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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

» Consider the three options that Benay Lappe identifies for re-
sponding to profound changes or crashes in our “master stories.” §

Can you think of people in your own life who exemplify each of

those three response strategies?

* Who do you know that tends to adopt Option 1—deny the “

change and work to shore up and preserve the master story?

* Who do you associate with Option 2—the strategy of accepting

the change but leaving the old story completely behind?

better or transform it? What does that look like?
* Think of a time in your own life when you have experienced a

major shift or change—how did you move through the three |

options? Where have you landed so far?

Lappe suggests that for many people, Judaism as we've known

it “isn’t answering their basic human questions.” Is this true for |
you? What is a question you have that you wish Judaism would |

answer for you?

* A key idea for Lappe is the importance of acknowledging each
individual’s innate moral intuition or “svara” even if it is different
from an old story that they've been taught. Can you think of a §
time when your own svara has been in conflict with a tradition |

or belief you were taught? What did you do?

Can you think of anyone who has chosen Option 3—accepting |
the change and staying with the master story in order to make it

\\/

— Barbara Thiede

“All of modern Western Judaism lives
ina place where every yardstick that is
applied to what makes us Jewish becomes
a Rabbinic yardstick—but that Rabbinic

yardstick is relatively new to our hiscory.”

Not Your Rabbi’s Judaism

Barbara Thiede is an assistant professor in the Department of Re-
ligious Studies at the University of North Carolina-Charlotte. She
tenches a range of courses on the texts of Hebrew Bible, Jewish history,
the history of European antisemitism, and Jewish magic.

In addition to being a professor, Barbara Thiede is also an ordained
tubbi in the Jewish Renewal movement, where she is known as Rav
Shulamit Thiede. When we had our interview, she was a member of
the Vaad, which is the board that oversees rabbinical education through
Jewish Renewal’s Aleph Ordination Program.

‘Thiede’s books include Male Friendship, Homosociality, and Women
in the Hebrew Bible: Malignant Fraternities (2022) and Rape Culture
In the House of David: A Company of Men (2022). She is currently at
work on her next book, entitled Yhwh’s Emotional and Sexual Life in
the Books of Samuel: How the Deity Acts the Man.

In her rabbinic role, Thiede performed Lex’s wedding, where Dan
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met her for the first time. Qur conversations with her, on and off the
air, helped flesh out our intuitions about the non-linearity of change
throughout Jewish history.

Dan Libenson: We've been exploring a lot of thinking that comes
from within the world of Rabbinic Judaism, and we'’ve also talked a
lot about the ideas that we've called “folk Judaism,” suggesting that
the people have a different perspective, potentially, than the Rabbis.
It seems that even now, in the 21st century, we often are looking at
a world that’s set up within the context of Rabbinic Judaism. Your
writing questions that, and I'd like to start with a snapshot of your
perspective on how Rabbinic Judaism fits into Judaism.

Barbara Thiede: What 1 have to say about this is actually hardly
new. What is new is to hear it in seminary settings, in congregational
places, in places in Jewish life.

Scholars have known for decades that we have no objective proof that
there was any group of rabbis who saved Judaism in the first century of
this Common Era. We know, in fact, that the Rabbis later on created
a series of myths that were so powerful and so amazingly compelling
that once—and here’s the scary moment for some of us—once the
Rabbis are given their role in Jewish communities, in part, by a rising
Christian empire, that becomes the narrative of what Judaism is, that
becomes the identity of how Judaism is practiced.

All of modern Western Judaism lives in a place where every yard-
stick that is applied to what makes us Jewish becomes a Rabbinic
vardstick—but that Rabbinic yardstick is relatively new to our history,
relative to the extraordinary diversity of Judaisms throughout our
history, it is rather a narrow yardstick to be using.

Dan Libenson: The basic story of the Rabbinic myth is that the
Temple was destroyed in the year 70, and there was a period of insta-
bility during which a group of probably Pharisees, which was one of
the sects back then, got together and became the Rabbis and reimag-
ined Judaism, along a similar line to the way that the Pharisees were
talking about it before the destruction of the Second Temple. Out of
that emerged the Rabbinic Judaism that became the next version of
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Judaism. Here and there are some isolated communities that wandered
away before that Rabbinic Judaism took hold . . . but basically, Rabbinic
Judaism is Judaism.

Could you help us understand what really was going on historically?
How should we understand what was going on before the destruction
of the Second Temple and in the years after the destruction of the
Second Temple?

Barbara Thiede: I'll do that with the historian’s caveat—the one that
I give all of my students—which is that in 20 years you could find out
that I lied to you. Twenty years from now, we'll know differently than
we know now. [ will also do one other thing—and that is add to the
mythology you've just described, Dan. Because if you go on Chabad’s
website, what you'll find is this idea that the Rabbinic project actually is
not saving Judaism, but keeping an old, longstanding line going-—that
that’s what they do, just by writing things down, by getting together.
All of this actually well predates the first century.

You've got these two essential narratives—that the Rabbis saved Ju-
daism by creating something cutting-edge and new, and that Chabad-
world definition that they preserved what was already always there.
Both these narratives are myths. They have little to nothing to do
with any of the history of what I would call Judeans rather than Jews.
In fact, a lot of our terminology is off, The word “Jews” is 2 word that
doesn’t really get used for our people until the Common Era, and the
first locations for its use are the New Testament and the work of early
Christian Patristic fathers. They're the ones using that term in the way
that we then come to adopt it and use it for ourselves.

The reason that T emphasize this is because these Judeans have
already been in diaspora for hundreds and hundreds of years. They've
already been building synagogues across Asia Minor, across Europe,
across the entire Roman Empire. They have already created commu-
nities in which they are defining and redefining what their practice is.
They are an ethnos—a people group—and they have inherited a set
of traditions, they have inherited ancestral narratives, and they have
inherited, to some extent, an important identity marker in terms of the

genetic sense of where they came from. Even if they've been living in
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Alexandria for hundreds of years, they still may be marking themselves
as Judean. They also may be protesting “being marked as ‘Judean.”

Start to finish, prior to the destruction of the Second Temple, these
Judeans of Rome, of Alexandria, of all of these amazing different
settings, have been living without the Temple as their central binding
institution. They have been living with, around, and in company with
Roman and Greek and various other cultures, Persian cultures. They
freely adapt to the cultures that are keeping them company. They also,
quite clearly, will defend things that are important to them—the right,
for example, not to have to worship the emperor.

They're living lives that actually are so vibrant and attractive that we
have 2 number of records of Roman writers getting a little worried
about the amount of Romans who are adopting Judaic practices—
Seneca and Juvenal both do this, both say, “Oy, we Romans are not
observing our ancestral practices—we're doing things like those Ju-
deans over there,”

‘These lives are lived vibrantly, richly, mostly peacefully. Our an-
cient forefathers and foremothers were living pretty interesting
lives . . . which, I will also say, include much more power, input, and
activity from women than any of us would expect, including women
in apparently important leadership roles in early synagogues. There
was also a lot of very interesting interrelationship with people who are
attending synagogues who are not Jews.

We have this incredibly vibrant life, and the literature of Second
Temple times almost never mentions the Temple, The whole saga
that, once the Temple is destroyed, everything falls apart—Jewish
life is broken into pieces, there’s this desperate longing and agonizing
over the future—there’s no evidence of that. It’s a Rabbinic story, it’s
a Rabbinic myth. That myth, of course, exists in part as a foundation
story—to explain how the Rabbis become important, and why they
should have.

Insofar as we do have rabbis speaking to one another in little groups,
discussing the law—yeah, they do that. But they are talking to each
other, and they have absolutely no role—or almost no role—to play in
the lives of the vast majority of Jews in the first centuries of the Com-
mon Era. People aren't consulting the Rabbis on legal issues; they’re
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going to their local Roman legal officials. Their marriage contracts are
not being written in Hebrew—they’re being written in Greek. Children
are being named with Greek names. Synagogues are not built according
to Rabbinic strictures—they don't have things in the right direction,
stored in the right place.

Jewish community life that is taking place in those synagogues is not
taking shape according to a Rabbinic direction of any kind—instead,
people are fundraising, people are manumitting their slaves, people are
getting together for festivals and having fun—they're living Jewish lives,
but they’re not living Rabbinic lives.

Lex Rofeberg: Some of our listeners may have never heard anything
about this history. Others might say, “I've heard of things like the Sad-
ducees or the Essenes.” There’s certainly an awareness from certain
communities of Jews that there were others out there—but I feel like
many of them think, “Those folks were dissenters,” or maybe they just
think of those communities as having less authenticity. Could you say
more about what this time was like, and how all of these groups were
engaging with one another and with Judaism?

Barbara Thiede: The first thing I'd like to say is something that many
of my students find really challenging. Frequently, when I've gone to
churches for various interfaith moments, I've been asked, “Look at what
happened with Christianity—how it spread throughout the world.
What do you have to say to that?” We all know the subtext, right? “We
won, and you didn't—so this is clearly an indication that God wanted
this rather than that . .. you are the that, we are the this.” My answer
to that usually is, “The fastest growing religion today is Islam.” Or,
“Constantine could have converted to Judaism-—there were about the
sume number of Jews as there were Christians in the Roman Empire.”
Accidents of history are interesting things—choices that are made are
interesting things.

Now, the list—Sadducees, Essenes, Dead Sea Scrolls—is the classic
list of, “Oh, there were Judaisms.” It’s a Jacob Neusner approach to
this—Jacob Neusner, the great historian. But even those groupings are
not representing 95% of Judeans of the Second Temple time, or the
first centuries.

And here’s how this gets back to that question I get asked by
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Christian communities—when people do the, “Well, the Rabbis
won..." I want to say, “Hmm . . . and had it not been for the emer-
gence of Christianity, which created an incredible power base around
Church and around clergy . .. and then also created a compelling need
to know, “‘Well, who are the leaders that look like us in that minority
community? Ah, they are the Rabbis. . .” In some respects, we can
thank Christians for the Rabbinic power that we enjoyed, benefitted
from, and which defined us.

I say all those words in positive terms because I want to make it clear
that my intention is not to say this was all mythology, and therefore
we don't have to pay attention to it, The Rabbinic narrative, and the
Rabbinic frame, has been absolutely critical and formative to Western
European Judaism. It is also, in many, many respects, an extraordinary,
beautiful, rich tradition which deserves a lot more attention than we
give it,

My concern is that in a world in which Judaism has been measuring
itself by that yardstick—has been beating itself by that yardstick—we
have the opportunity to instead look at this grand diversity of our
history and tap a myriad of sources that are rich, variegated, and worth
our time. Conforming to the Rabbinic one and reinvigorating the
Rabbinic model is not our only choice for Jewish identity, Jewish life,
Jewish community, and Jewish future.

‘The Western, Ashkenazi-dominated world needs to step back and
take a little bit of a dose in humility and learn. It needs to learn a little
bit about its own history so that it stops reading Rabbinic history as
the history of Judaism. It also needs to explore deeply, and listen deeply,
to Jews of other countries, other traditions, and other worlds.

‘Then we need to have a conversation—all of us.

What is it that none of us—I ask my students this—what is it that
you would never give up about Judaism? What would that thing be
that is so visceral to who you are, that you can't imagine yourself or
any other Jew without it?

Start there. For some Jews in the world it is Rabbinic Aa/achah [Rab-
binic Jewish law]. For some Jews, like the Kaifeng Jews, it might be the
books of Torah mixed in with a little Confucian wisdom.

Dan Libenson: Is it right to say that there are at least two traditions
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that have been in play, even in the Eastern European Ashkenazi world,
for the last thousand years? One is the Rabbinic “elite” tradition that
has gone in different directions—it’s gone in the direction of having
more focus on law; it’s gone in the direction of Hasidism, which is
more focused on the spirit; it’s gone in the direction of Reform Judaism
with more of a focus on social justice; and in various other directions—
but it’s all versions of that elite Rabbinic tradition. But at the same
time, in parallel, there's another tradition—and it’s the tradition of the
“regular Jews,” who sometimes follow what their rabbis suggest, and
sometimes don't.

| was talking to a group of rabbis recently about the idea that it’s
really important for rabbis to have a vision of their own role—but it’s
also important for rabbis to understand that the people also have a
vision for what Judaism is for them. They may not always know how to
articulate it, but it’s wrong to say that they’re just ignorant and don’t
care. It’s often that they do have a real deeply felt sense of what it means
to them, or what they want Judaism to be—and they’re feeling just
us let down by the rabbis as the rabbis are feeling let down by them.

Could you help us think that part through?

Barbara Thiede: The first thing I want to do is add that there's more
than two, and the third piece that we need to be thinking about is the
extent to which Jews of any world—Western or otherwise—are also
integrally involved in surrounding cultures,

If you just take a look at Joshua Trachtenberg’s old classic on Jew-
ish magic—of course he says it’s all about folk practice, and then he
(Juotes one rabbi after another as his sources, which is its own kind
of commentary on what you just said. But still, one of the cute little
picces in there is how women of the Medieval period would want to
have some iron in the room when they were giving birth; this was
really important—to get a key to the synagogue and have it in the
room of a birthing woman. But if there was no key to the synagogue
wviiluble, you couid ask for the key to the local church. We need to
think about that.

Understanding the complexities of our history is actually like open-
Ing up a magic treasure box—there’s so much there sparkling for us to
look ut, and it goes beyond, “Here are the elite rabbis in their various
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forms, and here are the people doing whatever they’re doing.” Interac-
tion with cultures, peoples, music, art, experience, economies around us
also has played a role in how we create and re-create ourselves.

One thing I do want to come back to, though, which is really im-
portant, is the notion of the people being “ignorant.” One of the things
that drives me personally most into the corners of my room to bang
my head against the wall is when rabbis talk about the ignorance and
the apathy of Jews. First of all—nu, what's new? When were rabbis
not complaining about the ignorance and the apathy of Jews? You're
saying something new for us? Don't think so. The other thing about this
is—according to whose model are these Jews ignorant and apathetic?
According to which yardstick are they uninterested?

I look at people of Lex’s generation, of my son’s generation, Those
Jews—yes, many intermarried—are definitively still describing them-
selves as Jewish because it’s important to them. And maybe they don’t
know what they’re saying when they say “traditions,” but they do know
this—they do know that there’s a people group they belong to. They
do know that that people group owns traditions, ideas, texts, ways, folk
practices. And they are often much more literate about what that really
means in defining Judaism than we give them credit for. It’s just that
they may not necessarily be primarily interested in what we think we
have to teach—which is the Rabbinic model as the be-all end-all form
that we will preserve Judaism in.

In a thousand years, Dan—maybe even in 500 years—I really wonder
whether Rabbinic fudaism will look to Jews at that time very much like
how we now see Second Temple times. “Oh, that’s interesting—that’s
how they were.”

Lex Rofeberg: As a rabbinic student, I wrestle with the role of rab-
bi—both historically and today. It seems that, even though you are a
rabbi, you're able to step outside that perspective and question what
the role of a rabbi is. I'd love to hear a little bit about how you, while
critiquing all of these historical and contemporary manifestations of
Rabbinic authority, are also a rabbi. How do you wrestle with all of that?

Barbara Thiede: You are right—I do wrestle with that. I find myself
sometimes frustrated with colleagues because of the tendency, which
we all have—this is going to happen at any profession—but there’s a
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kind of self-congratulatory process that I find is dangerous if we want
to be the kinds of paradigm shifters we keep saying we want to be.

But what if you sit down to Hanukkah, and instead of telling that
narrative of Hellenism versus Judaism—which tends to very much
reinforce a rabbinic narrative around the dangers of assimilation—what
if you turn it on its head? In a congregational setting, you have every-
body sit down to a table, and on the table you have different things on
everybody’s plate. A couple of them are mock coins——the ones with
the goddesses and gods on one side and the menorah on the other.
Maybe there’s a shtickle Philo [a little piece of Philo]. That will give
you a different sense of what Judaism could have looked like in the
first century. You do this in your own private home, in your communal
home, and on every single plate you have evidence of the way these
things were being lived together. You have everybody get their Jewish
names for the day and if they'’re living in Alexandria, those names
might be “Philo,” or “Alexander,” not “Judah,” not “Joshua.”

Then, after you do this, you look around the room—jyou look at the
art in the room, and the furniture in the room—is all of that Jewish?
What happens when you walk through the house? Do you see some
Jewish things? You surely do. Do you see a lot of things from all over
the world? You might. What kinds of Jewish lives are the Jews who
own that house, who are living in that house, living? In what way are
they, just like those of the second century BCE, integrating, joining
together—exploiting, even—the riches of the cultural worlds that are
at their fingertips, and still remaining Jewish? What kind of Hanukkah
would we be celebrating?

And then at the close of that night, everybody brings their hannukiah
[Hanukkah menorah] to the table, and we light the candles—because
some things are eternal, and they last forever. One of those things is
how incredible a light looks in the darkness. I want to make it real
for my community that Jews, and Judaism, is that treasure box. I don't
want to do it in a way that measures their practice—they have more
practice than they know.

I think that the history that we have gives us that opportunity to
think as rabbis in those settings, Lex, as people who can encourage ev-
eryone in the room—even ourselves—to ask, “What is Judaism? What




Nl LUG LLCREC UL LNESE NUMAN beings, the lineage of the God-fearers,
the lineage of the elders of Alexandria who had to navigate the horrible
violence of first century CE. The lineage of the Jew in Alexandria, the
young Jewish man who describes himself as an Alexandrian when
the local authorities described him as a Judean—he says, “No, I'm an
Alexandrian,” We've got that.

Lex Rofeberg: “I'm a Polish Jew”—Bernie Sanders.

Barbara Thiede: Amen—right.

Lex Rofeberg: “I'm a Polish-descended American Jew.”

becoming ordained, I have both options.

Barbara Thiede: I have to say that I almost never introduce myself
as “Rabbi.” People do respond differently to me when I put my hand
out and say, “It’s nice to meet you—I'm Barbara Thiede,” than if I say,
“I'm Rabbi Thiede.” If I have earned the right to be a teacher for our
people, they give me that right. And I have to re-earn it every singl.e
day, I have to earn it every single week. No title grants me that right—it
is my fellow Jews who grant me that right.

Dan Libenson: The way we're talking about rabbis and



