
Can a Conservative Jew be passionate about his/her Judaism. Is that deep emotional commitment impossible 
with our kind of Judaism? 
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Jewish Commitment without Fundamentalism 

 What actually is fundamentalism?  Scholars agree on its three principles: 
1.  Moral Dualism – a view of the world as sharply divided between good and evil – no shades of grey 
2. The absolute truth of a sacred text or tradition 
3. Abandoning secularism and modernity 

This morning I would like to explain to you how to be a passionate and committed Jew without being a 
fundamentalist.  Some of you instantly feel that proposition is a contradiction! You may say to yourselves 
“Our kind of ‘liberal religion’ is destined to be parve!” 

 The architect of the Holocaust Museum, James Fried, was asked why architects always design on 
napkins or on matchbook covers?  His answer:  “We don’t want to commit ourselves.”  This is the time to 
throw away our matchbooks and napkins and commit ourselves.  How do we do that, not in Borough Park, 
but here in Metuchen/Edison? 

 My colleague, Rabbi Alan Silverstein, defined three types of Jews.  He called them “Head Jews,” “Heart 
Jews,” and “Hand Jews.”   

“Head Jews” are cerebral Jews – people who find a meaning and fulfillment via the realm of books, 
ideas, discussions, mental probing of ideas. “Heart Jews” are those who seek serenity by way of holiness,  
spirituality, prayer and ceremonial intimacy with God.  “Hand Jews” are individuals who are best inspired 
by communal and political acts, by deeds, which transform the lives of individuals in society for the doer 
himself. 

Let us see how each works and how it can work in our lives.   

First, a “Heart Jew” - Anne Roiphe, journalist and novelist. Roiphe writes of her route into Jewish 
spirituality through the heart. She says, “Once I knew only about Jewish catastrophe; now I can tell a Jewish 
joke, and have seen Torah pointers, cups of Elijah and menorahs made of clay.  I am the same old feminist 
that I always was.  I am still left of center, first amendment, anti-war sort of person.  But, now I have 
pictures in my mind of the destruction of the temple and the exile from Spain.  I know the stories of Gluckl 
of Hamelin and the Baal Shem Tov.  When the Ethiopians arrive at Ben Gurion Airport, I felt like a child at 
her birthday party!  I am no longer a mere particle of genetic material spinning out a single life span.  I have 
a past, present and future among my people.  Am I ever surprised!” 

I would bet that those of you who are young parents have created a “heart ritual” at bedtime with your 
child.  “Daddy, mommy read me a story.  Tuck me in.  Turn out all the lights, except my nightlight, close the 
door, but only halfway.”  That is a secular ritual which is created instead of the shema before bedtime. To 
the person who says it, it must be regular and systematic and orderly, in order to tranquilize.  If either of 
these ritualized tasks are left undone or executed in the wrong order, the child cannot go to sleep!  Judaism 
is rich in “shifting mood moments” for the “heart Jew.”  It provides the heart Jew with solemnity on Yom 
Kippur; joy on Simchat Torah; mirth on Purim; mourning on Tisha B’av; appreciation on Passover; self-
reflection on Rosh Hashanah; and tranquility and relaxation on Shabbat. 



What of the “hand Jew” – the Jew of social activism?  It is not by accident that in 1993, more dollars 
were contributed nationally to the United Jewish Appeal than to any other philanthropic cause, even the 
Salvation Army, the United Way, or the Catholic charities, even though we  Jews comprise less than 2 ½% 
of the American population!  That record is a direct outgrowth of the feeling of connectedness between the 
Jewish and religion and the world around. That nexus is called Tikkun Olam. 

What of the “head Jews” Did you know that for “head Jews” Judaism includes a framework for 
evaluating the new moral challenges posed by such issues as – abortion; disconnecting life support systems 
for brain dead patients; test-tube babies; surrogate mothers; genetic engineering; as well as changing views 
regarding human sexualities permissible limits? 

We should be striving to ascend the rungs of the ladder of the “head, heart, and hand” or all three, 
toward a higher rung.  Our motto should be “not yet.” That is, constantly climbing those ladders, even if 
not yet at the top. That is what we mean by religious commitment without fundamentalism. 


