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Rabbi Ellen Greenspan 

Temple Emanu-El-Beth Sholom 

 

Thank you, Reverend Rollert, for inviting me to be on this panel today, and thank 

you, Dr. Rasor, for your thoughtful framing of our question. 

 

Is there a future for liberal faith in a secular world? I believe the answer is yes – 

but I must be clear that not all rabbis would answer the question the same way. I am a 

Reform rabbi, and I am a product of the American Reform Movement. 

(More about the structure of the Jewish community)? 

This is where I said a few words about the spectrum of differences in the Jewish 

community. Click here to read about the principles of Reform Judaism: 

http://www.reformjudaism.org/what-reform-judaism 

Click here to read about the principles of Reconstructionist Judaism, the other “liberal” 

movement: https://jewishrecon.org/learn/reconstructionism  

 

Reform Judaism very much believes that it is possible to live in the modern, even 

secular, world – and still live a Jewish life. As Paul said in his talk, our liberal religious 

tradition calls upon us to be engaged with the world, to embrace it rather than 

withdrawing from it. I can’t tell you how many times someone has apologetically said to 

me, “I am Jewish, but not very religious,” when what the person really means is “I am 

not very observant; I don’t follow many Jewish laws or traditions.” Reform Jews are 

encouraged make decisions about the religious rituals we choose to follow. We have 

the freedom to adopt the traditions and practices we find personally meaningful and to 

decide how “religious” – how observant – we want to be. However, being a good 

person is not a choice. Our goal is, as Paul said, to live fully IN the world while bringing 

our religious values to bear ON it. 

 

Reform Judaism has a strong historic commitment to social justice – to the 

demands our prophetic tradition makes on us. We live by the words of the prophet 

Micah: “God has shown you…what is good, and what the Eternal One requires of you: 

http://www.reformjudaism.org/what-reform-judaism
https://jewishrecon.org/learn/reconstructionism
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to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8) 

 

Rabbi Maurice Eisendrath was a leader of the Reform movement from 1943 until 

his death in 1973. As the public face of the movement for almost 30 years, he applied 

the values of Reform Judaism – the values of social justice – to the struggles of his day: 

for civil rights, for peace in the midst of the Vietnam conflict, and for social justice for all 

people. 

 

But, Rabbi Eisendrath did not dismiss “religion.” Towards the end of his life, he 

wrote these words: “The world needs Judaism. Its compassion instead… of today’s 

violence, its optimism in the face of despair, its compassion in the face of human 

callousness,… its love of learning and passion for justice, its hunger for peace as the 

apex of God’s kingdom and its partnership with God in setting the world right.”  

 

As an American rabbi living in Montreal, I am astonished by the number of 

people – Jewish and non-Jewish – who come to my office to talk about their personal 

religious journeys and how often they express that something is missing from their lives. 

My limited knowledge of Quebec history tells me that after so many years of living 

defiantly secular lives, the pendulum is swinging the other way. We need to let people 

know that it is OK to be religious. I have heard that people are sometimes afraid to 

admit that they attend synagogue for fear that they will be mocked for being “religious.”  

 

To quote Paul again, “to remain religiously relevant, we must first remain 

religious.” I believe that religion offers us a framework within which to live our lives. The 

flow of the Jewish calendar, Sabbath and holiday celebrations, provides structure and a 

richness that is often missing if all we do is go to work, get the kids to hockey practice 

and maybe do a little biking, hiking or skiing on the weekends. The values that come 

with that religious tradition give us a moral grounding. Our liberal Jewish tradition 

demands that we help make the world a better place – by feeding the hungry, 

welcoming the stranger, and comforting the bereaved, to name just a few.  
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In biblical times, there was no difference between religious laws, civil laws, and 

ethical laws. They all had the same weight. Today, we differentiate – and at least liberal 

Judaism puts a lot more emphasis on the ethical commandments of our tradition. The 

Torah commands us to take care of the needy, the widow, the orphan and the stranger 

in our midst. (This is where I skipped, in the interest of time, to the last paragraph). 

 

The Talmud demands that even a poor person must give to those less fortunate 

than he/she. A midrash, (commentary on the Torah), says: “God says to Israel, “My 

children, whenever you give sustenance to the poor, I impute it to you as though you 

gave sustenance to Me.” Does God then eat and drink? No, but whenever you give food 

to the poor, God accounts it to you as if you gave food to God.” (Midrash Tannaim on 

Num. 28:2) 

 

An 18th century rabbi said: “If you want to raise a person from mud and filth, do 

not think it is enough to keep standing on top and reaching a helping hand down to the 

person. You must go all the way down yourself, down into mud and filth. Then take hold 

of the person with strong hands and pull the person and yourself out into the light.” 

(Rabbi Shelom of Karlin)  

 

And finally, from the Passover Haggadah: “This is the bread of affliction our 

ancestors ate in the land of Egypt. Let all who are hungry come and eat; let all who are 

in need come share our Passover meal.” 

 

As we approach the Passover and Easter season, it is my hope that we can 

proudly stand up and claim our right to own our liberal faith in this secular world, to be 

religiously observant while also being a guiding light, providing the moral grounding our 

world so desperately needs. 

 

Thank you. 
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