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HOT TOPIC: Does pluralism make Judaism stronger and more appealing? 

 
 

EMPOWERMENT AND PLURALISM: THE WAYS IN AND WITHIN JUDAISM  

by Eliana Light 
 
  
This past year, I was education coordinator for Hillel at Brandeis University. Although I had 
many other Jewish jobs that year (Hebrew school teacher, bar mitzvah tutor, children’s services 
leader, etc.), I learned about Jewish education from my experience with Hillel. As a microcosm 
of the larger Jewish community, Hillel reflects and grapples with issues and questions that drive 
us, and has been a place for me to experiment, discuss, and reflect on some possible solutions. 
Those challenges include how to engage the unengaged and how to connect those already 
engaged to each other. In other words, empowerment and pluralism.  
 
Why “empowerment” and not “engagement?” “Engagement” tends to view Jewish education 
as a numbers game. How do we get more people in the door? How do we ensure the continuity 
of such-and-such Jewish institution? These questions are frustrating to me and others in my 
generation. We have been told since we were children that we are the Jewish future, that we 
need to care and participate in the organized Jewish community. But we were rarely given a 
compelling reason why. Why should we give our time and effort to something if it has no 
personal meaning?  
 
As the saying goes, “every Jew is a Jew by choice.”  Those who haven’t chosen need a 
compelling reason to choose Judaism. This can come only if they feel empowered to take 
ownership of their Judaism. Students need to feel that the Torah is theirs, that the tradition is 
theirs, that the siddur and the holidays and the culture are theirs. And we need to let them 
know that their contributions matter. To paraphrase Rabbi Elie Kaunfer’s remarkable speech to 
the GA last year,1 “we don’t just want you to fill a seat, we want you because you have a unique 
voice and can contribute your insights, time, and talent to the benefit of us all.” My generation 
is a start-up generation, a DIY generation. The more spaces we have for fostering pathways in 
to Judaism, the more people will feel invested, feel ownership, feel curiosity, and start seeing 
Judaism as a journey and not an endpoint. We can’t just hand people something, call it Judaism, 
and expect them to join in.  
 
My personal answer is the performing arts. That is why I write, sing, and dance through a 
Jewish lens. Refracting tradition through that lens makes it mine and connects me to a 
community of Jews who connect the same way. This is what I love about my internship with the 
Bible Raps Project. Bible Raps runs workshops with students of all ages to learn text and write 
and record a midrash “rap.” By rapping the words, students are actively taking ownership, 
contributing their own voice to a tradition of interpretation. Trying to find additional methods 
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of empowerment, more ways in, is the driving force behind most of the creative work going on 
in Jewish education today. But we can’t frame it in terms of how many seats we fill. Once 
they’re in the seat, do we have something meaningful for them? Can we help tell them that 
they have something meaningful for us? 
 
The second half of the “Hillel question,” pluralism, is in my mind a greater challenge. Pluralism 
was recently defined to me by Rabbi Sharon Cohen Anisfeld as “choosing to engage with the 
fact of diversity.” But why is this important? If we don’t engage with diversity, we resort to 
tribalism, cutting ourselves of from those who are different so we can never be challenged in 
our beliefs. This leads to mistrust, misunderstanding, fear, and even hate of other groups. They 
can be viewed as a threat, or inferior, or inauthentic. The only way to combat this is to get 
people of different Jewish views talking to each other.  
 
At Brandeis, it proves to be a substantial challenge, as every denomination not only has a 
minyan, but also a group that runs social, educational, and cultural events. This fact, coupled 
with our lack of a building, means that someone could spend his or her entire four years at 
Brandeis without bumping in to a Jew of a different stripe. A lot of people grow up without ever 
experiencing this, either. For example, when I was a kid at a Conservative shul, I thought that all 
Orthodox were misogynist. No one ever told me this outright, I just inferred it for myself. It was 
not until I met Orthodox individuals and heard their stories that I could counteract this. I hear 
these stereotypes all the time. Some people may believe that Reform Jews don’t care about 
tradition, or that Orthodox Jews don’t care about women, and they will keep believing this until 
they meet and talk with someone for believes otherwise.  
 
I understand pluralism as having two dimensions: confrontation and celebration. Confrontation 
involves discussing our differences without leaving our strongly-held beliefs at the door, 
encouraging the asking of questions, and fostering a community where people neither judge 
nor fear being judged. Hillel at Brandeis tackled this head on when we debated whether or not 
to say a communal Hamotzei at Friday night dinner. Although in the end we went back to our 
old ways, it was the conversation that mattered, getting people in the same room talking. 
Celebration, on the other hand, is about coming together around what unites us. That same 
semester we held a monthly communal Havdalah, followed by ice cream.  Although we choose 
to pray at different minyanim, we can come together to eat, sing, dance, and sway, bringing us 
closer as a community. 
 
This semester has confirmed for me without a doubt that empowerment and pluralism are the 
building blocks of a vibrant, meaningful Jewish community. I may only have one more year at 
Brandeis to make an impact on the Hillel community, but my journey within the Jewish 
community will last the rest of my life. 
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Endnotes 
1. Op-Ed published on the Jewish Telegraphic Agency’ website and based on this speech can 

be found at http://www.jta.org/news/article/2011/11/07/3090171/op-ed-return-torah-to-
its-place-of-glory.   
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Brandeis, Eliana runs creative tefillah services, tutors for B'nai Mitzvah, and is Education 
Director of Bible Raps, an innovative organization that uses hip-hop to teach Torah. She is also 
working on her first CD of original Jewish music.  
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