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Liberal Judaism 

Sermon for Yom Kippur 5783 

Rabbi Caryn Broitman 

 

It is always a privilege to speak with you and share thoughts 

on this holiest of days, a privilege I approach with great awe.  As 

it says in our prayerbook, “Yehiyu l’ratzon imrei fi v’hegion libi 

lefanecha H’ tzuri v’Goali  May the words of my mouth and the 

prayer of my heart be acceptable to You, O Lord, my Rock and 

my Foundation”  Amen 

I want to share a story with you of what is called in Hebrew 

a machloket leshem shamayim.  A machloket leshem shamayim is a holy 

argument and is central to being Jewish.  The story of the 

argument is this.   Many years ago, Brian and I had the blessing of 

attending a family Bat Mitzvah of a part of our family who are 

Orthodox. The night before was a wonderful Shabbat dinner, and 

I sat next to a friend of the family who was also Orthodox.  I was 
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prepared to sit politely and engage in warm and harmless 

conversation when he, knowing of course that I was a 

Reconstructionist Rabbi, asked me a question that went 

something like this: “aren’t you really just a liberal who is 

imposing your liberal ideas onto Judaism and seeing in Judaism 

whatever confirms your liberal thinking?”  

Wow, I thought, this dinner is going to be interesting.  The 

challenge may have made some people uncomfortable but I 

relished having a discussion that was about such an important 

question with someone who had a different perspective, and for 

the rest of the dinner we had a machloket leshem shamayim, a holy 

argument, that has stayed with me. 

 It was the early 1990’s and my movement, the 

Reconstructionist movement, was in the forefront of the full 

inclusion of women and Gay and Lesbian Jews in religious life. 
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During that time, our rabbinical association had passed 

resolutions in support of asylum for Central American refugees, 

the ERA, women’s rights at the Western Wall, full reproductive 

rights, nuclear disarmament, and the reallocation of military 

spending to resources for the poor, to name a few examples.   Of 

course, I could have asked my conversation partner the same 

thing he asked me.  The politics of his community were 

predominantly conservative.  Weren’t they just conservatives 

imposing their views on the tradition and finding texts that 

confirmed those views?   

But beyond those arguments were more important questions 

with which we engaged one other.  What did each of us see as the 

core teachings of Judaism?  And why did we choose that Judaism 

for our lives?  His argument to me was that the Judaism he chose 

was based on Torah and the “real” Judaism, whereas the Judaism 
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I chose, was a convenient expression of my pre-existing modern 

American self.   

 I welcomed the challenge.  It was a fair question and an 

important one to answer, because too often we liberal Jews 

undersell ourselves.  I would argue that liberal or progressive 

Judaism is committed to a moral vision that is a compelling 

expression of an ancient Jewish vision that runs from the Torah 

through the prophets, and through classical rabbinic Judaism.  It 

is a religious vision that is sorely needed and cries out to be heard 

in our age. 

To clarify, liberal or progressive Judaism, terms used 

interchangeably, is not a political description but a religious and 

philosophical one.  The term Liberal is often used to distinguish 

itself from Halachic Judaism, a Judaism that sees itself bound by a 

divinely commanded Jewish law. Liberal Judaism often defines 
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itself as being based on personal choice. But choice alone is not a 

category on which we can argue for moral or religious obligation 

or calling.1  I would define liberal Judaism as a Judaism that 

treasures Jewish tradition as tradition, but not divine law, and 

that prioritizes Judaism’s prophetic vision of justice and the 

universal, equal dignity of all human beings.   

Liberal Judaism is a modern movement, but all streams of 

Judaism today are modern, from Reform to Ultra-Orthodox.  

Every Jewish community adapts and responds to their 

contemporary reality.  It is not that we are modern that defines us, 

but rather which Jewish values we choose to center that defines us.  

As a pluralist, I have appreciation for all the rich choices that 

make up Judaism today. I have learned deeply from every stream 

of Judaism that I have had the blessing of being in contact with.  

As a Reconstructionist and Reform Rabbi leading a Reform and 
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pluralistic congregation, however, my message is that I think that 

liberal religion in general, and liberal Judaism in particular, is not 

taking itself and its role in the world seriously enough.  We need to be 

clear about what we stand for and to proudly proclaim the values 

that are at the heart and soul of our Judaism, a Judaism that is 

deeply needed in the world in these difficult times and is worthy 

of our deep commitment. 

Our values are rooted in our Jewish tradition.  I should say 

“traditions” plural.  The Hebrew Bible does not offer one 

consolidated vision.  The Bible contains within it many holy 

arguments among different schools of thought.2  The Bible was 

written over approximately 600 years.  Some of those holy 

arguments take place among contemporaries of the same 

generation, and others take place across centuries.  In 

Deuteronomy, Ezra and Nechemia, for example, there is a strong 
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nationalism and an exclusive covenant of Deuteronomy, along 

with sections of the Torah that justify a strong militarism. 

Opposing this are inspiring visions of peace and the commitment 

to justice for all in passages of the Torah, books of the prophets 

and throughout the holy books of our four-thousand-year-old 

tradition.   

Taking one example of these holy arguments, we find a 

verse in Deuteronomy that says that an Israelite is forbidden to 

marry a descendent of a Moabite, even the descendant of a 

Moabite from 10 generations back. This does not go unanswered 

in the Bible.  In direct opposition to this verse is the biblical book 

of Ruth that we read on Shavuoth, the holiday that celebrates the 

giving of the Torah on Mt. Sinai.   Ruth is a Moabite woman, who, 

contrary to the law of Deuteronomy, marries Boaz, an Israelite, 

and gives birth to a son who becomes the ancestor of King David 
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himself, and will be in turn the ancestor of the future Messiah. 

What a radical and conscious overturning of that verse in 

Deuteronomy.   

This universalist vision of Ruth also appears in today’s 

haftarah reading of Isaiah, who is probably a contemporary of the 

writers of Deuteronomy. His vision is that the Temple will be a 

house of prayer for all peoples, and that the militarism of the 

Assyrian Empire of his time is the opposite of what we should 

aspire to. Rather, Isaiah’s vision is the beating of swords into 

plowshares and learning war no more (Is. 2:4).  It is not militarism 

and nationalism but peace and justice Isaiah proclaims.  As you 

just heard in the Haftarah, “the real fast God desires is the ending 

of exploitation, the freeing of all those oppressed, the … sharing 

of your bread with those who are hungry, assuring housing and 

clothing for all.” 
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Isaiah lived during the rise of the Assyrian Empire about 

2,700 years ago, at a time when there was also growing economic 

inequality in the Kingdoms of Israel and Judea, a concern that 

Deuteronomy also shares.  The details may vary from one 

generation or one millennium to another.  In Isaiah’s time, he 

argued against the model of Assyrian militarism and argued for 

reallocating military spending into spending on food.  In the 

1990’s, my rabbinical association voted on a resolution to divert 

military spending toward programs that helped the poor.  Their 

context was not the Assyrians of course, but the defunding of 

welfare and social service programs taking place at that time.  The 

historical details changed but the values are the same.  These are 

religious values, Jewish values that we as a religious community 

choose to hold up, as we do when we support housing initiatives 
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on the Island as a Jewish community, and when we act with 

others to alleviate hunger. 

These are not partisan issues. We identify with no political 

party.  That would only drag down our greater calling.  We see 

our engagement in these issues as loyalty to Jewish values that we 

want to hold up, and not to political associations.  These are 

issues we are called to act on from our ancient tradition.  Did all 

Israelites believe in these things thousands of years ago?  No—

they disagreed about things then as much as we do today. If my 

Shabbos friend and I had lived 2,700 years ago, we would have 

had perhaps, a similar argument. There were priests in Isaiah’s 

time that focused on ritual alone without emphasis on ethics.  

There were royalists who focused on nationalism and military 

might.  Isaiah presented his vision and lifted up his voice for 

justice, saying that our rituals are only meaningful if they are 
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accompanied by a just actions.  If our ancestors sought to 

persuade each other of their different visions, we should feel 

empowered to argue ours.  Isaiah lifted up his voice.  We must lift 

up ours.   

We lift up our voices against racism and for the full 

inclusion of women and of LGBTQ people in Jewish life, for as it 

says in Genesis, all human beings are created equally in the image 

of God.  We lift up our voices to welcome the stranger and help 

those who seek asylum because our Torah reminds us that we too 

were strangers in the land of Egypt.  We lift up our voices for 

reproductive justice, because Judaism teaches that human life 

begins at birth, not at conception, and therefore the moral 

imperative is to give women and pregnant people the full 

healthcare they need because all are created in the image of God. 

The national conversation needs our religious and Jewish voice. 
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I want to pause now and be clear that being a liberal Jewish 

community, in no way means we agree on everything.  It is, after 

all, a Jewish tradition to disagree on everything.  There are some 

things that we have enough broad agreement on to act on as a 

congregation.  The past few years, for example, we have acted 

against gun violence by joining the Massachusetts Coalition to 

Prevent Gun Violence.  We have advocated for the just treatment 

of immigrants by working with HIAS for immigration rights and 

asylum.  We have advocated for affordable housing by joining the 

coalition to create the MV Housing bank.  We have taken 

seriously the prevalence of racism in our society by hosting an 

ongoing racial justice reading group.   

There are other areas where we as a congregation do not 

have broad agreement, and seek the opportunity for sacred 

conversation and holy argument.  Israeli Palestinian issues are an 
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example of that.  We are a synagogue that reflects the whole 

Jewish community in all our diversity of views, and because we 

take seriously both our relationships to each other and the 

importance of the issues, we have the courage to hold facilitated 

conversations about difficult issues.  We have the courage to 

invite speakers from many perspectives to expose us to new ideas 

and to help us disagree in a holy and respectful way.   How we 

can disagree with each other is as important as how we agree.  

There is too little of that in our country right now, and if we can 

successfully model these makhlokot leshem shamayim, holy and 

respectful disagreements, we have added so much to the national 

conversation. 

Whether we model how we agree or how we disagree, we 

are living in a time when liberal religious communities of all 

denominations are deeply needed in the conversation. We need 
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more spaces where there is open, moral, respectful conversation 

and that is what our community strives to be. Studies show that 

people spend more time alone on the computer and less time with 

other people. We are living at a time of more and more isolation.   

We cannot survive as a democratic society in the echo chamber of 

tweets and internet-based disinformation campaigns that 

encourage us to demonize each other.  And our society is so 

secular that we have ceded religious voices to the most nationalist 

and narrow of perspectives.  Our voices need to be heard not just 

individually but as a religious community.   

So what is our calling as a Jewish community? The 

theologian Stanley Hauerwas wrote that the “The first task of the 

church [or we would say of a Jewish community] is to exhibit in 

our common life the kind of community that is possible when 
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trust, not fear, rules our lives.”3  This is no small task.  This is a 

holy task and this is our task.   

And within the diversity of American religious 

communities, we must take our place as a proud liberal Jewish 

community who takes our calling with the upmost seriousness 

and commitment.  We may not be called to observe Jewish law as 

divinely ordained, but we are called to be in loving, honest and 

critical conversation with 4,000 years of inspiring Jewish 

tradition.  We are called to grow and learn in this beautiful 

heritage of ours and bring the best of our hearts and minds to 

serious engagement. We are called to bring forth the voices of our 

Torah and prophets that call for justice, equality and peace.  We 

are called to strive to be a model of beloved community, taking 

care of each other and working with others to bring Isaiah’s 
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vision to reality, bringing justice and equality to those on our 

Island and around the world. 

We are a community of spirit, ready to take our place in the 

world together, with courage and hope. 

G’mar Hatimah Tova, 

May we all be inscribed and sealed in the book of life. 

 

 

 

 
1 See Ronald F. Thiemann, Religion in Public Life: A Dilemma for Democracy, (Washington,D.C.: Georgetown 

University Press, 1996), 100. 
2 See lecture by Israel Knohl, “Isaiah v. Deuteronomy: Hebrew Bible Between Universalism and 

Nationalism,” given at the Shalom Hartman Institute, July 10, 2019.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NBgbHCEHgFA 
3 Thiemann, p. 102. 


