I J Street Rabbinic & Cantorial Cabinet - Summer Reading Companion

J STREET RABBINIC & CANTORIAL CABINET

Summer Reading Companion

Reflection Questions & High Holiday Sermon Themes
Summer 5786
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Tablets Shattered: The End of an American Jewish
Century and the Future of Jewish Life

Joshua Leifer

ABOUT THIS BOOK

Winner of the National Jewish Book Award, Leifer's debut is part memoir, part history, and part
cultural diagnosis. He argues that the three pillars of 20th-century American Jewish identity —
Americanism, Zionism, and liberalism — have collapsed, and that the institutions built on them are
increasingly disconnected from the actual lives of younger Jews. Writing from his own millennial,
progressive, and Jewishly literate vantage point, Leifer surveys the full landscape of contemporary
Jewish life with fairness and depth. The title is drawn from the shattering of the tablets at Sinai: a
catastrophe that ultimately made a new covenant possible.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1. Leifer identifies three collapsed pillars of American Jewish identity: Americanism, Zionism, and
liberalism. Which of these do you see crumbling most visibly in your community? What, if
anything, is rising to replace it?

2. He argues that younger Jews feel increasingly unwelcome in the very institutions their parents
and grandparents built. How do you experience that generational divide in your community —
and what responsibility do established clergy bear for it?

3. The book ends cautiously hopeful — the shattering of the tablets led to a second set. Where do
you see genuine renewal or reimagination in Jewish life right now, even amid the disintegration
Leifer describes?

HIGH HOLIDAY SERMON THEMES

After the tablets shatter. Grief and Renewal.

Moses shattered the tablets in a moment of grief and rage — and yet God gave a second set.
Similarly, the High Holidays hold both catastrophe and renewal in the same liturgy, from the story
of the Akedah, to the stories of Hannah and Jonah we experience both trauma or grief and
renewal. What has shattered in our communal life this year, what are we grieving? And what
might be inscribed on the second tablets, what can we help renew?

What obligation looks like when belonging has faded.

Leifer admires Orthodoxy's robust sense of communal obligation even as he critiques its
insularity. What does it mean to call people to obligation — to mitzvot, to peoplehood, to covenant
— at a moment when so many have become consumers of Judaism rather than citizens of it?
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