RECONSTRUCTIONIST JUDAISM
1. "How do Reconstructionists approach sacred texts?

We consider our sacred texts to be the product of inspired experience in the human search for God and holiness in our world. To us, they are neither literal transcriptions from a Supernatural Being nor anachronisms that are mere constructs and fictions. We value our dialogue with the voices of our sacred texts because of the passion, values, aspirations and wisdom they express and how they therefore inform and shape our current Jewish lives. 

Torah study, or Talmud Torah, has been an integral part of Reconstructionism since its inception. To some degree, this is due to the fact that we study in order to understand the history and the values inherent in the ritual practices under consideration by the community. Hence, many communities form regular, ongoing havurot (study groups) as an essential component of adult education programming. In addition, we regard the study of our sacred texts as one path in the search for holiness in our world, inspiring many of our congregations to offer ongoing study groups "lishma" simply for the sake of learning.

2. How does Reconstructionism regard Halakah/Jewish Law and Jewish tradition?

Halakah - literally 'the path' or 'the way' - serves to guide the manner in which the individual and community lives its Jewish life. In so doing, halakah relies upon our rich cultural heritage. We see halakah as informing Jewish practice because of its contribution to the moral and spiritual life of the Jewish people. Our decision making process reflects Mordecai Kaplan's founding philosophy that Judaism is an evolving religious civilization. Therefore, our decision making process embodies both past and present by infusing our 'path' with the ethics and values that are our legacy as well as the realities of our present cultural lives. Decision making is a dynamic, community-driven and, perhaps most importantly, self-conscious process which reflects our philosophy of living in two civilizations. 

3. How do Reconstructionists approach God?

Reconstructionism, which proposes a religious humanist theology, sees God as a Power or Process working through nature and human beings. It is therefore incumbent upon us to bring divinity into the world through our actions, thereby increasing God's presence in our physical, emotional, intellectual and spiritual lives, as individuals and as faith-based communities. For example, instead of speaking of a just, kind, compassionate God, we might state that justice, kindness and compassion are Godly and we commit to self-consciously live according to these values. Approaching God in this manner enables us to perceive the holy in our daily lives and to infuse our interactions with an element of the Divine. This communal understanding of God co-exists with a wide variety of personally held beliefs. 

4. What is the Reconstructionist approach to the idea of the Chosen People?

Rather than view ourselves as God's chosen people, we understand ourselves as being called upon to do God's work. We follow this unique path of doing God's work because the Jewish story, civilization, and culture belong to us. Part of our journey includes the formation of a special covenant, a 'brit' between God and Israel. Our covenant is a holy relationship grounded in Jewish ethics and values. This also means respecting the diversity of each religion and culture in its unique contribution to global community of which we are a part.

5. What is the role of the rabbi in the community?

Reconstructionist rabbis function as community leaders, teachers, counselors and authorities. However, while the rabbi bears these as well as other functions, the rabbi is not the sole authority in a congregation's decision-making life. While the rabbi may be the leader, decision making is a collaborative effort. It is, however, the rabbi's role as an authority to infuse the decision making process and its substance with Jewish values. 

6. What are Reconstructionist approaches to kashrut?

Our philosophy values kashrut as part of the spiritual and cultural legacy of the Jewish people, and as one aspect of the Jewish search to welcome the Divine presence to our tables and into our communities. We therefore embrace kashrut as more than an issue of appropriate foods and instead view kashrut as a tool for sanctifying our public and private lives within the context of Jewish civilization. With a host of options upon which to base a decision including factors ranging from traditional Jewish legal guidelines to ethical and ecological considerations, most Reconstructionist communities agree on a kashrut policy. Whatever a community's specific guidelines may be, the overriding value is the recognition that our communities' relationship to practicing kashrut is premised upon our rich cultural heritage rather than upon obeying a divine commandment. 

It should therefore not be surprising that in a recent movement wide survey more than 30% of our member households kept some form of kashrut by choice for a variety of spiritual, cultural, ecological and ethical reasons. In addition, most feel strongly that no matter what their personal household practices may be, kashrut would not act as a barrier to eating with others. 

7. How does Reconstructionism view interfaith marriages?

We pride ourselves on having welcoming communities and often have non-Jewish spouses active in our communities who are supportive and/or committed to maintaining Jewish households. While we do not encourage interfaith marriages, we are committed to inclusivity and we certainly welcome all members of interfaith families. Some of our rabbis will officiate at interfaith unions as long as non-Jewish clergy do not co-officiate. We leave this up to the conscience of each rabbi. We have a report on the role of non-Jewish members of our community called Boundaries and Opportunities, which provides background information and insights to assist communities in reaching their own conclusions and developing their own standards. 

8. How do Reconstructionist communities involve non-Jewish family members?

Since 1968, our movement has recognized the Jewishness of a child born to a non-Jewish mother and Jewish father. Our communities are dedicated to creating an environment in which all family members feel welcome. Acknowledging the current reality that an increasingly large number of families will be intermarried, Reconstructionist communities often offer "Introduction to Judaism" courses, facilitate peer group discussions and develop communal practices for Jewish lifecycle events that include non-Jewish family members. Our aim is to bring the richness of Jewish civilization into the public and private lives of our communities and not necessarily to formally convert the non-Jewish family member. The 1996 Boundaries and Opportunities Report referred to above offers suggestions and recommendations for individual communities. 

9. How do Reconstructionists view conversion?

We value the symbolism of the conversion ritual and encourage those who were not born of Jewish parents and who wish to convert to undergo this rite of passage. The course of study for a prospective convert, which is determined by the rabbi and congregation the individual is working with, includes history, observance and beliefs, and learning how to make educated choices. The completion of the process is marked by ritual immersion for men and women; circumcision or "hatafat dam brit" (symbolic drop of blood) for men (unless there exists an extraordinary physical or emotional hazard); a Bet Din - a dialogue with three knowledgeable Jews, at least one of whom is a rabbi; and often a public welcoming ceremony. 

10. Where does Reconstructionism stand regarding homosexuality and same-sex marriage?

We were the first movement to publicly address this issue in our 1988 report on homosexuality. In addition we were the first movement to accept openly gay and lesbian students into the RRC. We retain an unwavering commitment to forming inclusive communities, welcoming to gay, lesbian, bi-sexual and transgendered Jews, as well as multicultural families, Jews of color, and other groups traditionally excluded from full participation in Jewish communal life. Issues relating to the gay and lesbian family are included in religious school curricula. Our rabbis are free to perform same-sex commitment or marriage ceremonies if it is their practice to do so. 

11. How do Reconstructionist communities approach life cycle passages?

We begin by affirming traditional life cycle rituals and strive to discover personal meaning within these rituals and the values they represent. We reconstruct traditional rituals to conform to a current idiom and develop new life cycle events and liturgy to mark a meaningful passage with a uniquely Jewish stamp. For example, Reconstructionist communities have created rituals for retirement, leaving home for college, weaning, and menopause. The power of a life cycle ritual inheres as much from the ritual itself as from the support of the community that joins together to embrace the occasion. 

12. What do Reconstructionist services look like?

Reconstructionist services are fully egalitarian, inclusive and participatory. The Kol Haneshamah prayer book series offers a full and creative liturgy, giving communities the option of using more or less Hebrew during services. For the vast majority of Reconstructionist Jews, wearing tallit and kipa is common practice for both men and women. Integrating music into the spoken service is not uncommon, encourages participation and enhances the spirit of the day. In so doing, we sanctify all forms of Jewish expression and art. 

We recognize a wide range of individual communal practices and approaches to prayer. On a practical level, some congregations focus on Friday night services while others stress Shabbat morning community worship and learning. Still others regularly hold both. Congregations often hold family services and services designed for those just entering Jewish prayer. 

13. What is the movement stance on women's role in services?

We have always been dedicated to being fully and consistently egalitarian. We pride ourselves in being the only movement that has always ordained women and the first Jewish community to hold a formal Bat Mitzvah ceremony in synagogue over 70 years ago. All our prayerbooks are gender neutral. In all areas of ritual, hiring and governance, our member communities must demonstrate a full commitment to egalitarian principles. 

14. What place does Israel have in Reconstructionism?

Mordecai Kaplan believed that nowhere else could Jews live so completely a Jewish life as in Israel. However, because not all Jews intend or even desire to emigrate to Israel - nor did Kaplan believe that there is an imperative to do so - he envisioned that Jewish communities around the world ought to be interdependent. Such a relationship to Israel and to Jewish communities around the world, maintains Israel as central to our historical self definition and affirms our identity as a nation within the global family. 

One of the core principles as a Reconstructionist community is the support of Israel's right to exist as an independent nation, which includes both advocating on behalf of policies and needs in Israel, as well as challenging policies if they contradict other sacred values. 

Over the past several years there has been an overall movement among Israelis for a more progressive approach towards Judaism which has led to a grass roots interest in articulating a non-orthodox paradigm of Jewish practice and ritual. To meet this new interest, there are currently several Reconstructionist programs and missions coordinated by our Israel Program department. JRF also has an Israel Task Force that operates as a think tank on issues related to our relationship with Israel. 

http://www.jrf.org/recon/affiliateFAQ.html#ra1

==============================================================================
1.  "Do Reconstructionists believe in God?" 

Definitely. We believe that there is one God, but there are many ways of understanding and talking about God.

The traditional idea was that God created the universe, gave us the Torah at Mount Sinai and decided each person’s fate, that the Torah was a God-given list of instructions and that Judaism was important because of that direct connection to God.

But Jews have always had a lot of different ways of thinking about God. For most Reconstructionists, God does not decide everyone’s fate individually and intervene in human history through the use of miracles. Exactly what Reconstructionists do believe about God is as unique as each individual. While some feel comfortable with a more traditional way of thinking about God, a God with whom they can be in direct relationship, others perceive God more as a force in the world, and may feel God in the good things in life -- when we see a flower, or when we feel better after hurting ourselves. And we may feel God when we act like our better selves -- when we help someone, or are nice to someone, or love someone. This is when we see God in action in the world. We can effectively appeal to the natural, inherent spirituality that all children possess, by asking the question not as, What is God, but rather as, When is God.

When we say we believe in God, we are really saying that we believe that people can be good, caring, and loving, and that they can care about things that are bigger than themselves. 

2.  "Do I have to believe in God to be a Jew?"

No.

Many people have come to reject God because they understand God as a being that can break the laws of nature and act like a person. Reconstructionism rejects those ideas about God, as have many Jewish philosophers over time. Reconstructionism has offered many people who previously rejected God a renewed possibility of belief as they have been exposed to different conceptions of God. [See question #1: "Do Reconstructionists believe in God?"]

But some Jews will continue to reject even a reconstructed idea of God. It is possible to feel committed to Jewish values without believing in God. Throughout the ages, God has been the source of the commandment for us to create a just and fair world. But it is certainly possible to feel committed to a better world without connecting the source of that commitment to God.

Reconstructionism has stressed belonging over believing when to comes to Jewish identity. Belonging to a group with common commitments, culture and memories has given us a valuable sense of peoplehood and mission that has power regardless of what we believe about God.

3.  "If all conceptions of God are allowed, what do we teach the students? That there might be a supernatural power? That kind of ambiguity would disturb me as a parent." 

In dealing with issues of faith and belief, there is nothing but ambiguity – certainly nothing can be proven scientifically. In any kind of talking about God, we are in the position of trying to express the inexpressible, explain the inexplicable, and help our students comprehend the incomprehensible. That this is difficult, or is usually done imperfectly, should be of no surprise to us.

Remember first of all that children of different ages are at different stages developmentally, and that the kind of ambiguity and abstract thinking about God that 14 or 15 year olds might understand would be completely incomprehensible to a 4 or 5 year old – and vice versa. (See "Introduction part A: Developmental Introduction" for more on this.) So we need to deal with our students where they are.

Second, all language about God is metaphorical. If we call God Healer, or Peacemaker, or even Father, it is because these words are a metaphor for some aspect of God that we are keying into at that moment. Younger children are more likely to use concrete language to represent abstract concepts, which means that it is our job to point out that no description can capture what God really is. Educating about God is on some level a gradual process of teaching what metaphor is, and how it applies to talking about God, as well as creating an environment that engages with profound and ultimate questions about our lives and our world.

When a question about God’s nature comes up, understand and respect the student’s opinion, and work with them, not to convince them of something else, but to go deeper into their own point of view. Answering, "Yes, that's one way to view God or God's presence.  What might be another view?" or, alternatively, "What makes you think (picture God) that way?" or sometimes, "Huh! I might not have thought of that.  What does it mean to you when you say ____?" fulfills these functions of respect and deepened understanding.

4.  "If Reconstructionists don’t believe in a supernatural God who hears and responds to prayer, then what’s the point of praying?"

There is more to prayer than asking God for favors. Although people may be surprised to see Reconstructionists praying using traditional descriptions of God and God’s role in the world, prayer has a vital role to play in the life of a Reconstructionist congregation and each Reconstructionist Jew.

The Hebrew word for praying, "l’hitpalel", is a reflexive verb--that is, it applies to oneself, not to one’s actions toward the outside world. L’hitpalel means to look inside of yourself. This suggests that even when prayers end with God, they begin with us. We don’t know whether prayer can change God. We know that it can often change us.

Prayer reinforces values and creates community. In addition, prayer acknowledges that human beings, at least individually, are not the most powerful force in the universe. In other words, prayer helps keep us humble!

Prayer gives us an opportunity to deepen our spiritual lives, to increase our connection with God and to notice spiritual moments when they occur. Prayer is a spiritual practice that helps us become more aware of what we are thankful for, and what we are longing for.

Prayer also keeps us linked to our history. When we say the Shabbat kiddush over the wine, for instance, we are saying much the same prayers that our ancestors have said in the same situation for nearly two thousand years. That is a very powerful connection.

And lastly, prayer is a way that we can come together as communities. In times of celebration, or in trying times, we look to our community for group support. During the silent Amidah the entire congregation faces the same direction and prays together soundlessly, as individuals but in a group –this is truly a moment that expresses the intimacy of community. By praying together we share sacred time, connect with other Jewish communities around the world, and best of all, we get to sing together!

5.  "In the Bible, God can heal people from illness. Why can’t God heal my grandmother?"

If you look closely at healing stories in the Bible, you will see the important role that humans play in the healing process. God is the source of healing, but it is human beings who initiate the call to healing. Healing also may not mean the prevention of death or even suffering. Healing can come about when human dignity and love are increased in the face of pain. The Bible stories are not so much teaching us how we should expect God to act, as they are teaching us the way people should act.

We only have to look at the way a child heals from an injury to see the power of healing in the world. In the Book of Exodus, Miriam is healed after Moses prays for her. We by and large don’t believe in a God that listens and answers. We do see Moses’ prayer as a model for how we can express concern. In the Bible, Moses’ prayer worked: Miriam got better. For us, praying for healing still helps, but not in such direct ways. Praying helps us to focus on what’s most important. Prayer helps us to be thankful for what we have. Prayer helps the sick person know she is not alone. Prayer can help lift the spirits of a sick person, even if the prayer itself evokes feelings of anger, sadness, or helplessness.

6.  "How do we deal with the fact that in the Bible, God is on the side of the Israelites exclusively?"

Almost every religion or culture puts itself at the center. The word "China" in Chinese means: "the country in the middle." Young children are also very self-centered. It turns out that this self-centered nature is a critical piece of a child’s – and a culture’s – development and identity formation.

During the period when the Bible was being written, the Israelites lived side-by-side with other peoples in the land of Canaan. These other peoples held religious ideas that were very different from what Judaism came to be – they believed in many gods, for instance, instead of one. The Bible describes a time when the Israelite religion was becoming different from the religions of the neighboring peoples. Part of the "sales pitch" was the idea that the Israelite religion was all good, and that the other religions were all bad. Since the idea of God was such an important part of the Israelite religion, the Israelites used God to emphasize their message. Sometimes that sounds very unfair to our modern ear, but it is really just an ancient "hard-sell" campaign.

As Israelite culture evolved in the period when the Bible was written, God’s concerns also begin to move beyond the Israelites. In the Book of Jonah, God shows great concern for the people and creatures of Nineveh. Here a Jewish prophet is commanded to prophesy in order to save a non-Jewish people. In the prophetic literature, the prophets’ vision is of a unified world moving beyond national boundaries.

7.  "Why does God often seem so unlikable in the Bible?" 

.Reconstructionists believe that human beings were inspired to write the Bible in their quest for God. If you want to understand how God and God's actions are described in the Bible, you would need to know about the people who wrote the Bible and what lessons they were trying to teach. How God is portrayed in the Bible might serve to teach a lesson.

For example, God is described in the Torah as an el kana -- a jealous God. At the time the Bible was written, the idea of one God was new, and it was a different and difficult idea. The Canaanite neighbors of our people had elaborate and compelling rituals that used many different gods. Writing about God as being "jealous" is a way to let people know in a powerful way that believing in only one God is what Judaism demands.

8.  "Why is God treated as almost like a person in the Bible? I was always told that God is not a person." 

Remember that human beings wrote the Bible and God became a character in the story because people love characters and stories. Also, showing God as intervening in human life was a way that the writers could show us that we should be involved in making the world better.

The rabbis who interpreted the Bible had an important decision to make. They knew that God isn’t a person, but they also knew that they could not simply dismiss the stories in which God appears as a character without losing a lot of what makes the Bible worthwhile.

Instead they took a different approach. Recognizing that the Torah always speaks bilshon bnay adam (in the language of human beings), they said, let’s forgive God (or the people who wrote about God) God’s humanness, and see what we can learn from the story.

So while we can be entertained, intrigued, or repulsed by the mashal (the narrative) – including God's role in it -- it is the nimshal (the teaching or lesson) of the story that most concerns us. This gives us a way to think about a story a bit apart from weighty questions like "Does God really act this way?"

Instead we can ask other questions, such as, "What does this story tell me about being a Jew? about people's relationships to each other? about their relationship to God? What's most important in life?" These are the questions that make our tradition most alive, and which give us the opportunity to offer our own comments and insights as midrash (commentary on the text).

Eventually we need to return to the question of what God is really like. But the Bible may not be the best place to answer that question. There is a wealth of Jewish philosophy, theology and other thought which is more useful in thinking about God’s nature than the Bible is.

Answers to questions about Torah 

9.  "What is the Torah?"

Broadly, Torah means all of collected Jewish wisdom throughout time, while more narrowly it refers to the first five books of the Bible, often called "the written Torah." Some Jews believe that the written Torah is the word of God. Reconstructionism asserts that the Torah is a collection of history, stories and religious laws that was put together over hundreds and hundreds of years. It is the result of the Jewish people’s attempt to understand God, themselves and their origins, and what was important in their lives and in the life of their community. Kaplan said that Torah was also the earliest diary of the Jewish people.

Many Reconstructionists think that Torah is the result of a connection between human beings and God, and others see it as an explanation of what Jews considered "godly." In either case, talking about Torah as God-given can help us understand the wish to act as if we work for a "higher authority."

The fact that the words of the Torah were crafted by people doesn’t take away from its holiness. The Torah has, over its thousands-year long history, become holy in the eyes of the Jewish people. While Reconstructionist Jews do not take the Torah literally, we do take it seriously, as a record of our ancestors’ search for moral principles and spiritual practices that can help us become more fully human.

10.  "Was the Torah given by God at Sinai?"

No, not even if you look at the Torah stories literally: Moses heard the word of God, and then he had to write it down. The act of writing the Torah occurred over a long time, and it is forever marked by the human hand. Sinai is a mythic moment when all the Jews of the past, present and future stand together to experience the deepest possible connection with each other and with God.

11.  "Come on, God didn’t really create the world in six days!" or "What about the dinosaurs? How can Torah be worth anything if it’s so wrong about its facts?"

The Torah never pretends to be a scientific document. It says that God created the world in six days, but it doesn’t say how. The Torah is a religious and national (peoplehood) document. It cannot be accepted on scientific principles, and it can’t be denied on those principles either. The Bible doesn’t take into account the theory of evolution, the dinosaurs, or any of the other scientific advances of the last few hundred years.

Yet despite all that, the Torah is a valuable document. For one thing, it tells us about how our ancestors understood who they were and where they came from – how the people called "Israel" came to be. For another thing, Torah tells us what the people who wrote it considered important – their relationship to God, their ethics, their prophetic voice.

Its importance is based on spiritual principles – Does it help us to live an ethical life now? Do its stories teach us something of human nature? Reconstructionists believe that the answer to these questions is, Yes!

12.  "I’m a vegetarian, and I don’t like all the animal sacrifice in the Torah!"

Remember that Reconstructionists say that Judaism evolves over time. That means that the way we worship today is very different from the way we worshipped 100, 500, or certainly 3,000 years ago. Way back at the beginning of Jewish history, the Jewish people worshipped by sacrificing animals. This was pretty common at the time; the Greeks and Romans used animal sacrifice in their prayers also. We can look at the parts of the Torah that deal with animal sacrifices as a history book, a description of how things were then.

When the Temple was destroyed, the Jewish people had to find a new way to worship. They stopped sacrificing animals and began to pray with words, in synagogues, and to observe events like Shabbat and holidays at home. These practices have continued to this day.

But although we don’t do or want to do sacrifices today, we can still look to what the sacrifices were supposed to mean. To give only one example, the Torah says that Jews were to offer sacrifices on the three festival holidays of Sukkot, Shavuot and Pesah -- we can take this to mean that these holidays are important and should be celebrated in special ways. This is something we can do today, even if we do it differently from how they did it then, or even differently from the way the Torah says we "should" do it.

13.  "How do we deal with the violence of some of the Bible stories?"

We believe that violence is never the best way to solve human problems, whether in the Bible or in our own lives. The Bible portrays imperfect human beings in an imperfect society, and violence is a part of that imperfection. But because the Bible is such a complicated story, one often has to ask if the violence is being supported by the narrative, if it is simply being reported as fact, or if it is later condemned (as is the case when the prophet Nathan holds David accountable for the murder of Uriah the husband of Bathsheba).

We can think of the Bible as a challenge to our own problem-solving capacities. Perhaps in the Bible the only way they could imagine to resolve a particular problem was with violence. Given what we know about the story, the characters, and our own best sense of Jewish values and good behavior, can we think of any alternatives, either in the Bible or in our own lives?

14.  "If God didn’t give us the Torah, then why should I care about the Ten Commandments?"

Like the rest of the Torah, the Ten Commandments were developed by human beings who were trying to put into words their understanding about living ethically and about what they thought God wanted them to do. The reason that the Ten Commandments, in particular, are so powerful and universal even to us today is that they speak about the most important values in life: Don’t murder, don’t steal, respect your neighbor’s property – these are universal ideas, spoken about by every religion on Earth. The Jews attributed them to God because the Jewish religion always put a big emphasis on God, but that doesn’t change the universal nature of the commandments.

Answers to questions about Israel

 "Israel" is used here to mean both "the people Israel"  (the Jewish people) and the modern State of Israel.

15.  "My father is Jewish and my mother isn’t. Am I Jewish?"

The Bible tells us that, at that time, the status of the child when it came to inheritance and family identity came through the father. The rabbis who decided Jewish law, though, changed this so that the status of a child was based on the mother – that is, if the mother was Jewish, the child was Jewish. They did this because, at that time, having a Jewish mother was pretty much a guarantee that the child would be raised Jewish.

Reconstructionists understand the child of one Jewish parent – whether father or mother – who has been raised as a Jew, as Jewish. Jewish law treated the Jewishness of the mother as sort of a magical transmitter of Jewishness to the child, when we know today that birth does not decide what will happen later. A family who lives a Jewish life, educates its children Jewishly, celebrates Jewish holidays and identifies with the history and culture of the Jewish people is a Jewish family, and the children of that family are Jewish, regardless of whether both parents or only one are Jewish.

[Despite this, Orthodox and Conservative Jews do not recognize the Jewishness of a child of a Jewish father and non-Jewish mother, regardless of how the child sees him-/herself, how the child’s community sees him/her, or how Jewishly well-educated the child is. This is especially so in Israel, where Orthodox rabbis rule in matters of "Who is a Jew." There’s no denying that this is a problem – if the child of a Jewish father and a non-Jewish mother wants to marry a Conservative or Orthodox Jew, he/she will almost certainly have to have a formal conversion ceremony.]

16.  "Orthodox and Conservative Jews say that being Jewish is based on halakhah (Jewish law) – that if you follow halakhah, you’re a good Jew. How does Reconstructionism feel about that?" 

There is such a wide range of religious practice amongst Jews today – committed Jews, Jews who take Judaism seriously as a religious practice – that making Judaism dependent on one particular definition of how to behave or which laws to observe cannot be useful.

Reconstructionists prefer to think of Judaism as a living, ever-growing way of life. This means that Jews today do not practice their religion the same way that Jews did even 100 years ago, let alone farther back in time. Those who currently consider themselves the guardians of halakhah for the most part refuse to acknowledge this process, and instead look at Jewish law as a rigid, unchanging body of laws.

People choose their practices based on their study of holy text, of history, and on the basis of their own personal values and their community’s practices. Reconstructionists feel that decisions about how to practice religion as a community should be made by the community, and that personal religious decisions are best left to the individual, in connection with Jewish tradition and with others in the community. Certainly Reconstructionists strive to be dedicated, educated, and practicing Jews, and that’s what’s important.

17.  "What makes Reconstructionists different from Reform, Conservative, and Orthodox Jews?" 

The answer to this question is not very simple. We might ask in what ways we are alike and in what ways we are different from some of your friends who may be Reform, Conservative, or Orthodox Jews. If you and your friend are both committed to Judaism and the Jewish people, then you are probably more alike than different.

How might you be different? It’s likely that you will think about God a bit differently. As a Reconstructionist you are more likely to think of God as a powerful force for goodness and holiness in the universe. Your non-Reconstructionist friends will probably think of God more as a person. It is also likely that you may think about the chosenness of the Jewish people somewhat differently. As you may know, Reconstructionists simply don't believe that Jews are the chosen people. As much as we feel that Judaism is a wonderful tradition, we are convinced that Buddhists, Christians, and Moslems can feel the same way about their religion.

Let’s return now to what you share with Reform, Conservative, and Orthodox Jews. You are committed to Judaism. You may remember an important line from the aleynu prayer that says "letakeyn olam b'malchut shaddai" – our job is to make the world into a better place, the place God intended when he or she said of the world that it was "very good." All Jews believe that Judaism gives them the wisdom to make the world a better place, and that a belief in a single, good and just God gives us the faith to keep trying to accomplish this goal even when it is difficult.

18.  "I understand how Reconstructionism is different from Conservative and Orthodox Judaism, but what about Reform? They seem so similar." 

There are indeed many similarities between Reconstructionism and Reform Judaism as it is currently practiced. In their attitude toward halakhah as tradition rather than as binding law, in their belief in equality between women and men, in their acceptance of gays and lesbians in all aspects of the life of the congregation, and in their inclusion of intermarried families, Reform Judaism and Reconstructionism have taken a stand together as the most progressive elements in Jewish life.

But there are still some significant differences between the two movements:

Democratic decision-making. Reconstructionist congregations make many of their decisions about ritual practice on the basis of study, conversation and group decision-making. For instance, a community deciding which activities are acceptable in the synagogue building on Shabbat and which aren’t, or what role non-Jewish family members of congregation members may play, would generally make such decisions as a community, in consultation with the rabbi. In contrast, the Reform movement often makes such decisions based on policies set by the central institutions of the movement, or leaves it solely to individual choice. The central institutions of Reconstructionist life generally provide guidelines for their congregations, but they don’t set policy, which is left to the individual congregation.

Role of the rabbi. Even in the Reform movement, less interested in halakhah than the others, the rabbi is often the central decision-maker in the community, deciding matters of synagogue policy alone or based on the decisions of the central institutions of the Reform movement. We have already seen how different that is from Reconstructionist practice. In Reconstructionism, rabbis are a source of authority, not the source of authority.

Attitude toward tradition. Although there has been a movement among Reform Jewry toward traditional modes of observance, Reconstructionists have always been more comfortable with such observance and so don’t need to make any "movement back" to it. To give only a couple of examples: while many Reform institutions like camps and synagogues pay little attention to the traditions regarding kosher food, Reconstructionist congregations and institutions take such traditions very seriously when making their decisions, and most in fact observe kashrut to some degree. Reconstructionist congregations usually include far more Hebrew in their services than Reform congregations do. And while it is still far from universal to see kippot and tallitot in Reform services, these garments of prayer and connections to tradition are very common among Reconstructionists.

In addition, Reconstructionist congregations usually value smaller congregations, and are oriented towards spirituality and new and innovative forms of worship. These ideals make Reconstructionism unique among the four major streams in American Jewish life.

19.  "I was at my cousin’s bat mitzvah last week, and at her temple some of the prayers are different. What’s up with that?" 

One of the most important ideas that the founder of Reconstructionism, Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan, had was that Jewish civilization evolves – that it changes in response to its times and the situation it finds itself in. One of the ways Judaism changes is in its prayers.

When a Reconstructionist is deciding how to pray, he or she looks at the prayers that we have inherited and sees how they fit the way we live and believe now. If a prayer doesn’t fit what we believe, we can revise it so that it is closer to what we mean to say.

One of the places where this really comes into play is in the idea of Jews as the "chosen people." Reconstructionists starting with Kaplan have rejected the idea that there is anything necessarily superior about Judaism or Jews, compared with other peoples or religions. Unfortunately, many of our prayers were written at a time when Jews did think they were superior to other peoples. This might have been compensating for being oppressed by these other people, but in any case, for Kaplan, this was a moral issue. Asserting that we are chosen – and by implication superior – exacerbates ethnic conflict. So he felt that the time for such language had passed, and most Reconstructionists have followed his example.

For instance, the Reconstructionist prayerbook has changed the blessing before reading the Torah from "asher bahar banu mikol ha’amim" (has chosen us from among all peoples) to "asher kervanu la’avodato" (who has drawn us to your service). In this way we acknowledge the special nature of our relationship with God, while not putting down anyone else. Several of the prayers have been revised in this way, including the Shabbat Kiddush and the Aleynu prayer.

20.  "What is the Reconstructionist attitude towards Israel?"

The founder of Reconstructionism, Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan, was very supportive of Zionist settlement in Israel. He felt that nowhere else could Jews live so completely a Jewish life as they could there. And that is still the case today: Jews in Israel speak a Jewish language (Hebrew), their calendar is a Jewish calendar, their holidays are Jewish holidays, etc. There is even a well-developed Israeli culture that is a Jewish culture, but not necessarily a religious one, which embodies the idea that Judaism is a peoplehood, not simply a religion.

Some early Zionists felt that nowhere else in the world but Israel could people truly live as Jews, that Jewish life in the Diaspora would disappear and that there would be no place except Israel to make a Jewish life. Reconstructionists have never felt this way, and feel even less this way today. Despite the advantages of living in Israel, there are some real advantages to living outside of Israel as well. For example, there is much more room for religious experimentation in America than there is in Israel. Liberal forms of Judaism have a hard time in Israel because "church" and state are not separated there like they are in America, and the Orthodox rabbinate controls life-cycle events like weddings and divorces. Woman rabbis are still fairly rare in Israel.

Despite all this, Reconstructionist Jews are supportive of Israel. They mostly support liberal positions in Israel -- on the peace process, on religious pluralism, on civil rights, on the environment and on many other matters besides. And although Reconstructionism still has a small presence in Israel, it’s getting bigger all the time.

21.  "How can I support Israel when it does such terrible things to the Palestinians?" 

The situation of Jews vs. Arabs in Israel has been going on for 100 years, and both sides have done terrible things to each other. Reconstructionists have been supportive of efforts at coexistence and reconciliation between the two sides, including supporting the peace process developed at Oslo. It is our hope that by supporting these peacemaking efforts, we can help Israel become the kind of country that we would all like it to be, a place that first of all is at peace with its neighbors.

But just like we keep loving America when it does things that we don’t like, and just as we continue to love members of our families when they do things that we don’t like, so it is important that we keep in mind the love that we have for Israel, even when it does things that we don’t like. It is only our supportive love and efforts for change that will help make the situation there better. [Note: This type of response could also apply to issues of religious pluralism or other areas where we are disappointed with what happens in Israel.]

 Compiled by Moti Rieber, with Rabbi Shai Gluskin and Dr. Jeffrey Schein
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