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Beyond, Or Mixing, Denominations
MEWS Leon A'. Morris ) _ ) )

Some time ago, Nike launched a new concept in sneakers called “Nike iD!”
EDITORIAL Catering to a generation no longer content with buying a specific model of
elLEe LR L LY thietic footwear shared by thousands, Nike iD enables customers to go to their
OPINION eb site and to “make your mark with customizable gear,” the combination of
LETTERS hich no one else shares.

CLASSIFIEDS his custom-designed product is delivered to your door in three to four weeks.

here are 10 choices for the base color of the shoe, eight possible “accent

ADVICE colors,” seven options for the column color and then, to top off the
personalization, customers select their own “ID” — a name or nickname or

ARTS & CULTURE motto emblazoned on their shoe. This is the sports shoe for our generation, self-

BOOKS designed, individualistic, and reflective of the combination of tastes and

CALENDARS preferences of its wearer.

HEALTH
FOOD A similar trend has been appearing on the field of Jewish religious life.

LIFECYCLES Denominations don’t speak to many of my generation. This increasing

irrelevance of denominational labels is not because Reform is becoming more
MEIGHEORHOODS o O ; -

raditional and Conservative is moving more to the left. (This is an
NEWSLETTER oversimplification of diverse stands those movements have taken in recent
SABBATH WEEK ears.) Rather, it is because of a widespread reluctance of many young Jews to
SINGLES stake out one camp, one institution, one movement in Jewish life as our own.
TRAVEL e resist categorization. We don’t want to be labeled. We seek a model of
ewish life that is self-designed.

JEWISH
VACATIONS In the hundred years or so since the labels “Reform,” “Conservative” and

“Orthodox” emerged on the scene, we’ve experienced several paradigm shifts
as an American Jewish community. Since that time, American life also has

FRESH INK FOR TEENS radically changed.

WRITE ON For much of the last century, these labels were not primarily descriptions of
FOR ISRAEL heology. While rabbis and a minuscule group of laity found in those labels
ideological positions that served as guides, the majority of Jews who clung to
SPECIAL SECTIONS hgsg oversir_n_plified labels did not do so because they were well versjed_in the
religious positions of those movements. Thus, “Conservative” rarely indicated
he positive historical approach to Jewish law that its official doctrine posited.
Few “Reform” Jews could articulate the idea of “progressive revelation” that was
meant to ground the approach of its adherents.

DIRECTORIES

MAMHATTAN

BROOKLYN/ Instead, the labels became dumbed down and, in the process, sacrificed the
STATEN ISLAND depth of thought each movement produced. For most American Jews, such
QUEENS labels were descriptive of the diverse ways modern Jews could negotiate

LONG ISLAND between their loyalty to Judaism and their desire to participate in the larger
WESTCHESTER/ American culture. But for us, the question of balancing our American and Jewish
BRONX identities is long resolved and no longer that interesting.

Some of the most obvious evidence of the growing discomfort with

EVAES AN ESIEMdenominational labels can be seen in the emergence of more ambiguous labels
o replace the old. Words like “liberal” (as opposed to Reform or Conservative)
or “halachic” (in place of Orthodox or traditional Conservative) are perhaps way
stations to the elimination of the labels that have defined Jewish life for so long.
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e DEVELORED E' Our generation is characterized by the idea of hybrids, not just with regard to
Iiﬁ;@’;ﬁ;”jm being Jewish and American, but by additionally defining ourselves in a myriad of
" complex ways — through gender, sexuality, politics, athletic pursuits and

musical tastes. The number of choices open to us has multiplied exponentially,
and the sources of influence over us have increased as well. We have gone from
hree television stations to hundreds, from one or two sources of news to the
ability to access newspapers from across the globe.

In many ways, our generation has moved entirely beyond “isms.” In the
political arena, there is an increasing number of independents as the number of
registered Republicans and Democrats decreases. We are skeptical of
movements that, through consensus and rhetoric, unite thousands under a
single banner. We seek nuance. We like breaking down dichotomies. We see
“truths” in more than one camp. The waning relevance of denominational labels
is a religious internalization of the fact that we are too complex to be boxed in
0 just one category. We are like those new electric cars that still run on gas.

hat many of our generation tend to do is to construct hybrid combinations of
ewish life that may appear consistent only in their inconsistency. We create
udaisms as diverse and individualistic as the Jews who practice them. While

he results can seem confusing and disorienting, these new Jews are as
reflective of a 21st century America as “Reform,” “Conservative” and “Orthodox”
ere of the context of their lives generations ago.

One of the defining films of the 1980s was “The Breakfast Club.” Released in my
inal year of high school, it portrayed a day in detention of five seemingly
diverse high school students. In the end, they assert in a letter to their
principle, “You see us as you want to see us — in the simplest terms, the most
convenient definitions. But what we found out is that each one of us is a brain,
and an athlete, and a basket case, a princess and a criminal.”

Perhaps in this new century, each one of us is Reform, Conservative, Orthodox
and Reconstuctionist. n

Rabbi Leon A. Morris is director of the Skirball Center for Adult Jewish Learning
at Temple Emanu-El. He can be reached at (leon@adultjewishlearning.org).
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