorphosis, directly confronting the challenge of tradition and modernity. 
-Using Kashrut and the gay ordination issue as examples (Kashrut being something that is written and practiced most commonly and gay ordination being the most recent confrontation with modernity), USYers will recognize that the Conservative movement holds fast to tradition, while confronting the challenging (and often painful) issues of modern American life.
1. Create an Experience: Belief and Action

What do you know to be true? What do you believe in and how do you show it? 

Example: I know that people have feelings, therefore, I’m careful what I say when I give my opinion on sensitive topics.

Read Scenario

“You are at your friend’s birthday party. Some guys come in with bottles of  alcohol. You’ve always felt really strongly against alcohol and feel you don’t need to become a different person, under the influence of substances to have fun. Pretty soon, most of your friends are drunk, but seem to be having a great time. You’re embarrassed for them, but at the same time, kind of want to be having as much fun. You’re unsure of what to do. Your belief is that consuming alcohol is a dumb way to have fun, therefore you don’t drink. You believe something, therefore you act accordingly. Otherwise you’d be a hypocrite, right?
Ask for a response and examples from their lives

Next, ask them to fill in the next statement on belief and action:

If on Shabbat, fill in orally

If weekday, use attached chart with pens

“I believe that __________ therefore I….”
2. Analyze/debrief the experience
Is it enough to just believe something or do we have to DO something to affirm or legitimize our belief? Is knowledge more than knowing? Can belief in something be just knowing, it to be true or is it knowledge in action?

3. Integrate the experience and the discussion:

Our sense of self is rooted in what we believe to be true. Our behaviors and actions are a result of what we believe. When we are true to ourselves, our behaviors reflect our values. When you’re at a party and something is going on that you don’t believe is right, and you don’t partake in the activity, you are practicing knowledge in action. You believe something and therefore, act according to this belief. 

4. Teach the Concept

Conservative Judaism is based on principles of belief in action. Although diverse, Conservative Judaism does have a set of standards on Jewish belief and action, based on the integration of tradition and modernity. Some of our decisions are interpreted from pshat (the direct meaning of the text) and others are re-examined and offer different drashot (interpretations of the text) to make the practice of Jewish law more real, relevant and accessible for American Jews.
Define the concept of Pshat and D’rash. Explain the difference between Pshat (literal meaning) and D’rash (interpretations of the text over time and historical analysis to determine how to applies to real life). When you read a poem in English class, the poem’s meaning is rarely what the words actually say. The words themselves are the Pshat. The d’rash is the interpretation of the words, what the teacher wants YOU to determine.
“Judaism in NOT the religion of the bible but is rather based upon the way in which the Rabbis of the Talmud and Midrash interpreted the Bible”. We don’t follow the bible literally, we guide our actions based on interpretations. We no longer make animal sacrifices or punish people by stoning them to death – we reinterpret Jewish texts to make it relevant to the modern world.

Examples of Jewish text that reinterpret the Torah (offer D’rash on the Pshat)
Examples: 

The Talmud is a record of rabbinic discussions pertaining to Jewish law, ethics, customs, and history. It is a central text of Judaism,
The Mishna is the first written form of Jewish oral traditions, called the Oral Torah and is also the Torah laws explained and interpreted
The Shulchan Aruch is a written catalogue, of halacha composed by Rabbi Yosef Karo in the 16th century. It, together with its commentaries, is considered by the vast majority of Orthodox Jews to be the most authoritative compilation halakha since the Talmud
Rabbinic texts interpret the Pshat and offer different explanations of how the text applies in real life. Now it’s your turn to do the same!
Hand out the text on dairy and meat

Hand out the text on homosexuality

Ask USYers to explain the Pshat and D’rash in practice for the first one. What does the text say? What does it MEAN in practice?

Fill in the “I believe that _______________, therefore I _____________ for the meat and dairy text 
5. Add you own element!
Ask USYers to read the text on homosexuality. Explain that until recently (Dec. 2006), gay men and women were not allowed to be Rabbis. Why? Can the Conservative movement really tell someone who wants to commit their life to the movement and to the Jewish people that because of who they love, they cannot “join the club?”

Given the more open nature of today’s society, is it fair to not include them? Does this mean though that we can then ordain people who eat  cheeseburgers? What’s the difference between a gay person and someone who doesn’t want to keep Kosher (the former isn’t necessarily a choice). Do belief and action conflict here? I want to be a Conservative Rabbi, but don’t want to give up eating cheeseburgers. 
Ask them in chevrutot pairs to address the text through Pshat and D’rash. What would a Conservative interpretation of this text be? Ask each group to present their belief on the issue and what it would look like in practice. Contribute some creative options that could be used to determine Conservative Judaism’s principles on Kashrut and homosexuality
This text says:
This means:

One argument could be to do _________

Another could be to do ___________

5. Discuss the presentations.

Was this a difficult procedure? Was it so black and white? Were you able to address the problem and find a solution EVERYONE would be happy with? How does it accommodate to fit with today’s reality? What behavioral changes or actions does you interpretation require?
7. Apply to a new situation

You’ve read the Pshat, the text, and like great Rabbinic sages before you, have interpreted it for meaning. We interpret in order to apply it to real life so that we may live the interpretations (believe and do)
Read the attached (PDF file) General Concepts of Conservative Judaism, taken from Emet V’emunah: Principles of Conservative Judaism. With an understanding of these concepts of what it means to be a Conservative Jew, think about today’s reality. Knowing the reality of American Jews today, what do you feel is a topic to re-address according to traditional Judaism? How would our behaviors change based on these re-interpretations?
Belief and Action

Fill out the following chart: on paper if weekday, orally if Shabbat
	I believe that…
	Therefore I do the following…

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


Traditional Texts on Kashrut and Homosexuality

Read the two texts on Kashrut and homosexuality. In pairs, discuss the meaning, interpret it in theory and add what it means in practice (how we live it).

Kashrut

Shmot 23:19, 34:26, Devarim 14:21

	יט רֵאשִׁית בִּכּוּרֵי אַדְמָתְךָ תָּבִיא בֵּית יְהוָֹה אֱלֹהֶיךָ לֹא־תְבַשֵּׁל גְּדִי בַּחֲלֵב אִמּוֹ: 

	19. The first of the first fruits of your land you shall bring into the house of the Lord your God. You shall not boil a kid in its mother’s milk.



Homosexuality - 
Mishkav Zachar
Varikra 18:22, 20:13

	וְאֶ֨ת־זָכָ֔ר לֹ֥א תִשְׁכַּ֖ב מִשְׁכְּבֵ֣י אִשָּׁ֑ה
	“Do not lie with a male as one lies with a woman; it is an abhorrence”

	וְאִישׁ אֲשֶׁר יִשְׁכַּב אֶת־זָכָר מִשְׁכְּבֵי אִשָּׁה תּוֹעֵבָה עָשׂוּ שְׁנֵיהֶם מוֹת יוּמָתוּ דְּמֵיהֶם בָּם:
	If a man also lies with men, as he lies with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination; they shall surely be put to death; their blood shall be upon them.


This absolutely forbids homosexuality. How can you interpret this in any other way other than “forget it, not allowed, no way?”
Pshat - This text says:

Drash - This means:

*Remember to consider context, history and current reality. Present different drashot (interpretations) of the text and how you could translate into belief and action.

One argument could be to do _________

Another could be to do ___________

Sicha 2, OPTION B: Diversity of Perspective: One Story, Many Angles
Goals:
-USYers will understand that the Conservative Movement bases its principles through a multiplicity of perspectives (diversity), accommodating ancient text to modernity. 
-As an example. they will explore the topic of Revelation, the authority of law (the original source from where Jewish law comes) and the different views of religious authority in Conservative Movement
-*other options to choose include: God, Women, Israel, Chosenness, relationship to non-Jews, gay rights
-USYers will understand that Conservative principles stem from a historical Judaism, rooted in tradition, yet open to new interpretations. Conservative Judaism accommodates traditional Judaism to new conditions of a modern age through a reinterpretation of the p’shat (the texts’ literal meaning) and varied and contemporary re-reading of d’rash (meanings give to the text by different commentators). 
-USYers will recognize that for Conservative Jews, it’s not about “God said it, I believe it, that’s final,” it’s about examining and re-examining as time progresses and social and religious needs change (tradition and change)
Step 1: Create an Experience – using optical illusions, demonstrate a multiplicity of perspective.  There’s no one way of seeing something, but if we try, we can apply different perspectives and interpretations to a subject.

Have USYers view each picture. What do they see? 

Option 2: Read any English poem and ask the USYers to interpret it. Everyone gives a different interpretation, sees it from a different perspective. There is no ONE way to look at it.
Step 2: Analyze and discuss experience 

Notice how not everyone sees the same thing right away…What is the point of this activity? How would you compare this activity with how Conservative Judaism sees the interpretation of texts? How does this varied way of looking at something translate into not only what we believe as Conservative Jews, but also how we practice? 

Step 3: Integrate the discussion and experience

Conserve. How would you define this word?  What does this mean to be Conservative? Doesn’t conserve mean to keep as is, not to change? It is the goal of Conservative Judaism to promote the knowledge of and performance of doing of mitzvot. To inspire as many Jews to live Jewishly, Conservative Judaism accomodates traditional Judaism to fit into the real lives of contemporary Jews. It is rooted in interpreting traditional Judaism from a variety of perspectives to make it viable and real to the current Jewish community. Its is evolving Judaism through interpretation and re-interpretation, examined, debated and related to the current reality of its adherents. How does Conservative Judaism determine its principles and beliefs? How do we determine what we stand for on a variety of hot topics in Jewish life? What distinguishes our interpretations from other movements? 
Step 4: Teach the Concept

Share the quote from Jeremiah, interpreted  by the Sanhedrin 34a explanation

“Is not My word like a hammer that breaks a rock in many pieces?” (Jer. 23:29). As the hammer causes numerous sparks to flash forth, so is a Scriptural verse capable of many interpretations (Sanhedrin 34a).

Jeremiah says one thing, interpreted to mean something significant in real life. This is called using creating d’rash (interpretations) from the P’shat.

Pshat and D’rash – when you read a poem in English, your teacher asks you to explain what it means, not what it says, right? Everything in English literature is about metaphors, symbolism and different people’s interpretation of the text. This is how Conservative Judaism views traditional Jewish texts too – from a multiplicity of perspectives!

Explain the difference between Pshat (literal meaning) and D’rash (interpretations of the text over time and historical analysis to determine how to applies in real life)

Reading and Re-reading the Pshat, offering different d’rashot over time is what distinguishes us as a movement. 

Reform rejects the authority of the traditional text
Orthodoxy rejects reinterpretations and accommodations.

Conservative Judaism believes in both. You need to use the authority of text and law to reinterpret and redefine over the course of history
Movement Mottos: Hand out attached to each group: 

Reform: I can believe it, I just don’t have to do it

Orthodox: God said it, that’s what I believe, that’s what I do

Conservative – what would the Conservative motto be??

Idea: tradition and change, Torah within the Times, founded in history…interpreted in modernity, knowing, understanding, relating and doing…etc.

1. Hand out texts on Revelation.
Read through them, noting bolded words. Ask USYers their thoughts. Answer questions provided. Did God reveal himself to the people? Did God speak? Or were a wandering and wondering, lost the people inspired by a natural phenomenon or pyrotechnic display?
With this motto in mind, interpret this text from an Orthodox angle and from a Reform angle.  What would the Conservative Movement have to say?
Step 5: Practice the Defined Givens and add a personal element:

Hand out Questions of Authority 98-99 of Conservative Judaism (Dorff) and “Origins and labels – who are we and from where do we come: General Concepts” from Emet V’emunah youth guide (pdf attached)
Notice on the authority page that there are 4 Conservative perspectives – multiplicity of perspective
Using this idea of a multiplicity of perspectives and different angles of looking at Jewish topics, we’re going to explore the Conservative perspective of revelation and authority and approach the eternal Jewish questions of WHO wrote the Torah and where did all these crazy laws come from? We know of mitzvot (how to do and be Jewish) but do we know WHY?
In Chevrutot, read through the general concepts page of Conservative Judaism. Compare these principles with the 3 Conservative perspectives presented on authority. Do they match up?  You are to speak at a panel on Who Wrote the Torah. You are to play the character of whichever Conservative theologian you choose to be. Using the points given in both handouts, choose which one you most relate to and create 3 points of argument why your expert represents a Conservative perspective.
Present/Explain choices. 
Step 6: Debrief and discuss activity

Which theologian makes most sense to YOU? Do you agree or disagree with the Conservative perspectives presented? What would you add or edit?  Do you think the fact that there is diversity, that there are a number of Conservative Theologians with differing perspectives helps us as a people or confuses us? How do you think the multiplicity of perspective is good for the Jews? How is it not? How does it help you? 
The point of this sicha isn’t really about Revelation, but gets you thinking about different perspectives (and also about Revelation and the source of Jewish authority) and diversity of opinion within the movement. Like Revelation, diversity exists because there are different opinions about the Pshat of traditional text (such as exactly what happened at Sinai) and what its implications are to modern observance.

Although everyone reads the same thing, each person tells the story differently, perhaps adding personal observations. There is no “God said it, that’s it, I’ll do it.” Its about critical thinking, analysis, re-interpretation and multiple angles, so that theory and text can apply in practice in modern times, from yesterday, evolving to be relevant today and to be re-imagined tomorrow. This defines Conservative Judaism from other movements. Our principles are rooted in tradition and Torah, but reexamined and reinterpreted throughout time. How does this apply to your life and how you live it as a Jew?
Step 7: Apply to a new experience

Think about the way you live your life as a Jew and compare it to your friends. How do you take Jewish law and interpret it in different ways in your own circle of friends and family?


Examples:
-We go to synagogue every Shabbat, but we drive. My friend doesn’t go at all, my other friend doesn’t drive to shul but also isn’t there all the time

-my family keeps strict Kosher in our house but we eat meat out

-my friend only eats in restaurants that are Kosher or vegetarian

-one of my friends goes out on Friday night after Shabbat dinner, but won’t drive herself, and won’t spend money

How do these examples offer multiple perspectives on how to live a Jewish life? Even though they’re not all 100% according to Conservative principles, they depict tradition and change…that we need our decisions to be rooted in tradition but also open to adaptation
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Are the balls on the shelf or in the shelf?
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Are these lines curved or straight?[image: image7.png]



TEXTS: REVELATION 
	Shemot 19: 16-18

טז וַיְהִי בַיּוֹם הַשְּׁלִישִׁי בִּהְיֹת

הַבֹּקֶר וַיְהִי קֹלֹת וּבְרָקִים וְעָנָן כָּבֵד עַל־הָהָר וְקֹל שֹׁפָר חָזָק מְאֹד וַיֶּחֱרַד כָּל־הָעָם אֲשֶׁר בַּמַּחֲנֶה: יז וַיּוֹצֵא מֹשֶׁה אֶת־הָעָם לִקְרַאת הָאֱלֹהִים מִן־הַמַּחֲנֶה וַיִּתְיַצְּבוּ בְּתַחְתִּית הָהָר: יח וְהַר סִינַי עָשַׁן כֻּלּוֹ מִפְּנֵי אֲשֶׁר יָרַד עָלָיו יְהוָֹה בָּאֵשׁ וַיַּעַל עֲשָׁנוֹ כְּעֶשֶׁן הַכִּבְשָׁן וַיֶּחֱרַד כָּל־הָהָר מְאֹד: יט וַיְהִי קוֹל הַשֹּׁפָר הוֹלֵךְ וְחָזֵק מְאֹד מֹשֶׁה יְדַבֵּר וְהָאֱלֹהִים יַעֲנֶנּוּ בְקוֹל:

	And it came to pass on the third day in the morning, that there were thunders and lightning, and a thick cloud upon the mount, and the sound of a shofar exceedingly loud; so that all the people who were in the camp trembled.
17. And Moses brought forth the people out of the camp to meet with God; and they stood at the lower part of the mount.
18. And Mount Sinai was altogether in smoke, because the Lord descended upon it in fire; and its smoke ascended as the smoke of a furnace, and the whole mount trembled greatly.
19. And when the voice of the shofar sounded long, and became louder and louder, Moses spoke, and God answered him by a voice.
Did God actually speak, or was this a fantastic fantasy story?
	What a dramatic scene! Was this a scene set up to experience God?

Were the people terrified by weather or about to experience interaction by the Divine (“meet with God”)

Do we have any comparable experiences today that we don’t even notice?

	Devarim 5:3-4

 לֹא אֶת־אֲבֹתֵינוּ כָּרַת יְהוָֹה אֶת־הַבְּרִית הַזֹּאת כִּי אִתָּנוּ אֲנַחְנוּ אֵלֶּה פֹה הַיּוֹם כֻּלָּנוּ חַיִּים: ד פָּנִים ׀ בְּפָנִים דִּבֶּר יְהוָֹה עִמָּכֶם בָּהָר מִתּוֹךְ הָאֵשׁ:

	3 The Lord made not this covenant with our fathers, but with us, who are all of us here alive this day.
4 The Lord talked with you face to face in the mount out of the midst of the fire,
	“but with us” – the responsibility is on all generations past and present

“face to face” – does giving God human qualities make it more tangible?


	Devarim 29:11-14
 לְעָבְרְךָ בִּבְרִית יְהוָֹה אֱלֹהֶיךָ וּבְאָלָתוֹ אֲשֶׁר יְהוָֹה אֱלֹהֶיךָ כֹּרֵת עִמְּךָ הַיּוֹם: [שני] יב לְמַעַן הָקִים־אֹתְךָ הַיּוֹם ׀ לוֹ לְעָם וְהוּא יִהְיֶה־לְּךָ לֵאלֹהִים כַּאֲשֶׁר דִּבֶּר־לָךְ וְכַאֲשֶׁר נִשְׁבַּע לַאֲבֹתֶיךָ לְאַבְרָהָם לְיִצְחָק וּלְיַעֲקֹב: יג וְלֹא אִתְּכֶם לְבַדְּכֶם אָנֹכִי כֹּרֵת אֶת־הַבְּרִית הַזֹּאת וְאֶת־הָאָלָה הַזֹּאת: יד כִּי אֶת־אֲשֶׁר יֶשְׁנוֹ פֹּה עִמָּנוּ עֹמֵד הַיּוֹם לִפְנֵי יְהוָֹה אֱלֹהֵינוּ וְאֵת אֲשֶׁר אֵינֶנּוּ פֹּה עִמָּנוּ הַיּוֹם:
	11. That you should enter into covenant with the Lord your God, and into his oath, which the Lord your God makes with you this day;
12. That he may establish you today for a people to himself, and that he may be to you a God, as he has said to you, and as he has sworn to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.
13. And not with you alone will I make this covenant and this oath;
14. But with him who stands here with us this day before the Lord our God, and also with him who is not here with us this day;
	Join the club, become a “member of the tribe”
· Was Revelation a pact between God and people?

· Mi dor l’dor – an eternal covenant 


Revelation – Why be Jewish? Why do mitzvot?
Devarim 7: 9, 10-11

	ט וְיָדַעְתָּ כִּי־יְהוָֹה אֱלֹהֶיךָ הוּא הָאֱלֹהִים הָאֵל הַנֶּאֱמָן שֹׁמֵר הַבְּרִית וְהַחֶסֶד לְאֹהֲבָיו וּלְשֹׁמְרֵי מִצְוֹתָו [מִצְוֹתָיו] לְאֶלֶף דּוֹר: יא וְשָׁמַרְתָּ אֶת־הַמִּצְוָה וְאֶת־הַחֻקִּים וְאֶת־הַמִּשְׁפָּטִים אֲשֶׁר אָנֹכִי מְצַוְּךָ הַיּוֹם לַעֲשׂתָם:

	9 Know therefore that the LORD thy God, He is God; the faithful God, who keeps covenant and mercy with them that love Him and keep His commandments to a thousand generations;
11 Thou shalt therefore keep the commandment, and the statutes, and the ordinances, which I command thee this day, to do them.


Revealing Perspectives on Revelation pgs 98-99

Attachment

Movement Mottos

Orthodox:

God said it, that’s what I believe, that’s what I do

Reform:

 I can believe it, I just don’t have to do it

Conservative
Add something new to “tradition and change”

(do you agree with these adjectives? Give ideas: Open minded, wishy washy, Refomadox, Pluralistic, adaptable, traditional but…, dynamic, modern, realistic, AmeriJew, pick-and-choose Jews)
Sicha 4 : Halacha and the CJLS Decision Making Process

Goals: USYers will learn how the Conservative Movement relies on tradition as it moves forward on addresses contemporary Halachik issues 
-USYers will learn how the Conservative Movement comes to a decision on a modern issue about a question which was not directly dealt with in previous Jewish sources or current reality demands that it be readdressed (example: electricity on Shabbat)
-Corresponding with “tradition and change,” USYers will explore how the CJLS* as a central agency bases its arguments on tradition as it attempts to address and facilitate change and progression. 
- USYers will learn the ‘who’ and the ‘what’ of the halachik decision making process and examine some contemporary issues: driving on Shabbat, Israel,  Jewish unity, women, the Jewish kitchen (kashrut), gay ordination
-from previous session – knowing that we don’t represent thee “God said it, that’s final” approach, USYers have recognized that law can be changed. This session will teach them how. 
*CJLS- Committee on Jewish Law and Standards
Part 1:
1. Create an experience – how knowledge becomes action
Present a case. 
Consider this: you are on Student Council. A student has brought up the issue of unhealthy food in the cafeteria. Some of your classmates are interested in healthy lifestyles and feel that soda, chips and pizza and not good to promote healthy living. Explain the process for how the issue is addressed and how change can occur. 
USYers will offer to explain the system at their schools. 
How does it work at your school? 

2. Analyze the experience

A relevant issue is addressed, current rules are applied and if changes need to occur, a committee of experts are assigned to change the policy. Have you ever served as deciding member of a committee? What are the frustrating parts? What is reassuring about committees?
Why is it only fair to bring up rules to a committee of representatives? Why can’t the principal just make a new rule stating only healthy food allowed in the lunchroom? What purpose does a deciding body and decision making process have?

Policies such a healthy food in a lunchroom or laws of a state, are consistently updated and readdressed as the demand for change occurs. Slavery used to be legal, alcohol used to be illegal, black and white people used to have separate seating on buses. 

3. Integrate experience and analysis
Where do our decisions as a movement come from? Are they merely arbitrary or is there a system? How are changes allowed to be made without sacrificing who we are (rooted in tradition)?

4. Teach the Concept

Hand out:

a) How Does the CJLS Approach Halachik Decision Making (Attached) OR

b) the PDF on “General Concepts of Halacha and How Halacha Changes”  

Explain: Conservative Halacha and necessary changes to policies for living (practice of mitzvot), are determined by a committee of experts who set the standard for the movement or group – the CJLS. Have them read through it to understand why and how laws and policies can change. 
Read through texts

Questions for discussion:

- Where do you see the Conservative movement defined here? What would distinguish this process from Reform or Orthodox (it considers text to be the source of law, its policies lie in our commitment to live halachik Jewish lives to however much as possible,  it’s not a “be all and end all”)
-Can we make decisions without Halachik background? Can we just say: this is how the world is now and not consider text?

-why do we consider Halacha. What does the handout say?

-What grounds does the text give to change Halacha?

-What needs to be done in order to change the law?

-what determines change? What consequences of NOT changing are considered? (example: human anguish and the abortion law)

-who has the authority to bring about change? Can it be anyone? What do you call someone who has religious authority (mara d’atra)

(Next, hand out index cards with different steps of how the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards (CJLS or the “Law Committee) process works: from question to policy. Have them put it in order.
5. Add an element yourself

After they’ve had some time to go over the material, split the USYers into 7 groups. Hand out Index cards with topic and scenario and principles from Emet V’emunah which determines the policy for their topic. Explain to the groups that they are a member of the CJLS. Read the Emet v’emunah Principles statement on your issue and decide how the committee should address the scenario.
6. Discuss and Analyze
7. Apply to a new experience

Conservative Jew in YOU. Being a Conservative Jew is about belief and action. How do you demonstrate the Conservative beliefs you agree with? 

If on Shabbat: Do the activity verbally and have them share with a partner. 

If weekday: Create Commitment to Conservative Judaism Self Contract (attached as PDF). Be realistic. Commit to what you do already and to what you will be able to do realistically. Use your values, beliefs and knowledge of tradition to make commitments you can keep.
How Does the CJLS Approach Halachik Decision Making?
Elliot Dorff explains: Laws may be amended
“On the one hand, with the exception of the last sixteen amendments, the Constitution of the United States is the same as it was in 1791, when the Bill of Rights was ratified. Its meaning, however, has extended far beyond the intentions of its framers, for legal experts (judges, lawyers, and scholars) have carefully examined its every phrase in applying it to new problems and circumstances. It has even changed meaning a number of times as the Supreme Court reversed itself or greatly narrowed the application of its previous rulings. Yes, in an important sense, all of the later developments were already inherent in the original Constitution because they all are derived from the governmental bodies that it set up and the general principles that it established. The Constitution is understood and applied in many novel ways each year—or, in more theological terms, many new, previously undiscovered meanings and applications are revealed in it as time goes on. But all of the new meanings are dependent upon the Constitution which set up the structure for those interpretations and applications in the first place. 
Background to Decision Making in Conservative Judaism

THE GENERAL APPROACH OF CONSERVATIVE JUDAISM TO JEWISH LAW: TRADITION AND CHANGE

... The first thing that you must understand about the Conservative approach to Jewish law is that Conservative Judaism requires observance of the laws of classical Judaism, including the dietary laws (kashrut), the Sabbath and Festivals, daily and Sabbath worship, and the moral norms of the Torah, Prophets and Sages. It is not the case that you are “Orthodox” if you observe the dietary laws or Shabbat, as many American Jews think. Conservative Judaism requires that too! Following the mitzvot is the “Tradition” part of the motto “Tradition and Change,” and it is the reason why the Movement is called “The Conservative Movement”; as we have seen, its founders wanted to conserve Jewish law. That must be the case because Conservative Judaism insists upon studying the tradition historically, and acting in accordance with the mitzvot has always been a key factor in what it means to be a Jew. No non‑observant form of Judaism is historically authentic.

On the other hand, the content of Jewish law ‑‑ that is, the specific ways in which Jewish law is to be observed ‑‑ has not been the same in all periods of history. On the contrary, there have been many changes in Jewish law, including additions, deletions and modifications. For example, Simhat Torah is a major festival in the Jewish year that has no roots in the Bible or Talmud: it developed in the Diaspora and is celebrated even in Israel, where the second day of Yom Tov (on which it occurs in the Diaspora) is not observed. Similarly, the kippah has become a universally recognized Jewish symbol only in the last four centuries. On the other hand, some laws have been dropped, sometimes out of necessity (e.g., all of the laws relating to the ancient Temple), sometimes out of choice (e.g., the acceptance of “the law of the land” in place of all Jewish civil and criminal legislation in rabbinic, medieval, and to an increased extent, in modern times), and sometimes out of disuse (e.g., some of the laws of purity). And finally, Jewish laws have been modified in form. For example, in talmudic times there was a mandatory full‑year period between engagement and marriage with separate ceremonies for each; since the Middle Ages, both ceremonies are done together under the wedding canopy, separated only by the reading of the ketubah (wedding contract).

All three types of changes ‑‑ additions, deletions and modifications ‑‑ have occurred constantly and pervasively in Jewish law. Some of those changes occurred gradually and unconsciously, but many were consciously designed by rabbis in specific generations to make observance of Jewish law possible, relevant, and uplifting in their time.

That is a major problem, though: how do you balance tradition with change? It is easy to accept all of tradition: you simply follow whatever code you choose (the Shulhan Arukh is a popular choice) blindly and mechanically. That may require a lot of you in terms of action, but it certainly does not require any judgment on your part or attention to the complications of modern life. You practice Judaism as if nothing had changed in the last 400 years! That would not only be dehumanizing, it would even be untrue to the tradition, for there have been numerous responsa during that time which have changed Jewish law substantially. It is, however, an approach which all too many Jews who want to return to the tradition adopt ‑‑ largely out of ignorance or misplaced zeal. On the other hand, to change the tradition at will and not give significant weight to it in deciding how to practice Judaism is to create your own religion. The whole point of the Conservative Movement is that to practice Judaism authentically you must combine tradition with change. In other words, the whole trick is expressed in the motto “Tradition and Change” by the “and.”
Steps to the CJLS Halachik Decision Making

(write on index cards and hand out)

1. An issue is brought to a Rabbi

2. The Rabbi does research on subject using traditional Jewish sources, taking current reality and modern concerns into account and writes a Tshuvah (Halachik response) and presents the case to the committee

3. Others can support or negate opinion by writing other Tshuvot or by voting in favor or opposition of original. 

4. Committee votes on opinions presented. Three votes pass the Tshuvah and laws get revised, otherwise the issue is dropped

5. The committee members write Tshuvot  presenting their opinion
Contemporary issues in Conservative Judaism

Scenarios (use CJLS process, principles of Emet V’emunah and General Concepts of Halacha: Process and Decision  to make a decision)

1. Intermarriage

You are a Conservative Rabbi. Your brother is inter-marrying and your family is very close. According to the standards of the Conservative movement, you are not allowed to attend, let alone officiate at all, at the marriage of a Jew to a non Jew, even if the ceremony is purely a civil ceremony.” Your absence would tear your family apart but you are obligated to withhold the standards set for you. What do you do?

2. Driving on Shabbat
You live in Minneapolis where winter temperatures can reach record lows and weather warnings threaten dangerous conditions. The Conservative shul in your community is a 40 minute walk from home. If you can’t drive, you can’t go. Is it better to stay home from Shul or can you drive just to be there

(also see page 182-92 of Dorff sourcebook)

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

3. Israel and Israel-American relations

You are a Conservative Jewish family. Your brother wants to get married in Israel but cannot have a Conservative ceremony. Only an Orthodox rabbi can marry him. You feel that even though you stand with Israel through thick and thin that Israeli policy denies you your rights as a Conservative Jew. How can the principles guide you to resolve you issue?

4. Jewish Unity

You are at an Israel rally and see religious Jews holding anti-Zionist signs. You are so upset by this and make a comment out loud (respectfully but loudly). Yes, you know about Klal Yisrael and that Jews are all responsible for one another but what chutzpah! How can I be respectful of this person, who doesn’t respect me?
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

5. Women

You move to a new city where at Conservative shuls, women have limited roles in the prayer service. Women can have aliyot but cannot read from the Torah. Women can wear Kippah, but not tallit or Tefilin. As a female from a liberal Conservative shul, you are shocked at these policies. How do you present your case to the shul board?

6. Kashrut

You understand the laws of Kashrut and your home has always been kosher. You move to a new school where no one keeps Kosher but you. Not being able to go to eat in restaurants really socially isolates you and you find yourself often being left out of the social plans because you can’t eat with your friends. What kind of Tshuvah can be written in response?

7. Gay ordination (December 2006, most recent)

Last year, your brother told his family and friends that he was gay. Sure, people talked about it, but now it’s no big deal at all. Except….he wanted to apply to Rabbinical school and was not allowed to because he was gay. Halacha directly opposes the gay orientation however, you know that your brother would make a perfect rabbi one day. What argument could you use in support of a pro-gay ordination Tshuva?
(see article attached)

USCJ Response to CJLS decision on ordination of gay and lesbian rabbis

	MEMORANDUM:
	Date: December 6, 2006

	TO:
	ALL INTERESTED PARTIES

	FROM:
	Dr. Raymond B. Goldstein, International President
Rabbi Jerome M. Epstein, Executive Vice President

	RE:
	COMMITTEE ON JEWISH LAW AND STANDARDS - Ordination of gays and lesbians and same-sex commitment ceremonies


Within the past few hours, the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards completed its deliberation on five responsa that considered whether Jewish law may allow the ordination of gay men and lesbians and same-sex commitment ceremonies. The debate and the deliberation, which took place over many sessions, was serious, passionate, and at times heated. The issue has been treated with great sensitivity by everyone involved.

( Imagine you were present at the meetings debating this issue. What are the pros and cons? Why would it be so heated? Debate both sides.
…we want to inform you as soon as possible that the committee has endorsed papers both reaffirming the status quo [popular opinion] and affirming change. The status quo, as you know, has been that the ordination of openly gay men and lesbians was not allowed, and rabbis who performed same-sex commitment ceremonies did so without the Law Committee’s sanction [permission]. The result of the committee’s vote means that rabbis, synagogues, and other Conservative institutions may continue not to permit commitment ceremonies and not to hire openly gay or lesbian rabbis and cantors. On the other hand, rabbis, synagogues, and institutions can perform or host those ceremonies and are free to hire openly gay rabbis and cantors. The halakha of the Conservative movement, as voted by the Law Committee, now allows both positions. Both are considered valid.

( Can you have it both ways? How would this work? 
One of the basic tenets of the Conservative movement is that each rabbi who is the spiritual leader of a congregation is the mara d’atra, or final decisor of Jewish law, in that congregation. Therefore, the decisions of the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards, while important, are advisory. Reached after serious scholarship, thought, and debate, the decisions provide guidance and support to congregational rabbis, who must make their own decisions. Another basic truth of our movement is its diversity. We draw strength from the differences in practice and commitment that mark Conservative congregations, even as we celebrate our common bonds and shared values. Today’s decision is another example of the wide range of Conservative Judaism. If we work together, we can show that strength in action.

No matter which path a rabbi and congregation may take, which halakha it chooses to follow, all of our rabbis and congregations share a concern for the dignity of all human beings. No matter what a rabbi and congregation chooses to do about hiring gay and lesbian rabbis or commitment ceremonies, all must show respect and sensitivity to all Jews, no matter what their sexual orientation may be. All Jews must be welcome in all our congregations.

( Isn’t that the purpose of law makers- to ensure the dignity of all human beings? How does this decision do that? Do you find this decision to be fair? Does it follow the Conservative Movement’s credo of tradition and change? Can you see why the debate was heated?
. � From Conservative Judaism: Our Ancestors to Our Descendants by Rabbi Elliot N. Dorff





