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As a young rabbi I did not envisage ever becoming president of the International Rabbinical Assembly 
Association of Conservative Rabbis. Lo and behold, though, it happened. I was grateful for the confidence of 
my colleagues and the trust of Neve Shalom’s leadership that their rabbi should accept this honor and the many 
duties, both domestically and in Israel, it entailed, At my installation, which was at the Concord Hotel, I was 
fortunate that my family, including my own father, was present to witness. Many in the congregation made the 
trip to share my sacred charge and nachas. Here is what I said to the 600 rabbis and spouses assembled.   
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 In 1970, I walked outside of this hotel with my wife, and reversing the popular theological question of 

our time, I complained to her: “Why not me?” “This rabbinic fellowship is so important to me; I have so many 

ideas for its growth and development; I should like to contribute.” Now that you have honored me by electing 

me as your president, still in the theological language of our time, I ask, “Why me?” of the 1,400 rabbis in the 

Rabbinical Assembly, serving in this country, Israel, Latin America, and Europe, there are certainly those who 

are more learned; those who are more pious; those who are finer spokesmen for Conservative Judaism. I 

humbly accept this privilege, and am struck by the confidence you have invested in me. 

 Today, in 1992, in spite of the enemies who now knock at our door, let us possess the equanimity and 

purposefulness again to “separate the urgent from the necessary.” The urgent agenda frequently has been 

highlighted in the media this past year. It has concentrated, of course, on Israel, anti-Semitism and the data of 

the Jewish population study of 1990. I call to your attention that on each of these urgent matters, hard decisions 

were required on the spot by local rabbis, who could not always take their cues from the advice of national 

Jewish secular or religious organizations. When the Polish Primate, who had delivered an anti-Semitic homily, 

visited communities across this country, it was the local rabbi, in many cases, who was the Jewish 

spokesperson. When the conflict with the Bush administration first erupted over loan guarantees last fall, it was 

the local rabbi, at the time of the High Holydays, who was called upon to galvanize Jew to defeat the 
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postponement of the loan guarantees. Reacting to the hard information of the Jewish population study, it is the 

local pulpit rabbi, who must reallocate resources and priorities to respond to those statistics. 

Religious Judaism is accustomed to classify and demarcate; Jew and Gentile; Kosher Tref; Shabbat-Hol; 

while the secular humanist society in which we live increasingly declassifies and blurs; unconventional 

mixtures and combinations – Jew blurs into Gentile; kosher blurs into tref. 

By instinct, and certainly by education, we rabbis are not accustomed to explain what Judaism’s clear 

categories offer in contrast to the blurry secularist-humanistic approach. It is necessary to devise a series of 

responses, both intellectual and existential, which reach out to the best and brightest in the secular world. At this 

convention we have already begun to seriously consider spirituality a frontal response to the secular mode. 

Parallel to the long range works of our Publications Committee, a separate committee will generate pamphlets 

on current timely issues, featuring the approach of Conservative Judaism to life decisions, such as living wills, 

conversion, and even what Judaism teaches about the afterlife. 

Necessary, too, is the continuing priority attention to the welfare and security of the individual rabbi.  

Some will say that undue attention to such matters is limiting, that our vision should be broader. I refer to those 

matters which sometimes disparagingly have been called trade-union issues. That is not a term of opprobrium. 

Because as the rabbi’s security and welfare are strengthened, he or she can serve more effectively, and the entire 

synagogue is thus strengthened. 

On the eve of the twenty-first century I am mindful of the changing nature of the American Jewish 

community to which a changing rabbinic prototype must respond. In my father’s generation, an essentially 

entrepreneurial and non-English-speaking laity engaged rabbis whose essential mission was to establish and 

build congregations. My generation found those congregations well ensconced with a laity whose secular 

education matched our own. Our rabbinic mission was to deepen the content of the synagogue by embellishing 

its program, and to build a more comprehensive Jewish community. Most of us approached that task as 
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“religious functionalists” – explaining halakhah as reinforcing social or family ties, as maintaining our 

civilization. It is clear that both the current generation of laypersons, who comprise the United Synagogue, and 

its rabbis, are progressing to yet another plateau-establishing a new agenda for the twenty-first century. Many of 

those laypeople have been students in courses of Judaica on the college campus. The more interested have 

available translations in English of classic Jewish texts. The current generation of rabbis serve those laypeople 

with yet newer prototypes reflected in the program of this convention – transmitting the spiritual content of 

Judaism, greater in-reach to the graduates of Solomon Schechter schools, and alumni of Camps Ramah, and 

more effective teaching of the original, classic texts. Those laypeople seek a clearer definition of the ideology, 

rather than the sociology, of Conservative Judaism. 

The emphasis of rabbinic service has changed in those years. It has shifted from pilpul to preacher, to 

pastor, and more recently it has become the rabbi as programmer. The Conservative rabbi is still required to be 

knowledgeable in the development and decisions of halakhah, and must still be an effective pulpit 

communicator. Our laity still turns to the rabbi for pastoral advice and counseling. But those skills are joined 

and perhaps overshadowed today by a newer function which has been emphasized more in the last decade. The 

rabbi is required to be the resource for programs on a multitude of levels in the congregation, or whatever  

enterprise he or she serves. 

In 1956, as President of the United Synagogue Youth, I was invited to speak in a Midwestern 

synagogue. As I delivered my remarks, all of eighteen years of age and somewhat nervous, I suddenly felt a 

tugging on the back of my jacket. It turned out to be the rabbi of the congregation, now a colleague. He said, 

“Mr. Zelizer, it is time to sit down.” I now feel the loving hands of 800 colleagues tugging at my jacket. And 

therefore I close with a prayer to the Almighty. 

“May the loving favor of the Lord rest upon our efforts, and allow to flourish the sacred work which we 

undertake.”  


