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METUCHEN, N.J.— The Harris poll recently reported that members of the clergy have the most 
prestigious occupations, along with doctors and scientists. Indeed, we have been held in high esteem for 
decades. 

But I often wonder how much influence I actually have. I have served my congregation, Neve Shalom, for 
27 years, and have addressed social issues in sermons, classes and articles. I have, for example, explained 
Judaism's view of abortion, yet only once have I been called for advice. 

I have preached about the artificial extension of life through medical technology, but have found that most 
of my parishioners who face this difficult dilemma prefer to consult their doctors. I endorsed, from the 
pulpit, a plan to put a senior citizen housing project on my block, but when I attended a town hearing on 
the proposal, a member of my congregation said, ''Rabbi, what are you doing here?'' 

Is this prestige? 

Like many members of the clergy, I am often told before a wedding or a funeral to ''make it short.'' If my 
prestige were really that high, wouldn't I be asked to ''make it long''? Clergymen have long complained 
about this sort of thing. A tale that has circulated among us for decades illustrates the point: Abba Hillel 
Silver, a prominent American rabbi in the 1940's, was meeting in his study with a couple he was about to 
marry in the sanctuary down the corridor. ''Make it short,'' they said. So Rabbi Silver did. As the story 
goes, he signed the documents making their marriage official, and walked out of the building. 

Here was a rabbi who demanded respect. And while respect is one element of prestige, there are others 
that do not seem to apply to many members of the clergy. 

For example, ministers, priests and rabbis may be perceived as having high-status occupations, but they 
do not earn high salaries. According to Money magazine, the median annual salary for clergy in 1994 was 
$26,000. The figure was the same for car salesmen, who rated low in prestige, and nutritionists, flight 
attendants, graphic artists, machinists, plumbers and retail buyers, who all ranked average in prestige. 
Nor does prestige necessarily translate into job security. The turnover among rabbis, for example, is high. 
Of the more than 50 rabbis ordained with me in 1964, fewer than half still serve congregations. Most of 
the rest have burned out or were thrown out. 

My nearly three decades with one congregation is the exception in a town where only 5 of 25 churches and 
synagogues have a religious leader who has occupied the pulpit for more than 10 years. Our local clergy 
association has difficulty electing officers because our two-year term is too long -- within that time, many 
of our members have left their congregations. 



In my office I have a copy of a cartoon of a clergyman delivering his sermon. The manuscript in front of 
him reads: ''Blah, blah, blah . . . Isaiah 53:5. . .blah, blah, blah.'' Perhaps this is how the public really views 
us, regardless of what the polls show about church-going and belief in God. Perhaps it is the role of the 
religious leader that carries prestige, rather than the real and sometimes flawed human being who must 
handle the daily complexities of leading a congregation. 

Robert Wuthnow, an expert on religion at Princeton University, says that while the prestige of the clergy 
remains high, many Americans see clergy members as ''religious bureaucrats,'' and more and more are 
turning to other sources for spiritual inspiration. 

The word religion is derived from the Latin word religare, meaning to fasten loose parts into a coherent 
whole. My life's calling has been to make whole the joys and tribulations of life by binding them to a 
transcendent God. And maybe I have had some impact: Two young women who were students of mine 
have decided to become a rabbi and a cantor, respectively. If my prestige is high because of these sacred 
endeavors, that is enough for me. 
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