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Am Yisrael 

Erev Rosh Hashanah 
 
 Erev Tov. 
 Edmund Fleg was an intellectual who, like many in his day – the 
roaring 1920s – toyed with the idea of being a citizen of the world.  To do 
this he would need to shed his religious trappings, habits and sensibilities.  
He would need to abandon not only his Judaism but the Jewish people as 
well. 
 But for one reason or another, he rejected this plan and became, in a 
way, a ba’al teshuvah, one who returns to the fold.  He re-embraced his 
Judaism, and came to celebrate his particularity. 
 Then in 1927 he set pen to paper to compose a letter to his yet unborn 
grandchild.1  In this letter he posed a critical question to himself, “Why I am 
a Jew.”  He wondered when his grandchild would read this letter – in what 
decade and on what continent.  And then he asked this, “But you, will you 
feel yourself a Jew, my child?”   

How, he quietly asks himself, will you, my unborn grandchild, 
identify?  What would motivate you to identify as a Jew?  Would you even 
need motivation?   Or would your very existence as a Jew be sufficient for 
you to call yourself a Jew? 

Fleg went on in his letter to explain his own identity.  He said: 
“I am a Jew because, born of Israel and having lost her, I have felt her 

live again in me, more living than myself. 
I am a Jew because, born of Israel and having regained her, I wish her 

to live after me, more living than in myself. 
I am a Jew because the faith of Israel demands of me no abdication of 

the mind. 
I am a Jew because the faith of Israel requires of me all the devotion 

of my heart. 
I am a Jew because in every place where suffering weeps, the Jew 

weeps. 
I am a Jew because at every time when despair cries out, the Jew 

hopes…. 

                                                        
1   Excerpts here are taken from http://orthoprax.blogspot.com/2005/08/why-i-am-jew-by-edmond-
fleg.html, accessed September 22, 2011. 
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I am a Jew because the promise of Israel is the universal promise. 
I am a Jew because, for Israel, the world is not yet completed; men are 

completing it. 
I am a Jew because, above the nations and Israel, Israel places man 

and his Unity. 
I am a Jew because above man, image of the divine Unity, Israel 

places the divine Unity, and its divinity.” 
*** 

 However beautiful Fleg’s meditative poetry may be, how he frames 
his thoughts raises a critical question for us here at Temple Beth David. 
 Fleg keeps saying again and again, “I am a Jew because…” 
 Why? 
 Why does he need the because clause at all? 
 Since he was born of Jewish parents, he is Jewish.  By definition.   
 Or is it by definition? 
 Many of us are familiar with the tradition that Jewish mothers pass 
along Jewishness to their offspring, and in the Reform movement either 
parent may bequeath this status, not just the mother. 
 This model of peoplehood, I suggest, stems from the book of Genesis.  
For recall in Genesis the Jews are identified as members of a family, a clan, 
a tribe – all deriving from a single couple: Abraham and Sarah.  To be a Jew 
in Genesis is to be a member of that ever-expanding family.  To be a Jew, 
according to Genesis, is a matter of blood, of DNA.  Jewishness flows 
within.  In as much as it is within your cells, it is inescapable.  It is not a 
matter of choice. 

Now let’s be candid.  Genesis is a multi-generational drama of 
dysfunction.  It is a saga overflowing with intrigue, suspicion and jealousy, 
illicit sex and hypocrisy, gangs and rebels, righteous fools and foolish 
rituals, backstabbing and frontal assaults, grudges and megalomaniacs, 
sexism and xenophobia.  In many ways, Genesis is the most explicit soap 
opera about how not to raise your family.  

On the other hand, Genesis includes adoration and fidelity, righteous 
wisdom and wise rituals, fierce loyalty, parental protectionism and offspring 
deference, gifts given and gifts received.  In this way Genesis explicitly 
demonstrates that even with the trials and tribulations of family life, beauty 
and goodness exists.   

Despite the vagaries of family life, none of the characters mentioned 
in Genesis question their Jewishness.  No one denigrates his or her 
membership in that larger family.  They cannot conceive of not being 
Jewish.  Being otherwise is an unintelligible notion. 
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Jewishness is involuntary in this family paradigm.  Choice has 
nothing to do with it.  It is inescapable.  It is.  I am a Jew.  Period. 

This Genesis model of Jewishness is attractive for several reasons.  
First, it means that I cannot rid myself of my Jewishness.  I can neither opt 
out of my membership in this larger family by a conscientious choice or by 
neglect.  My Jewishness cannot be erased.  Second, my Jewishness is 
intimately shared with other Jews.  Because of our shared blood, we are 
members of the same family, literally and figuratively.  This means my ties 
to other Jews is not just a figment of my imagination, it is a fragment of my 
body, my viscera, my DNA.  This fact should inspire me to care for fellow 
Jews who suffer – because they are just as much me as I am them.  I am 
beholden to their wellbeing as much as I am to my own.  Solidarity, then, 
would be a primary result of this Genesis model of Jewishness. 

Yet this model has a serious weakness.  It means people who are 
attracted to Judaism and to Jews themselves have no real way of becoming 
Jewish.  Converting into Judaism would be mostly unintelligible in this 
paradigm.  Think about it: you cannot just convert into a neighbor’s family 
no matter how much you like their cooking or theology, and regardless if 
you fancy one of them.  To become a member of another family is a lengthy 
process, one that requires rituals and compromises, but ultimately it boils 
down to permission.  At least in the Genesis model, gaining permission to 
join the Jewish family was granted only to the select few who agreed to 
abandon absolutely everything they had even known.  They had to leave 
childhood homes, parents and friends.  In a way they had to erase their 
earlier existence and take on a new one in their new home.  Becoming 
Jewish was not a matter of choice as much as a strategic move to survive. 

On the whole, the Genesis model promotes no reason to be Jewish.  
My family is Jewish.  I am a member of this crazy family.  I am Jewish.  
Period. 

Lest you think this is the only model the Torah provides on 
Jewishness and peoplehood, think again. 

Turn the page to the book of Exodus.  Here the story changes 
dramatically.  It is no longer a titillating story about a particular family and 
its wayward characters.  Rather, the narrative turns to the trials and 
tribulations of a more eclectic crowd, one that is composed of tribes and 
clans, elected leaders and appointed ones, rebellious factions and loyal 
legions – all of them trodding through the deserts of the Ancient Near East. 

Membership in this erev rav, this mixed multitude required little 
blood, however.  Rather, membership revolved around revelation.  That is, 
membership in this group became oriented around the rules and regulations 



  4 

stipulated at Mt. Sinai.  To be a member of the Jewish group was to agree to 
perform the mitzvot, and then, later on, agree to the fact that the brit exists, 
that the group has a covenantal relationship with God.   

In the Exodus model, membership carries with it responsibilities and 
duties – and it is these responsibilities and duties that makes it possible to 
call the Jewish people a community.  Remember your Latin lessons: 
commūnitās means participation, sharing, social relationship, fellowship, 
organized society, shared nature or quality, kinship, and obligingness.2  To 
com-mune, to live with others – who are not your family – is to live with 
certain rules that make that living together possible, efficient and 
meaningful. 

Now it is certainly possible in this model not to participate.  Because 
membership now requires voluntary acceptance of the content of the brit, 
one could, in theory and in fact, reject that content.  That rejection, of 
course, has repercussions.  You could, like the worshippers of the golden 
calf, think that your way is better than the way provided by revelation.  But 
in that very assertion, you would be excusing yourself from the community 
and you would, most likely, suffer existential harms upon your exit. 

But on the other hand, if you choose to participate in the community 
and take on its responsibilities and duties, you get certain goodies.  For 
starters, you get to live.  Second, you get to live fairly well, insofar as the 
community provides for your well-being and protects you.  Third, you get to 
take on an identity heretofore unknown to you: the identity of being 
someone who has a special relationship with God.3   

To put it bluntly, membership has its privileges – to borrow from 
American Express. 

Insofar as these benefits are intelligible and, indeed, attractive, it then 
stands to reason that we Jews choose to be members of the Jewish people 
precisely to acquire these benefits.  That is, we do the mitzvot to get the 
goodies.   

In this Exodus model it is therefore possible to acknowledge the 
phrase, “I am a Jew because…”  Because we can now supply the final 

                                                        
2   Oxford English Dictionary. 
3   The midrash offers another way to understand these goodies: it promotes Jewish identity.  As it says in 
Exodus Rabbah 47.3: Judah b. R. Simon said in the name of R. Joshua b. Levi: In the past you were named 
as any other tribe was, like Sabtah, and Raamah, and Sabteca  (Gen. X, 7)2; but as soon as you received My 
Torah, I made a covenant with you and I promoted you, and not only Israel alone [have I promoted] but 
also thee, their king,3 I promoted in the world because of the Torah. In which way did the Holy One, 
blessed be He, promote him? In that, said R. Jeremiah in the name of R. Samuel, son of R. Isaac, all the 
honour which Moses enjoyed in this world was only the fruit, while the stock remained for him for the 
World to Come.”  See also Sifra 112c. 
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clause.  I am a Jew because I like to live.  I am a Jew because I like to 
participate in this eclectic, interesting, challenging group of people – and this 
means I have certain responsibilities called mitzvot.    I am a Jew because I 
get to have a special relationship with God. 

And insofar as it is possible to be a member of this community by 
fulfilling certain duties and acknowledging God as God in the first place, the 
Exodus model entertains the possibility of conversion.  Gentiles who are 
attracted to Judaism and Jews could, according to this model of peoplehood, 
take on the trappings of Jewishness and, in time and through publicly 
demonstrated commitment to Judaism, become full fledged members no 
different than those born Jewish. 

Genesis blood and Exodus community – two models for Jewish 
peoplehood. 

Are there any other ways to think about Jewishness? 
If we turn to Leviticus, I think there is.  Here we encounter that 

famous phrase: Kedoshim tihiyu, ki kadosh ani Adonai Elokeichem, ” which 
means, “Be holy, because I, Adonai your God, am holy.”4  And the 
subsequent verses to this charge constitute what we now call the Holiness 
Code.  This Holiness Code includes such things as keeping the corners of 
your field for the indigent, not cursing the deaf or putting stumbling blocks 
before the blind, not standing idly on the blood of your neighbor, not hating 
another but rebuking them constructively.  And of course, the most famous: 
v’ahavtah le’re’echa camocha, you shall love your neighbor as yourself.5 
 This Holiness Code explicitly and implicitly teaches that being Jewish 
is to be even more holy than we already are.  Whereas the rules for 
communal living expressed in Exodus help people live together with 
relatively few problems, Leviticus says that such living is inadequate.  It is 
unfulfilling, Leviticus says, to merely follow the rules.  For example, I can 
live next to my neighbor and never really know her, acknowledge her 
particular interests, or attend to her peculiar needs.  According to Exodus, I 
don’t need to love my neighbor, I only need to be neighborly.  Leviticus 
thinks this is shallow.  One needs to push oneself and do more than toeing 
the line of the law.  One should be more. 
 Don’t get me wrong.  The Leviticus model certainly involves 
following the rules stipulated in Exodus – for that is how people can at least 
live side-by-side with minimal problems.  But the Leviticus model says that 
that is not enough.  We need to improve upon ourselves to be more than 

                                                        
4   Leviticus 19:2. 
5   Leviticus 19:18. 
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neighborly, we need to be loving.  And if and when we manifest this kind of 
loving we then acquire the epithet “holy.” 
 Certainly, becoming holy is not easy, but it is a goal nonetheless.  God 
requires it of me, and of you and you and you.  We are obliged to ever 
improve ourselves in certain moral qualities, and this very improvement is 
what we call virtue ethics.  We are to inculcate certain virtues, virtues like 
generosity, compassion, temperance, wisdom even, both as individuals and 
as a community.  The more we train ourselves in such virtues, the more 
righteous and kadosh, holy, we become.6 
 With this Levitical model of Jewishness, it is also possible to entertain 
that because clause Fleg uses.  Here we could say, “I am Jewish because it 
makes me holy.”  Or, “I am Jewish because I become a more virtuous, nicer, 
person.”  Like the Exodus model, this Levitical model of peoplehood also 
welcomes converts.  Indeed, it does so with enthusiasm insofar as the very 
act of welcoming a stranger is one of the gestures of loving a neighbor as 
oneself. 
 *** 
 I am a Jew, Edmund Fleg said. 

“I am a Jew because the faith of Israel demands of me no abdication 
of the mind. 

I am a Jew because in every place where suffering weeps, the Jew 
weeps. 

I am a Jew because at every time when despair cries out, the Jew 
hopes….” 

 *** 
 I am a Jew.  Period.  It’s in my blood, I cannot be otherwise, says 
Genesis. 
 I am a Jew because I have responsibilities to the community, says 
Exodus. 
 I am a Jew because it makes me a better me, a holier person, says 
Leviticus. 
 At this time when our loyalties are challenged, when our hopes are 
confused by political and economic realities, and as we enter into the Yomim 
Noraim themselves, these days of Awe – it is important for us to reflect on 
why we are here in the first place. 

Why, I hope you wonder, are you here?  Are you here, at Temple Beth 

                                                        
6   See, for example, Mekhilta de Rabbi Yishma’el, Massekhta de-Kaspa §20.  Another way 
to frame this model is that it purifies people.  See Genesis Rabbah, Lekh Lekha 44:1 and 
Leviticus Rabbah, Shemini 13:3.  
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David because of what flows in your veins, or because of what people 
expect of you, or because of what God hopes for you? 
 Whatever your answer, you are welcome here.  And whatever your 
answer, may it give you solid footing as we enter into both the awesomeness 
of these holy days and the mysteries of the coming year. 
 Shanah Tovah. 


