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What is a Jew?

Rabbi Lisa Sari Bellows

In a joke referring to the Midrash about Abraham smashing the idols in his father’s Idol Shop, Jewish comedian Sarah Silverman says, “Remember the guy who smashed all the idols in the idol store?” His mother had a heart attack when she saw the mess, but I’m sure she bragged about it later.
   Then there is the well known Joke about an army captain trying to determine the religion of his men for their dog tags.  He calls each one’s name and each steps up and answers affirmatively: “Jones, Protestant, sir…O’Connell, Catholic, sir, Smith, Unitarian, sir… then Davidson is called.  Davidson!  The private gets up and says, “Well, sir, you see, my family wasn’t really religious, we did some of the traditions, but we… the captain interrupts and says, Jewish!” 

Jewish Jokes—they may allow us to laugh about our idiosyncrasies, our quirks, our multitudes of opinions but at their core, they are about our identity.  What does it mean to identify yourself as Jewish?  Put another way, what does it mean to be Jewish? It is the many answers to this question, that I want to share with you tonight and ultimately, I hope that we will all continue to explore answers to what our Judaism means to us, beyond this evening, and that after engaging in this conversation and self-reflection about our Judaism, our sense of belonging to the Jewish People, our faith in God, Israel and one another is made richer, more meaningful through out this year and beyond.  
Judaism, like any other faith is a religion.  Judaism also has its own culture. Hence, irrespective of whether a Jew believes in God, he might still feel connected to our People through literature, art, music and food!  Such expressions of Judaism might involve sitting around the Passover table, eating matzo and chopped liver, having a seder with friends and family in fellowship and gratitude for our freedom and our People.  
The other day when I asked Gabi, my 7 year old who attends Jewish Day School, why are you Jewish; she replied “I am Jewish because my family is Jewish.”  “Ok. Why else?” I asked.  She replied, “Because their family and their family and their family was Jewish.”  Many of us would give the same answer. We are Jewish because our families are Jewish. This means in some way, we feel connected to the generations that came before us.    
There are many answers to what it means to be Jewish and online at the JewFAQ website, we read that for many of us, Judaism is about our communal history and memory as well as our shared sense of responsibility to one another.  Being Jewish is thus for some, being part of a very large family.  We read:  

“…We are a family… Like a family, we don't always agree with each other. We often argue and criticize each other. We hold each other to the very highest standards, knowing that the shortcomings of any member of the family will be held against all of us. But when someone outside of the family unfairly criticizes a family member or the family as a whole, we are quick to join together in opposition to that unfair criticism. 
When members of our "family" suffer or are persecuted, we all feel their pain…When a member of our "family" does something illegal, immoral or shameful, we all feel the shame…. 
And when a member of our "family" accomplishes something significant, we all feel proud. A perfect example of Jews (even completely secular ones) delighting in the accomplishments of our fellow Jews is the perennial popularity of Adam Sandler's Chanukkah songs, listing famous people who are Jewish. We…take pride in scientists like Albert Einstein…And is there a Jew who doesn't know (or at least feel pride upon learning) that Sandy Koufax declined to pitch in a World Series game that fell on Yom Kippur?
 

Being Jewish, at the very least, means sharing an ancestry with a group of people who were dispersed throughout the world after being expelled from our homeland. It is sharing in a history of an oft persecuted group that developed unique and interesting traditions.  
And Yet others understand their Jewish identity coming more from a sense of dedication to Tikkun Olam, fixing the brokenness that is in our world, then anything else.  For some of us, our Judaism is felt through pursuing righteous actions and our Judaism stems from the prophetic heritage of “Let Justice roll down like waters and righteousness as a mighty stream.”
  At the core we see ourselves as inheritors of the tradition of Abraham, the first Jew and the one who sets up a president for arguing with God.  In the story of Sodom and Gomorrah Abraham argues with and cries out to God, “Will you sweep away the innocent along with the guilty? Far be it from you to do such a thing, to bring death upon the innocent as well as the guilty, so that innocent and guilty fare alike. Far be it from You!  Shall the Judge of all the earth not act justly?  (Gen 18:23, 25)

This identification with what it means to be Jewish includes feeling connected to a tradition and heritage in which those who walked before us understood that we are partners in creation and “while it is not up to us to finish perfecting the world, we are not free from desisting from it either.
  The roots of the Reform Movement are based in this prophetic call for social justice.  For Jews helping, fixing, mending and repairing the world are not options, they are obligations and sacred deeds—Mitzvot; commandments from God.  Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsberg writes, My concern for justice, for peace, for enlightenment stems from my heritage.  …For example, I say who I am in certain visible signs.  The command from Deuteronomy appears in artworks, in Hebrew letters, on three walls and a table in my chambers.  [it is] ‘Tzedek Tzedek tirdof:  Justice, Justice shall you pursue,’ [and] they are ever-present reminders to me of what judges must do….”


Ruth Messinger, president of the American Jewish World Service, an organization that works to alleviate poverty, hunger, and disease in the developing world, writes, “As a Jew, I feel a deep responsibility to assist those in the world who are the most beleaguered—the millions living in abject poverty who are determined to carve out respectful lives for themselves and their families….Through service, Jews will become effective agents in the world, working against growing alienation and creating global community.
  


Some of us answer the question of what it means to be Jewish saying, I understand that my faith demands that I pursue Justice and do the right thing. 

And still, there are others who’s Judaism is about a covenantal relationship found in Torah. Rabbi Eric Yoffie, President of the Union for Reform Judaism writes,  “I am Jewish.  This means, above all else, that I was present at Sinai, and that when the Torah was given on that mountain, my DNA was to be found in the crowd….Jewish destiny is a collective destiny.  And I believe, he continues, as well that the concept of the Jews being one people is a religious idea and not an ethnic, political, or cultural one.  The foundations of people are not to be found in nostalgia, gastronomy, or a shared sense of the Jewish People.  It is the covenant at Sinai that links all Jews including nonobservant ones, in a bond of shared responsibility. ”
  
Some of us believe being Jewish means that our lives are connected to sacred text.  We search to hear God’s voice.  We study Torah so that we might learn what God wants from us and follow commandments because they give meaning to our lives.  We engage in rituals like lighting Shabbat candles, saying Kaddish for a loved one, coming to synagogue to pray with other Jews, and fasting on this Day of Atonement, because in this way we affirm our Jewish identity.  

For Rabbi Yoffie and others, being Jewish is first and foremost about accepting Torah and recognizing that we are partners in a covenantal, a sacred partnership with God. 
For sure, I think we are Jewish all the reasons mentioned above and more.  We are Jewish because of our connection to culture, social justice, faith and Torah, all ways of identifying what it means to feel apart of a greater whole, of Am Yisrael the People of Israel.  All ways that help us answer the question of what it means to be Jewish.  


 We are the Chosen People, an Or L’goyim—a light to the nations and this means that we have a job to do.  We are models for living through the best of times and the worst of times.  We have survived for thousands of years despite the forces that have tried to destroy us.  It is not easy to be a Jew and yet, we have held fast to dreams,
  to our sense of Peoplehood, and to our commitment to mitzvoth, social justice, Faith, Torah. Israel and God.  

And still some of us are not yet able to complete the sentence, I am Jewish Because… some of us don’t exactly know what our Judaism means to us, maybe we have never even thought of the question before.  But I think your answer to that question matters.  Our individual and collective answers strengthen our people, perpetuate our heritage and traditions and ultimately, give meaning and purpose to our words and our deeds, making this world a better place.  
In this new year, may we allow ourselves the quiet time and space to begin answering the question of what it means to be Jewish. 

May the searching for that answer lead us to finding our best selves, and bring us to closer to our People and our Faith. 
G;mar Chatima Tova, May we be sealed for a good year of strength, blessings and happiness. 
Amen.
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