Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Why Be Jewish?

By Dr. Erica Brown

They are building something.

What will it be?

Happy are those

Who will live and see.

Der Nistor

Pinchas Kahanowitsch (1884-1952) was also known as Der Nistor (the hidden one); he was a fascinating and colorful Yiddishist who lived and wrote in the Soviet Union before WWII. He and many other Yiddish writers and artists were executed in 1952 on charges that were later admitted to be false by the Russian government. Dara Horn, in her wonderful novel, The World to Come, takes a look at this rich and tragic period of Jewish history with a ficitonal lens. Reading it makes us recall a world that was instantly lost.
In his poem, “At the Door, Der Nistor ironiclaly talks about a world that is opening up before him. He wonders who will lead in this new world and compares a weak and old generaiton to the energy of youth. He pictures a dreamscape that has been seeeded and is developing:
Somethign new and big

Behind every door.

And of this the young

Now talk more and more.


Last year, I taught a class in Jerusalem on Jewish identity and a young woman from Argentina said, “There are so many Jewish institutions and no causes.” Heads nodded in agreement. There was a feeling erupting in that room that young people were looking less at institutions and more at meaning in terms of what they wanted from their Judaism. This is born out by sociological research that we have of the millennial population, and we ignore this trend at our peril. It’s hard. The American Jewish community has spent the last hundred years strengthening Jewish institutions and creating an enviable network of organizations that provide education and social services.

This trend doesn’t mean that there should be no more institutions. It means that we may have to radically re-think what our institutions are providing and how we can re-insert the meaning and deepen the Jewish content and values of the organizations we love. In the alphabet soup of Jewish institutional abbreviations, the letter people really care about is the “J.” That’s a wonderful thing, but we haven’t done a good enough job coming up with an explanation.
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks begins his book, A Letter in the Scroll, with a homework assignment he gave to a group of university students looking to enhance their Jewish education. He told them to contact Jewish writers, artists, academics and celebrities and ask each person the same question “Why Be Jewish?” The students were excited to discover what meaning Judaism had for others. Rabbi Sacks checked in much later and they shared the sad news. They wrote to over 200 people and received only 6 responses, few of them worthy of sharing. It prompted Rabbi Sacks to write his book and add his answer to the question.

It will take more than the last remaining lines here to answer this question. And each of us will have our own personal, subjective responses to it. But it’s a question we have to ask and one that we have to answer. That’s why we’re running a free, four-part course called “Why Be Jewish?” starting next week (link). It’s not rhetorical; right now, it’s correctional. We’re the generation that has to put the meaning back in the “J.” It’s a thrilling proposition. Der Nistor wrote, “They are building something. What will it be?” So I turn to ask you since Der Nistor can’t. What will it be?
