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			 Introduction

			Genesis

			At this writing, the Judaism Unbound podcast has been listened to over two-and-a-half million times since we released the first episode on March 4, 2016. Because we had a sense that we were starting down a significant road, we titled that first episode “Genesis.” And just as God destroyed the first Creation in a flood, we destroyed our first episode and re-recorded it. Even that early in the history of the podcast, it had already evolved.

			In the months before we launched the podcast, we had been putting together an outline for a book we wanted to write about the future of Judaism. By that time, a bunch of relatively small organizations that made up what was being called the “Jewish innovation ecosystem” had been having some success for about a decade with initiatives aimed at engaging “unaffiliated” Jews. The science fiction writer William Gibson once said that “[t]he future is already here—it’s just not very evenly distributed,” and we wondered whether those organizations’ work represented a Jewish future that was in fact already here. Perhaps a book that wove together a theory of the future based on what was gaining traction in the present would help accelerate a process of broader Jewish transformation. A new version of Judaism would emerge, built around a new ecosystem of institutions that would better resonate with what we have called “regular Jews.”

			The 2013 Pew Study of Jewish Americans had been published just about two years before we started work on the book. Its blockbuster finding was that 22% of Jewish Americans were what it called “Jews of no religion”—people who answered “none of the above” when asked what religion they were but who had Jewish parentage and/or otherwise considered themselves Jewish. While many Jewish communal professionals expressed concern that this number was so high, we believed it distracted from the much higher number of what might be called “Jews of low religion.” Our hypothesis found substantial support years later in the second iteration of the study, released in 2020, in which additional questions were asked. While the proportion of Jews of no religion had risen to 27%, even more interesting was a finding that an additional 27% claimed that Judaism was their religion but replied “I’m not religious” to a question about why they didn’t attend synagogue. Essentially, 54% of American Jews explicitly stated that they were “not religious,” and most of the rest didn’t seem interested in the offerings of the existing landscape of Jewish organizations.

			While Pew’s findings were consistent with our belief that conditions were right for a new version of Judaism to emerge, we decided we weren’t ready to write the book we had envisioned. We knew how we’d frame the book—we were confident about the historical analogies we’d make and the traditional mythic stories from the Jewish tradition we’d invoke. For example, we felt like forty years of wandering in the wilderness was a powerful way to talk about the patience that we would need during a long transition from one version of Judaism to the next. But we had a nagging sense that we didn’t know the details of the contemporary landscape well enough to make strong book-length assertions about whether the new Jewish future was already here yet or still en route.

			We decided we needed to do more research, and we thought that if we did our research in the form of a podcast, perhaps scholars and practitioners would be more willing to talk to us. We could tempt them with the possibility that their ideas and projects would reach new audiences who would hear from them directly, in their own voice. We hoped that having these conversations out loud and in public could be a way to gather and catalyze others who were eager to engage in the grand experiment of re-inventing Jewish life in the 21st century. 

			As it turns out, we were on to something! March of 2016 was still the relatively early days of podcasting, and thanks to a surprising number of downloads in the first few days, Apple featured Judaism Unbound as a “New and Noteworthy” podcast, which helped us gain a substantial listenership right out of the gate. As we write this, we have released over 450 podcast episodes—we have never missed a Friday in over eight years and have also released quite a few bonus episodes—and people collectively spend nearly half a million hours with us every year. Pretty quickly, the podcast became its own thing, and we more or less forgot that it had started as research for a book. Our on-air conversations with the wise and creative guides who have shared their visions and stories have challenged and changed us.

			In our first episode (both the original one and the re-recorded one), we talked about the many meanings of “unbound,” including being untethered by geography, by the definitions of what and who is Jewish, and by what a Jewish life is “supposed to” look like. We pointed out that many Jews feel bound to Judaism by accident of birth, not choice. What would a Judaism look like that had the gravitational attraction to re-bind people through choice? The idea of an “unbound” Judaism breaks free from the notion of Judaism as an all-or-nothing bundle. What if some elements speak to you, but others don’t? Does that make you a “bad Jew”? We asserted that, while no one knows what Judaism will look like in 100 years, it will be healthier and more compelling if many more people are involved in the creative process of re-thinking, re-imagining, and experimenting. The podcast was our invitation to “regular Jews” to become part of this new creative class, and now so is this book.

			Who and what is this book for?

			Though the original book we intended to write remains a project for a future time, we are delighted to offer this book as a fresh version of the journey we have taken together with our podcast listeners—a compilation of some of the highlights from our first 200 conversations. Our intention for this bound version of Judaism Unbound is that it extends the breadth of people reached by these voices, as there are still many people who don’t listen to podcasts. 

			

			If you are in the non-listener group, welcome to Judaism Unbound! We think you will find these interview transcripts compelling and personally relevant, just as our listeners have over the past eight years.

			For podcast listeners, we hope that the movement of words from the ear to the page gives a new depth of engagement with the ideas we have been exploring together. Being able to annotate the pages, re-read passages that are particularly striking to you, and flip back and forth between thematically connected interviews allows you to grapple with these ideas in a new, more tactile and tangible way. 

			We have arranged these transcripts in a new order—interviews that took place years apart are now on adjacent pages—that puts podcast guests into conversation with one another. As such, we believe this book is a profoundly new and different experience from the podcast.

			How to engage with this book

			We hope this this book will look pretty beat up in a year—dog-eared pages where you’ve found quotes to return to, exclamation points and question marks in the margins, coffee rings and wine stains throughout, the odd napkin tucked between the pages covered in doodles and ideas you wrote down during conversations with family and friends. 

			From the beginning, we meant for Judaism Unbound to empower people to learn what they want to know and experiment in their own Judaism. We wanted it to be an invitation to be part of a community of people grappling with the future of Judaism and their place in it. We always believed that our listeners—and now our readers—didn’t need to or want to be told what to think. Now, with this volume, we are literally putting the future of Judaism in your hands. 

			You can read this book start to finish, in the order we’ve placed the transcripts, or you can choose your own adventure, reading one or two transcripts at random or because a certain topic came up in conversation at a Passover seder you attended. To spark your personal reflections and catalyze dialogues with others, we’ve included conversation-starter questions throughout the book (after each interview in Part 1 and Part 2, and after each grouping of interviews in Part 3). But if you have other questions, don’t be locked into the ones we have provided. Again, we mean for this book to facilitate your learning journey, not to be our guided tour.

			Though we have made the editorial choices around structure and order, we have not attempted to make things linear, nor have we tidied things up to perfectly fit a pre-existing, singular narrative. The greatest joys of these conversations are often the unexpected side-trips, the personal quirks of voice and expression, and the ways in which each guest comes to common themes in their own idiosyncratic way. We’ve worked hard to ensure that these joys are retained in the text, even as we’ve trimmed the verbatim transcripts for readability and thematic foregrounding.

			In the introductions to each section, we have provided a few framing ideas, many drawn from the episodes of the podcast where it was just the two of us processing what we were learning, but we have consciously held back from giving you too many of our opinions here. We certainly have opinions, but Judaism Unbound has always been about believing that people can think for themselves and come to their own conclusions, as long as they feel inspired and invited to do so. If you want to hear more of our opinions, check out the “Dan and Lex episodes” of the podcast, or stay tuned for books we may write in the future. We want to hear your opinions, so please email us any of your thoughts at hello@judaismunbound.com.

			Having said all this, we must also acknowledge that the task of translating the podcast into book form presented us with a frustrating set of limitations. The editorial process of creating a coherent and readable book required both selection and reduction. Selection was challenging because it meant leaving many extraordinary guests out of this volume. We tried to choose a set of conversations that captured some of the big ideas that represent the arc of our journey of learning and re-thinking. In the name of readability, enjoyable bits of each interview had to be cut. The pain of these choices is eased by the knowledge that the full episodes of each interview are available on the Judaism Unbound website atwww.judaismunbound.com or your favorite podcast app.  

			That said, welcome to Judaism Unbound!

			—Dan and Lex

			Fall 2024

			

		


		
			PART ONE

			The Crash of Rabbinic Judaism 
and the Rise of the Third Era

			

			 A Time of Wandering

			We created the Judaism Unbound podcast out of a conviction that we are living in a momentous time in Jewish history. Informed by both our own experiences and our exposure to the thinkers you will meet in Part 1 of this book, we were convinced that something big and new was happening in Judaism. The innovations we were seeing were more than just marketing or window dressing, but rather signals of an emerging new era of Judaism—the Third Era according to Yitz Greenberg’s accounting. 

			It seemed to us that the best way to understand our time in Jewish history was as a “time of wandering,” an in-between time, a liminal space, a period of transition as one version of Judaism is ending and the next version is being born. We have been here before, whether in myth or history—whether in the forty years of wandering in the wilderness between Egypt and Canaan or the chaotic century-and-a-half between the destruction of the Second Temple and the composition of the Mishnah.

			History reveals that Jews have a knack for reinventing Judaism during times of wandering. In what Barbara Thiede calls the “magic treasure box” of Jewish history, we see patterns of cross-cultural exploration and adaptation, disjuncture, and ongoing innovation that open up the possibility that the seemingly radical and discontinuous changes now unfolding are actually not at all untraditional. They are the tradition.

			Our time of wandering began around two centuries ago, when the Enlightenment destabilized Rabbinic Judaism and, in Benay Lappe’s parlance, Rabbinic Judaism began to “crash.” For the past two centuries, Jewish thinkers and leaders have responded to this crash with a variety of potential solutions, including Hasidism, Zionism, and the Reform Movement and its progeny. These efforts were significant and transformational, but they do not appear to have been sufficient, at least in terms of their appeal to more than half of American Jews today. 

			The people whose voices we have gathered into Part 1 of this book—Benay Lappe, Barbara Thiede, Yitz Greenberg, and Irwin Kula—brought foundational concepts and language to help us think about where we have been, where we are now, and what’s over the horizon. While they use different terminology, they all share the sense that Judaism is undergoing a profound paradigm shift. Each asserts that Judaism as we have known it has ended—Kula says it most simply when he says that “Rabbinic Judaism died”—and yet all are fundamentally optimistic about Judaisms that are in the process of becoming. 

			Whether we greet our current transition with dismay, anxiety, denial, ambivalence, or optimism, we can all acknowledge that the experience of wandering is rife with ambiguity. It is hard to know how to live a Jewish life in a time when it is unclear what Judaism even is or ought to be. Each of us has questions about what it means for Judaism to be undergoing dramatic change. Are we breaking the unbroken chain of tradition? Repairing an already-broken chain? Or linking a new chain onto the old one? And what does it all mean for us?

		


		
			

			 Benay Lappe

			“Every master story will ultimately, 
and inevitably, crash.”

			Exodus Part 1

			Benay Lappe is the founder and Rosh Yeshiva of SVARA: A Traditionally Radical Yeshiva. SVARA’s mission is to empower queer and trans people to expand Torah and tradition through the spiritual practice of Talmud study. SVARA’s method of Talmud study is intended to shape learners into the kinds of people who are moved to, equipped to, and courageous enough to bring about a more just and equitable world.

			An award-winning educator specializing in the application of queer theory to Talmud study, Benay Lappe has served on the faculties of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Temple University, the University of Judaism, the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College, the Graduate Theological Union’s Center for Jewish Studies at UC-Berkeley, and The Wexner Institute. In 2016, she received the Covenant Award for excellence in Jewish education. 

			Benay Lappe was our very first guest on the podcast. Her “Crash Theory,” which we discuss in our conversation, has been an important foundational idea for Judaism Unbound.

			

			Dan Libenson: Lex and I are really interested in what’s been called your “crash theory,” and we thought this would be an interesting place to start thinking about the kinds of changes that we are seeing in the Jewish world today. Could you give us a summary of your way of thinking? 

			Benay Lappe: So, it basically goes like this: The idea is that we all inherit “master stories”—from our religious traditions, from our country, from our families, from the places we work—and these master stories come to answer our basic human questions. And these are questions that we all share: What’s right? What’s wrong? What does it mean to be a human being? How should I live my life? What’s important? And so on.

			And these master stories work until they don’t work. It’s just part of life—it’s the way things are. And every master story will ultimately, and inevitably, crash. And what I mean by “crash” is that that master story will cease to work for you, or will stop answering those basic human questions for you, because of one of three things: either you found another master story whose answers you like better, or something will have happened out in the world that will make those old answers no longer work, or something inside of you has changed, and what used to seem true no longer seems true, and your story no longer works.

			And there are three, and only three, possible responses to a crash, ever:

			Option One, which is denying that a crash has occurred and reverting to your master story and hanging on for dear life. Building walls around that old master story to make sure that nothing interferes or threatens it again.

			Option Two would be accepting that your master story has crashed, completely rejecting that master story, and jumping off into a completely new story.

			And Option Three is to accept that the story has crashed, but instead of abandoning the story, you stay in it and retell it and make it better. This is kind of the remix/upgrade/retell option. 

			So that’s the basic scheme.

			Dan Libenson: And how do you see these three responses specifically happening in the area that you study the most, which is the Rabbinic period and the transition into the Rabbinic period from the Judaism that had come before?

			Benay Lappe: If you want to throw “Jewish skin” on the theory, the master story is the biblical narrative. I’m going to locate the primary crash of Biblical Judaism at the crash of the Second Temple. And what crashed as a result of this historical event was that we needed a new way to be human if you were Jewish, a new way to organize meaning: How do we think about how to have a relationship with God? How do I know what’s right and what’s wrong? I think the truth of the matter is that that master story had been crashing for a long time even while the Temple was still standing.

			And what I believe happens is that some group of people are, kind of, the canary in the coal mine for every crash—they’re the people who are the “queerest,” if you will, not necessarily because of their gender or sexual orientation, but because they are the people for whom the current master story is working the least. And there’s going to be a “crumble” before every crash, and for some group of people—the queerest—that master story’s going to be crashing first.

			And I think the Rabbis, in my mind, were very queer. They were people for whom the story was working least. So, I think for 100 or 200 years before the destruction of the Second Temple, there was a small group of people, whom we now call the Rabbis, who were already creating a new form of Judaism. They were gathering in little “ashrams,” that we now call synagogues, and doing this newfangled kind of ritual called prayer that they imagined was actually going to conjure up God’s presence . . . when they could’ve gone to the Temple down the block.

			Okay, so now you get to the year 70 or, let’s say, 69, and it looks pretty bad for the Jews, and what are people going to do? Now you no longer have just the canaries in the coal mine experiencing the crash, but everyone’s experiencing the crash.

			So who goes Option One? It’s just sort of a rule that if you’re employed by the master story, you’re going to be an Option One person. In other words, if you’re part of the power structure, you’re going to do whatever you can to make sure that master story stays. And you’re going to revert to it. And you’re going to build a wall around it, literal or figurative. And, of course, it was the priests who went Option One—the ones who couldn’t imagine any other way to be a human being or to do God, or to do Jewish, to do community.

			And who went Option Two? Well, it turns out that it’s just a rule that when there’s a crash, most people go Option Two. So, somewhere around 90% of Jews after the destruction of the Temple in the first century went Option Two. That’s what we would call “assimilation”—at least, eventually, it becomes assimilation. In the beginning it isn’t, and we’ll come back to that, because I think people who go Option Two are very, very interesting—probably the most important, eventually, for this cycle. That is, if they come back. But we’ll get there in a minute.

			So, most Jews went Option Two, and they said there’s just no way to be a Jew anymore. Obviously, God doesn’t love us anymore. Everyone knew in the ancient Near East that, if your temple was destroyed, the deal between you and God was over. And they left. And, initially, they became pagan, and—if they stayed Option Two—eventually blended into non-Jewish society.

			Option One and Option Two are actually opposite sides of the exact same coin. They share the same basic underlying wrong-headed notion that stories are fixed, eternal, unchanging, and immutable. If there’s a crack in one, you either have to do whatever you can to pretend it didn’t happen, or you throw the whole thing away.

			And one small group of guys—this group of queer, fringy radical hippy guys, whom we call the Rabbis—went Option Three. And they said, “There are parts of our master story that we can actually change, that we can save, and there are parts about our new reality that are actually good, that we can bring in.” And then, with Option Three, they retold the master story. They essentially invented—I believe—what we now call Rabbinic Judaism.

			So, I think what’s interesting is to ask ourselves: Why do people go Option One? Why do people go Option Two? Why do people go Option Three? 

			Dan Libenson: It’s interesting in the context of where Judaism is today to think about the possibilities of, on the one hand, trying at all costs to preserve the system that we have inherited, and on the other hand, leaving it—or at least leaving its institutions. 

			What are the first generation of people that go Option Two like?

			Benay Lappe: People who go Option Two have recognized something that is very true for them in some aspect of the world that is not part of their old master story. And if they eventually can become an Option Three person, they will bring back what it is that they found outside, and that will become Judaized—it will become incorporated into the tradition and enrich it. 

			I’ve often joked, what do you get when an Option Two person comes back to Judaism? You get yoga minyans [Jewish prayer groups]. But seriously, what you really get is an evolving Jewish tradition. 

			Dan Libenson: What do you think makes somebody choose the option that they choose? What makes somebody go Option One, Option Two, or Option Three? 

			Benay Lappe: I think it’s a really interesting question. I think there are a number of components. First of all, there’s a personality issue involved. I think we’re somewhat hardwired, or grow up and become, or have a tendency to be, either Option One, Option Two, or Option Three people.

			I don’t know, if you’re in a bad relationship for 10 years—let’s say, an abusive relationship—and you’re just staying, staying, staying, you’re probably an Option One person. And you probably want to think about that. And if you’re the kind of person who’s in a relationship, and at the first fight, you’re out of here, and that’s a pattern for you, you’re probably an Option Two kind of person. And you want to think about that. So, I think there’s a personality piece. 

			And there’s also an ability to tolerate dissonance. If you don’t have much ability to tolerate dissonance, you’re going to be an Option One or Option Two person, more likely.

			Going Option One is an option that you take when you’re not willing to lose your goodies. So, you’ve got to be willing to lose a lot of goodies to go both Option Two and Option Three. And I think the more experience you have with crashes in the past, the more likely you are to go Option Three. And that’s why I think queer people tend to go Option Three. 

			

			And there are lots of kinds of queer people. There are queer people who are gender-nonconforming, they’re queer about their gender or about their sexual orientation. But there are all sorts of queernesses. If you’re queer—if you have a profoundly outsider experience of life—and you’re surviving, you’re an Option Three person, or at least you’re going Option Three on that aspect of your life. And the more “crash-flex” you are, the more likely you are to go Option Three on any future crashes.

			And people sometimes make these choices serially. When I first came out, or started to realize that I was gay, I went Option One. Back in the day, that’s sort of what everybody did, because there weren’t a lot of other great options, and it was very costly to do anything else. It meant losing your job, being kicked out of your home, and so on and so forth.

			In my own personal story, at a certain point, I fell in love, realized, wow, it’s okay to be gay, and went Option Two. I didn’t think I could be gay and Jewish. And, eventually, I started realizing that I was giving up too much of myself, and that there might actually be a way to be gay and Jewish. And then comes queer rabbi, and that’s an Option Three move.

			So, you can make these choices serially, or you can make one and stick with it.

			Dan Libenson: What you’re saying makes me think about this puzzle that I’ve thought about in terms of the early Rabbis, which is, why does it seem that so many of them were either converts to Judaism, or the children of converts to Judaism, such as Rabbi Akiva, Rabbi Meir, and many others? And I wonder if it’s related to this point that you’re making, that people whose story is one where they’ve experienced other kinds of crashes and come through them, makes them particularly oriented to taking that Option Three path, no matter what might crash in their lives—in this case, it happened to be Judaism. 

			Benay Lappe: I think that’s true. And I think another factor that makes Option Three stories attractive to outsiders—let’s say converts, for example—is that they tend to be experimental. 

			The first thing we have to realize is that Option Three stories, and attempts at creating Option Threes, tend to be very, very thin. They don’t feel authentic, they don’t feel real, they certainly don’t feel traditional, and very few people go for them. Very few people are willing to say, “Yeah, this is how I’m going do Jewish.” The ones who do have to live with that thinness . . . 

			Dan Libenson: And it’s thin because it’s so new, right? It’s not that an Option Three is necessarily something thin; it’s just that it’s thin when it starts, because it just hasn’t been around long enough to thicken up, right? 

			Benay Lappe: I think that’s a part of it. Every Option Three is going to have three kinds of material in it. It’s going to have some of the old story, which gives it thickness. It’s going to have some new invented material, which is going to feel very inauthentic. And it’s going to have some tweaks of the old stuff.

			Each Option Three attempt is going to have a different proportion of old material that they bring in, invented material, and tweaked material. Some are going to be very close to the old master story, some are going to be far from it. Some will feel thinner because they’re bringing down less of the old stuff. And some will feel thicker. 

			So, getting back to the issue of converts, if you look at any really successful cutting-edge Jewish Option Three community, you’ll see a disproportionate number of converts and non-Jews who are attracted to it. And there are really successful communities that choose not to even use words like “Jewish community.” This a community for people, and we’re using Jewish stuff. The Kitchen in San Francisco is really mindful about doing that. 

			Dan Libenson: So, just to step back for a minute and compare, what are the advantages to Option One versus Option Three? I’m thinking of what we’re seeing in the Jewish world today and people’s resistance to some kind of Option Three that might be proposed today in Jewish life. 

			I feel like people who are actively involved in some kind of Jewish institution will say: “This provides the whole package for me. That new thing that may be going on—maybe it’s really good at education, or maybe it’s really good at Talmud study, or maybe it’s really good at prayer, but it’s not necessarily good at the other stuff. And that makes me feel unstable. I like the sense that I have a community to be part of and an organization to be part of that takes care of me systematically.” It seems unlikely that some kind of new version, however good it might be, is going to be able to meet all of those needs early on. 

			

			But, when you think about somebody who may be an outsider—either because they are an actual outsider who converted, or maybe they haven’t converted yet, or never will convert, or somebody who is an outsider in the sense that they are Jewish and their family has been Jewish for a long time, but they haven’t been participating in the organized institutions—none of those “outsider” people is experiencing that same sense of loss of that stable Jewish system, because they never had it to begin with. So, in a certain sense, for them, this new thing is all gain, and they feel positive about the elements that have been added to their lives and don’t have as much thought about the things that are being lost.

			Benay Lappe: Option Threes tend to have a higher percentage of stuff that works, and they are, by definition, less burdened by the stuff that doesn’t work anymore. So, they’re going to be very attractive to people—just like you say, Dan—who are looking for something that works and aren’t feeling the pain and the loss of this legitimacy, this whole “authenticity” stuff. They’re not feeling that loss because, like you said, they never had it. 

			Lex Rofeberg: We talk so much about Option Two people—we don’t call them that, we just call them “unengaged,” we call them “uninterested,” “uninvolved.” I’m curious if there are strategies for taking people from a space of Option Two to a space of Option Three.

			You talked about how that occurred in your own life. But how do we make that happen? Or does it have to just be organic? 

			Benay Lappe: Well, first let me crank back. I think we can connect the dots between the crash of the biblical era and the crash that we’re experiencing now. And I think that we’re in a crash as enormous as the crash of the Second Temple. 

			And what’s crashing now is that new Option Three that the Rabbis came up with. And we’ve had a pretty good run of it, right? Two thousand years of that Option Three—not bad. And for the last, I don’t know, 150 years or so, it’s been crashing. We’ve been in a crumble, from Emancipation to Holocaust through modernity, and I think we’re pretty close to the end. I don’t know if we’re at the beginning of this crash, or at the end of the crash, but we’re in another similar crash.

			So now, how do you get the Option Two people to come back? First of all, I think the Option Two people, as Dan said earlier, aren’t really leaving Judaism—they’re leaving our current forms of Jewish communal structure. They’re leaving what they’ve been served up as Judaism, and they’re very, very ready, and would be thrilled, to be presented with an Option Three that spoke to them. And it’s happening more and more. 

			So, what does an Option Three have to have in order to appeal to Option Two people? Well, first, remember, it’s got to do what stories are supposed to do, which is answer their basic human questions. And it’s got to give them answers that make sense to them—people will no longer suppress their moral intuition, which the tradition calls “svara,” in favor of a story that has answers that don’t seem right to them. 

			What I think is really important is to uncover the native acknowledgement of the tradition that every human being has this moral intuition, which is what drives every change in Judaism, and what drives what we think of as Jewish.

			I think that the Option Three that we’ve inherited, Rabbinic Judaism, was created and worked for a people that was oppressed and beleaguered, and relatively impoverished . . . and needed to have two challahs on the table on Friday night to feel a sense of self-esteem. And having two challahs has been really meaningful, because when you didn’t feel that way six days out of the week, this ritual made you feel that way. Well, when you can have two challahs on the table any night of the week, maybe Shabbos has got to serve a different need.

			Dan Libenson: I want to go back to a question of the perspective of the people who are going Option One today. People who are basically saying, “It is what it is.” I feel like I hear this a lot: “Judaism is what it is—if you want to do something else, that’s fine, but it wouldn’t be Judaism. This is Judaism.”

			How do these Option One people perceive the people that are going Option Two, i.e., leaving altogether, or close to leaving, or going Option Three and inventing new forms? The basic attitude that I see, is that they say the people who are going Option Two are disloyal and not committed, and the people who are going Option Three are kind of doing something kooky that’s not Judaism. 

			Benay Lappe: And, just to complicate things a little bit, the truth of the matter is any Option One that lasts for longer than a dozen years or so isn’t really an Option One—it’s an Option Three that is doing a really good job of selling itself as the real deal: “This is the way it’s always been, this is authentic, this is the tradition.” 

			But that isn’t the way traditions work. Traditions really can’t live very long if they actually are fixed and unchanging, because people change. So Option One is really more of a mindset and a myth than it actually is a viable choice. 

			What’s unfortunate about Option One people is they wear the mantle of authenticity, and those who don’t know any better—those who are not very familiar with how traditions work, or how stories work—believe them and become disempowered and inauthentic in relation to them, and, knowing that that option isn’t attractive, think their only option is to leave. 

			But, as time goes by, you see the evolution of Option Threes. And, by the way, once you have a crash, you don’t have a single Option Three, you have many Option Threes. And that’s what you want. You want to nurture and allow as many Option Threes as you can, because each one is going to have a piece; this one’s got the learning, this one’s got the singing, this one’s got the holiday piece. And there will be a kind of merger of incomplete Option Threes into something coherent. And then that will last for a while. 

			Dan Libenson: I’m thinking about the way that people who are perceived to have left haven’t actually left, they have just chosen not to participate in the institutional approaches that we have. I’m really struck, for example, in the Pew Study [a 2013 demographic study of Jewish Americans], by the huge number of people who say that they’re proud to be Jewish, or that being Jewish is important to them, but at the same time they’re not participating in any institutional manifestations of Jewish life. Have those people gone Option Two? How do we characterize them? 

			I think that often the community characterizes them as having gone Option Two, when the reality is that if, let’s say, there was a person who said, “Well, the only kind of Judaism that I would really love would be something that was full of singing and music,” and they look around their city and they don’t see anything like that, their only choice is to kind of stick with it as it is, and grin and bear the fact that it’s not meeting their needs, or they can leave. Right? 

			But it’s not because they’ve necessarily decided that the best thing is to leave. It’s just because they don’t really have another option.

			So I’m struck by the question of how many people who seem to be going Option Two really would go Option Three if they could. 

			Benay Lappe: I think the vast majority of them. The vast majority of people want to be integrated—they want all their molecules to be living inside their body at the same time. They want their Jewishness, and their “queernesses,” of whatever variety, all to have a place in their life. And I think you’re absolutely right—most people go Option Two because there aren’t enough alternatives. 

			And Option Three is really hard. It’s uncomfortable, and you’re never sure if you’re getting it right, and it’s never going to feel really, really good for you, it’s never going to work for those of us going through the crash. It might work for our grandchildren, but it’s never completely going to work for us, and it’s hard. 

			Dan Libenson: I think about the immigrant experience—and I’m not sure if this relates more to Option Two or Option Three, maybe you have a thought—but when I think of first generation immigrants to a country, to America for example, it’s very heroic to be that immigrant because you’re never going to fully integrate into that society, but in theory you’re setting it up that your kids will be able to. 

			I think that’s probably true of people who go Option Two and who go Option Three. I think that if you just leave something that you were once part of, then you do feel this intense sense of loss, and you probably never feel fully comfortable and happy in that new reality even if you’ve chosen it. 

			And the other choice is to go Option Three, which is to try to create some kind of synthesis, and so maybe you feel a little bit less of a sense of loss because you haven’t completely left it, but you’re also integrating less into the other option. And you’re also feeling sort of unstable and not fully comfortable, and yet perhaps you’re setting something up that will be the only thing your children ever knew. And they’ll feel just fine about it. 

			Benay Lappe: Also, I think there is loss—period—after a crash. No matter which way you go, there’s going to be loss. And that’s, kind of, part of the deal. I’m not trying to say that a crash is an unfortunate event—it’s how life works, and it’s really what initiates growth. We grow by realizing that something that was working before isn’t working now. And that can be a really good thing.

			Judaism is in a really big period of growth. Maybe it’s a little bit adolescent right now, so it’s got a lot of adolescent issues. But this is how people grow, and this is how traditions grow. They have growth spurts and then periods of stability. I think we’re in one of these painful growth spurts when you have growing pains. 

			Dan Libenson: It reminds me of an experience that I had recently when I was in Israel, and I was trying to explain to people the kind of work that I do in the Jewish community. And a lot of people, whether they were religious or not, they would say, “So, you’re working to stop assimilation.” And I would say, “I don’t feel great about the word, ‘assimilation.’ I don’t think that’s what’s going on.” And they would say, “Why?”

			And I’d say, “Well, I see assimilation as something that people are actively trying to do—they’re trying to become part of this other culture, and it’s somehow bad, because they’re leaving our culture. The reason why they’re leaving is because they’re trying to join this other culture. And what I see is something quite different, which is that people actually really would like to have a strong sense of themselves as Jews, if they only could.”

			But this is where I really like the language of “crash,” because something has crashed in that story of Judaism, either for them personally or in some bigger way. They literally cannot just join the Reform Movement and feel great about that, because there’s something that just would feel absolutely wrong to them about that. 

			And so they are, then, stuck in a situation where they are actually not trying to assimilate. They say, “I really would love to have a Jewish life if I could figure out what a Jewish life would look like that would make sense for me. And I’ve looked around and I don’t see anything.”

			Benay Lappe: I think you’re absolutely right, that most people who go Option Two aren’t really rejecting anything. They’re in this enormous holding pattern, which will probably last longer than their lifetime, during which they will hope for alternatives but won’t find any. And what we’re hoping for, I think, is that we can lay down enough Option Threes to attract them, or attract their children. 

			I think this is just what happens in a crash—you get very small numbers of people going Option Three, because most people aren’t equipped to be Option Three leaders. And there aren’t any Option Threes already in place for most people to grab onto, so they’ll go Option Two. 

			And the new Option Three is going to be very, very small. And lots of people are going to scream, “We’re dying, we’re dying,” but we’re not. That’s just the phase we’re in post-crash. We’ve been here before. This is how it works.

			Dan Libenson: Why do you think we’re in a crash period today, and what is it that you think has crashed? 

			Benay Lappe: I think you can diagnose a crash by looking at how many people are going Option Three, how many people are going Option Two, and how many people are going Option One. And if you count the numbers of people going Option Two, you can see whether you’re in a period that needs a little tweak or a period that’s in a full-on crash. 

			The numbers seem to indicate that Judaism, as we’re packaging it, as we’re presenting it, as we’re using it, as we’re teaching it, isn’t speaking to people. It isn’t answering their basic human questions. 

			They’re looking elsewhere for guidance, for a sense of meaning, for senses of community. And those are the needs that Judaism has traditionally tried to fill, and it’s not filling those needs for people. So, that’s why I think we’re in a crash.

			Dan Libenson: I think that’s really interesting in light of something that Lex and I talked about in our first episode, the concept of ipcha mistabra—this idea of “opposite thinking”: How can we look at the same data and look at it in a different way than most people look at it?

			I’m thinking about the demographic surveys that tend to get interpreted by the Jewish community organizations as: our problem is that people are leaving Jewish life, and our solution needs to be to somehow figure out ways to attract them to the institutions of Jewish life. 

			

			And what you’re saying, as I’m understanding it, is that the way to interpret those demographic surveys is to see those numbers as evidence that the institutions of Jewish life have crashed in such a way that those people will never join those institutions. By definition, numbers of that magnitude are a symptom that those ways of being Jewish have crashed. They indicate not that we need to do more to educate people or somehow change them so that they’ll come back and join, but that we need to work to accelerate some kind of process of Option Three Judaisms being created that could attract those people, perhaps. 

			Benay Lappe: By definition, when you’re in a crash, the Option Three that works will be something that would’ve been unrecognizable to those for whom the old story worked before the crash. 

			In other words, this is a model of a disruptive change, not a sustaining change.

			When you have a crash, the new master story is one in which you’re achieving the same goal—in other words, you’re creating a certain kind of human being, and we have a very specific notion of what a Jewish human being should look like, and it actually is very different from the ideal notion of what a Christian human being or a Muslim human being should look like . . . we have a certain idea and that stays the same overall. What changes and what becomes unrecognizable is the way in which we get there. 

			And I think what Judaism will look like in 100 years will be unrecognizable to us. But that doesn’t scare me. I feel very optimistic, because the Jewish world is so much more Option Three today than it was just a handful of years ago, and more and more Option Two people are showing up and going, “Wow, this is amazing.”

			QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

			
					Consider the three options that Benay Lappe identifies for responding to profound changes or crashes in our “master stories.” Can you think of people in your own life who exemplify each of those three response strategies?

					Who do you know that tends to adopt Option 1—deny the change and work to shore up and preserve the master story?

					Who do you associate with Option 2—the strategy of accepting the change but leaving the old story completely behind? 

					Can you think of anyone who has chosen Option 3—accepting the change and staying with the master story in order to make it better or transform it? What does that look like?

					Think of a time in your own life when you have experienced a major shift or change—how did you move through the three options? Where have you landed so far?

					Lappe suggests that for many people, Judaism as we’ve known it “isn’t answering their basic human questions.” Is this true for you? What is a question you have that you wish Judaism would answer for you?

					A key idea for Lappe is the importance of acknowledging each individual’s innate moral intuition or “svara” even if it is different from an old story that they’ve been taught. Can you think of a time when your own svara has been in conflict with a tradition or belief you were taught? What did you do? 

			

		


		
			

			 Barbara Thiede

			“All of modern Western Judaism lives in a place where every yardstick that is applied to what makes us Jewish becomes a Rabbinic yardstick—but that Rabbinic yardstick is relatively new to our history.”

			
Not Your Rabbi’s Judaism

			Barbara Thiede is an assistant professor in the Department of Religious Studies at the University of North Carolina-Charlotte. She teaches a range of courses on the texts of Hebrew Bible, Jewish history, the history of European antisemitism, and Jewish magic. 

			In addition to being a professor, Barbara Thiede is also an ordained rabbi in the Jewish Renewal movement, where she is known as Rav Shulamit Thiede. When we had our interview, she was a member of the Vaad, which is the board that oversees rabbinical education through Jewish Renewal’s Aleph Ordination Program. 

			Thiede’s books include Male Friendship, Homosociality, and Women in the Hebrew Bible: Malignant Fraternities (2022) and Rape Culture in the House of David: A Company of Men (2022). She is currently at work on her next book, entitled Yhwh’s Emotional and Sexual Life in the Books of Samuel: How the Deity Acts the Man.

			In her rabbinic role, Thiede performed Lex’s wedding, where Dan met her for the first time. Our conversations with her, on and off the air, helped flesh out our intuitions about the non-linearity of change throughout Jewish history. 

			Dan Libenson: We’ve been exploring a lot of thinking that comes from within the world of Rabbinic Judaism, and we’ve also talked a lot about the ideas that we’ve called “folk Judaism,” suggesting that the people have a different perspective, potentially, than the Rabbis. It seems that even now, in the 21st century, we often are looking at a world that’s set up within the context of Rabbinic Judaism. Your writing questions that, and I’d like to start with a snapshot of your perspective on how Rabbinic Judaism fits into Judaism.

			Barbara Thiede: What I have to say about this is actually hardly new. What is new is to hear it in seminary settings, in congregational places, in places in Jewish life. 

			Scholars have known for decades that we have no objective proof that there was any group of rabbis who saved Judaism in the first century of this Common Era. We know, in fact, that the Rabbis later on created a series of myths that were so powerful and so amazingly compelling that once—and here’s the scary moment for some of us—once the Rabbis are given their role in Jewish communities, in part, by a rising Christian empire, that becomes the narrative of what Judaism is, that becomes the identity of how Judaism is practiced. 

			All of modern Western Judaism lives in a place where every yardstick that is applied to what makes us Jewish becomes a Rabbinic yardstick—but that Rabbinic yardstick is relatively new to our history, relative to the extraordinary diversity of Judaisms throughout our history, it is rather a narrow yardstick to be using.

			Dan Libenson: The basic story of the Rabbinic myth is that the Temple was destroyed in the year 70, and there was a period of instability during which a group of probably Pharisees, which was one of the sects back then, got together and became the Rabbis and reimagined Judaism, along a similar line to the way that the Pharisees were talking about it before the destruction of the Second Temple. Out of that emerged the Rabbinic Judaism that became the next version of Judaism. Here and there are some isolated communities that wandered away before that Rabbinic Judaism took hold . . . but basically, Rabbinic Judaism is Judaism.

			Could you help us understand what really was going on historically? How should we understand what was going on before the destruction of the Second Temple and in the years after the destruction of the Second Temple? 

			Barbara Thiede: I’ll do that with the historian’s caveat—the one that I give all of my students—which is that in 20 years you could find out that I lied to you. Twenty years from now, we’ll know differently than we know now. I will also do one other thing—and that is add to the mythology you’ve just described, Dan. Because if you go on Chabad’s website, what you’ll find is this idea that the Rabbinic project actually is not saving Judaism, but keeping an old, longstanding line going—that that’s what they do, just by writing things down, by getting together. All of this actually well predates the first century.

			You’ve got these two essential narratives—that the Rabbis saved Judaism by creating something cutting-edge and new, and that Chabad-world definition that they preserved what was already always there. Both these narratives are myths. They have little to nothing to do with any of the history of what I would call Judeans rather than Jews. In fact, a lot of our terminology is off. The word “Jews” is a word that doesn’t really get used for our people until the Common Era, and the first locations for its use are the New Testament and the work of early Christian Patristic fathers. They’re the ones using that term in the way that we then come to adopt it and use it for ourselves.

			The reason that I emphasize this is because these Judeans have already been in diaspora for hundreds and hundreds of years. They’ve already been building synagogues across Asia Minor, across Europe, across the entire Roman Empire. They have already created communities in which they are defining and redefining what their practice is. They are an ethnos—a people group—and they have inherited a set of traditions, they have inherited ancestral narratives, and they have inherited, to some extent, an important identity marker in terms of the genetic sense of where they came from. Even if they’ve been living in Alexandria for hundreds of years, they still may be marking themselves as Judean. They also may be protesting “being marked as ‘Judean.’”

			Start to finish, prior to the destruction of the Second Temple, these Judeans of Rome, of Alexandria, of all of these amazing different settings, have been living without the Temple as their central binding institution. They have been living with, around, and in company with Roman and Greek and various other cultures, Persian cultures. They freely adapt to the cultures that are keeping them company. They also, quite clearly, will defend things that are important to them—the right, for example, not to have to worship the emperor. 

			They’re living lives that actually are so vibrant and attractive that we have a number of records of Roman writers getting a little worried about the amount of Romans who are adopting Judaic practices—Seneca and Juvenal both do this, both say, “Oy, we Romans are not observing our ancestral practices—we’re doing things like those Judeans over there.”

			These lives are lived vibrantly, richly, mostly peacefully. Our ancient forefathers and foremothers were living pretty interesting lives . . . which, I will also say, include much more power, input, and activity from women than any of us would expect, including women in apparently important leadership roles in early synagogues. There was also a lot of very interesting interrelationship with people who are attending synagogues who are not Jews.

			We have this incredibly vibrant life, and the literature of Second Temple times almost never mentions the Temple. The whole saga that, once the Temple is destroyed, everything falls apart—Jewish life is broken into pieces, there’s this desperate longing and agonizing over the future—there’s no evidence of that. It’s a Rabbinic story, it’s a Rabbinic myth. That myth, of course, exists in part as a foundation story—to explain how the Rabbis become important, and why they should have.

			Insofar as we do have rabbis speaking to one another in little groups, discussing the law—yeah, they do that. But they are talking to each other, and they have absolutely no role—or almost no role—to play in the lives of the vast majority of Jews in the first centuries of the Common Era. People aren’t consulting the Rabbis on legal issues; they’re going to their local Roman legal officials. Their marriage contracts are not being written in Hebrew—they’re being written in Greek. Children are being named with Greek names. Synagogues are not built according to Rabbinic strictures—they don’t have things in the right direction, stored in the right place. 

			Jewish community life that is taking place in those synagogues is not taking shape according to a Rabbinic direction of any kind—instead, people are fundraising, people are manumitting their slaves, people are getting together for festivals and having fun—they’re living Jewish lives, but they’re not living Rabbinic lives.

			Lex Rofeberg: Some of our listeners may have never heard anything about this history. Others might say, “I’ve heard of things like the Sadducees or the Essenes.” There’s certainly an awareness from certain communities of Jews that there were others out there—but I feel like many of them think, “Those folks were dissenters,” or maybe they just think of those communities as having less authenticity. Could you say more about what this time was like, and how all of these groups were engaging with one another and with Judaism?

			Barbara Thiede: The first thing I’d like to say is something that many of my students find really challenging. Frequently, when I’ve gone to churches for various interfaith moments, I’ve been asked, “Look at what happened with Christianity—how it spread throughout the world. What do you have to say to that?” We all know the subtext, right? “We won, and you didn’t—so this is clearly an indication that God wanted this rather than that . . . you are the that, we are the this.” My answer to that usually is, “The fastest growing religion today is Islam.” Or, “Constantine could have converted to Judaism—there were about the same number of Jews as there were Christians in the Roman Empire.” Accidents of history are interesting things—choices that are made are interesting things.

			Now, the list—Sadducees, Essenes, Dead Sea Scrolls—is the classic list of, “Oh, there were Judaisms.” It’s a Jacob Neusner approach to this—Jacob Neusner, the great historian. But even those groupings are not representing 95% of Judeans of the Second Temple time, or the first centuries. 

			And here’s how this gets back to that question I get asked by Christian communities—when people do the, “Well, the Rabbis won…” I want to say, “Hmm . . . and had it not been for the emergence of Christianity, which created an incredible power base around Church and around clergy . . . and then also created a compelling need to know, ‘Well, who are the leaders that look like us in that minority community? Ah, they are the Rabbis. . .’” In some respects, we can thank Christians for the Rabbinic power that we enjoyed, benefitted from, and which defined us.

			I say all those words in positive terms because I want to make it clear that my intention is not to say this was all mythology, and therefore we don’t have to pay attention to it. The Rabbinic narrative, and the Rabbinic frame, has been absolutely critical and formative to Western European Judaism. It is also, in many, many respects, an extraordinary, beautiful, rich tradition which deserves a lot more attention than we give it.

			My concern is that in a world in which Judaism has been measuring itself by that yardstick—has been beating itself by that yardstick—we have the opportunity to instead look at this grand diversity of our history and tap a myriad of sources that are rich, variegated, and worth our time. Conforming to the Rabbinic one and reinvigorating the Rabbinic model is not our only choice for Jewish identity, Jewish life, Jewish community, and Jewish future.

			The Western, Ashkenazi-dominated world needs to step back and take a little bit of a dose in humility and learn. It needs to learn a little bit about its own history so that it stops reading Rabbinic history as the history of Judaism. It also needs to explore deeply, and listen deeply, to Jews of other countries, other traditions, and other worlds. 

			Then we need to have a conversation—all of us. 

			What is it that none of us—I ask my students this—what is it that you would never give up about Judaism? What would that thing be that is so visceral to who you are, that you can’t imagine yourself or any other Jew without it? 

			Start there. For some Jews in the world it is Rabbinic halachah [Rabbinic Jewish law]. For some Jews, like the Kaifeng Jews, it might be the books of Torah mixed in with a little Confucian wisdom.

			Dan Libenson: Is it right to say that there are at least two traditions that have been in play, even in the Eastern European Ashkenazi world, for the last thousand years? One is the Rabbinic “elite” tradition that has gone in different directions—it’s gone in the direction of having more focus on law; it’s gone in the direction of Hasidism, which is more focused on the spirit; it’s gone in the direction of Reform Judaism with more of a focus on social justice; and in various other directions—but it’s all versions of that elite Rabbinic tradition. But at the same time, in parallel, there’s another tradition—and it’s the tradition of the “regular Jews,” who sometimes follow what their rabbis suggest, and sometimes don’t.

			I was talking to a group of rabbis recently about the idea that it’s really important for rabbis to have a vision of their own role—but it’s also important for rabbis to understand that the people also have a vision for what Judaism is for them. They may not always know how to articulate it, but it’s wrong to say that they’re just ignorant and don’t care. It’s often that they do have a real deeply felt sense of what it means to them, or what they want Judaism to be—and they’re feeling just as let down by the rabbis as the rabbis are feeling let down by them. 

			Could you help us think that part through?

			Barbara Thiede: The first thing I want to do is add that there’s more than two, and the third piece that we need to be thinking about is the extent to which Jews of any world—Western or otherwise—are also integrally involved in surrounding cultures. 

			If you just take a look at Joshua Trachtenberg’s old classic on Jewish magic—of course he says it’s all about folk practice, and then he quotes one rabbi after another as his sources, which is its own kind of commentary on what you just said. But still, one of the cute little pieces in there is how women of the Medieval period would want to have some iron in the room when they were giving birth; this was really important—to get a key to the synagogue and have it in the room of a birthing woman. But if there was no key to the synagogue available, you could ask for the key to the local church. We need to think about that.

			Understanding the complexities of our history is actually like opening up a magic treasure box—there’s so much there sparkling for us to look at, and it goes beyond, “Here are the elite rabbis in their various forms, and here are the people doing whatever they’re doing.” Interaction with cultures, peoples, music, art, experience, economies around us also has played a role in how we create and re-create ourselves.

			One thing I do want to come back to, though, which is really important, is the notion of the people being “ignorant.” One of the things that drives me personally most into the corners of my room to bang my head against the wall is when rabbis talk about the ignorance and the apathy of Jews. First of all—nu, what’s new? When were rabbis not complaining about the ignorance and the apathy of Jews? You’re saying something new for us? Don’t think so. The other thing about this is—according to whose model are these Jews ignorant and apathetic? According to which yardstick are they uninterested?

			I look at people of Lex’s generation, of my son’s generation. Those Jews—yes, many intermarried—are definitively still describing themselves as Jewish because it’s important to them. And maybe they don’t know what they’re saying when they say “traditions,” but they do know this—they do know that there’s a people group they belong to. They do know that that people group owns traditions, ideas, texts, ways, folk practices. And they are often much more literate about what that really means in defining Judaism than we give them credit for. It’s just that they may not necessarily be primarily interested in what we think we have to teach—which is the Rabbinic model as the be-all end-all form that we will preserve Judaism in.

			In a thousand years, Dan—maybe even in 500 years—I really wonder whether Rabbinic Judaism will look to Jews at that time very much like how we now see Second Temple times. “Oh, that’s interesting—that’s how they were.”

			Lex Rofeberg: As a rabbinic student, I wrestle with the role of rabbi—both historically and today. It seems that, even though you are a rabbi, you’re able to step outside that perspective and question what the role of a rabbi is. I’d love to hear a little bit about how you, while critiquing all of these historical and contemporary manifestations of Rabbinic authority, are also a rabbi. How do you wrestle with all of that?

			Barbara Thiede: You are right—I do wrestle with that. I find myself sometimes frustrated with colleagues because of the tendency, which we all have—this is going to happen at any profession—but there’s a kind of self-congratulatory process that I find is dangerous if we want to be the kinds of paradigm shifters we keep saying we want to be. 

			But what if you sit down to Hanukkah, and instead of telling that narrative of Hellenism versus Judaism—which tends to very much reinforce a rabbinic narrative around the dangers of assimilation—what if you turn it on its head? In a congregational setting, you have everybody sit down to a table, and on the table you have different things on everybody’s plate. A couple of them are mock coins—the ones with the goddesses and gods on one side and the menorah on the other. Maybe there’s a shtickle Philo [a little piece of Philo]. That will give you a different sense of what Judaism could have looked like in the first century. You do this in your own private home, in your communal home, and on every single plate you have evidence of the way these things were being lived together. You have everybody get their Jewish names for the day and if they’re living in Alexandria, those names might be “Philo,” or “Alexander,” not “Judah,” not “Joshua.”

			Then, after you do this, you look around the room—you look at the art in the room, and the furniture in the room—is all of that Jewish? What happens when you walk through the house? Do you see some Jewish things? You surely do. Do you see a lot of things from all over the world? You might. What kinds of Jewish lives are the Jews who own that house, who are living in that house, living? In what way are they, just like those of the second century BCE, integrating, joining together—exploiting, even—the riches of the cultural worlds that are at their fingertips, and still remaining Jewish? What kind of Hanukkah would we be celebrating?

			And then at the close of that night, everybody brings their hannukiah [Hanukkah menorah] to the table, and we light the candles—because some things are eternal, and they last forever. One of those things is how incredible a light looks in the darkness. I want to make it real for my community that Jews, and Judaism, is that treasure box. I don’t want to do it in a way that measures their practice—they have more practice than they know. 

			I think that the history that we have gives us that opportunity to think as rabbis in those settings, Lex, as people who can encourage everyone in the room—even ourselves—to ask, “What is Judaism? What do I love here? What makes me feel at home?” We can do it almost as friends, because we ourselves—you and I—will be continuously asking that question of ourselves too, as we should—rabbis or not.

			Dan Libenson: I have a question for both of you that comes out of this conversation. I think we’re seeking a Judaism that is, let’s say, primarily emergent from the needs and perspectives of regular Jews. At least you and I, Barbara, have been “regular Jews” for a long time before going on to a Jewish professional course, whereas Lex went on to that Jewish professional course at a younger age. 

			I’ve tried very hard to resist the idea that I should become a rabbi, because I acknowledge the Rabbinic story is a myth as you’ve explained to us. Wouldn’t it be important for those of us who are saying we want to explore the Judaism that comes from that other line to create our own set of understandings of what our leadership looks like, and what we call it? 

			If I were to become a rabbi, I would almost be pushed over to the first line—and there’s nothing wrong with it, it’s just a different line than the one that I’m trying to live within. It strikes me that you’re also trying to live within that line—and yet, you pursued and wanted to have the role of rabbi. I’m wondering—and you too, Lex—how do you think about all that?
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