:SEPHARDI
" \___% REPORT




Can Sephardic Judaism
be Reconstructed?

Daniel Elazar

Professor Daniel |. Elazar (1934—1999)
served as the first president of the
American Sephardi Federation from
1973-1975, and The Sephardi Report
is proud to republish his seminal essay,
“Can Sephardic Judaism be Recon-
structed?”” (1992)

Professor Elazar's article was featured
in the inaugural issue of the ASF’s online
newsletter, “Sephardi Ideas Monthly,” a
continuing series from the rich, multi-di-
mensional world of Sephardi thought
that the ASF delivers to your inbox on
the second Monday of every month. In
the essay, Professor Elazar calls for the
revival of “Classic Sephardic Judaism,” a
tradition “not given to excess, seriously
Jewish, yet worldly and cosmopolitan.” A
realist who is unimpressed by conven-
tional pieties, Professor Elazar traces
the decline of Sephardi communities
and the historic, demographic and
institutional factors that have led to
what he calls the "Ashkenazification
of the Sephardim.” These difficulties do
not deter him, however, from conclud-
ing that Jewish life needs a “revival of
a living organic Judaism. . .through the
Sephardic way”.

Today, a little over twenty years after
Professor Elazar's essay first appeared,
does “the need of the hour” in Jewish
life remain the same? Is the Jewish
world more open now than it was in
1992 to “the Sephardic way”?

The Sephardi Report believes that

a strong “yes” is the answer on both
counts, and in order to imagine what
“Classic Sephardic Judaism” might look
like in our time, we offer you Professor
Elazar's stimulating essay, “Can Sephar-
dic Judaism be Reconstructed?”

After a Thousand Years,
New Divisions?

After a thousand years in which the
principal division in world Jewry was
between Ashkenazim, the Jews who
lived north of the Alps in lands pre-
dominantly Christian, and the
Sephardim, Jews who lived south of
the Alps in lands predominantly
Muslim, that division is disappearing as
such because both populations have
ceased to live in their original regions.
As the dust of the great migrations
has settled, the majority of the Sep-
hardim are to be found in Israel or
France, where they have formed local
majorities, while the majority of the
Ashkenazim live in the United States
and Eastern Europe, where they also
form local majorities. Even in those
cases, however; what survives from
their respective Jewish subcultures is
for most merely fragmentary cultural
baggage with little meaning beyond
the reality that everyone carries such
baggage which influences behavior
and attitudes, even when people are

| unaware that it does, without neces-

sarily being a conscious creative force.
The only sector of the Jewish
world in which those two traditions
remain consciously creative forces
as such is in the religious one, par-
ticularly among its Orthodox and
ultra-Orthodox segments. In that
sector, a combination of factors has
given the Ashkenazim almost an iron
grip which only serves to increase
the gap between the most energetic
Jewish religious movements and the
lives of most Jews and to weaken the
relationship of Jews with the rest of
the world. That, indeed, is their intent.
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What is missing from the Jewish re-
ligious picture is an active, articulate
expression of the Sephardic way—
classic rather than romantic, Mediter-
ranean rather than Eastern European,
cosmopolitan rather than parochial
—that has as its goal the linkage of
all this through a common religious
framework and the involvement of
Jews in the world without sacrificing
their Jewishness.

The Break-Up of the Traditional
Sephardic World

After 1492 the Iberian exiles
formed two new concentrations
—one in North Africa where they
found a very large indigenous Jew-
ish population.There they formed a
separate minority, an elite group that
preserved its own culture and a form
of Judeo-Spanish known as Hakatia.
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