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			“Rabbi Salkin is a deep thinker and a beautiful writer. I was swept in from the first sentence of the book. He is a bold, creative and original thinker, and by reading Tikkun Ha’am, you, too, will be inspired to think more deeply about your life and your Jewish identity. Rabbi Salkin’s insights are directly relevant to our individual and collective lives. He has been a keen observer of social trends for decades, and does not hesitate to point out deficiencies in popular ideas. Put Tikkun Ha’am on your bookshelf of classic Jewish books, and you will return to it over and over again.” 

			–	Rabbi Ammiel Hirsch, Senior Rabbi, Stephen Wise 
Free Synagogue, New York, NY

			 

			“Tikkun Ha’am proves once again that Rabbi Jeffrey K. Salkin is among the wisest observers of our society and our souls—a Rabbi who writes with humor, depth and clarity.” 

			–   Rabbi David Wolpe, Max Webb Emeritus Rabbi, 
Sinai Temple, Los Angeles, CA

			 

			“Rabbi Jeffrey K. Salkin is one of the leading liberal voices in American Judaism. In his new book, Tikkun Ha’am - Repairing Our People, he highlights current disturbing trends—shrinking synagogue affiliation, the unraveling of ties to Jewish life and to Israel, and an emerging individualistic and privatized Judaism. His insightful essays invite us to imagine what it would mean for us to create an intellectually alive and spiritually compelling alternative.” 

			 –   Rabbi Sandy Eisenberg Sasso, Rabbi Emerita, 
Author of Midrash: Reading the Bible with Question Marks:Marks. Her latest book is I Am Not Afraid: 
Psalm 23 for Bedtime
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			»A Note on Translations«

			All translations of classic Jewish texts come from Sefaria.org, with gratitude for the way that they have transformed our engagement with those texts and ideas. I use their way of rendering the names of biblical books and rabbinic texts. I have relied on Jewish Publication Society’s word list for transliterations of common Hebrew and Yiddish terms.

			I have retained the traditional male-oriented language of those texts, and in other instances, when appropriate and felicitous, I strove to be more inclusive in my gender language.

			 

		

	
		
			»Introduction«

			American Judaism, Post-October 7

			When scholars tell the story of the Jews, they often describe the periods of Jewish history as “pre” and “post.”

			So, if something happened, or if a text was written before 586 BCE, when the Babylonians destroyed the kingdom of Judah and sent its inhabitants into exile, historians label it as “pre-exilic.” If it happened after 586 BCE, it is “post-exilic.” 

			Or, if something happened before 1938, historians identify that as “pre-Holocaust.” After 1945, “post-Holocaust.”

			You don’t have to be Jewish to play this dating game. Historians and philosophers speak of the “pre-modern,” the “modern,” and the “post-modern.”

			I believe that American Jewish history now falls into two eras: “pre-October 7,” and “post-October 7.” 

			On the morning of October 7, 2023, which was both Shabbat and, in Israel, Shemini Atzeret-Simchat Torah, the world awakened to the Hamas attacks on Israel, the wanton murders of Israelis, and the taking of hostages. 

			In terms of the sheer loss of life, and the ensuing trauma, it was the worst day in Jewish history since the end of the Shoah. 

			This book is an extended meditation on the prospects for non-Orthodox Judaism and Jewish culture in America. 

			I wrote it in the “pre-October 7” period of American Jewish history. 

			But it is now clear to me that October 7 was a Ctrl+Alt+Delete for the Jewish soul, and we must now contemplate the possibility of a “post-October 7” non-Orthodox American Judaism.

			October 7 was a proverbial game changer. This is what we are seeing, even now.

			More than ever before, American Jews appreciate the centrality of Israel and Zionism to the Jewish people. I have seen Jews, previously lukewarm or even apathetic about Israel, become full blown Jewish patriots. Pro-Israel rallies mushroomed in Jewish communities across America and beyond. 

			Across the world, landmarks were lit up in blue and white, the colors of Israel—even, ironically, the Arch of Titus in Rome, which had initially been constructed as a taunting of the Jewish exiles who had been deported there after the Romans destroyed Judea in 70 CE.

			There has been unprecedented giving to Israel through Jewish federations and various organizations. In New York City, Park Avenue Synagogue raised more than $18 million dollars for Israel!

			More than ever before, American Jews feel that they are part of a people. Remember that perennial debate: Are the Jews a religious group, an ethnic group, a national group, or a culture? 

			The answer, now as always, is: All. 

			October 7 has, at least temporarily, set aside the typical divisions of Jews. Religious, secular, affiliated, unaffiliated, Reform, Conservative, Reconstructionist, various flavors of Orthodoxy, Renewal, “culturally Jewish,” “just Jewish”—in the wake of October 7, it no longer matters. The heart of the Jewish people has never been more broken, but, paradoxically, the Jewish people have never been more whole. 

			Well-intentioned people have asked me: “Do you have any family members who have been affected by what is happening?” My answer is: “All of them. They are all my family members. Every. Single. One. Of. Them.” 

			I have often said that the Jewish people are a small people, but we are a large family—and this crisis has driven that home—perhaps in ways that many previously unconnected Jews could never have imagined. 

			American Jews are trying to discern the balance between universalism (caring for all people) and particularism (prioritizing the Jewish people). 

			There is that famous mantra from Mishnah Avot: “If I am not for myself, who will be for me? And if I am only for myself, what am I?” 

			There has been a sudden shifting in the moral and emotional weight of those two couplets. 

			Yes, American Jews still believe in universal social justice commitments. But, at least in the short term, there has been a shift in the balance. 

			Many Jews are circling their emotional wagons, and saying to themselves and others: “Yes, of course I care about the innocent civilians in Gaza who will suffer (many will add: ‘…and who are themselves hostages of Hamas.’) 

			“Yes, my heart breaks for them. And yes, theoretically and spiritually, compassion is not a limited human utility. But, my people are bleeding. I wish that I had unlimited emotional strength and time. 

			“But I don’t have that unlimited strength. At this time, I must focus on my own people’s incalculable losses.”

			Or, to finish the famous mantra from Avot, they are continuing with: “And if not now, when?” 

			The time is now to recalibrate the balance between the universal and the particular. 

			American Jews are encountering increased anti-Semitism and understanding it more deeply. 

			In recent years, the most violent versions of American anti-Semitism have come from the Right: the 2017 “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville; the 2018 attack on Tree of Life Congregation in Pittsburgh; and the 2019 attack on a Chabad synagogue in Poway, California. 

			Other attacks did not neatly fit into a right or left wing dichotomy: the 2019 attack on a kosher supermarket in Jersey City, and the 2019 Hanukkah attack on a rabbi in Monsey, New York. 

			But in the two weeks after the Hamas attacks on Israel, there was about a 400 percent increase in anti-Semitic incidents in the United States.1 

			And, if there have not been blatant violent anti-Semitic attacks, then the attacks have surely been verbal and ideological. 

			American Jews have encountered a weaponization of anti-Israel sentiment, and it has mostly come from the Left. 

			Immediately after the Hamas massacre in Israel (a short list, as of October, 2023, and which has grown on a daily basis):

			◊The national committee of Students for Justice in Palestine said, “Today, we witness a historic win for the Palestinian resistance: across land, air and sea.”

			◊New York’s chapter of the Democratic Socialists of America promoted a rally where speakers applauded the attacks.

			◊The Connecticut D.S.A. enthused, “Yesterday, the Palestinian resistance launched an unprecedented anticolonial struggle.”

			◊Students for Justice in Palestine, a network of pro-Palestinian campus groups, posted a document that refers to all of Israel as a “settler colony,” and said, “Settlers are not ‘civilians’ in the sense of international law, because they are military assets used to ensure continued control over stolen Palestinian land.”

			◊The president of NYU’s Student Bar Association wrote in its newsletter, “I will not condemn Palestinian resistance,” which resulted in the withdrawal of a job offer. 

			◊On the same day as the Hamas incursion into Israel, a group of student organizations at Harvard University released a statement on social media arguing that Israel’s “apartheid regime” was “entirely responsible” for the war. 

			◊At Cornell University, Russell Rickford, an associate professor of history, stated at a rally that the Hamas attack “exhilarated” him.

			Even if there were no blatantly anti-Israel statements or actions, many American Jewish leaders encountered utter silence from their progressive allies and partners. 

			Even more hurtful: the silence—or worse, the anti-Israel, or morally equivocal “wrong on both sides” statements—from the governing bodies of mainstream Christian churches.

			For many Jews, this was a wakeup call to the sobering reality of anti-Semitism in various corners of the Left. It has always been there, as a subtle but annoying theme. Many American Jews downplayed that anti-Semitism from the Left. We had a different strategy; yes, there were anti-Semitic and anti-Israel elements on the Left, but those sentiments came from people with whom we shared so much else. There were larger issues at play—racism, economic justice, gender issues. We preferred to focus on the more xenophobic, violent manifestations that have come from the Right. 

			Or, to engage in some letter re-arranging word play, the Right has the sword, and the Left has the words. Better a sharp editorial, or a “bad” story on National Public Radio, or even a noisy rally in a college quad, than a bloody attack on a synagogue. 

			We have had to do some serious rethinking. 

			In the words of Jonathan Chait:

			It is often the case that a movement’s treatment of Jews serves as a broader indicator of its health. It’s not an accident that the Republican Party has become more attractive to anti-Semites as it has grown more paranoid and authoritarian. What the far left revealed about its disposition toward Jews is not just a warning for the Jews but a warning for all progressives who care about democracy and humanity.

			The pro-Hamas left is not merely indicating an indifference toward Jews. It is revealing the illiberal left’s inherent cruelty, repression, and inhumanity.2

			The onslaught from Hamas—with its wanton murder, rapacity, and ghoulishness, unseen in Jewish life since the Holocaust—has proven that Israel is up against people who have no liberal wish list for the Jewish state. 

			They do not want a better Israel. 

			Rather, they want there to be no Israel. “Palestine will be free, from the river to the sea,” leaves no room for the Jews in Israel at all. It would turn Jews into refugees and/or victims again, which is a fate that every Jew—and most of the civilized world—would vigorously oppose.

			Some dare call this what it is: anti-Semitism.

			American Jews are thinking critically about the meaning of the university. The higher the tuition bill, the more likely it is that your kid will come back from college for Thanksgiving parroting such fad concepts as postmodernism, deconstructionism, colonialist theory, and the “narrative.” 

			They might have stood by, embarrassed into silence, as their classmates or professors embraced the actions of Hamas, or justified those actions, or excused those actions, or relativized those actions, or piled accusations onto Israel in a grisly game of “whataboutism.”

			For centuries, Jews have put their faith in the university—in higher education, rationality, and intellectualism. We saw universities as temples of enlightenment. Jews have held that ticket in their hands as their ticket into the world. 

			Many Jews feel betrayed, and for good reason. 

			Ezekiel J. Emanuel, a physician, vice provost for global initiatives, and a professor of medical ethics and health policy at the University of Pennsylvania, wrote:3

			When a coalition of 34 student organizations at Harvard can say that they “hold the Israeli regime entirely responsible for all unfolding violence” and students at other elite universities blame Israel alone for the attack Hamas carried out on Israelis on Oct. 7 or even praise the massacre, something is deeply wrong at America’s colleges and universities.

			Students spouting ideological catchphrases have revealed their moral obliviousness and the deficiency of their educations. But the deeper problem is not them. It is what they are being taught—or, more specifically, what they are not being taught…

			Those of us who are university leaders and faculty are at fault. We may graduate our students, confer degrees that certify their qualifications as the best and brightest. But we have clearly failed to educate them. We have failed to give them the ethical foundation and moral compass to recognize the basics of humanity.

			We in the academy need to look more deeply at how it is possible that so many undergraduates, graduate students, law students, and faculty at our nation’s finest colleges and universities could have such moral blinders.

			Colleges and universities need to be more self-critical and rethink what it means for students to be educated. For the last 50 years, with a few exceptions, higher education has been reducing requirements. At the same time, academia has become more hesitant: We often avoid challenging our students, avoid putting hard questions to them, avoid forcing them to articulate and justify their opinions. All opinions are equally valid, we argue. We are fearful of offending them…

			To be clear: these are not failures to hold a certain line on Israel and the Palestinians. Those would be political disagreements. 

			These are intellectual failures—a failure to discern basic morality; a failure to name evil for what it is. It is the intentional fostering of hostile environments for Jews. Increasingly, Jewish students report that they slip their Jewish stars inside their clothing, remove kippot, and speak the word “Israel” in whispers. 

			There is a price to be paid for these intellectual and moral failures. Jewish donors are pulling money from universities. The Wexner Foundation, founded by prominent philanthropists Les and Abigail Wexner, broke its ties with Harvard University over the university’s inadequate initial responses to Hamas terror. 

			We can hope for a reinvigoration of Jewish teen education. Let us imagine a young Jewish student, Ben. He graduates from high school and goes to college. During his first week on campus, his suite mates find out that he is Jewish, and they berate him for being a supporter of an apartheid regime that is committing genocide against the Palestinians. 

			Even worse, some of his professors are saying the same thing—or worse. 

			Several years ago, I preached these words on Rosh Ha Shanah:

			This past month, on college campuses all across the country, SUVs pulled up to the dorms—and hundreds of thousands of young Jews climbed out.

			They found their dorm rooms. They met their roommates. They began unpacking their duffle bags. They went to orientation.

			And, over the course of the next few months, many of them will find themselves in the middle of a war. The soldiers in that war do not use guns. The soldiers in that war do not use tanks. The soldiers in that war use ideas, and they use words.

			It is a war against Israel—against the very idea of Israel. It is an international war, and our young people will meet that war, and they will have to respond to that war. 

			Our young people will hear these terms: “colonialism,” “genocide,” “ethnic cleansing,” and “apartheid.” 

			Those words will be on the lips of their roommates, and their classmates, and their professors. 

			All of those words, allegedly, about Israel. 

			And, all of those words, allegedly, about them—those students—as well.

			I shared this Jewish student’s account:

			Over the course of an hour, my history was denied, the murder of my people was justified, and a movement whose sole purpose is the destruction of the Jewish homeland was glorified. Statements were made justifying the ruthless murder of innocent Israeli civilians, blatantly denying that Jews were native to the land of Israel, and denying the Holocaust in which six million Jews were murdered. Why anyone in their right mind would accept these slanders as truths baffles me. But they did.4

			But, here is the pathetic truth: Those students are helpless to respond, and so are their parents. 

			As Professor Rachel Fish has said:

			These are students, unfortunately, who have parents who don’t know how to help them. They themselves don’t have the language. They don’t have the substantive knowledge. They didn’t prepare their students to walk through the world with a tall, strong spine, steeped in their particularism, while understanding their responsibility for universalism… The grownups failed them, on multiple fronts. The university as a marketplace of ideas failed them. How do you ensure that the next generation of Jews maintain that ha-tikvah, that hope, in order to remain committed to the Jewish people?5

			“The grownups failed them, on multiple fronts.” 

			How did the grownups fail them?

			First, their parents failed them. Many non-Orthodox Jewish parents have abdicated their responsibility to raise literate, committed, and connected Jewish young people—and to adequately partner with the Jewish community in reaching that goal. Confronting the forces of modernity, individualism, and careerism for their young people, they cannot make any changes in their lives that would enable their kids to be more Jewishly competent beyond a once-in-a-lifetime ritual setting on a Shabbat morning. They are willing to kick the Jewish educational can down the road, hoping that Hillel or a Birthright trip will do the trick.  

			Nancy L. Berman offers an overview of the statistics. They are not pretty:

			Presently, the majority of families consider b’nai mitzvah to be the end of formal Jewish education (Goodstein, 2003). The bar or bat mitzvah is often considered a finish line and a time when children and families leave synagogue life all together. The demands of the secular world, including academics and social concerns, take precedence over the development of Jewish identity. 

			Supplementary school enrollment drops significantly following seventh grade or the benchmark year of thirteen and continues to drop throughout the remainder of high school (Wertheimer, 2008). Teens can point to an erosion in their religious observance in the years following the intense bar/bat mitzvah year (Kosmin & Keysar, 1999). In data compiled by the North American Jewish Data Bank, Berman Institute and the University of Connecticut, out of twenty-four communities surveyed between 1993 and 2010, over half reported less than 50 percent of their children continued beyond bar or bat mitzvah education. Indeed, most Jewish adults over the age of forty have no Jewish education beyond seventh grade (Schnall, 2007).6

			Second, I and my colleagues in synagogue life failed them. We failed to convince Jewish parents that Jewish education in the teen years was crucial for their kids’ Jewish identity, and for their ability to stand up to the intellectual and moral rot that they would encounter on campus. 

			Worse, synagogues are cutting their educational programs—from twice a week, to weekly, to twice a month. 

			I asked a synagogue president, “Why did you cut religious school like that?” 

			He sighed. “We had no choice. We are competing with a culture of people who will create private b’nai mitzvah experiences at restaurants or country clubs—no synagogue membership required. What can we do?” 

			Perhaps this current crisis will produce a wakeup call for Jewish parents, and they might start demanding more intense Jewish education—preparation for Jewish life for their young people. Perhaps there will be a shift in Jewish educational priorities: from ritual competence, however necessary, to moral and historical competence. Perhaps we will go from assuring that young people can sing “Sh’ma Yisrael” to assuring that young people can interpret medinat Yisrael, the state of Israel. Perhaps religious educators will be proactive in coming up with creative solutions to this crisis—not only in Jewish education, but in American Jewish identity. 

			Will the current crisis produce an American Jewish adrenaline jump?

			Perhaps. It happened once before. 

			Let us imagine American Jewish history as falling into two eras: pre-1967 Six-Day War, and post-1967 Six-Day War. 

			Pre-1967 Six-Day War: After World War II and the Korean War, Jewish GIs returned from their military service. They moved to the suburbs, where they built synagogues. 

			This was the post-war blip in American Judaism. It was the Eisenhower-era “Protestant, Catholic, Jew” vision that Will Herberg described in his book of the same name. 

			Those suburban synagogues were often full, but they were simultaneously empty—of the spirit. It was the sort of spiritual anorexia that Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel often described in his writings. 

			Then came June of 1967. Israel fought surrounding Arab armies that threatened to push the Jewish state into the sea. 

			The result was an expanded Israel (which has created its own set of existential challenges): the Sinai Peninsula, returned to Egypt as part of a peace treaty; the Gaza Strip, from which Israel withdrew in 2005; the Golan Heights; and the West Bank.

			But there was another result, as well. 

			Take my family, for example. We were deeply Jewish, in an ethnic sense, but we rarely attended worship services.

			But then came the Six-Day War, and on the Shabbat of that war, we were in the pews. So was every other family in our suburban Long Island synagogue.

			The reverberations of the Six-Day War created a “post-1967” American Judaism.

			Jewish education improved. Ask any Jew who attended religious school, heder, or Talmud Torah in the 1940s or early 1950s. You will hear horror stories—teachers (mostly men) who were angry, bitter refugees; terrible or non-existent educational materials; and rote learning. There were many attempts at improving and professionalizing Jewish education. Many of those attempts, noble as they were, were of limited effectiveness. 

			Post-1967, teacher training programs improved. Jewish educators developed new educational techniques and better materials. 

			Informal Jewish experiences began to proliferate. Before 1967, there were Jewish youth programs and immersive experiences at summer camps. But, post-1967, there would be an explosive growth of youth programs, Jewish summer camps, and Hillel foundations on college campuses. 

			There was a new infatuation with Jewish culture. Post-1967, the renewed emotional connections with Israel and Jewish peoplehood infused the arts, music, theater, and literature. In particular, it is significant that the post-1967 era saw an explosion of American Jewish literature: Philip Roth, Saul Bellow, Bernard Malamud, Cynthia Ozick, Joseph Heller, etc. 

			Jewish activism grew. In the aftermath of the 1967 Six-Day War, many American Jews realized how vulnerable the Jews really were (that intuitive sense increased, even more so, after the 1973 Yom Kippur War). That, and the growth of ethnicity in America, contributed to a new wave of Jewish activism, particularly around the issue of Soviet Jewry, and particularly centered on college campuses. This also led to a growth in Jewish militancy with the establishment of the Jewish Defense League.

			Jewish studies programs on college campuses grew. Pre-1967, college students had very few opportunities for the academic study of Judaism. Post-1967, it seemed as though every college had Jewish studies classes, with the proliferation of entire Jewish studies departments. We could tell a larger and deeper story: before there were Jewish studies programs, there had been Black studies programs, which henceforth encouraged gender studies and other minority studies programs. 

			Why did this post-1967 American Judaism unfold? The realization of how close Israel had come to catastrophe served as a spiritual shofar blast. Even Rabbi Abraham Joshua Herschel would write, “I did not know how deeply Jewish I was.”

			Will this happen again, in the wake of October 7? Will this lead to a flexing of non-Orthodox Jewish spiritual, intellectual, and communal muscles?

			We cannot know—yet. 

			But history’s lessons speak loudly. 

			After every destruction in Jewish history, a spiritual renaissance occurred. 

			The destructions of ancient Israel gave birth to the Torah. In 722 BCE, the Assyrians destroyed the northern kingdom of Israel, scattering the population into exile. In 586 BCE, the Babylonians destroyed the southern kingdom of Judah, sending the population into exile—but resettling them, intact, as a community in Babylon. The Judean refugees carried scraps of their story with them—genealogies, family stories, laws, rituals. At a certain point, those scraps combined with the tribal memories of the northern kingdom of Israel. 

			Put those scraps together, and you have the Torah, compiled in its final form in Babylonian exile. Moreover, as Jacob Wright has written in his recent Why the Bible Began: An Alternative History of Scripture and its Origins, much of the Hebrew Bible emerged as a response to the traumas of those ancient destructions.

			The Roman destruction of Judean independence in 70 CE gave birth to rabbinic Judaism. Generations of religious schoolchildren have loved this tale: how the sage Yochanan ben Zakkai fled the burning Jerusalem and created an academy at Yavneh. That new form of Judaism required no Temple in Jerusalem and no sacrifices. It was to be a Judaism of prayer, worship, Torah study, and mitzvot. That is the core of the Judaism that Jews have today, and it is post-destruction. 

			The expulsion from Spain in 1492 gave birth to Kabbalah. In 1492, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella expelled the Jews from Spain, and five years later, the Jews were likewise expelled from Portugal. This was to become the Sephardic Diaspora. 

			Those refugees travelled in the four directions of the compass. Some made their way to Safed in northern Israel. There, the small community of refugees had a brilliant, transformative insight. 

			True, they were in exile—but so was God, torn apart into the masculine God and the feminine God. Existence itself was shattered, and every mitzvah would contribute to tikkun. It was to become one of the most provocative moves in Jewish thought, creating new ways of understanding the universe and Jewish obligation, and it was post-destruction.

			The Ukrainian uprising in the 1600s gave birth to Hasidism. In 1648–1649, the Ukrainian Cossack leader Bogdan Khmelnytsky led a revolt against the Polish landlords—a revolt that destroyed Jewish communities and claimed the lives of between three thousand and six thousand Jews. It would be the gravest loss of Jewish life before the Shoah. In many ways, it was the precursor of the bestiality of Hamas on October 7, with some of the more horrific tales of that day echoing the eyewitness accounts of the Ukrainian massacres. 

			In its wake, Eastern European Jewry endured multiple traumas. For some, false messiahs like Sabbatai Zevi (alternatively, Shabbetai Zevi) and Jacob Frank would serve as profoundly problematic spiritual elixirs. 

			Ultimately, the hunger for redemption would lead to the creation of the Hasidic movement. Those early Hasidic teachers would lift the impoverished Eastern European Jews from their despair and reconnect them to sources of joy and inwardness. Hasidism, too, is a post-destruction religious expression.

			The Shoah gave birth to new Jewish theologies. The examples are too many to name. Certainly, the catastrophe would prompt theologians like Richard Rubenstein and Yitz Greenberg to struggle with the meaning of the covenant. In many ways, the post-war thriving of American Judaism is also a post-destruction phenomenon.

			As the old Hasidic quote would put it: if you’re seeking a spark, sift through the ashes. 

			Will this happen again? 

			Will a new Jewish theology emerge from this horror?

			I think that the Holocaust pretty much covered every base of theodicy, that eternal question of “Why did this happen
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