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Minhag America:  Towards an American Judaism 

 
  
It seems like it was a long time ago but last October, the newest report on 
the state of American Jewry was issued by the Pew Foundation and has 

come to be known as the Pew Report. It should surprise no one that the 
numbers tell a troubling story about the state of American Jewry. These 

reports always do. I never recall a study done of American Jewry that had 
good news and we said "Wow, How Great That Is. We're growing in 

numbers. New Jews are joining the fold. Synagogues don't know what to do 
with all of their new members." 

 
Just the opposite is the case again. Numbers are down within the American 

Jewish community. Our Conservative Movement used to be preeminent on 

the American Jewish scene. Today, we account for 18 % of the American 
Jewish community. The Reform movement is at about 36%. The only 

movement showing real strength and growth is the Orthodox but they 
account for only about 10% of the American Jewish population. With the 

commitment they have and larger families they produce, G-d bless them 
they will continue to grow. Thirty percent of those who grow up in 

Conservative homes become Reform. Orthodox's strength is holding on to 
theirown. What do we need to do to hold on to our own? 

 
My concern is not only about the numbers of the movements and the 

numbers of American Jewry. My concern is also about American Jews and 
how we are serving them or how we are missing them. 

 
Last Friday evening after the two days of Rosh Hashanah, I asked what was 

the most beautiful, touching, meaningful, emotional part of the Rosh 

Hashanah services. Of course I would be tickled pink if you were to say 
"well, of course, your sermons Rabbi" and I promise I will never forget you. I 

asked the question because Friday afternoon, I knew clearly what was the 
most beautiful, touching, meaningful, emotional moment for me. There were 

many that I loved but what I loved the most was the blessing of the babies. 
The Bimah was filled with these babies held in the loving embrace of parents 

and surrounded by grandparents. There was something compelling about 
bringing these beautiful, precious babies to the synagogue and bringing 

them to the Bimah, to the Torah, receiving a blessing and being serenaded 
by Cantor and choir. We want to connect our new borns with the centuries 

old traditions of our people. I couldn't help but also feel, with these beautiful 
babies and families on our Bimah - here is our future 

 
If I were to get a call from a congregant that their son and daughter in law 



had a child this year and they would like to bring the child to the Bimah but 

the mother is not Jewish, could they bring the baby to the Bimah what do I 
say? According to rabbinic Jewish law the religion is determined solely by the 

mother. If I am asked that question, I say yes without skipping a beat. Yes 
of course. I want that baby on the Bimah with parents and grandparents. 

Can that child go to our ELC. Yes of course {if they pay tuition} . Can they 
continue into Hebrew school- Yes but. Can they become B. Mitzvah in our 

synagogue. Our policy has been if only the mother is Jewish yes, but if only 
the father is Jewish not unless the child is converted. How interesting that 

we accept no other discrimination based on sex in our movement except 
here and the discrimination is against males. 

 
If you ask an Orthodox rabbi if a child of a Jewish father and a non Jewish 

mother can be Jewish he (never a she) will say that child born of a Jewish 
father and non Jewish mother can never be Jewish. Without a Jewish 

mother, a child can not properly be raised Jewish. Can the children convert? 

No says the Orthodox rabbi because the primary influence in the home, the 
mother is not Jewish. The mother would have to convert first for the child to 

be able to convert. 
 

In the Reform movement, if that same family is interested in living a Jewish 
life, affording the children a Jewish education, become Bat or Bar Mitzvah, 

the child of a Jewish father and a non Jewish mother is considered Jewish. 
 

And for us. We are light years away from the Orthodox on this. 
Yes, the children can be Jewish if they will be raised in an exclusively Jewish 

home and receive a Jewish education if they are formally converted. The boy 
hopefully had a brit milah at the age of eight days and a boy or girl would 

then be taken to the Mikvah. We are fortunate to have a Kosher Mikvah at 
our neighboring Reform Synagogue Shir Ami and as a supporter of that 

Mikvah, it takes less than two hours in all on a weekday morning and that 

child is Jewish. Not a big deal and yet a very big deal for some. 
 

I have been diligent in preserving this practice here for 38 years. I am very 
much tied to this practice. There are families that are grateful that I take 

them through this process so the children can be Jewish K'dat V'deen 
according to Jewish law. Some families, I have worked with for many 

months because the tradition doesn't quite speak to them and so we take it 
slowly. 

 
There are many other families that I have no contact with, kids who grew up 

in Ohev Shalom who still live in the area who go elsewhere because they 
don't want their children to have to convert to be Jewish. They want to be 

accepted. They want their child to be accepted. They want their spouse to be 



accepted for who they are. I have no interest in excluding that family from 

our synagogue family and losing those children. 
 

This past October there was a symposium on Conservative Judaism including 
some of the leading voices on the American Jewish scene. It was held at 

Adath Jeshurun in honor of Rabbi Seymour Rosenbloom's impending 
retirement. Before the symposium Rabbi Rosenbloom was interviewed by the 

Jewish Exponent and he said "We seriously need to take a look at whether 
the positions we continue to articulate are actually undermining our ability to 

serve our own congregants. The denomination also should consider adopting 
the concept of patrilineal descent, recognizing individuals with Jewish fathers 

and non-Jewish mothers as Jews. The Conservative movement's stances on 
intermarriage and patrilineal descent doesn't sit well with the evolving 

American Jewish community" 
 

When Dr. Arnold Eisen, the president of the Jewish Theological Seminary 

spoke here a few years ago, he said we need to begin to have conversations, 
serious conversations. This is a conversation that we and other Conservative 

synagogues should have. This conversation has been ongoing in the 
Solomon Schecter Day School movement and amongst rabbis. One of the 

reasons I have argued against what I am proposing today for all of my 
rabbinic life is that I have been most concerned about splitting the Jewish 

people. I have been committed to maintaining Jewish laws that hold the 
Jewish people together. I shudder at the idea of a Reform Jew not being able 

to marry an Orthodox Jew because there are different definitions of who is a 
Jew. 

 
But who am I kidding? When I supervise a conversion of any adult or child 

or infant and I sign the certificate, that Jew, is not accepted as a Jew in the 
Orthodox world in America and surely not by the Israeli Orthodox rabbinate 

because I am a Conservative Rabbi. I have decided that my days of looking 

over my right shoulder for their acceptance is over. They don't accept me or 
my approach to Judaism today. The people I love and serve are not the Jews 

in Borough Park in Brooklyn or the Jews in B'nai Brok in Israel. They're all 
doing well. I am serving the non Orthodox American Jewish community and 

our world is changing. 
 

It is time for us to develop what I call Minhag America. Minhag means 
custom. An American Jewish custom that will best serve the American 

Jewish community, our Jews living in the freedom and openness that 
America affords us, that will resonate with them like bringing their precious 

babies to the Bimah on Rosh Hashanah and will strengthen the American 
Jewish community for years to come. Throughout our history, there has 

never been a Jewish community like our community in America. Never 



before has there been a community that has enjoyed the level of freedom 

we enjoy here or has lived so comfortably in the secular world as we do 
here. Never before in Jewish history has there been anything like children 

leaving home at the age of 18, living in a predominantly non Jewish 
environment in those highly formative years. Yes, I love it when they meet 

their spouse to be at Hillel or on JDate,it is the answer to my prayers, but I 
can no longer just write off the others. 

Make no mistake, before the fact and in my Confirmation Class I will 
continue to teach the importance of Jewish- Jewish marriage for a whole 

host of reasons. But I am not prepared to write off the rest. 
 

There is no guarantee that what I am interested in trying, creating a new 
Minhag America, will work. I don't know but the numbers tell the story that 

what we have been trying has not worked. 
 

When the Conservative Movement first discussed women having Aliyot, 

many said we were watering down Judaism. Forty years later, we know we 
have strengthened Judaism. When women started wearing Tallitot some said 

we were going off the deep end. In the end, it has empowered Jewish 
women. When we discussed instrumental music in the synagogue on 

Shabbat some thought, we were a step away from being a church. Janie and 
I attended and I participated in Devotion by the Ocean in Ventnor on Labor 

Day Shabbat. There were three great Conservative Cantors with a band like 
our Shabbatones. People were sitting in chairs on the beach and the service 

was more traditional than the service I grew up with at Temple Sholom in 
Philadelphia. 

 
Becoming more open in some areas does not mean closing the door on 

tradition. Great Conservative synagogues that will adopt a form of patrilineal 
descent would not stop there. An active Keyruv group as we want to form 

would create opportunities for Jewish learning and growth for the whole 

family and to welcome the non Jewish spouse. There would be classes 
offered, affinity groups. Families might celebrate Sukkot together in one 

family's Sukkah, Hanukkah together, Shabbat dinner together as well as 
celebrating with the entire community. When this is done conscientiously, 

Judaism is not watered down. We would have two knowledgeable parents to 
raise Jewish children. 

 
I would today like to invite anyone who would like to be part of our Keyruv 

committee to be in touch with me. It can be someone in an interfaith 
marriage, the Jewish and/or non Jewish partner. Parents who have 

grandchildren born of an interfaith marriage. Those whose children are all 
part of Jewish-Jewish marriages and realize how important this issue is. 

Parents who are not yet sure who your son in law or daughter in law will be. 



There is a phrase in the Talmud in Eruvin 14b"Go out and see what the 

people are doing." 
 

That's exactly what we need to do. Go out and see what our people are 
doing, are saying, what are their needs, what are their wants. I don't know 

all of those needs and wants but I know some. They want to be accepted. 
They want to be embraced. They want to know that our doors are open to 

them. They want to know we are willing to meet them where they are. 
 

Every Haftarah, no matter how downbeat the prophet is, always ends on an 
upbeat note and so will we. The Pew report also found: 94% of US Jews say 

they are proud to be Jewish. Three quarters of US Jews say they have a "a 
strong sense of belonging to the Jewish people" 

 
The number of US Jews who feel very attached or somewhat attached to 

Israel is 69%. There is work to be done. We have to think outside of the box 

and get outside of the box and into their lives. We need to create a larger 
tent and like Abraham and Sarah, have a tent that is open in all directions to 

welcome those with any interest to enter. 
 

Who knows, maybe the next report of the American Jewish community will 
be far brighter. "We're growing in numbers. New Jews are joining the fold. 

Synagogues don't know what to do with all of their new members." Hallevay! 
  

  
  

  
  

  
   

  

  
 


