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a community does not institutionalize its preservation, the knowledge is lost 1
forever. Clearly, leaving this knowledge to be preserved by other move-
ments is not a position with integrity. Leaving the knowledge to modern ac-
ademics (in this case, the very few HUCHIR faculty members in rabbinics) js
also mistaken. Academics, trained for a Western secular degree (a Ph.D.), are
trained to treat texts very differently: their hermeneutic filters, while valuable
in academic contexts, are different from traditional Jewish modes of reading,
Academics approach sacred texts academically—for the academic, 0:91'
Torah is an object for study, a thing to analyze rather than to nurture and pre-
serve. The “academics” of Jewish religious life have always been the rabbﬁa,{
o appmnt acndcmm nf the academics who need modern Weqmm degrees

limiting. -

What both the Reform movement and HUC-JIR need at the moment is
clear thinking about the role that these institutions want to grant to Oral
Torah, to traditionally Jewish modes of reading. The focus on the role of au-
tonomy versus norms, while important, has obscured discussion of more ba-
sic issues. What role should “Oral Torah™ play in Reform Judaism and a Re-
form Jewish education? Is this knowledge worth preserving? If so, how will
it be preserved? The issue is pressing, and not merely for theoretical or
tellectual reasons. For its survival, Oral Torah depends upon the existence
those who want to receive it, within a living chain. Without continuity, it
be lost forever. And when that happens, there will be nothing left to dis
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Beyond Autonomy:
The Texts and Our Lives
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Autonomy is the watchword of American Reform Judaism. This attribute is
regarded by both rabbis and laity as the most distinctive feature of what it
means to be a Reform Jew. Reform Jews make personal choices about all ar-
eas of religious life. In contrast to other times and places, our Judaism is al-
most entirely voluntary, Every “must” is suspect and threatening,

This Reform Jewish principle is highly compatible with our American
lifestyle and social structure, which have imbedded the concept of personal
autonomy into the very fiber of our being. Indeed, autonomy is an essential
part of the American ethos on which we were weaned, at the core of our in-
dividuality. Prior to any loyaltes to groups that win our sympathy or alle-
giance, the ultimate source of authority lies within the self. As Robert Bellah
has expressed, “We believe in the dignity, indeed the sacredness of the indi-
vidual. Anything that would violate our right to think for ourselves, judge for
ourselves, make our decisions, live our own lives as we see fit, is not only
morally wrong, it is sacrilegious.” Individualism, then, has become a tenet
of American religion,

I grew up in the Reform movement, where the emphasis on personal au-
tonomy allowed me to explore Jewish tradition in a decidedly modern way.
I had the opporunity to shape a religious life that reflected who I under-
stood myself to be, The Reform Judaism of my youth, which was inculcated
through my synagogue, the Reform youth movement, and its camps, helped
me 1o love tradition and to own it simultanecusly. [ began to consciously
shape an observance of Shabbat that reflected the values of rest, worship,
and sanctification. [ discovered the beauty and meaning of creative prayer.
Working toward social justice assumed a messianic urgency and a sense of
communal purpose.
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