
Recently, a synagogue in another Bergen County community sent out invitations to its High 

Holy Days services to members of the Conservative shul in the town immediately adjacent 

to it. When the rabbi of the second shul complained to the rabbi of the first one that this 

violated Jewish law, his response was this was something his lay leadership did, and he was 

not involved in anyway. 

That answer says more about what’s wrong with Conservative Judaism today, and why it’s 

numbers have been declining for many decades. 

This takes some explaining. 

Nearly 40 years ago, in May 1986, I sat in the office of Gerson Cohen, an old family friend 

who at the time was about to retire as chancellor of the Jewish Theological Seminary. 

At one point, I asked him about his successes over his 14 years in office, and they were legion, 

including ordaining the movement’s first woman rabbi. 

Then I asked him what his biggest regret was. He didn’t hesitate for a second to respond. 

Said the chancellor: 

I never pushed our faculty to emphasize to our rabbis that they had to teach their 

congregants that to be a Conservative Jew means to keep kosher and to keep Shabbat. 

You see, said Rabbi Cohen, many years ago, when I began to travel around the country to 

lecture at Conservative synagogues, there were many homes I could stay in and feel 

comfortable. 

I can’t do that anymore. There are very few homes that keep kosher or observe Shabbat. 

That’s my fault. I should have taught our rabbis better. 

Rabbi Cohen was wrong about it being his fault. The Seminary’s rabbinic graduates know 

full well that the Conservative movement is a halachic movement, and that to be a 

Conservative Jew means observing the mitzvot. We’re supposed to conserve Jewish law in 

the modern world, not regard it as archaic abandon it. 

The rabbis Dr. Cohen ordained knew that. They just didn’t want to let their congregants in 

on the secret. They were too comfortable with their contracts to want to make their 

congregants uncomfortable with their rabbi. 

They cared more about the lives of those contracts than the lives of those congregants. 

Congregations took advantage of that passivity by marginalizing the role of the rabbi. If he 

or she had no respect for the office, why should they? 

Eight years before Rabbi Cohen even became chancellor, a writer of mystery short stories 

was so fed up by what went on in his shul that he decided to write about it. He belonged to a 



Conservative shul in Marblehead, Mass., and he wrote a non-fiction book about what was 

wrong with Conservative Judaism and how its rabbis were being treated. 

He went to a publisher friend, who told him no one would read the book. 

There was a way, however, the publisher said: You’re a mystery writer, he said; write a 

mystery with the rabbi as the hero, and say everything you want to say in that. 

And so, in 1964, Harry Kemelman published Friday, the Rabbi Slept Late. In it, he tried to 

explain the sad state of Conservative Judaism by having his rabbi hero, David Small, explain 

to the police chief what a Conservative rabbi was: 

A Conservative rabbi, he said, is an Orthodox rabbi of a Reform congregation. 

In other words, Conservative congregants weren’t really Conservative because they didn’t 

observe Jewish law. They hired a rabbi to observe for them. 

Part of the book’s plot was a murder, and part was about the fight over renewing the rabbi’s 

contract. In all of the David Small books that followed, aside from a murder, a central theme 

was how rabbis were treated. 

Gerson Cohen wasn’t to blame. The rabbis themselves were to blame, and so were the 

congregations they failed to lead. 

It wasn’t always thus. Once upon a time, rabbis were accorded respect—not for themselves, 

but for their office. If they walked into a room, or walked by the pews, people would stand 

up out of respect. 

You can still see a trace of that here, by the way, whenever I approach several people from 

the old school who always stand. 

I’m not suggesting anyone stand when I go by, but I am trying to make a point about the 

rabbi of a shul. Regardless of what anyone thinks of the rabbi as a person, the office of rabbi 

must be respected, and not just by his or her congregants, but by the rabbi himself or herself. 

This week’s parashah makes very clear what the rabbi’s role is and what the rabbi’s 

authority is: 

If a case is too difficult for you to decide, whether it is a controversy over homicide, or civil 

law, or assault—all matters that are under dispute within your gates—you must promptly 

repair to the place that Adonai your God will have chosen, and appear before the levitical 

priests, or the magistrate in charge at the time, and present your problem. 

And you shall carry out their pronounced ruling..., scrupulously observing all their 

instructions to you. 



You shall act according to the Torah they teach you and the ruling they give you; you must 

not deviate from their ruling either to the right or the left. 

For magistrate, read rabbi. As we’re taught in Pirkei Avot, Moshe received the law from 

God. He passed it on to Y’hoshua, who passed it on to the Elders, who passed it on to the 

Prophets, who passed it on to the Men of the Great Assembly. 

The Sages of Blessed Memory emerge from the Great Assembly; they were succeeded by the 

rabbis. 

So, according to tradition and Jewish law, when the Torah refers to the magistrate in charge 

at the time, it’s talking about the rabbis. 

They may not get the message; their congregants may not get the message, but that is the 

message. 

United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism, for one, does get it. In its guide to shuls on how 

to relate to the rabbi, it puts it this way: The relationship between a congregation and its 

rabbi, while couched in terms of €˜employment’ and €˜contract,’ is a unique and sacred one. 

[T]he rabbi, says United Synagogue, is spiritual leader and mara d’atra...of the congregation; 

literally, [that term means] the €˜master of the place’ in matters of Jewish law, ritual, 

observance and learning. 

Notice that United Synagogue doesn’t say in matters of ritual, observance and learning. 

It says the rabbi is ‘master of the place’ in matters of Jewish law, ritual, observance and 

learning. 

And therein lies the problem. 

Jewish law is not religious law, or ritual law, it’s about how people live their everyday lives 

24/7/365, and that takes rabbis to places they fear to tread. 

The Torah made it very clear today that all matters under dispute within your gates—all 

matters, including civil matters, secular matters, even criminal matters—are matters for the 

rabbi. 

I don’t know of any area of life that Jewish law does not cover. Consider— 

In Vayikra, in Leviticus, 19, we’re told: You shall revere every man his mother, and his 

father.... 

Then it tells us, You shall rise up before the graying head, and honor the face of the old man, 

and fear your God.... 



Taken together, these are laws requiring care for the elderly, not just when they need caring 

for, but always. And into the mix we must throw in an entire category of Torah laws that 

falls under the rubric k’vod ha-b’riot, laws about protecting human dignity. 

As some of us discussed in class last Sunday, it’s because of k’vod ha-b’riot that observant 

people who are hard of hearing are allowed to wear hearing aids on Shabbat, and shuls are 

allowed to use hearing amplifiers and microphones. 

So a rabbi has the obligation to urge his or her shul to install an access ramp or hearing 

amplifiers. 

Obligation, mind you, not right. A right is something you’re free to exercise, or not exercise. 

But just as the Torah today insisted the word of the magistrate must be heeded to the letter, 

so does it insist that the magistrate pronounce that word. 

In next week’s parashah, Ki Tetzei, it says: When you make any loan to your countryman, 

you must not enter his house to seize his pledge. You must remain outside, while the debtor 

brings the pledge to you. 

That’s actually a law about protecting a person’s privacy.  And it’s part of k’vod ha-b’riot. 

So the rabbi has the obligation—obligation, not right—to insist on rules protecting members’ 

privacy, because protecting privacy rights is Jewish law. 

Vayikra 19 teaches us, The wages of a hired worker shall not remain with you all night until 

the morning. 

So the rabbi has the obligation to insist that salaries be paid before anything else, because 

€˜the wages of a hired worker’ is Jewish law. 

Looking ahead again to next week’s parashah. In it, we have the law of the parapet. It’s 

really a law about taking safety precautions to protect human life. 

So the rabbi has the obligation to insist that safety violations be dealt with swiftly, or that 

hallways be properly lit, and so forth. 

Rabbis may not want to get involved in such matters, but the Torah doesn’t give them license 

to stay out of those matters. They’re part of Jewish law. 

Being Jewish means having to do things God’s way, not our own. 

Sometimes, that’s not going to suit our own individual interests, but that’s the law. And 

Conservative congregations are obligated to follow the law—all of the law, not just what suits 

them. That applies to the rabbis, too; not just their congregants. 

So if the lay leadership of a synagogue decides on a campaign to raid the membership of 

another shul, the rabbi has the obligation—obligation, not right—to prevent them from 



doing that, because it is a matter of Jewish law, and specifically, in this case, hasagat g’vul, 

moving your neighbor’s landmark, another mitzvah found in today’s parashah. 

A rabbi’s job is to remind a congregation of what Judaism is truly all about. 

A rabbi’s job is to remind a congregation of the values it must rely on in making decisions. 

A rabbi’s job in an Orthodox or Conservative congregation is to remind it that everything it 

does must meet the test of halachah, because by definition they are bound by halachah. 

A congregation is known as a k’hillah k’doshah, a holy congregation. A rabbi’s job is to keep 

it holy. 

No one has the right to tell the rabbi that he or she has no right to address those issues in the 

first place. And the rabbi no right not to address those issues, no matter what the fallout 

would be, come contract time. It’s obligatory on the rabbi, not voluntary. 

I’m more fortunate in this regard than most of my colleagues. My contract actually contains 

these words: The Board of Trustees of the Synagogue and all committees thereof, shall 

apprise the Rabbi of all information and developments necessary to enable him to participate 

fully and promptly in all areas of congregational affairs. 

I didn’t put that in my contract; the shul did. 

Most rabbis don’t have that clause in their contracts—but they shouldn’t need one, and they 

shouldn’t need to rely on one, either. They chose to be rabbis. They’re obligated to act like 

rabbis. 

And, for the record, I’m as guilty of this at times as other rabbis. For example, I’ve never 

been at ease with the fact that this bimah lacks a railing. Then, a few years ago, one of our 

gabbaim fell off the bimah. Fortunately, this is the one person in our shul knows how to fall 

safely. But although I suggested a railing at that time, I never insisted on it. 

That’s a sin on my part. I think about it every time we read from the Torah, when people 

are standing on that edge. But I keep quiet, and that’s wrong. 

The obligation of the rabbi to interject himself or herself into any issue, and to set guidelines 

the shul must follow in all matters, not just so-called religious ones, or ritual ones, is built 

into the title rabbi. 

Does anyone here know what rabbi, or more correctly RAH-bee, really means? It means my 

master. And the rabbi has another title built into that one: mara d’atra, which as noted 

earlier means master of the place. 

In the case of that Bergen County shul I was talking about, there was a clear violation of 

Jewish law, yet the rabbi said it was not his business. 



That was the wrong response. It was his business. The correct response would have been, I’ll 

take care of it. 

He didn’t say that. Most Conservative rabbis, and ever more Orthodox ones, wouldn’t say 

that, either. Too many Conservative rabbis haven’t been saying that for more than a half-

century, at least. 

They define their roles narrowly as involving ritual and religion, whatever that means, and 

they set aside all the rest of Jewish law as not their business. 

Judaism is not a religion. It’s a system of law that governs our every action. Ritual can change 

over time. Religious philosophy can evolve over time. But the moral and ethical imperatives 

of Judaism can never change, must never change. 

And when you remove them from Judaism, when you lower Judaism to the status of religion 

only, you take from Judaism the only reason it exists in the first place. 

And that’s what’s wrong with Conservative Judaism today. 

 


