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Contributions of Progressive Judaism
Viewpoint
RABBI FRED MORGAN

Rabbi Fred Morgan reflects on
the contribution of Progressive
Judaism to so many areas of
contemporary Jewish life.
ABBI Jonathan Sacks, in his
book The Dignity of Difference,
makes a superb case for learning
to live with diversity as the ultimate purpose of the Divine creation. He
applies this argument to the plurality of
religions but he stops short of applying it
to the multiple expressions of faith
within Judaism itself. Rabbi Sacks speaks
as a liberal when it comes to “inter-religious” understanding but his liberal attitude fails when it comes to
“intra-religious” understanding.
As a Progressive Jew I celebrate the
plurality I find within Judaism. This is my
personal credo. More than this, however,
I think it is essential to recognise the special contributions that each expression of
Judaism brings to our overall understanding of Jewish life.
Progressive Judaism has made contributions to our life as Jews that have not
come from any other source. Modern history has shown that we need these
insights and initiatives in order for
Judaism to thrive and remain true to its
mission in the world. In saying this, I am
not suggesting that all Jews should affiliate
to Progressive synagogues or identify with
Progressive forms of Judaism. On the
contrary, I believe that diversity is central
to the Divine purpose, within Judaism as
well as beyond it. Like Rabbi Sacks, I feel
that sameness can only be brought about
through a totalitarian form of authority,
and that is not a good thing. But unlike
Rabbi Sacks, I hold that it is important to
acknowledge what is good in other
expressions of Judaism, even those with
which we do not agree. This is the way to
achieve the “dignity of difference” that is
the leitmotiv of Rabbi Sacks’s book.
Progressive Judaism has made significant contributions to Judaism in many
crucial areas. I am going to concentrate on
two of them in this article. The first of
these is women’s rights. Sensitivity towards
women’s roles came about as an aspect of
a more general awareness of human rights
that began after the First World War but
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really developed after the Second World
War in America and other liberal democratic societies, including Australia. As a
result of this growing awareness, education for girls leading to a bat mitzvah ceremony in parallel with the traditional
practice of bar mitzvah was introduced in
the non-Orthodox movements. Women
took on lay leadership roles in synagogues.
In the 1970s the major non-Orthodox
rabbinical seminaries began ordaining
women as rabbis and cantors.
It is thanks to these developments that
the role of women has gradually changed
in Orthodox circles as well. Today women
sit on the boards of many Orthodox shuls,
in many mainstream Orthodox shuls
b’not mitzvah ceremonies are common,
some Orthodox shuls in Jerusalem and
elsewhere have instituted female
minyanim in which girls can leyn Torah,
and there are now egalitarian Orthodox
synagogues such as Shira in Melbourne at
which girls celebrate bat mitzvah with the
whole congregation in the same manner
as their male peers. The ordination of one
of Melbourne’s own Orthodox women
teachers as “Rabbah”, announced several
months ago in The AJN, is simply the latest
stage in this movement which began some
decades ago in Progressive Jewish circles.
These developments have come to be seen
as an organic development within
Orthodox communities. But, though they
have a halachic basis, they did not “fall
from heaven”. Without the impetus from
Progressive Judaism over several decades,
it is inconceivable that they would be taking place at all within the Orthodox world.
The second contribution made by
Progressive Judaism is a renewed concern
for social justice. This came about after
centuries of inward-looking self-absorption on the part of Jewish communities

around the world, and especially in the
shtetlach of Eastern Europe. These were
indeed thriving, vibrant communities,
but they took little interest in issues of
social justice in the world around them. It
was only with the creation of nationstates and the extension of citizenship to
minority groups that the Jewish community came to engage with other groups
living in the same societies. This dynamic
gave rise to liberal expressions of
Judaism. These sought to bring Torahbased notions of justice to the societies in
which they lived. The early Reform Jews
saw this as a rediscovery of what they
called “Prophetic Judaism”, a Jewish practice that focused more on the deep ethical
insights of the prophets than on the legal
minutiae of halachah. It was, in effect, a
redressing of the balance that they felt
had been skewed by an over-insistence on
ritual activities at the expense of a
broader social-ethical vision.
As a result, Reform Judaism in
America became deeply involved with
social-political issues of its day and took
an active role in promoting social justice,
especially in the inter-War period. From
the 1960s onwards there has been a move
in the many branches of Progressive
Judaism to integrate social justice concerns with elements of halachic Jewish
practice, and thus to re-create a Jewish
vocabulary and context for social justice
activities. One of the fruits of this amalgam has been the emergence of the
notion of “tikkun olam – repairing the
world”, as a means of locating prophetic
values within a halachic framework. The
way that the Progressive world appropriated this Hebrew expression – first found
in the Mishnah, then in the liturgy (the
“Aleynu” prayer) and then in Kabbalah,
meaning different things in each con-
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text – is in itself a good example of the
Progressive approach to Jewish tradition.
“Tikkun olam” is now used right
across the Jewish world as a motivational
phrase, directing attention to our obligations beyond our Jewish boundaries to
the global society in which we live. It is
popular in all the major denominations;
books on the topic have been produced
by Orthodox as well as Reform rabbis,
and it encapsulates a Judaism which sees
itself as one religion among many yet
with a world-class mission. Out of
“tikkun olam” has emerged active
involvement with interfaith dialogue,
ecology and climate change, refugees and
asylum seekers, the rights of indigenous
peoples, and the status of Israel within
our messianic ideals. Though these concerns were originally raised in the modern period as a reflection of Progressive
Judaism’s focus on “Prophetic Judaism”,
they have now percolated through the
diverse expressions of Judaism in all
directions. The organisation “Stand Up”,
aka Jewish Aid Australia, is a product of
this process, as is the “Mitzvah Day” project that takes place simultaneously in several countries in mid-November.
Just as Orthodox Judaism has been
and continues to be a source of enrichment for Progressive Jews, so Progressive
Judaism has been and continues to be a
source of enrichment for Orthodox Jews.
This is true whether or not we acknowledge the fact. But by acknowledging it, we
live out the “dignity of difference” that is
so central to Rabbi Jonathan Sacks’s
vision of the world, a vision that I as a
Progressive Jew share.

Rabbi Fred Morgan AM is Emeritus Rabbi, Temple
Beth Israel, Melbourne and professorial fellow,
Australian Catholic University.

Keeping the Shabbat together
Following the success of yet another
worldwide Shabbat Project, Rabbi
Warren Goldstein reflected on its
implications that will hopefully
resonate for a long time to come.

Shabbat
times
Friday, Nov 6
– Cheshvan 24
Candle-lighting
7.41pm
Sat, Nov 7
– Cheshvan 25
Shabbat ends
8.43pm

OR millennia, Shabbat has held
Jewish families together in love and
loyalty. Strong and loving families
have been the source of strength of
our nation. The oxygen of healthy families
is uninterrupted time together to talk,
share and bond. Shabbat creates the
shared time and space for parents, grandparents, children, grandchildren, siblings,
cousins, family and friends to connect
with one another in a real and loving way.
Two of the Ten Commandments are
Shabbat and honouring parents. The Kli
Yakar explains that one directly follows the
other because both give respect to the cre-
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ators of life. The Talmud (Niddah 31a)
states that a child is the product of three
partners: father, mother and God. Shabbat
is about acknowledging and paying tribute to God as the Creator of everything.
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch writes
that honouring parents and Shabbat are
the two mitzvot that give birth to us; they
are the spiritual foundations of the
Jewish people. These two mitzvot
strengthen and reinforce one another.
Parents hand over the heritage of
Shabbat to the next generation, and
Shabbat holds families together.
In the modern world there is a pervasive sense of alienation and fragmentation; or, as one thinker put it, “the
atomisation” of the world. When atoms
come apart, everything disintegrates. In
today’s society, as families have fractured,
so too have the bonds connecting us to
God, to community, and to ourselves.

Rabbi Hirsch says the word “zar”,
which means foreign or estranged, is
related to the Hebrew word “achzar”
which means cruel. Cruelty occurs when
there is estrangement between people.
Achzar, cruel, and zar, alien, are two
aspects of the same phenomenon.
To combat this we have the Torah,
which creates what Rav Shlomo Wolbe
(long time Menahel Ruchani – spiritual
leader – of Yeshivat Be’er Yaakov) termed
“olam hayedidut”, the “world of loving
friendship”.
When God gives us commandments,
He is not simply imposing laws upon his
submissive and fearful subjects. Rather,
He is like a loving parent who instructs
and guides out of care and concern, to
give us, His children, the best opportunity to live the best life possible.
When we keep His mitzvot, it is
within the context of this world of loving

friendship. Just as we do things for people
we love – a husband for a wife and a wife
for a husband, parents for children and
children for parents – so too, says Rav
Wolbe, we keep the mitzvot in the context of our relationship with God, in the
world of loving friendship.
Rav Wolbe says that Shabbat in particular is a pillar of this world of loving
friendship, when we have the space and
time to reconnect with our loved ones.
Shabbat nurtures our sense of connectedness, creating a wonderful loving
atmosphere at the centre of our lives, giving us the blessing of family. With home
invitations to Shabbat meals, shul activities and even street parties, the Shabbat
Project gives this a particular focus across
Jewish communities worldwide. YNET

South African Chief Rabbi Dr Warren Goldstein
was among the initiators of The Shabbat Project.

