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Foreword 

Norman J . Cohe n 

The ai m o f thi s boo k i s t o asses s th e curren t stat e o f America n 
Jewish life, drawing on the research and thinking of scholars from a 
variety o f disciplines an d diverse point s o f view. Th e groundwor k 
was lai d a t a  conferenc e entitle d "America n Jews : Dream s an d 
Realities," held in New York City in the spring of 1991. Cosponsored 
by the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institut e of Religion and the 
Joseph an d Cei l Maze r Institute fo r Research an d Advanced Study 
of Judaica o f th e Graduat e Schoo l o f th e Cit y Universit y o f Ne w 
York, th e three-da y gathering too k place a t the Brookdal e campus 
of H.U.C.-J.I.R . an d a t th e Roosevel t Hous e o f Hunte r College . 
The session s dre w larg e audience s o f academic s an d professional s 
working in Jewish agencie s as well a s laypeople, an d the presenta-
tions elicited vigorous response and interchange of ideas. 

We ar e gratefu l t o th e staff s o f th e Ne w Yor k Schoo l o f th e 
College-Institute, i n particula r t o Lind a Jaffe , an d o f th e Maze r 
Institute an d the Hunter Jewish Social Studie s Program, especiall y 
Rosalie K. Bachana an d Marilyn J. Sladowsky, for making the myr-
iad o f arrangement s fo r th e conference . I t coul d no t hav e take n 
place and this volume would not have seen the light of day without 
the generou s suppor t o f th e Judy an d Michae l Steinhard t Founda -
tion. Th e Steinhardts ' concern fo r the futur e vitalit y o f America n 
Jewish life led them to subvent the conference an d the preparation 
of this book, alon g with a  plethora of other activities in the Jewish 
community. 

We are grateful, too , fo r the support an d encouragement o f th e 
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XIV FOREWOR D 

leadership o f th e College-Institute , especiall y Presiden t Alfre d 
Gottschalk and Stanley P. Gold, Chair of the Board of Governors, as 
well a s o f member s o f th e administratio n o f th e CUN Y Graduat e 
Center, especiall y Solomon Goldstein, former Dea n of Research and 
University Programs. 

Above all, our gratitude goes to Naomi W. Cohen, Distinguishe d 
Service Professor of American Jewish History at the Jewish Theolog-
ical Seminar y o f America , an d t o Eugen e B . Borowitz , Sigmun d 
L. Fal k Distinguishe d Professo r o f Educatio n an d Jewish Religiou s 
Thought a t th e Ne w Yor k School o f H.U.C.-J.I.R. , bot h o f who m 
served wit h m e and Rober t M . Seltzer on th e planning committee . 
We benefited greatl y from Naom i Cohen's careful readin g of all the 
papers and her indispensable advice in shaping the manuscript. The 
project owes much to her acumen and friendship . 

Our special thanks is extended t o Dennis M. Dreyfus fo r al l tha t 
he di d i n helpin g t o transfor m thes e presentation s int o a  unifie d 
book. He was a full partne r in bringing this work to press, going far 
beyond norma l editoria l duties . H e spen t man y hour s wit h eac h 
article an d eac h contributor , sharpenin g conten t an d polishin g 
style. W e canno t overstat e hi s thoughtfulness , cooperation , skill , 
and remarkable abilit y t o work effectively i n an are a tha t wa s no t 
his own specialization . 

We would lik e t o expres s our appreciatio n t o th e Luciu s N. Lit -
tauer Foundatio n fo r a  gran t tha t helpe d defra y publicatio n cost s 
and the preparation of the index. 

We would als o like to thank ou r editors a t New York Universit y 
Press, Nik o Pfun d an d Despin a Papazoglo u Gimbel , fo r thei r gra -
cious an d patien t encouragement , gentl e bu t determine d coaxing , 
and, i n Bob' s case , fo r th e war m friendshi p tha t ha s develope d 
through this and other projects over the years. 

Through this volume, we expect to bring to a wider audience the 
disparate insight s an d overal l issue s tha t permeate d thes e paper s 
and th e discussio n accompanyin g them . I n s o doing , w e hop e t o 
contribute to a deeper understanding of the unique nature of Ameri-
can Jewish life , it s past an d present , an d t o the ke y questions tha t 
shape our future o n this continent . 
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C H A P T E R I 

Introduction: Th e Ironie s o f 
American Jewish Histor y 

Robert M . Seltze r 

Jewish history is singular, no t least because of its incongruities. The 
migrations, invasions , defeats , an d myria d othe r crise s o f th e an -
cient Israelites , a  smal l peopl e tha t wa s amon g th e leas t o f th e 
kingdoms, becam e th e matri x o f th e cosmi c historiograph y tha t 
came to dominate Europe, North Africa, an d western Asia after lat e 
antiquity. No t exceptionall y distinguishe d i n art , technology , o r 
warfare, th e Jewis h impac t flowed  fro m a  handfu l o f survivin g 
oracles, hymns , lega l codes , an d tale s o f ancestor s an d fro m a n 
abiding driv e t o metaboliz e th e symboli c form s o f nearb y culture s 
according t o a n obsession  tha t onl y th e Go d o f Israe l wa s trul y 
divine. Few in number relativ e to the populations alongsid e who m 
they lived , th e Jews generated a  collective imag e tha t loome d pre -
ternaturally larg e throughou t th e medieva l an d earl y moder n cen -
turies i n th e mind s o f Christendo m an d Isla m and , o f course , i n 
the Jewish conceptio n o f the significanc e o f thei r grou p existence . 
Modern Jewry ha s sought i n various ways to reduce that incongru -
ous image to manageable proportions—to normalize and humaniz e 
it—with limite d succes s an d considerabl e failure . Becaus e o f th e 
powerful valenc e o f the image of the Jews, modern Jewish history , 
far fro m bein g one mor e chapte r appende d t o a  chronicle o f man y 
centuries, ha s becom e a n intellectua l worl d i n itself , a  comple x 
series of encounters and adjustment s i n which, ironically , th e Jews 
are both a  paradigm for many other small groups and a special case. 

i 



2 ROBER T M . SELTZE R 

Jewry's record of reactions, initiatives , an d restructurings i n th e 
last tw o centurie s i s ofte n sai d t o b e prototypica l o f vulnerabl e 
religious, ethnic , an d socia l minoritie s respondin g t o acceleratin g 
and sometime s cataclysmi c change . Ye t i t i s a story like no other . 
In the mid-eighteenth century, the preponderance of a marginalized 
but prou d Jewis h people , define d b y loyalt y t o th e Tora h an d it s 
God, live d i n a  diaspor a stretchin g fro m Alsac e an d th e wester n 
German an d norther n Italia n state s t o th e easter n reache s o f Po -
land-Lithuania and , i n a  second swath, fro m Morocc o across North 
Africa an d th e souther n Balkan s t o th e Middl e East , Iran , an d 
beyond. Farther out, harbinger s of immense shifts abou t to be set in 
motion wer e th e newes t Jewis h communitie s o n th e Atlantic — 
Amsterdam, London,  Hamburg , Bordeaux , Curacao , Charleston , 
Philadelphia, Ne w York, Newport . Les s than two and one-half cen -
turies later , th e Jewis h peopl e ha d becom e transforme d int o a n 
incomparably mor e complex socia l groupin g living in a  handfu l o f 
economically advance d countries , marke d b y a n ideologica l an d 
behavioral diversit y virtuall y unparallele d i n Jewish histor y suc h 
that "wh o i s a  Jew" becam e a  questio n tha t concerne d eve n th e 
Jews themselves. 

Yet anothe r wa y Jews found themselve s t o b e prototypica l an d 
exceptional i s tha t the y underwent , befor e man y othe r minorit y 
groups, the possibilities and metamorphoses summoned b y the ram-
pant urbanization , mobility , an d secularizatio n tha t accompanie d 
modern education , economi c change , an d politica l upheaval . O n 
the on e hand , sector s o f th e Jewish peopl e confronte d earl y wha t 
wider element s o f th e populatio n experience d later , makin g Jew s 
pioneers in th e self-transformations force d o n minorities in the las t 
ten o r fifteen  decade s of modernity . O n th e othe r hand , th e desir e 
to avoi d tota l ruptur e wit h th e pas t an d t o maintai n continuit y 
evoked a  serie s o f creativ e response s b y Jewis h elites . Boun d to -
gether i n ne w arrangement s an d mode s o f self-awareness , moder n 
Jewry's exertion s t o maintai n orde r an d cohesio n constitut e a 
many-sided drama no t usually given its due in comparative history . 
Efforts to achieve conclusive liberation led to the prolonged struggle 
for Jewish emancipatio n i n the European diaspora , t o a  preoccupa -
tion wit h revolutionar y politic s i n som e countries , an d t o move -
ments for Jewish self-emancipation an d return to the ancient home-



INTRODUCTION 3 

land. Catching up to a European Enlightenment that was embarked 
in new humanisti c an d universalisti c direction s le d to a  new con-
tinuum o f Jewish denominations an d theologies an d eventually t o 
the inclusio n i n i t o f secular ideologie s o f Jewishness. Th e Haska-
lah, Wissenschaft  desjudentums,  Neo-Orthodo x Judaism, Classica l 
Reform, Positive-Historica l Judaism , Bundism , Diaspor a National -
ism, Politica l Zionism , Spiritual Zionism, Labor Zionism, Revision-
ist Zionism, an d other programs of thought an d act were all symp-
toms of the power over Jews of calls for justice, equality, fraternity , 
and hope . Ye t non e o f th e program s o f re-formatio n ende d u p a s 
their initiator s intended.  The y an d th e othe r ideologie s o f Jewish 
regeneration turned out to have critical limits, leaving the Jews just 
as vulnerable a s they had always been to the deracinating lures of 
integration an d assimilation on the one hand and to campaigns of 
vilification an d extermination on the other hand. Whatever moder-
nity may turn out to be, it has never stood still. 

Locating thi s kaleidoscope o f reaction s an d counterreactions i n 
its proper context calls for a special academic field: the comparative 
study o f moder n Jewish diasporas . Jews i n mos t land s have foun d 
themselves o n th e edg e o f socia l an d intellectual chang e bu t con-
fronting differen t givens . A s a result o f the economic an d politica l 
development (an d revolutions) o f the nation-states i n which Jews 
live, eac h Jewry ha d t o respond t o it s own se t o f challenges i n it s 
own way. 

Four especiall y creativ e Jewrie s hav e contribute d mos t t o th e 
remaking o f th e Jewish people : thos e o f Germany , Russi a an d Po-
land, Israel , an d America . Fro m Germa n Jewry cam e a  tripartit e 
denominational structur e tha t ha s marke d modernize d Judais m 
since th e mid-nineteent h century , a s wel l a s mos t o f th e fecun d 
schools o f moder n Jewish philosophy , from  th e Enlightenmen t o f 
Moses Mendelssohn to the existentialism of Franz Rosenzweig. Rus-
sia an d Poland constituted a  greenhouse of secular Judaism—liter-
ary, nationalist , an d socialist—an d becam e th e hom e o f vibran t 
forms o f traditiona l religiou s Judaism , especiall y th e yeshiva h 
world an d late r Hasidism . Th e Yishu v an d th e Stat e o f Israe l ha s 
been the exemplary setting for social experimentation an d redemp-
tive ingathering, a s well as the means for Jews to take a new stance 
as a nation and find a voice in the international arena. 
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It i s more difficult , however , t o delineate what America n Jewry 
has accomplished in relation to its special environment . 

Although th e Jewish populatio n o f th e Unite d State s ha s num -
bered in the millions since about World War I, the Jewish encounte r 
here with modernity i s actually one of the longest: in the year 2004 
it will have lasted three and one-half centuries. (Jew s have lived as 
long i n Nort h Americ a a s the y hav e i n postmedieva l Britai n an d 
France and only sixty years less than i n Amsterdam—and English , 
French, an d Dutc h Jewrie s ar e usuall y considere d th e principa l 
harbingers o f moder n Jewry. ) Th e tal e mos t ofte n tol d i s tha t o f 
immigrants arrivin g i n Americ a t o escape th e disabilitie s an d mis -
fortunes o f th e Ol d World : ho w they , thei r children , an d thei r 
grandchildren sun k root s in a  lan d tha t seeme d t o promise a n en d 
to the degradation s o f poverty an d exile . Anothe r well-establishe d 
story i s tha t o f th e creatio n b y America n Jewr y o f a  hos t o f ne w 
organizations, institutions , an d agencie s to cope with th e religiou s 
and politica l milie u o f the Unite d States . But there i s much more . 
In the last four decades American Jewish studies has become a full -
fledged branc h o f America n ethni c an d socia l history , explorin g 
such theme s a s the presenc e o f Jews in far-flung part s of the conti -
nent an d disparat e sector s o f th e economy , th e migratio n o f Jews 
from regio n t o region of North America , thei r impact on the polit y 
and popula r cultur e o f th e Unite d States , th e growt h o f Jewis h 
educational institutions , and the politics of American Zionism. The 
resulting pictur e indicate s ho w a n Americanize d Jewr y emerge d 
from a  meltin g po t o f Ol d Worl d Jewis h subculture s an d becam e 
internally divided along new fault lines , producing its own dialectic 
of vector s an d force s pointin g .  . .  where ? W e wil l retur n t o tha t 
question later . 

This book is a selection of recent work by some of the most accom -
plished scholars and researchers in a  burgeoning field. The commit-
tee that invited these essays was interested in the interplay betwee n 
Jews an d th e idea l o f America , tha t is , between dream s an d reali -
ties: between th e Jewish dreams of America an d what happened t o 
the Jews as they became part of the mainstream to a degree that did 
not occu r elsewhere . Fo r Jews , Americ a wa s a  lan d o f immens e 
opportunities and , for Judaism, immens e dangers. I t offered Jews as 
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individuals the opportunity to live free of the restrictions that ofte n 
persisted i n th e Ol d Worl d an d Jews a s a  group th e opportunity t o 
find a  saf e home . Bu t Americ a threatene d persona l disorientatio n 
and collectiv e disintegration , corrosio n o f famil y tie s an d th e de -
mise o f a  distinctiv e Jewish culture , wit h a  rapidit y muc h greate r 
than almos t anywhere else in the world. Rumors of the promise and 
risk o f Americ a arrive d o n th e othe r sid e o f th e Atlanti c no t lon g 
after th e initia l group s o f Sephardic Jews landed here . B y the lat e 
eighteenth century , Americ a a s a  brav e ne w lan d o f freedo m an d 
equality becam e a  ke y constituen t o f th e idea l o f a  plac e wher e 
Jews could liv e with complet e dignit y an d ne w self-respect . Hope s 
and perception s are , afte r all , autonomou s force s i n th e calculu s 
of intention s an d acts . First-generatio n German-speakin g Jewis h 
immigrants from Centra l Europe and first-generation  Yiddish-speak -
ing Jews from Easter n Europ e were lured by a  novus ordo  seclorum 
where revolutionary developments were creating a new nation. Not 
a fe w o f th e younger immigrant s too k advantag e o f th e plasticit y 
afforded b y immigratio n t o thro w of f th e shackle s of tradition an d 
recreate themselves as dejudaized Americans . Others saw the amor -
phousness o f Americ a a s summoning the m t o la y th e foundation s 
for form s o f Jewish associatio n an d identit y that , thoug h modifie d 
in the Depressio n an d th e wa r years, persisted i n th e golden ag e of 
American Jewry that lasted to the midsixties . 

The essay s i n thi s boo k illustrat e th e paradoxica l effec t o f th e 
Americanization o f th e Jews: Americ a undermine d an d energize d 
Jewish commitment . Muc h wa s discarde d an d muc h wa s saved . 
Acculturation (i n th e sociologica l us e o f th e ter m presuppose d i n 
these papers ) di d no t alway s lea d t o assimilation : sometime s th e 
most acculturate d wer e amon g th e mos t consciou s o f thei r Jewish 
identity and the most preoccupied with Jewish affairs. Despit e rapid 
and severe acculturation , Jewishness was honed a s an independen t 
variable i n th e motivation s o f mor e tha n a  fe w o f it s America n 
adherents—and ha s remained so , even thoug h Jewish institutions , 
ideologies, an d even Jewish value s have been reshaped b y Americ a 
to such a  degree that man y Jews of the past might not recognize as 
Jewish some of what constitutes American Jewishness. 

How th e America n environmen t differe d ha s bee n repeatedl y 
analyzed b y th e historian s o f America n Jewry . Jewish immigrant s 
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came to a n Americ a populate d largel y b y Europeans who ha d cre -
ated a society with only traces of medievalism. Negative stereotypes 
of the Jews were offset b y a  Puritan identificatio n wit h th e histor y 
of biblica l Israe l s o that , i n America n Christianity , disdai n fo r a 
long-superseded Judais m wa s countere d b y estee m fo r th e livin g 
descendants o f th e peopl e o f th e Ol d Testament . Fro m th e begin -
ning, th e Jewis h situatio n wa s mor e propitiou s eve n tha n i n En -
gland (an d the legal status of the Jews there was more benign tha n 
for Jews i n mos t o f th e land s o f continenta l Europe) . I n colonia l 
British Americ a ther e were n o restrictions on Jewish economi c ac -
tivity an d religious life so that, i n the era of the American Revolu -
tion, ther e wer e n o ghetto s t o b e razed , n o limit s o n ho w man y 
Jews could b e married, n o Jewish taxe s t o b e abolished, n o Pale of 
Settlement t o b e demolished ; likewise , ther e were n o autonomou s 
batei din,  n o venerabl e yeshivot,  n o government-recognize d ge-
meinde o r landesrabbiner  t o sustai n a n establishe d community . 
Restrictions o n th e electio n o f Jews t o publi c offic e wer e rapidl y 
abolished b y most states ; in some localities Jews were not particu -
larly welcom e (Ne w Englan d unti l th e mid-nineteent h century) , 
but ther e wer e n o explici t limit s o n th e freedo m o f Jews t o liv e 
where the y chose , t o engag e i n an y busines s o r profession , an d t o 
consider themselve s citizen s o f a  countr y that , fo r al l it s burst s of 
nativism an d decade s o f rejectio n o f nonwhite s an d non-Nordics , 
was still more hospitable to immigrants than any other . 

History, o f course, offer s instance s of other frontier s wher e Jews 
have been welcomed becaus e of their mobilit y an d entrepreneuria l 
skills. In industrializing nineteenth-century America , Jewish immi-
grants came to be not only peddlers and shopkeepers but also work-
ers i n expandin g industries , suc h a s clothin g manufacture , tha t 
other Jews ha d largel y created . Th e growin g econom y o f th e ne w 
nation lure d Jew s a s i t di d othe r immigrants , bu t th e imag e o f 
America a s the lan d o f freedom wa s compelling: the Unite d State s 
promised libert y an d justice, th e chance t o be people of worth an d 
dignity, th e opportunity t o start life anew and rise to respectabilit y 
and even prominence. 

Arguably, th e mos t remarkabl e featur e o f th e Americ a polit y 
from th e Jewish perspectiv e i s the Enlightenmen t etho s of its foun -
dational documents . Th e universalis t rationalis m i n th e Declara -
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tion o f Independenc e appeale d t o th e right s o f huma n being s a s 
such, s o tha t thi s charte r o f th e America n socia l contrac t wa s 
rooted i n a  notio n o f natura l reaso n tha t b y implication include d 
non-Christians withou t caveat . Th e constitutiona l prohibitio n o f 
an established church provided for a sweeping separation of religion 
and stat e tha t mad e th e Unite d State s th e politica l orde r mos t 
neutral t o competin g o r friendl y denominations . Althoug h a s a 
religion an d a n ethni c grou p Jew s wer e legall y invisibl e o n th e 
federal level , Clermont-Tonnerre' s 178 9 dictu m tha t "th e Jew s 
should b e denied everythin g a s a nation, bu t granted everythin g a s 
individuals" was realized earlie r i n Americ a tha n i n revolutionar y 
France, wher e i t wa s enunciated . Ye t i n Americ a th e Jewish reli -
gion wa s abl e eventuall y t o attai n a  greate r degre e o f informa l 
legitimation a s one of a plurality of publicly recognized faith s tha n 
Judaism achieve d i n an y other diaspora ; given the relative paucit y 
of Jew s involved , i t i s al l th e mor e remarkabl e tha t th e Jewis h 
tradition manage d finall y t o gai n equa l statu s i n th e trinit y o f 
Protestantism-Catholicism-Judaism tha t ha s given a  special tone t o 
recent American life . 

In the first  phase of American Jewish histor y ther e was a n over -
arching Jewish communa l structur e i n eac h plac e wher e Jews set -
tled i n sufficien t numbers . Afte r th e America n Revolutio n i t be-
came clea r tha t Jewr y wa s free , withi n certai n parameters , t o 
reorganize itself the way it wanted. By the middle of the nineteent h 
century, America n Judaism wa s structured accordin g t o the mode l 
of denominationa l Protestantism : large r communitie s ha d a n in -
creasing number of independent congregations , each conducting it s 
affairs accordin g t o it s ow n bylaws , relyin g solel y o n due s an d 
contributions o f its members, an d selecting its officers an d spiritua l 
leader accordin g t o it s ow n standard s an d desires . Membershi p i n 
the Jewis h communit y wa s strippe d o f an y lega l sanction s i n 
America earlie r tha n elsewher e an d becam e even more a  matter of 
personal choic e a s each ne w generation mature d an d a s America n 
Jewry increased in number and geographical distribution. America n 
individualism ha s bee n commente d o n extensivel y fro m Alexi s d e 
Tocqueville's Democracy in  America t o Robert N. Bellah's Habits of 
the Heart:  th e radica l individualis m o f Americ a mean t tha t Jew s 
could choos e a s the y wishe d amon g th e Jewis h option s tha t ap -
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peared in the nineteenth century , tha t the y could decide whethe r 
they would be Jewish in a strong way, or even be Jewish at all. 

Nineteenth-century America n Jewry graduall y create d a  broad 
range of new intercommunal institution s to supplement the multi-
ple congregations that had come into being on a local level : frater-
nal and charitable organizations, federations of philanthropies and 
synagogues, rabbinica l schools , newspaper s i n German , Yiddish , 
and English, settlement houses, labor unions, landsmanshaften.  By 
the earl y twentiet h centur y mos t o f th e presen t Jewis h defens e 
agencies ha d emerged , eac h imbue d b y a n idea l o f Americ a an d 
dedicated t o protecting th e Jews at hom e an d abroad. Th e forma-
tion of new national organizations confirmed th e fragmentation of 
the community , a s wel l a s th e minorit y statu s withi n America n 
Jewry o f traditiona l Ol d World Judaism. Onl y i n Americ a di d the 
vast majority of Jews identify themselve s with the various forms of 
liberal, non-Orthodo x Judaism . Neve r ha d a  Jewis h communit y 
been to such an extent voluntary and so divided. 

Meanwhile, b y th e en d o f th e nineteent h centur y a  restrictiv e 
definition o f America wa s beginning to crystallize in the antisemi-
tism o f th e Gilde d Ag e tha t eventuate d i n th e socia l exclusions , 
educational quotas , immigratio n allotments , an d publi c expres -
sions o f aversio n t o Jew s tha t becam e mor e conspicuou s i n th e 
twenties an d thirties . Thi s exclusivism wa s emphaticall y no t th e 
Jewish imag e o f America , an d Jewish leaders , organizations , an d 
voters gav e thei r suppor t t o thos e position s tha t represente d a n 
America tha t embrace d al l it s constituen t races , religions , ethni c 
groups, an d social classes . Accordin g to some historians, th e over-
lapping, competing , an d fractious Jewish organizationa l networ k 
may hav e contribute d t o th e difficultie s America n Jewry encoun -
tered in forging a coherent policy to deal with the upsurge of Ameri-
can antisemitism in the thirties and with the blatant threat of Nazi 
Germany. Th e sam e voluntaristi c pluralism , however , ma y hav e 
amplified th e vitality o f American Jewry afte r Worl d War II on a 
series of fronts. In a postwar era of renewed social mobility, reviva l 
of respec t fo r religion , an d eclips e o f anti-Jewis h prejudice , Jew s 
moved i n larg e numbers to the suburbs , where many joined syna-
gogues and reacquired a t leas t a  minimum of Jewish practice. Al l 
American Jewis h religiou s organization s wer e energize d i n som e 
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fashion, an d Jews were increasingly united by a surge of support for 
Israel as a symbol of determination to survive after th e Holocaust , 
as a necessary means of achieving Jewish autonomy independent of 
a hostil e majority , an d a s a  self-chosen Jewish wa y o f life . Whil e 
American culture became fascinated with the complex ethnic roots 
of it s heterogeneou s population , a  concomitant interes t i n Jewish 
roots arose. A Jewish community had probably never enjoyed such 
a positive image as that of American Jewry in the fifties and sixties, 
nor felt more accepted. 

In light of post-World War II developments, it has become possi-
ble to perceive yet anothe r way in which America stood out in the 
course of Jewish history : as Jews have become Americanized, the y 
had contribute d muc h t o th e libera l idea l o f Americanis m itself . 
American culture was remarkably absorbent of certain of the ethnic 
features o f th e groups that constitute d th e America n populace : in 
popular cultur e (foods , humor , music , slang ) an d i n politic s an d 
intellectual life (th e American labor movement, New Deal and Fair 
Deal liberalism , racia l desegregation , civi l liberties , avant-gard e 
arts, new directions in literary criticism), Jews were quite conspicu-
ous. Just as Jews had remade themselves an d their religion in light 
of thei r idea l o f America , s o the y projecte d int o th e America n 
dream Jewis h value s an d yearnings . I f America n cultura l form s 
were reshaping Jewishness, Jews helped shape America's conception 
of itself. 

In the lat e sixties , however , ther e bega n t o appea r signals tha t 
called into question whether or not Jewish continuity an d integra-
tion in Americ a ha d been truly stabilized. Mutin g of antisemitis m 
and enthusias m fo r Israe l wer e countere d b y fascinatio n wit h Is -
rael's purporte d failing s an d b y disparagement s that , t o sensitiv e 
ears (perhap s hypersensitive , perhap s prescient) , seeme d clos e t o 
antisemitism in new dress . Of broader impact on the Jewish situa-
tion were the changes becoming increasingly apparent as a result of 
Jewish acceptance , change s tha t wer e rapidl y an d dramaticall y 
remaking mos t o f America n Jewry i n th e absenc e o f a  continue d 
stream o f immigrant s fro m traditiona l Ol d Worl d Jewis h back -
grounds and upbringings . Th e decline o f social barrier s went han d 
in han d with a  weakening o f inhibitions agains t marriag e outsid e 
the faith. The Jewish birthrate declined and the divorce rate soared. 
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Conversion t o Judaism increased , a s did disaffiliation . Wa s Ameri-
can Jewry heade d fo r drasti c shrinkage i n numbers , i f not outrigh t 
extinction? Th e establishe d denominationa l patter n seeme d abou t 
to fragment . Feminis m challenge d age-ol d Jewis h assumption s 
about gende r an d family . Changin g sexua l more s an d yearning s 
for persona l fulfillmen t threatene d t o disrupt th e indirect , alread y 
tenuous connection s o f much o f American Jewry t o venerable val -
ues. Th e impac t o f a  cohor t o f childre n raise d part-Jewis h an d 
part-Christian pose d dilemma s o f principl e an d tactic s fo r Jewis h 
institutions. Wa s th e Jewishnes s o f man y America n Jew s o n th e 
way to becoming a secondary or even a tertiary loyalty—a "postas -
similation" Jewishnes s tha t fade d i n an d ou t o f th e individual' s 
consciousness alon g wit h involvement s i n othe r categorie s no w 
considered cultura l identitie s of their own? Was cyclical Jewishness 
the next stage in a  new reality in the making? One group of Jewish 
sociologists has been labeled th e "transformationists " becaus e the y 
emphasize no t th e cumulativ e attenuatio n o f Jewishness from on e 
generation t o anothe r bu t th e protea n natur e o f America n Jew -
ishness a s unexpected form s o f Jewish self-expressio n appear . An -
other group, often calle d the "assimilationists," dismisses the trans-
formationalists a s misguided Pollyannas . 

American Jewis h studie s a s see n fro m th e nineties , therefore , i s 
faced wit h question s different fro m thos e that predominate d i n th e 
fifties, whe n America n Jewish histor y cam e int o it s ow n a s a  dis-
tinct are a o f scholarly researc h an d academi c analysis . I s America 
still t o b e hel d exceptiona l t o generalization s derive d fro m al l o f 
Jewish history ? Do recent development s indicate tha t broade r dias-
pora-wide processes governing acculturation , marginalization , an d 
decline ar e beginning t o take hold , s o that nineteenth-centur y Ol d 
World fear s o f America a s corrosive to the integrity o f Judaism ar e 
proving t o b e valid? I s the Jewish imag e o f America a s a  uniquel y 
benevolent hom e o f a n emancipated , normalize d Judaism fate d t o 
be drastically modifie d o r even abandoned , o r will American Jewry 
be show n capabl e o f generatin g it s ow n self-perpetuatio n i n ye t 
another era of Jewish history? 

Perhaps it is most helpful t o pursue American Jewish dreams and 



INTRODUCTION I I 

realities a s the y relat e t o differen t glimpse s o f transformation s i n 
process. That is what we have tried to do in this book. 

The first group of articles deals with the Jewish imagination. The 
essays o f Steve n M . Lowenstei n an d Jacob Kabakof f examin e Ger -
man an d Eas t Europea n image s o f Americ a i n Jewis h literature , 
including th e literatur e produce d b y the Hebrew renascence o f th e 
turn o f th e century . Europea n anticipation s o f the challenge s tha t 
America woul d pos e for Jewish immigrant s wer e no t s o inaccurat e 
as one might think ; the New World was extolled as a land of liberty 
and equalit y bu t th e travail s o f departure an d arriva l wer e widel y 
recognized. America n Jewish literatur e frequentl y convey s th e ex -
perience o f uprooting an d settling , bu t wha t doe s the depictio n o f 
the grandchildren an d great-grandchildren o f those New Americans 
by American Jewish writers show of the character and incongruitie s 
of America n Jewis h life ? Rut h R . Wiss e point s ou t tha t Jew s hav e 
been gratefu l fo r th e benefit s o f America—the materia l well-bein g 
and th e freedo m possibl e here—an d tha t Americ a ha s become th e 
test cas e for moder n Jewish resistanc e t o dissolution (jus t a s Juda-
ism ha s bee n a  tes t cas e fo r America n tolerance) . Bu t America n 
Jewish writer s hav e ofte n foun d th e "hunted " (th e Europea n refu -
gees) fa r mor e interestin g tha n full y acculturate d Jews . I s postim-
migration America n Jewis h lif e s o blan d a s t o offe r nothin g o f 
interest t o creative Jews who shape American intellectua l an d cul -
tural history ? Stephe n J . Whitfiel d suggest s that , a s Americ a ha s 
overcome it s negativit y abou t th e Jewish people , a  poin t ha s bee n 
reached wher e th e Jews can barel y b e distinguished fro m th e non -
Jews. America n movie s captured dramaticall y th e ol d nervousnes s 
of American Jews with thei r Jewishness during the Depressio n an d 
war years just a s the y chronicl e th e declin e i n th e powe r o f anti -
Jewish image s t o intimidat e th e filmmaker  sinc e th e fifties.  I f th e 
old stereotype s ar e n o longe r potent , doe s this heral d th e oblitera -
tion of Jewish specialness? Indeed , th e fate o f American Jewry ma y 
be a n ultimat e tes t o f th e compatibilit y o f acculturatio n wit h th e 
preservation o f meaningfu l historica l distinctivenes s i n th e 
diaspora. 

The second group of articles concerns Jews and American politic s 
in the twentieth century . Accordin g to Henry L . Feingold, th e con-
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sistency wit h whic h America n Jew s (especiall y o f Eas t Europea n 
origin) suppor t liberal causes is exceptional, bu t it may obscure the 
changing components of that allegianc e since the New Deal. David 
G. Dali n present s th e intellectua l biograph y o f Wil l Herberg , wh o 
moved fro m radica l politic s t o Neo-Orthodo x crisi s theology afte r 
World War II , as a case history in the evolution o f Jewish ideologi-
cal commitment. Nathan Glazer and Jerold S. Auerbach both exam-
ine the possibility tha t passag e to an era where support of the State 
of Israel is no longer unquestionably par t of the liberal agenda ma y 
mark another crossroads in American Jewish political sentiments— 
or it may not . 

The propensity of twentieth-century America n Jews to universal-
istic liberalis m i s s o exceptiona l a s t o b e a  Jewish particularism . 
Conversely, growin g America n Jewish suppor t fo r Zionis t particu -
larism took the form of an almost exaggerated universalism. Melvi n 
I. Urofsky , Arthu r A . Goren , an d Davi d Ellenso n not e tha t Ameri -
can Zionist s defende d thei r caus e overwhelmingl y i n religiou s 
terms. Gore n conclude s tha t th e politica l assumption s o f classica l 
Zionism—that a  Jewish homeland wa s urgently neede d a s a refug e 
and shelter—applie d t o al l Jewish diaspora s excep t th e American ; 
Zionism's function fo r America n Jews was to be a bulwark agains t 
assimilation an d a  cultural inspiratio n fo r thi s diaspora threatene d 
with los s o f it s soul . Ellenso n show s tha t durin g a  crucia l decad e 
(the forties) , Orthodox , Conservative , an d Refor m rabbi s al l de -
fined Zionism a s thoroughly compatibl e with th e symbols an d val -
ues o f Protestantis m an d Americanism . Urofsk y observe s tha t th e 
success o f Zionis m i n winnin g suppor t i n Americ a wa s directl y 
related to the successful Americanizatio n o f Zionism itself. 

The nex t par t o f thi s boo k deal s wit h th e adaptatio n o f Jewish 
religious lif e t o th e America n environment . Th e histor y o f th e 
American synagogu e i s th e stor y o f th e by-and-larg e successfu l 
transformation o f this key Jewish institution according to American 
religious patterns . Jonatha n D . Sarn a analyze s th e evolutio n o f 
synagogue life a s it changed from centur y t o century. Jeffrey S . Gu-
rock describes a  failed attemp t t o create a  model synagogue for th e 
children of turn-of-the-century Lowe r East Side immigrants; his case 
history reveal s th e deep-seate d rivalr y betwee n Refor m an d th e 
other branche s o f America n Judaism , jus t a s Ellenson' s stud y o f 
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rabbinical defenders of Zionism indicates the commonalities shared 
by th e branche s thre e decade s later . Jenn a Weissma n Joseli t de -
scribes the process by which th e Jewish food practice s were Ameri-
canized: eve n somethin g a s seemingly particularisti c an d intracta -
ble t o th e America n etho s a s kashrut  becam e a  fountai n o f Ne w 
World Jewish sentimen t an d a n expressio n o f a n emergin g Ameri -
can Jewish middle-class aesthetic . 

The thre e essays  on th e women' s movemen t i n America n Jewr y 
hearken bac k t o the impac t o f liberalism o n Judaism (inasmuc h a s 
feminism i s a  manifestatio n a t presen t o f libera l egalitarianism ) 
and t o the changes that Americ a ha s stimulated i n the workings of 
the synagogue . Elle n M . Umansk y trace s growin g sensitivit y t o 
equal status of women i n Reform Judaism; Paul a E . Hyman chroni -
cles a  ke y grou p i n th e 1970 s that pu t feminis t issue s hig h o n th e 
Jewish agenda ; Judith Hauptma n analyze s Conservativ e feminis m 
as it ha s led thi s branch o f Judaism t o confront th e problematics of 
Jewish continuity in new ways. 

Feminism seek s to spur th e developmen t o f new form s o f Jewish 
spirituality i n the non-Orthodox denominations . Orthodoxy has its 
own form s o f moder n spirituality , an d th e variou s traditionalis t 
movements ofte n calle d "fundamentalist " constitut e a n assertiv e 
reaction t o wha t ar e perceive d a s dangerou s accommodation s t o 
modernity. Samue l C . Heilma n use s th e concep t o f "contra-accul -
turation" an d th e metho d o f ethnographi c narratio n t o illustrat e 
the rejection o f secular American culture among traditionalist Jews 
who hav e learne d t o exploi t mas s medi a technique s t o heighte n 
their self-awarenes s an d morale . I n recen t decade s attempt s hav e 
been made, especially through th e formation o f intimate groups for 
worship, study , an d Jewis h celebratio n (havurot),  t o counterac t 
the banalizatio n o f fait h an d community . Me l Scul t show s tha t 
Mordecai M . Kapla n grappled earl y in hi s career with th e weaken -
ing o f communa l bonds . Kapla n admire d Americanis m a s a  civi c 
ideology, yet he viewed the Roman Catholic Church (not  America n 
Protestantism) a s a  mode l o f group disciplin e an d socia l cohesio n 
for Jews. Edwar d K . Kaplan describes Abraham Heschel' s quite dif-
ferent wa y o f presenting twentieth-centur y Europea n Jewish spiri -
tuality an d of invigorating i t with th e American socia l conscience . 
Kaplan an d Hesche l ar e antipode s o f American Jewish theolog y i n 
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the mid-twentiet h century . Kaplan' s ideolog y o f Reconstruc -
tionism, note d fo r it s didacti c lucidity , scientism , an d sociology , 
has been called the informal content of much of American Judaism 
and, o n a n over t level , ha s garnere d a n enthusiasti c i f circum -
scribed following . HescheF s poetical , rhetorical , an d suggestiv e 
style ha s bee n a n influentia l mode l amon g th e Jewis h religiou s 
leadership i n th e post-Holocaus t ag e fo r regainin g a  sens e o f th e 
sacred. America admire s science but is susceptible to nostalgia, th e 
evocative, and the prophetic. 

Where then i s American Jewry headed? The last group of essays 
offers contrasting commentaries on the Jewish future by four sociol-
ogists an d a  historia n o f America n Judaism . Accordin g t o Pau l 
Ritterband, th e scatterin g o f th e Jews and other har d factors ma y 
make massive assimilation inevitable. Yet, Steven M. Cohen points 
out, there is a consensus that results in continued affiliation amon g 
the moderatel y affiliated . Ego n Mayer examines option s availabl e 
to a n America n Jewish leadershi p willin g t o revis e it s agend a i n 
light of the changed composition of the community. Despite various 
recent departures , America n Jewry just might be pushed back into 
a direction more recognizably Jewish, accordin g to Charles S. Lieb-
man, an d Arnol d Eise n point s t o ne w religiou s tendencie s tha t 
constitute signals of hope for the future. 

These studies show tha t the adaptation of Jewry to America repre-
sents a  mor e nuance d phenomeno n tha n wa s though t t o b e th e 
case a  generatio n ago . On e o f th e mos t quickl y Americanize d o f 
immigrant groups , America n Jewr y ha s grow n dee p root s i n 
America an d has cultivated a  wider range of forms than any other 
diaspora, so that an objective evaluation of its achievements and of 
its probable future is difficult . 

In recent years the dominan t attitude , especiall y i n the Ameri -
can Jewis h leadership , i s a  compoun d o f prid e an d disquietude . 
This paradoxical mi x o f self-confidence an d anxiety ma y reflec t a 
working out of what Reinhold Niebuhr called the "irony of history." 
"Irony consists of apparently fortuitous incongruitie s in life whic h 
are discovered , upo n close r examination , t o b e no t merel y fortu -
itous" (Reinhol d Niebuhr , The  Irony  of  American  History  [Ne w 
York: Scribner's , 1962] , viii) . Historica l ironie s flow from  hidde n 
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limitations or defects a t the heart of significant achievement s tha t 
are rightful object s of pride . Exposur e of illusions lurking in thes e 
successes ca n resul t i n cynica l fatalis m bu t also , perhaps , t o a 
better-focused sens e of responsibility and , therefore , a  more realis-
tic idealism. 

It is ironical tha t th e Jewish accomplishment s in America hav e 
contributed t o a  malaise abou t th e future becaus e success i s ofte n 
evaluated accordin g t o standard s tha t obscur e wha t ha s actuall y 
been attained . Th e America n Jewish experienc e ha s indee d bee n 
different fro m any other. I n America bein g a  Jew is respected, an d 
American Jews have bee n remarkably fre e to decide what o f thei r 
heritage t o conserve , reform , an d reconstruct . Fo r some, Judais m 
has elicited depths of personal and social involvement an d a degree 
of commitment that is all the more intense for being freely chosen. 
Although continuin g t o measur e itsel f b y th e burde n o f th e past , 
religious and ethnic, American Jewry has responded to the openness 
of its options in a series of unparalleled achievements and by assum-
ing a leadership in world Jewry the burden of which it seldom fully 
acknowledges to itself. 

The era when Jewish survival could be galvanized by ideological 
certitude i s over : mos t Jews onl y tak e seriousl y a n idealis m tha t 
does no t promis e panacea s an d a  messiani c ag e her e an d now . 
Innocent optimis m tha t centuries-ol d tension s (Jewis h exil e an d 
alienhood in the Diaspora) hav e reached a  final resolution runs up 
against th e endles s process of adaptin g to a n America alway s in a 
state o f flux.  Communa l self-isolatio n i s surel y no t a n optio n fo r 
the overwhelming majorit y o f American Jews; they ar e firmly en-
thralled b y America n individualis m an d secularity . Americ a ma y 
become more sharply subdivided into ethnic an d linguistic entitie s 
if th e ideolog y an d realit y o f cultura l diversit y make s headway , 
but most Jews possess only symbolic remnants of Jewish ethnicity , 
meaningful a s these may be. There is evidence in American Jewish 
history, however , o f bein g abl e t o cop e quit e wel l b y drawing o n 
resources and abilities honed by the diaspora environment. 

In th e absenc e o f a  seamles s ideolog y o f moder n Jewishness , 
American Jews wil l hav e t o becom e mor e comfortable wit h thei r 
particular dualities (dualit y of one kind or another being inheren t 
in ever y pluralisti c situation) . Ther e wil l alway s b e immensel y 
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more Christians in America than Muslims, Buddhists, or Jews; Jews 
will have to find new ways to define themselves in juxtaposition t o 
immersion i n a  consumer societ y on th e one hand an d to the non -
Jewish faith s o n th e othe r hand . Whethe r bein g Jewish wil l con -
tinue to be of the highest priority may depend not on only one form 
of American Judaism but on the vitality of the religious continuum 
as a whole to demonstrate i n everyday reality th e historic, cosmic , 
and intimat e significanc e o f Judaism an d i n so doing to offer guid -
ance to world Jewry. 

The forces working to sustain American Jewry are all the stronger 
for th e voluntaris m an d pluralis m o f America n religio n an d th e 
unique America n combinatio n o f particularis m an d universalism . 
Of course , voluntaris m ca n lea d t o assimilatio n o r trivialization , 
and pluralism to fragmentation an d internecine rivalry. But Ameri-
can Jewry ha s no t jus t bee n acte d upon ; i t ha s als o acte d i n thi s 
milieu, a t time s quit e effectively . Judais m ha s redefine d itsel f ac -
cording to the ideals of America an d ha s helped shap e those ideal s 
in ways that have benefited itsel f and other groups. Could it be that 
the forthcoming tes t of American Jewry to confront it s predicament 
can furthe r demonstrat e tha t th e Jewish situatio n i s paradigmati c 
of huma n being s a s appropriator s o f identitie s that , becaus e the y 
transcend modernity, may prove to be its essence? 
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C H A P T E R 2 

The View from th e Old World: 
German-Jewish Perspective s 

Steven M . Lowenstei n 

The topi c o f German-Jewis h perception s o f Americ a i s a  subjec t 
about whic h littl e tha t i s specific ha s bee n written . Muc h greate r 
interest ha s been shown i n immigration from Germany , th e Ameri-
canization o f th e immigrant s onc e the y arrived , and , t o a  lesse r 
extent, th e attitude s o f America n Jews o f Germa n backgroun d to -
ward thei r former homeland . The attitude toward America o f those 
Jews wh o remaine d behind , however , ha s received relativel y littl e 
scholarly attention . 

Much o f th e materia l fo r thi s essay , especiall y tha t concernin g 
the nineteenth century , come s from th e Jewish newspaper s printe d 
in Germany . Althoug h thes e document s tel l u s wha t informatio n 
was available to German-Jewish readers, they do not, strictly speak-
ing, al l com e fro m Europea n sources . Muc h o f thi s materia l wa s 
written b y Jews living i n Americ a t o th e editor s i n Germany , wh o 
then decided that i t was worth publishing.1 Although some individ-
uals expresse d idiosyncrati c opinions , man y o f th e sentiment s ar e 
repeated ove r an d ove r again , s o tha t w e ca n spea k o f the m wit h 
some confidence a s German-Jewish perceptions . 

Still, the documentation on German-Jewish attitudes is relatively 
sparse, scattered , an d har d t o find.  Thi s raises the questio n o f ho w 
much Germa n Jew s kne w o r care d t o kno w abou t America . Al -
though our American perspective would lead us to see America a s a 
central focus in world history , i t would seem that Jews in German y 

19 
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did no t necessaril y se e i t tha t way . Th e grea t nineteenth-centur y 
histories o f th e Jews writte n i n German y b y Jost an d Graet z giv e 
American Jewry only very limited space and see America a s rather 
peripheral.2 I n certai n German-Jewis h journal s i t wa s difficul t t o 
find man y reference s t o America , an d eve n i n thos e tha t refe r t o 
America quit e frequently , suc h a s the AHgemeine  Zeitung  desju-
dentums, thes e references ar e far fewe r tha n thos e to Jews in Euro-
pean countries . I n fact , America n storie s ar e seen a s exotic an d i n 
the same category a s stories about Jews in Argentina, North Africa , 
or New Zealand. 

The degree of interest i n Americ a seem s to have fluctuated con -
siderably. I n time s o f troubl e fo r Germa n Jews , i t suddenl y flour-
ished; i n time s whe n the y wer e satisfie d wit h condition s i n thei r 
own country , i t decreased . Sometime s thei r report s o n Americ a 
were really intended to be commentaries on conditions in Europe.3 

Interest i n Americ a wa s no t uniqu e t o Germa n Jews . Indeed , 
many o f th e image s foun d i n th e writing s o f Germa n Jews repea t 
themselves i n thos e o f Easter n Europea n Jews an d o f non-Jew s a s 
well. The extent t o which ther e i s anything distinctive i n the Ger-
man-Jewish view s is a question worth exploring . There seems to be 
a kind o f generic myth o f America tha t suited th e needs of Europe-
ans seekin g eithe r politica l libert y o r economi c opportunity . Thi s 
generic myth helps explain why America was sought afte r a s a land 
of immigration by so many waves of Europeans. 

Nevertheless, despite their sharing in so much of the same picture 
of Americ a a s others , tw o factors , a t least , migh t b e sai d t o b e 
distinctive i n th e attitude s o f Germa n Jews . On e i s th e peculia r 
position o f German Jews. On th e on e hand , t o a  fa r greate r degre e 
than Easter n Europea n Jew s wer e affecte d b y th e cultur e o f thei r 
neighbors, Germa n Jew s wer e affecte d b y Germa n cultura l atti -
tudes, quoting and being influenced b y statements of German Chris-
tians. On the other hand, their position as Jews made them differen t 
from th e majorit y o f Germans, so that the y could no t shar e i n th e 
frequently anti-Jewis h an d anticommercia l writing s o f German s 
and German Americans about America. 4 

The other, relate d facto r i s the special political spectrum withi n 
German Jewr y throughou t muc h o f it s moder n history . Becaus e 
classical libera l idea s tende d t o predominat e i n Germa n Jewr y 
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throughout muc h o f th e nineteent h century , Germa n Jew s ma y 
have had a  more positive view o f America tha n did either Eastern 
European Jews, affecte d b y socialism wit h it s implied criticis m o f 
capitalist America , o r conservativ e Germans , wh o disapprove d 
of th e freewheelin g liberal , capitalist , an d tradition-breakin g 
America.5 

The libera l philosoph y o f equalit y befor e th e law , freedo m o f 
opportunity, an d separation of church and state, which most Euro-
peans saw as exemplified by America, thus seems to have had fewer 
opponents amon g Germa n Jewr y tha n amon g Easter n Europea n 
Jews. I t could therefore b e projected as a cure for the Jewish situa-
tion more easily in Germany than in Eastern Europe, where it had 
to compet e wit h Zionism , whic h place d th e solutio n i n a  totall y 
different geographica l setting, an d Jewish socialism, which saw the 
solution i n changin g th e situatio n a t home . Althoug h approxi -
mately th e sam e proportio n o f Easter n Europea n Jew s lef t thei r 
homes for America as did German Jews,6 the former were less likely 
to make an ideology of coming to America than were the latter. 

The imag e o f Americ a a s a  solution t o th e problem s o f Europ e 
was a  powerful on e in German culture as well a s more specificall y 
among German Jews. The most famou s statement o f thi s attitude , 
quoted frequently b y both Christian and Jewish German writers, i s 
Goethe's famous poem first published in 1831:7 

America you have it better 
Than our old continent. 
You have no ruined castles 
And no basalt ones. 

You are not disturbed from within 
by useless memories 
and wasted disputes. 

This poe m projecte d th e imag e o f a n Americ a fre e fro m bot h 
European feudalis m an d th e weigh t o f th e past . Americ a woul d 
combine freedo m fo r the individua l an d unlimited possibilitie s for 
the future . Anothe r aspec t o f th e relationshi p o f German y t o 
America expressed in this poem and repeated later was the juxtapo-
sition o f America an d Europe , with th e freedom o f America bein g 
used as a veiled or open criticism of European conditions. 

. . . . . . .
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The compariso n betwee n freedo m i n Americ a an d lac k o f free -
dom in Germany i s a frequent moti f i n German-Jewish writing s on 
America. Wheneve r th e positio n o f th e Jews o f German y deterio -
rated or the limitation o n their rights seemed to be intolerable, th e 
vision of freedom i n America appeared on the horizon . 

The firs t famou s expressio n o f thi s connectio n occurre d i n 182 2 
at th e tim e o f Mordeca i Noah' s famou s an d abortiv e foundin g o f 
the Arara t Jewis h colon y nea r Buffalo . Thi s even t seem s t o hav e 
impressed som e German-Jewis h intellectuals , mos t notabl y th e 
small coterie of the founders o f Wissenschaft desjudentums  i n Ber-
lin (includin g Leopold Zunz, Eduard Gans, and Heinrich Heine). At 
a tim e whe n th e Prussia n governmen t wa s puttin g limit s o n th e 
promised acces s of Jews to academi c posts , the Societ y fo r Cultur e 
and Scienc e o f Judaism wrot e a  lette r t o Noa h fro m Berlin . Th e 
society wished t o explore the possibilit y o f mass emigration. Thei r 
enthusiasm fo r th e ne w opportunitie s i n Americ a wa s intimatel y 
linked t o thei r disappointment s i n th e Ol d World . The y spok e o f 
Noah's call as "animating the abject spirits of members of an abjec t 
nation, b y summonin g the m fro m a n ungratefu l an d unjus t coun -
try, t o tha t par t o f the glob e which the y styl e the new, bu t woul d 
yet with greater reason, name the better." The y expressed the desire 
to "exchang e th e miserie s o f thei r nativ e soi l for publi c freedom, " 
which Americ a "grante d t o ever y religion." 8 The plans implied i n 
the letter neve r came to fruition an d late r Heine engaged i n ironi c 
comments a t th e expense of the project , speakin g of the day whe n 
"a happie r generatio n wil l bless the lula v an d chew matze s on th e 
banks o f th e Mississippi." 9 Nevertheless , th e hopefu l ton e o f th e 
1822 letter would be repeated in many later statements . 

A second, an d much mor e influential, ideologica l cal l for migra -
tion to America came during the Revolution of 1848 from the pen of 
the Bohemian Jewish writer Leopold Kompert. When the revolution 
was accompanied by anti-Jewish riots , Kompert, i n his famous arti -
cles entitled "Au f und nach Amerika" (U p and to America), calle d 
for th e organizing o f mass emigration. Quotin g the Bible , Komper t 
compared thos e hel d bac k i n th e fatherlan d t o th e Israelite s at -
tracted b y th e fleshpots  o f Egypt . H e despaired o f th e Ol d World : 
"For us no help has come. Seek it ou t i n far-of f America. " H e also 
argued agains t thos e wh o counsele d waitin g fo r th e triump h o f 
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liberalism i n Europe : "Ten thousand peopl e wh o gain freedo m fo r 
themselves immediatel y throug h thei r departure t o America ar e a 
greater gai n fo r u s tha n i f hundred s o f thousand s ea t thei r heart s 
out for long years to come, i n yearning and tribulation, helples s or 
gnashing thei r teeth." For Kompert, emigratio n means "to become 
free a t once , withou t an y delay , withou t parliamentar y pro s and 
cons, without sympathie s and antipathies, righ t there and then on 
the spot as soon as the ship drops its anchor."10 

The lin k betwee n emigratio n an d criticis m o f th e situatio n i n 
Europe becomes even clearer when we read the response to Kompert 
by Davi d Mendl , wh o calle d upo n Jew s t o remai n an d ai d th e 
revolution in bringing liberalism to triumph in Europe. Mendl com-
bined criticism of America with hope for Europe. "Where slavery is 
tolerated as a right, ther e is no guarantee for the equality-rights of 
the free. .  . .  Here , however , th e condition s ar e better ; ol d preju-
dices are disappearing, la w an d justice ar e unfurling thei r banners 
in the land; the spirit is free of every fetter and will forcibly smash 
all othe r oppressiv e bond s t o smithereens . Th e Je w als o wil l b e 
given back his human dignity."11 

Many other examples o f the lin k betwee n condition s i n Europ e 
and America ar e found in the pages of the Jewish press. Some come 
from the pens of famous emigrants like Max Lilienthal, former head 
of modern schools i n Russia , late r rabb i i n New Yor k and Cincin-
nati. Others come from German-speaking Jews with no intention of 
leaving, wh o us e th e America n situatio n a s a  weapo n t o attac k 
conditions i n thei r native land . (I t should be remarked that Kom-
pert himself, lik e the earlier Wissenschaft circle, never left Europe.) 

Lilienthal's first  repor t from  Ne w York , writte n i n Novembe r 
1845, i s a  paea n t o th e ne w land . I t open s wit h a  flourish: "My 
greetings a s a  brothe r an d frien d fro m Ne w York , fro m th e God -
blessed lan d o f freedom,  from th e beautifu l soi l o f civi c equality . 
Old Europ e wit h it s restriction s lie s behin d m e lik e a  dream." 12 

The edito r o f th e leadin g Jewish newspape r i n Germany , Ludwi g 
Philippson, wh o ha d n o intentio n o f leaving , wrot e severa l piece s 
using emigration as a criticism of the limitations on German-Jewish 
rights. On e interestin g piec e o f thi s typ e deal s wit h th e cas e o f 
Schulm Moses. 13 I n a n articl e entitle d "Th e Departur e o f Schul m 
Moses from  Germany, " Philippso n describe s ho w Schul m Mose s 
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must leav e th e countr y becaus e hi s birth ha d neve r bee n properl y 
registered. H e writes, "B e thankful! You became famous an d got t o 
America fo r free , an d al l thi s becaus e yo u wer e a  Germa n Je w 
without a  birt h certificate—yo u ar e t o b e envied! " Muc h o f th e 
article is a condemnation of Germany and its unfair laws that caus e 
it t o expe l it s ow n people . I t ends , " I hav e crie d enoug h i n you , 
therefore I  will no t cr y over you. . . . I  want t o forget you lik e you 
forgot me . Yo u hav e your wor k .  . .  til l you becom e a  lan d wher e 
they don' t as k abou t religion , estate , plac e o f birt h an d birt h cer -
tificate. .  .  .  Jus t a s I  a m goin g t o a  lan d wher e the y don' t as k 
anything more than 'ar e you a  human being?' " H 

Fifteen year s later , whe n th e positio n o f Jews i n German y ha d 
improved greatly , Philippso n linke d condition s i n German y an d 
emigration, i n a  totally differen t way . I n i86 0 he condemned call s 
for mas s emigration , sayin g tha t th e improvemen t i n th e politica l 
situation o f Germa n Jew s tha t ha d take n plac e woul d hav e bee n 
impossible if they had emigrated. "No , the destiny of our race seems 
to b e a  differen t one . I t shoul d collaborat e wit h countrie s an d 
nations, so that freedom o f religion and humaneness may win." 15 

Still anothe r us e o f the stereotype d visio n o f Americ a a s a  lan d 
of freedo m wa s mad e withou t eithe r condemnatio n o r suppor t o f 
emigration. I n 1845 Ignaz Schulhoff, speaking of the lack of freedom 
of Bohemia n Jews , asks , "Shoul d al l thos e wh o fee l thei r chains , 
pack up an d move to the land o f the unlimited spirit? " He suggests 
a third alternativ e to emigration or staying behind, namely , "Who-
ever feels the need for freedom, le t them free themselve s and foun d 
their America in themselves."16 

The imag e o f Americ a a s a  lan d o f freedom an d a n exampl e o f 
the shortcoming s o f Europ e wa s ofte n challenge d b y som e o f th e 
factual report s comin g ou t o f th e Unite d States . Th e new s tha t 
America, too , ha d it s shar e o f anti-Jewis h feelin g an d narrow -
minded religionists came as a shock to Europeans. Both the frequen t 
reporting o f suc h incident s i n th e German-Jewis h pres s an d th e 
frequent prefacin g c  f the report s with th e commen t tha t "eve n i n 
America" suc h thing s coul d happe n sho w ho w muc h emotiona l 
capital was expended on seeing America a s the land of freedom fo r 
the Jews. 17 Almos t ever y anti-Jewis h inciden t i n mid-nineteenth -
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century Americ a tha t one finds in the standard histories of Ameri-
can Jewry is also reported at length in the Allgemeine Zeitung  des 
Judentums.18 Th e question of whether America was free of blots on 
its freedom seeme d quite importan t t o th e editor s of th e German-
Jewish newspaper s an d receive d conflictin g interpretation s fro m 
their correspondents in America. 

Besides pointin g t o anti-Jewis h feeling s i n America , som e Ger-
man-Jewish observers described other blemishes on America's free-
dom—not only slavery but also the extermination of the American 
Indian.19 German Jews, an d Europeans in general, wer e also inter-
ested in other aspects of the American experiment an d its travails. 
Philippson wrot e tha t th e freein g o f th e slave s i n Americ a an d of 
the serf s i n Russi a wer e th e mos t importan t event s i n th e nine -
teenth century. 20 

The issu e o f America n freedo m an d it s possibl e applicatio n t o 
Germany were not the only ingredients in the picture German Jews 
had o f America . Tw o othe r ver y importan t aspect s o f lif e wer e 
also of great interest to them and were reported upon frequently— 
economic life and the future of Jewish religious and cultural life . 

The search fo r better economic condition s was one o f the chie f 
reasons for the German-Jewish emigratio n to America in th e nine-
teenth century . Th e freewheelin g economi c lif e o f Americ a wa s 
therefore of great interest t o those who remained behind and were 
perhaps themselve s considerin g emigration . Report s i n th e pres s 
stressed both the great opportunities in the new land and the pitfalls 
for those expectin g a n eas y time . Som e spoke of the possibilit y o f 
starting a  new lif e fo r all , sinc e th e huma n sou l wa s "s o elastic." 
Other reports, however , warne d i n so many words that th e street s 
of New York were not paved with gold, an d that desire and ability 
were needed to succeed in America. For those who did not want to 
try anything new, on e article warned, "I f you think like that, sta y 
in German y patientl y an d si t wit h your bee r stein . I f you come , 
don't think you are too good to work."21 

There were frequent warning s agains t "unsuitabl e people " emi-
grating, whethe r they were young people running away from step-
parents o r "hal f idiots. " Mos t frequen t o f al l wa s th e warnin g 
against potentia l teacher s an d religious leaders who did not speak 
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English.22 Thes e warning s agains t underestimatin g th e economi c 
difficulties i n Americ a becam e muc h mor e urgen t i n years o f eco-
nomic slowdown. 23 

The reports on economic life shade over into consideration of the 
effects o f economi c activit y o n th e worl d o f the spirit . A  frequen t 
judgment o n th e America n characte r foun d i n German-Jewis h re -
ports as in many othe r Europea n image s was tha t American s wer e 
both practica l minde d an d materialistic . Th e fac t tha t American s 
seemed s o busy trying t o make a  living and pursuing materia l suc -
cess led some observers to fear tha t the y migh t lose  interest i n th e 
higher thing s o f life . Som e fel t tha t thi s explaine d wh y America n 
Jews seeme d intereste d neithe r i n intellectua l pursuit s no r i n reli -
gious matters . On e observe r i n th e 1850 s said tha t America n Jew s 
preferred t o drink beer and play cards rather than atten d lectures. 24 

The vie w o f American s a s practica l rathe r tha n theoretica l wa s 
given a s a n explanatio n fo r othe r America n shortcomings . Sinc e 
Americans wer e intereste d "mor e i n th e concret e institutio n tha n 
the ide a behin d it, " American-Jewis h religiou s institution s wer e 
said t o b e ideologically inconsistent. 25 The view o f Americans an d 
American Jews as anti-intellectual seems to have been widely held. 

The suppose d materialism , practicality , an d restles s activit y o f 
America wer e amon g th e reason s wh y Europea n observer s ofte n 
worried about the viability of Jewish religion in America. Although 
I coul d find  n o explici t referenc e i n German-Jewis h source s t o 
America a s a  "trefe  land, " a s i s sai d t o b e a  commo n moti f i n 
Eastern European images of America, there were certainly plenty of 
fears about the future o f Judaism in the United States.26 

Writers i n th e German-Jewis h pres s gav e severa l additiona l 
grounds fo r thei r fear s fo r th e Jewishnes s o f th e emigrant s t o 
America. On e facto r wa s th e scatterin g o f Jews t o isolate d settle -
ments—a fac t tha t induced the editor of the Allgemeine Zeitung  t o 
write a lead article expressing fear that they would not even be able 
to circumcise their sons.27 Many described a falling off of traditional 
religious practice , althoug h the y di d no t al l agre e tha t thi s wa s a 
sign o f decline . I n wha t woul d late r b e a  familia r criticism , a 
correspondent i n 186 4 wrote tha t th e buildin g o f beautifu l syna -
gogue edifice s couldn' t cur e th e "cancer " o f indifference  h e sa w 
exemplified b y the lack of attendance a t Saturday services.28 
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Another aspec t o f America unfamilia r t o German Jews was th e 
total voluntaris m o f America n religiou s life . Germa n la w ha d re-
quired al l Jews i n a  tow n t o belon g t o a  single community . Thi s 
community controlle d al l religiou s institution s i n th e locality . I n 
America, o n th e othe r hand , ther e wa s a  multiplicit y o f totall y 
independent congregation s wit h n o centralizin g force . Europea n 
observers fel t tha t thi s voluntaris m an d independenc e woul d lea d 
to splinterin g o f th e community— a splinterin g tha t the y sa w a s 
aided and abetted by the vanity an d pursuit of honor by organiza-
tional leaders , eac h o f whom wante d t o b e independent o f al l th e 
others.29 

Although some German Jews feared that American Jews, lacking 
a central authority , possessin g few intellectual interests , and being 
immersed i n th e busines s world , migh t los e thei r religion , other s 
were more confident. The y spoke of the United States as a country 
in which th e religious spirit was very strong. Thi s would hel p pre-
serve Judaism i n America . Stil l others , however , feare d thi s ver y 
power of religion as the source of a potential Christianization of the 
country and a restriction of Jewish rights. Articles told of the danger 
of the Sunday Blue Laws and even made uncomplimentary compari-
sons between th e praye r styles of some evangelical Christian s an d 
that of the Hasidim.30 

Implied in the tone of some of the reports in the press and some-
times state d quit e explicitl y i s a  view o f Americ a a s th e lan d o f 
quackery and "humbug" (the latter word used untranslated in Ger-
man texts) . German-Jewis h reader s wer e tol d t o tak e America n 
newspaper reports (especially about numbers) wit h a grain of salt.31 

This negativ e ton e abou t America n faker y i s especiall y notice -
able in reports in Philippson's newspaper about the activities of the 
American Refor m leade r Isaa c Meye r Wise . Philippso n frequentl y 
complained about the lack of gratitude of Jewish leaders who went 
off to America and never stayed in touch with their benefactors. He 
was disturbed b y their lack of interest i n an d support for any Ger-
man institution or cause. Instead they tried to estrange their fellow 
American Jews from Germany. Wis e was singled out for criticism. 
The Allgemeine  Zeitung  accuse d Wis e o f plagiaris m fro m Jewish 
newspapers i n Germany , o f fannin g agitatio n agains t Germa n 
Jewry, an d o f tryin g t o mak e himsel f th e autocra t o f America n 
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Jewry.32 Correspondent s eve n use d th e ultimat e insul t b y referrin g 
to Wise as "this Polish or Hungarian Jew."33 

Wise replied to his European critic s in kind, sayin g that Germa n 
Jews wer e half-hearte d an d hypocritica l i n thei r reforms . H e sai d 
that al l Europe was dead and going the way of fossilized China , an d 
that Judais m i n Europ e wa s wa y behin d Judais m i n America . Fi -
nally h e remarked , "Wha t the y sa y abou t u s on th e othe r sid e of 
the ocea n i s o f n o interes t t o u s sinc e the y don' t understan d ou r 
circumstances." 34 

Some o f th e conflic t betwee n Philippso n an d Wis e cam e abou t 
because Jews in German y an d Jews in Americ a ha d opposit e inter -
ests when i t came to the process of Americanization. I n America i t 
seemed to many that th e only means for Judaism to continue in th e 
next generatio n was for i t t o be English in language an d America n 
in attitud e an d values . Fo r thos e wh o share d suc h views , i t wa s 
important fo r America n Jews t o ceas e t o b e dependen t o n Europ e 
and t o produce thei r ow n leader s and ideologies . Fo r the Jews who 
remained in Germany (an d for some in America as well) ,35 the issue 
was seen differently. Man y German Jews took pride in the fact tha t 
their coreligionists were bearers of German culture and language in 
America an d (throug h Yiddish ) i n Easter n Europ e a s well . The y 
certainly wanted t o see American Jewry flourish,  bu t they though t 
that withou t th e intellectua l powe r o f th e Germa n languag e an d 
German ideology , th e American s woul d b e withou t a n anchor . 
They coul d no t understan d wh y America n Jews wished t o cu t of f 
their tie s with thei r origins . Simila r sentiment s wer e expresse d b y 
German Christian s abou t thei r countryme n wh o ha d emigrate d t o 
America. 

Despite th e mutua l recrimination s o f som e leaders , however , 
there were several reason s for Jews in Germany an d Americ a t o be 
interested in each other during the second and third quarters of the 
nineteenth century . Durin g mos t o f thi s tim e th e tw o group s stil l 
shared th e German languag e a s a link. Secondly , the y share d clos e 
family ties . A  large proportio n o f Germa n Jews mus t hav e ha d a t 
least some close relatives in America. The continued bon d betwee n 
American an d Germa n Jew s wa s als o demonstrate d b y th e fac t 
that America n congregation s continued t o seek German rabbi s and 
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cantors and to advertise for them in Jewish newspapers in Germany 
well into the 1870s at least.36 

Close personal ties notwithstanding, th e German-Jewish press at 
times promote d th e imag e o f Americ a a s an exoti c land , offerin g 
readers storie s o f strang e o r humorou s event s takin g plac e there . 
One tells of an American Christian converting to Judaism to marry 
a Jewish woman who cried out during his circumcision, "O h Jesus 
Christ you killed me." In another story, an American Jewish news-
paper suggeste d Jewis h "reverends " strik e fo r highe r pay. 37 Mos t 
common of all—and this too may tell us much about the perception 
of America n Jewr y i n Europe—ar e storie s abou t th e buildin g o f 
institutions and the raising of money.38 

Between the end of the mass German-Jewish immigration to the 
United States in the latter part of the nineteenth centur y an d Hit-
ler's rise to power, America played a  smaller part in the conscious-
ness o f Germa n Jews . Mos t Germa n Jews wer e quit e satisfie d t o 
remain where they were and had no intentions of going to America. 
With th e passing of generations, th e relative s in America wer e n o 
longer s o closel y relate d an d probabl y n o longe r kne w German . 
Besides, bot h Germa n Jewry an d American Jewry changed greatl y 
during the period. German Jews were now financially better off, les s 
religiously observant , mor e conversant with Germa n high culture , 
and, at least according to the law books, equal citizens of Germany. 
American Jewr y wa s transforme d b y th e hug e Easter n Europea n 
wave o f immigratio n beginnin g i n th e 1880s , which mad e Jews of 
German origin a small minority in American Jewry. 

Perhaps equall y influentia l i n changin g attitude s wa s th e fac t 
that th e relationshi p betwee n Americ a an d Europ e i n genera l 
changed, especiall y i n th e years afte r Worl d Wa r I . Americ a wa s 
now a  major world power, an d influence wa s more likely t o come 
from west to east than in the opposite direction. The Americaniza-
tion of Germany through modern, efficient business methods, adver-
tising, ne w form s o f ar t an d musi c (jazz , fo r instance) , an d a 
general speedup in the pace of life was a frequent theme during the 
Weimar Republic . Muc h o f th e commen t abou t thes e trend s wa s 
negative, especiall y a t th e righ t an d lef t fringe s o f th e Germa n 
cultural scene. 39 O n occasio n suc h disparagin g view s o f Americ a 
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were even to be found in the German-Jewish press during the Wei-
mar period, though less pervasively than among non-Jews.40 

By the 1920 s communications betwee n th e New an d Old worlds 
had improved considerably . Th e German-Jewish pres s of the 1920 s 
seems to have been better informed abou t American Jewry than it 
had been hal f a  century earlier . Nevertheless , Americ a was stil l a 
rather periphera l interes t fo r th e German-Jewis h newspapers , an d 
reports sometimes still contained serious misunderstandings. Main-
stream Jewish libera l newspaper s lik e th e C.V . Zeitung  tende d t o 
show less interest in and to be more critical of American Jewry than 
the Zionist Judische Rundschau.  One cause for the relatively better 
understanding th e Zionist s had of American Jewry may have been 
that th e Zionist s were mor e oriented towar d internationa l Jewis h 
ties and worked together with American Zionist s (wh o were gain-
ing great influence i n the movement). The mainstream liberals, on 
the other hand , wer e oriented mainl y towar d Germany an d issues 
directly affectin g Jew s ther e (especiall y antisemitism ) .41 Neithe r 
group really considered American Jewry central to its concerns. 

The Nazis ' ris e t o powe r brough t Americ a bac k t o th e cente r 
stage of German-Jewish interest , bu t very slowly. I n the first years 
of Nazi rule , mos t of the emigrants from Germany went t o nearby 
countries from whic h the y coul d retur n i f Hitle r fell . Onl y i n th e 
late 1930 s did overseas emigration , especiall y t o America , encom -
pass the bul k of those leavin g Germany . B y then, accordin g t o an 
unconfirmed story , th e ite m mos t frequentl y borrowe d from  th e 
library by German Jews was the Manhattan telephone book (a s an 
aid to finding relatives who might sponsor them). 

In some ways the German Jews were unusually well prepared for 
their emigration . No t onl y ha d mos t rea d book s an d see n films 
with American themes but also the Jewish organizations published 
guides with detailed information on the proposed lands of immigra-
tion, including information on prices, wages, institutions, and gen-
eral mores. 42 Ye t th e "preparation " th e immigrant s ha d receive d 
before comin g t o Americ a wa s rarel y helpfu l i n makin g adjust -
ment to the new land easier. As one writer wrote, they were "excep-
tionally wel l prepare d an d profoundl y unequippe d fo r lif e i n 
America."43 

We ca n ge t a  fairl y goo d ide a o f th e imag e o f Americ a tha t 
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German Jews had while stil l i n Germany by looking a t their com-
ments about what surprised them when the y arrived in the Unite d 
States. Quit e a  few refugee s admitte d tha t the y ha d derive d fals e 
impressions base d on th e movie s o r on writers lik e Upto n Sinclai r 
(or, on a more vulgar level, th e cowboy stories of Karl May). They 
had expected to see Indians in full headdress and Chicago gangsters 
everywhere, an d had thought that al l of America looked like lower 
Manhattan. The y ha d expecte d everythin g i n Americ a t o b e 
ultramodern. 

Others of thei r expectation s soun d ver y muc h lik e thos e o f th e 
nineteenth century. They expected America to be driven by rugged 
individualism, an d the y wer e impresse d b y th e sens e o f freedo m 
here. A  recurring them e i s the relativ e lac k o f rigid social distinc -
tions. Quite a few also remarked on the differences in family struc-
ture, wit h America n familie s bein g les s patriarcha l an d childre n 
having muc h mor e freedom . Quit e a  fe w als o repeate d long-hel d 
ideas abou t Americ a bein g lackin g i n hig h culture , especiall y i n 
music and the visual arts. The view of Americans as practical rather 
than theoretica l minde d wa s als o simila r t o earlie r belief s abou t 
America, a s was th e image of America a s a country obsessed wit h 
money. Relate d t o thi s wer e frequen t comment s tha t America n 
friendliness and indeed America as a whole were often superficial. 44 

Many o f thes e view s di d no t hav e an y specificall y Jewis h con -
tent. The more traditionally Jewish among the refugees had special 
perceptions o f thei r own . Lik e thei r nineteenth-centur y predeces -
sors, they were surprised and disoriented at the lack of a compulsory 
and centralized communal system. 45 Perhaps unlike their predeces-
sors, the y were impressed by what som e of them referred to as the 
"pulsating Jewish life" of America.46 It took some adjustment before 
they go t accustome d t o th e broa d socia l function s o f America n 
congregations. 

Just a s i n th e previou s century , refugee s expectin g Americ a t o 
be a  lan d o f opportunit y expresse d shoc k a t finding  antisemitis m 
widespread i n America . The y wer e als o unfavorabl y surprise d b y 
the colo r lin e agains t Black s an d th e rigi d ethni c separatio n the y 
found in American social life . 

The refugee s o f th e 1930 s were anythin g bu t a  unifor m group . 
The most famous immigrants of the period—the intellectual s wh o 
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have received the most attention i n print—were atypica l in many 
ways. Althoug h most of them, lik e other immigrants of the 1930s , 
expressed admiratio n fo r America , o r a t leas t pai d li p servic e t o 
such admiration , a  group among them, especiall y a s chronicled i n 
Anthony Heilbut' s Exiled in  Paradise,  was extremely critical.  Th e 
most critical wer;e radical sociologists and literary figures like Max 
Horkheimer, Theodo r Adorno , Bertol t Brecht, 47 an d Ludwi g Mar-
cuse. Fo r the radicals , th e image of America was that of a  bastion 
of capitalis m an d imperialism buil t on economi c exploitation . It s 
racism was exemplified b y the Ku Klux Klan and its lynchings. It s 
religion was narrow minded an d bigoted an d far too pervasive. A s 
for popular American culture , radica l intellectual s sa w it s jazz a s 
protofascist and its sentimental melodramas as antiprogressive.48 

Although it is certainly true that some German refugee intellec-
tuals held such views of America, the vast majority of German Jews 
expressed a  very positiv e attitud e towar d America, 49 bu t with a n 
element of reserve not usually expressed by other immigrants. This 
was because , unlik e mos t immigrants , the y ha d le d middle-clas s 
lives in the Old Country and had had to accept a loss of status upon 
immigration. The y wer e therefor e les s impresse d b y th e materia l 
plenty o f Americ a tha n were earlie r immigrants . Sinc e man y ha d 
received advance d education s i n Germany, the y als o continued t o 
respect the European intellectual tradition . Often in their compari-
sons between Europ e and America the y found much abou t Europe 
that they missed. Becaus e of this nostalgia for what they had once 
been an d ha d onc e had , th e refugee s wer e sometime s derisivel y 
known a s "bei unsers" wh o alway s said "bei  uns" ("back home") . 
The reputation of German Jews as arrogant was also due in part to 
the fact tha t they sometimes compared aspects of the Old Country 
favorably with America and thus did not seem properly grateful t o 
the country that took them in. 

In terms of images of America held by German Jews, we can see 
that som e were fairl y accurat e an d others were les s so. Fo r those 
German Jews wh o eventuall y cam e t o th e Unite d States , th e dis-
crepancy betwee n imag e an d realit y coul d caus e difficulty . On e 
scholar's description of this relationship could apply equally well to 
the nineteenth a s to the twentieth century: "The individual strug-
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gle fo r adjustmen t oversea s wa s differen t fro m th e collectiv e day -
dreams which ha d provided the original impuls e to emigrate." 50 

Jews i n Germany—bot h thos e wh o eventuall y emigrate d an d 
those wh o di d not—displaye d interes t i n th e America n situation . 
America serve d a s a  mode l fo r man y o f thos e wh o desire d a  libera l 
and democrati c Germany . I t provide d a  haven fo r thos e wh o coul d 
no longe r bea r lif e i n th e Ol d Country . B y th e lat e nineteent h 
century, emigrant s from Germany were showing their financial  gen -
erosity t o institutions i n their former homeland. Bu t in most things , 
especially intellectua l an d cultural , th e influenc e wa s i n th e othe r 
direction. Thoug h Jews in Germany might be interested in events i n 
America, the y wer e littl e influence d b y them. America n Jews hire d 
rabbis from Germany and looked there for intellectual models , espe -
cially i n th e Refor m movement . Germa n Jews, o n th e othe r hand , 
did no t loo k fo r leader s o r platform s i n America. 51 Eve n i n th e 
twentieth century , whe n America n Jewis h leader s di d begi n t o 
make a n impac t o n th e worl d scene , th e influenc e frequentl y con -
tinued t o b e from  eas t t o west . Th e impac t o f th e immigratio n o f 
the German-Jewis h intellectual s o f the 1930 s on America n intellec -
tual lif e i s a  cas e i n point . Onl y sinc e Worl d Wa r II , wit h th e 
destruction o f th e Germa n an d Easter n Europea n Jewis h centers , 
has the direction o f influence bee n reversed . 

Notes 

1. Anothe r source for knowledge abou t attitudes of German Jews toward 
America i s the memoirs of immigrants to America who speak of their 
first impressions o f th e Ne w Countr y an d thereb y reveal , a t leas t i n 
part, thei r expectation s befor e coming . Unfortunately , mos t o f th e 
printed memoir s i n Jacob Marcus' s collectio n (Memoirs  of  American 
Jews, 1775-1865,  3  vols . [Philadelphia : Jewis h Publication s Society , 
1955-1956]) contai n only relatively short and sketchy mentions of the 
author's life i n Europe or of first impressions upon arrival in America. 
Therefore, thi s articl e relie s mainl y o n newspaper reports in th e Ger-
man-Jewish press. 

2. Isaa k Marku s Jost , Neuere  Geschichte  der  Israeliten  (in  der  ersten 
Hdlfte des XIX. Jahrhunderts) (Breslau : Wilhelm Jacobsohn, 1846-47) . 
Heinrich Graetz, Geschichte  derjuden  von  den dltesten  Zeiten  bis  auf 
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die Gegenwart, 2 d ed., Markus Brann, ed. (Leipzig : Oscar Leine, 1900), 
vol. 1 1 (which deals with the period 1750-1848) seem s to contain only 
two short references to American Jewry. The first is a short mention of 
the lega l statu s o f America n Jews a s backgroun d t o th e controvers y 
over the British Jew Bill of 1753 , which made Jews eligible for natural-
ization. The second reference, which is somewhat longer (about fifteen 
lines), deal s with th e influence o f radical German Reform Judaism on 
America (521) . 

3. A  similar point is made by Lothar Kahn in his article "Early German-
Jewish Writer s an d th e Imag e of Americ a (1820-1840), " Yearbook  of 
the Leo Baeck Institute 3 1 (1986): 407-39, esp. 408. 

4. Althoug h this difference betwee n Jews and non-Jewish Germans seems 
to hold for most German Jews, i t i s not completely valid for German-
Jewish intellectuals. Heinric h Heine, for instance, sometime s indulges 
in anti-America n satir e based on a  negative image of American com-
mercialism (se e Kahn, "Early German-Jewish Writers," 422, 429). 

5. Fo r discussion of the frequently negativ e image of America in German 
sources, especially in recent years, see Herbert A. Strauss, "The German 
Image of America as a Problem of Tradition and Prejudice," in Herbert 
A. Strauss , ed. , Jewish Immigrants  of  the  Nazi  Period  in the  U.S.A., 
vol. 6  (Ne w York : Saur, 1987) , 387-400; and Manfred Hennigsen , Der 
Fall Amerika: Zur  Sozial- und Bewusstseinsgeschichte einer  Verdrdn-
gung: Das Amerika derEuropder  (Munich : List, 1974). 

6. Becaus e approximately ten times more Eastern European Jews came to 
the Unite d State s tha n Germa n Jews, i t i s no t generall y recognize d 
what a large proportion of German Jewry came to America. 

The estimated populatio n o f Jews in Germany in 181 6 (withi n th e 
1871 borders but excludin g Alsace-Lorraine ) wa s 257,000 . I f one add s 
the approximatel y 120,00 0 Jews from Bohemia an d Moravi a an d th e 
forty thousan d fro m Alsac e an d Lorraine , thi s give s a n approximat e 
base population upon which t o draw of some four hundred thousand. 
(By 187 1 th e numbe r of Jews i n Germany , includin g Alsace-Lorrain e 
but excluding Bohemia and Moravia, had increased to 512,000.) 

The four hundred thousand or so Jews in the Central European lands 
supplied over two hundred thousand immigrant s to the United States 
in the years between 1820 (when the U.S. had about six thousand Jews) 
and 1880 (when it had about 280,000). Since the emigration was spread 
out over a long period (thoug h concentrated between 184 0 and i860) , 
it i s impossibl e t o sa y exactl y wha t proportio n o f German-speakin g 
Jewry emigrated. The order of magnitude seems to be that one Jew from 
the German-speakin g land s emigrate d t o th e Unite d State s fo r ever y 
two who remained at home. 

This proportio n i s only marginall y smalle r tha n th e proportio n o f 
East European Jews who emigrated . Th e approximate Jewish popula -
tion o f Easter n Europ e aroun d th e middl e o f th e nineteent h centur y 
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(including th e Russian Empire , Rumania , Galicia , an d Hungary) wa s 
three million, a  number that approximately doubled by the end of the 
nineteenth century. Approximately 2,378,000 Jews came to the United 
States between 188 0 and 1925. This would indicate some two emigrants 
for every thre e who remaine d behind . Mos t of thes e approximat e fig -
ures are based on the Encyclopedia Judaica (1973) . 

7. Th e poem was part of the series called Zahme Xenien.  Fo r the text of 
Goethe's poem i n th e origina l se e Klau s Wust an d Heinz Moos , eds. , 
Three Hundred Years of German Immigrants in  North America, 1683-
1983 (Munich , 1983) , 55. 

8. Th e ful l tex t o f th e lette r b y th e societ y i s publishe d i n Morri s U . 
Schappes, A  Documentary  History  of  the  Jews in  the  United  States, 
1654-1875 (Ne w York : Citadel , 1952) , 159-60 . A  furthe r discussio n 
of th e inciden t i s found i n Naom i W . Cohen , Encounter  with  Eman-
cipation: The  German Jews in  the  United  States,  1830-1914  (Philadel-
phia: Jewish Publications Society, 1984) , 8-9. Se e also Hanns G. Reiss-
ner, "Rebelliou s Dilemma : Th e Cas e Historie s o f Eduar d Gan s an d 
Some of His Partisans," Yearbook of  the  Leo  Baeck Institute 2  (1957) : 
179-93-

9. Reissner , "Rebelliou s Dilemma, " 182 ; Kahn , "Earl y German-Jewis h 
Writers," 422. The statement ends with an even more negative tone in 
which th e Jew s i n Americ a recit e thei r stoc k exchang e dealing s i n 
pseudobiblical language . 

10. Th e text of Kompert's "Up and to America" articles (in English transla-
tion) ca n be found i n Rudolf Glanz, "Sourc e Materials on the History 
of Jewish Immigration to the United States, 1800-1880, " YIVO Annual 
of Jewish Social  Science 6 (1952): 97-101 (item s 20 and 21). 

11. Glanz , ibid., 103- 7 (ite m 23). 
12. Allgemeine  Zeitung  desjudentums  (hereafte r AZ/) 10 , no. 2 . (hereaf -

ter 10/2). 
13. I t is unclear from the articl e whether Schulm Moses is a  fictionalize d 

character meant to symbolize the poor Jewish emigrant without proper 
papers, or whether Philippson is referring to an actual case. 

14. AZJ  10/46 (1846). 
15. Glanz , "Source Materials," 115 (item 47). 
16. Orient  6 , no . 46 . Thi s image o f bringing America t o Europ e was als o 

used by Ludwig Borne. See Kahn, "Early German-Jewish Writers," 412. 
17. Th e prefator y expressio n o f surpris e o r shock tha t th e Unite d States , 

too, wa s far from free of antisemitism an d other blots on freedom ca n 
be found not only in many nineteenth-century report s but even in the 
twentieth century. Ismar Elbogen's article on antisemitism in America, 
published on August 9, 1923 , in C. V. Zeitung 2/32:257-58 , begins "Anti-
semitismus und Vereinigten Staaten scheinen unvereinbare Begriffe zu 
sein" ("Antisemitis m an d Unite d State s would see m t o b e irreconcil -
able concepts"). 
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18. Amon g thes e incident s ar e th e attemp t t o writ e a n amendmen t t o th e 
United State s Constitutio n declarin g Jesu s th e Lor d o f America , th e 
restrictions o n Jewis h right s i n th e consula r treat y wit h Switzerland , 
the Sunday closing laws, General Grant's expulsion of all Jews from the 
military departmen t o f Tennessee, an d anti-Jewish remark s by Genera l 
Butler an d Senator Sumner (AZJ  19/22 , 28/13, 28/26, 28/19 , 28/30 , 29/13, 
32/31,32/53). 

19. AZJ  19/22 . Hein e an d th e Hungarian-Jewis h humoris t Morit z Gottlie b 
Saphir (wh o live d i n German y an d wrot e i n German ) bot h severel y 
criticized Americ a fo r it s acceptanc e o f th e institutio n o f slaver y 
(Kahn, "Earl y German-Jewish Writers," 428-29, 437) . 

20. AZJ  29/19. 
21. AZJ  10/38 , 11/2 . 
22. AZJ  11/2 , 32/9. 
23. See , for example, th e warning by J. Bondi, edito r of the Hebrew Leader, 

dated January 24 , 1868 , urgin g Jews, especiall y teachers , cantors , an d 
ritual slaughterers , no t t o com e t o Americ a becaus e o f th e har d time s 
(Panic of 1867) , AZJ 32/9 , 32/10. See also AZJ 38/27. 

24. AZJ  19/21 . 
25. AZ J 28/4. 
26. Th e oft-quote d bu t no t necessaril y typica l memoir s o f Abraha m Koh n 

of Chicag o ar e a  particularl y extrem e exampl e o f th e vie w tha t th e 
fight fo r economic surviva l i n Americ a woul d crippl e th e Jewish tradi -
tion i n America . I n hi s earl y years , Koh n ofte n regrette d havin g lef t 
Germany t o ris k th e economi c hardship s an d religiou s compromise s 
of America : 

This the n i s th e vaunte d luc k o f th e immigrant s fro m Bavaria ! O misguided 
fools, led astray by avarice and cupidity! You have left your friends and acquain-
tances, your relatives an d your parents , your home and your fatherland, your 
language an d your customs , you r fait h an d your religion—onl y t o sel l your 
wares i n th e wil d place s o f America . . . . I s thi s th e celebrate d freedom of 
America's soil? Is it liberty of thought and action when, in order to do business 
in a single state, one has to buy a license for $100? When one must profane the 
holy Sabbath, observin g Sunday instead? In such matters are life an d thought 
more or less confined tha n in the fatherland. .  .  .  O that I  had never seen this 
land, bu t had remained i n Germany, apprentice d t o a  humble country crafts -
man! (Marcus, Memoirs of American Jews, 2:5-6) 

27. AZJ  19/25 . 
28. AZJ  28/9. 
29. AZJ  38/34. 
30. A  passag e withi n a n articl e i n AZJ  28/3 0 warnin g o f th e danger s t o 

Jewish libert y i n Americ a fro m variou s religious groups states that th e 
"jumping an d noise " ("springen  und  larmen")  i n Methodis t churche s 
was worse than among the Hasidim . 
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31. Th e ter m "humbug " was als o use d b y America n Jewish leader s wh o 
preferred the German to the American intellectual tradition , mos t no-
tably Davi d Einhorn . Se e Michae l Meyer , Response  to  Modernity:  A 
History of  the  Reform  Movement in  Judaism (Ne w Yor k and Oxford: 
Oxford University Press , 1988) , 248. It is also to be found in AZJ 32/51, 
38/52, etc. 

The warning about the exaggerations of the American press can be 
found in AZJ 38/16, 271, where it is assumed that the newspaper simply 
added an extra zero to the number of Jews in New York. 

32. AZJ  28/28, 29/40. 
33. AZJ  32/51. 
34. AZJ  29/40, 32/45. 
35. Th e best example of this attitude amon g Jews in America wa s that of 

Rabbi David Einhorn, who felt that the German language was a neces-
sary vehicl e fo r Refor m Judais m i n Americ a an d tha t th e switc h t o 
English meant an irreversible cultural loss. Meyer (Response  to Moder-
nity, 248 ) quote s Einhorn* s statement tha t "i f you seve r from Refor m 
the German spirit or—what amount s to the same thing—the German 
language, yo u wil l hav e tor n i t fro m it s nativ e soi l an d th e lovel y 
flower wil l wilt." 

36. A  sampling of such advertisements in the AZJ (many of them repeated 
in several issues) ar e the following: 
1855 seekin g lecture r for Congregation Shearit h Israe l i n New Yor k 

(AZJ 19/8) 
1855 seekin g preache r for Temple Associatio n o f Philadelphi a (AZJ 

19/10) 
1855 seekin g assistant preacher for Temple Emanuel, New York (AZJ 

19/33) 
1864 seekin g canto r an d Tora h reade r fo r Templ e Eman u El , Sa n 

Francisco (AZJ  28/14) 
1864 seekin g rabbi for Congregation Anshe Chessed, New York (AZJ 

28/23) 
1864 seekin g rabbi for Sinai Congregation, Chicago (AZJ  28/51) 
1865 seekin g rabbi and cantor for Congregation Beth Israel, Portland, 

Oregon (AZJ  29/13) 
1865 seekin g rabb i fo r Congregatio n Shaa r Hashomajim , Ne w Yor k 

(AZJ 29/24) 
1868 seekin g canto r fo r Congregatio n Ansch e Chessed , Ne w Yor k 

(AZJ 32/2) 
1871 seekin g cantor for Congregation Bnai Jeshurun, New York (AZJ 

35/i) 
1874 seekin g rabb i an d canto r fo r Congregatio n Ansh e Chessed , 

Cleveland (AZJ  38/1) 
1874 seekin g cantor for Congregation Emanu El, San Francisco (AZJ 

38/1) 
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1874 seekin g preache r fo r Congregatio n Bna i Jeshurun , Ne w Yor k 
(AZJ 38/34) 

The foundin g o f Hebre w Unio n Colleg e i n 187 5 may partiall y ex -
plain why the importation of German-trained rabbis and cantors came 
to an end. By the 1880 s advertisements for positions in America virtu-
ally disappeared from the AUgemeine Zeitung desjudentums. 

37. AZJ  10/20, 335; 28/19. 
38. Som e of the many stories on building institutions or raising money i n 

American Jewish communitie s reporte d i n th e AZJ  are foun d i n th e 
following issues : 19/17, 19/28 , 19/31 , 28/8, 28/19, 28/53, 32/4, 32/24, 32/36, 
32/39* 32/49. 32/50, 38/4. 38/12, 38/21. 

39. A  good example of a  very negative view o f American culture and life 
in Weimar Germany is Adolf Halfeld, Amerika und der Amerikanismus: 
Kritische Betrachtungen eines  Deutschen und  Europders (Jena : Diede-
richs, 1927). 

40. Th e C.V. Zeitung,  fo r instance, include s a  book review by Dr. Marga-
rete Wiener of an autobiography of an American Jew (1926) that speaks 
of th e failing s o f America n culture . I t use s standar d anti-America n 
language abou t Amerikanische  Ungeist  an d speaks of th e choic e be -
tween "hypocritical religion and Prohibition on the one hand, and the 
raw vulgarit y o f th e stree t an d basebal l mani a o n th e other " (C.V . 
Zeitung 5:247-48) . Anothe r anti-American article is a humorous feuil-
leton calle d "Wi e wiird e Amerik a da s machen? " (C.V . Zeitung  4/1 8 
[March 1 , 1925] ) tha t describe s in exaggerate d fashio n th e length s t o 
which an American businessman would go to advertise his shoes. 

41. Judische Rundschau  gav e fa r mor e spac e t o internationa l affair s i n 
general than did the C.V. Zeitung, whic h was oriented mainly to issues 
of antisemitis m i n th e earl y 1920s . Storie s o n Americ a wer e rathe r 
uncommon in the C.V. Zeitung and often took the form of book reviews 
of American Jewish books , quotes from the American Jewish press, or 
discussions o f America n antisemitis m (especiall y th e K u Klu x Kla n 
and the writings of Henr y Ford) . Sometime s the y quote d anti-Zionis t 
statements by leaders of American Refor m Judaism. Excep t fo r a  few 
articles by Isma r Elbogen (Augus t 9 , 1923 , 1926 : vol. 5 , no . 51) , wh o 
had spen t tim e givin g lecture s i n America , th e C.V . Zeitung  rarel y 
carried reports from correspondents with direct knowledge of American 
Jewry. They often turned to interviews with visiting American Jews to 
get basic information on American Jewish life. This includes an inter-
view with Dr. Julian Morgenstern, president of Hebrew Union College 
(July 2, 1926) an d even with a visiting American subscriber, Mr. Bern-
stein o f Chicag o (Augus t 2 , 1923) . Thi s latte r cas e especiall y show s 
how few sources of information the newspaper had even in the 1920s. 

Occasionally th e C.V . Zeitung  showe d hostilit y towar d America n 
Jewry, a s i n it s articl e o f July 27 , 1922 , "Di e deutsc h judisch e Wis -
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senschaft i n Gefahr," which reported with alarm that the Jewish Insti-
tute o f Religio n i n Ne w Yor k wa s plannin g t o hir e leadin g Jewis h 
scholars from America. "Th e currency-strong American s had the hope 
to tear away our leading Jewish scholars from us." An article on Henry 
Ford's antisemitism on June 14 , 1923 , calls it "Bluff aus Amerika." See 
also the stories mentioned in the previous footnote. 

By way of contrast, Jiidische Rundschau carried frequent short items 
on America n conditions . Especiall y frequen t wer e report s o n Zionis t 
activities in America a s well a s on th e Joint Distributio n Committee . 
Such figures as Louis Lipsky an d Stephen Wis e were mentioned fairl y 
often. 

42. Se e fo r instanc e Hilfeverei n de r Juden i n Deutschland , Jiidische Aus-
wanderung: Korrespondenzblatt  uber  Auswanderung  und  Siedlungs-
wesen (Berlin : Schmoller und Gordon, 193 5 and 1936) . The 193 5 issue 
was dedicate d t o a  surve y o f a  larg e numbe r o f potentia l land s o f 
emigration, includin g th e Unite d State s (44-48) . Th e 193 6 issue wa s 
dedicated to South America. 

43. Anthon y Heilbut , Exiled  in  Paradise:  German Refugee Artists and  In-
tellectuals in  America from the 1930s to the Present (New York: Viking, 
1983), 48. 

44. Mauric e R. Davie, e t al. , Refugees  in America: Report  of the Commit-
tee for  the  Study  of  Recent Immigration  from  Europe (New York and 
London: Harper , 1947) . See , fo r example , 48-69 , whic h addres s th e 
question of what the refugees thought of America. 

45. See , for instance, the article in the first volume of Judisches Gemeinde-
blatt (Novembe r 12 , 1938 ) a s well a s an articl e by Bert Lewkowitz i n 
the Jewish Way  entitled "Verweltlichung—die grosse Gefahr" (Novem-
ber 30, 1941), which refers to the strangeness of the lack of a centralized 
kehilla structure . Similarl y th e Orthodo x bulleti n Moriah  wrot e o f 
"two million Jews without a  kehilla." 

46. Thi s is the language used by Rabbi Hugo Stransky in the bulletin of his 
German immigran t synagogu e (Beth  Hillel  Bulletin  14 3 [September -
October 1957]). 

47. Althoug h Brech t was , o f course , no t Jewish, h e had many tie s to th e 
Jewish refugees. 

48. Heilbut , Exiled  in  Paradise,  49, 66,  102 , 122-26 , 127-28 , 163 , 166 , 178. 
Adorno spoke of the "idiotic women's serial." Heilbut entitles a chapter 
dealing wit h th e attitude s o f som e refuge e intellectual s t o America n 
mass culture "New Opiates of the People." 

49. Althoug h apologetic publications about the refugees tended to exagger-
ate the degree of their love for America somewhat. 

50. Hann s G. Reissner, "Ganstown USA—A German Jewish Dream," Amer-
ican Jewish Archives  14 , no. 1  (April 1962) : 31. 

51. Perhap s the only major influence o f American Jewry on German Jewry 
during the nineteenth century was the B'nai B'rith movement, founde d 
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in the United States and introduced into Germany in the i88os . In the 
first year s o f it s existence , th e Germa n B'na i B'rit h suffered fro m th e 
fact tha t majo r decision-making power s remained with the America n 
B'nai B'rit h authorities . Afte r som e struggle , th e Germa n lodge s ob-
tained their independence (Zum  SOjdhrigen Bestehen des Ordens Bne 
Briss in Deutschland.  l/.O.B.B . [Frankfurt : Kauffmann , 1933] , 21-23 , 
25-26 , 31) . 



C H A P T E R 3 

The Vie w from th e Ol d World : Eas t 
European Jewish Perspective s 

Jacob Kabakof f 

It ha s lon g bee n recognize d tha t th e bul k o f th e Eas t Europea n 
Jewish immigrant s consiste d o f th e masse s o f Jewish folk , rathe r 
than th e elite. This immigration, whic h swelled from th e relativel y 
small influ x o f the lat e 1860 s and 1870 s to the giganti c proportion s 
of the years immediately precedin g World War I , was unparallele d 
in Jewish history in the scale and rapidity of resettlement . 

It wa s increasin g economi c an d lega l pressure s tha t mad e 
America appealin g a s a  have n t o th e oppresse d Jew s o f Easter n 
Europe, bu t ther e were additiona l factor s a s well tha t affecte d th e 
decision o f th e Jewish masse s t o op t fo r th e Ne w World . T o wha t 
extent di d informatio n abou t Americ a i n th e pres s influenc e Eas t 
European Jews? What impac t did the discussions of Jewish intellec -
tuals abou t th e respectiv e merit s o f Americ a an d Palestin e hav e 
upon the public? To what extent did the opposition of the Orthodox 
rabbinate figure  i n dissuadin g Jews fro m emigrating ? Whil e muc h 
has been written t o illuminate th e immigran t experience , answer s 
to thes e question s mus t b e based  o n furthe r researc h int o suc h 
sources as the press, belles lettres, memoir literature, rabbini c writ -
ings, and folklore.1 These works provide keys to a fuller understand -
ing of the image of America i n the eye s of nineteenth-century Eas t 
European Jewry. 

4 i 

. . .
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The Hebrew press served as one of the major instruments for shaping 
the East European Jewish image of America.2 The influence of such 
periodicals as Ha-Maggid, established in 1956 in the Prussian border 
town o f Lyck , o f Ha-Melitz,  establishe d i n i86 0 in Odessa , an d of 
Ha-Zefirah, established i n 186 2 in Warsaw , wa s considerable . Th e 
issues of these periodical s were widely rea d an d often passe d from 
hand to hand. Beginning with the 1860s , Ha-Maggid especially car-
ried frequent reports concerning the new land. 

A whole cadre of correspondents kept European readers informed 
about conditions i n Americ a an d the problems of the immigrants . 
Even thos e correspondent s wh o advocate d emigratio n di d no t at -
tempt t o glos s over th e materialis m an d laxit y o f religiou s obser-
vance i n th e Ne w World . No r di d the y minc e word s abou t th e 
necessity of being ready for hard labor in order to survive. 

The image of America in the Hebrew press is thus an ambivalent 
one. O n the on e hand , w e find articles extolling th e equalit y an d 
freedom, th e technologica l advances , an d th e natura l wonder s o f 
the new land. On the other, there are recurring complaints about a 
lack o f Jewishnes s an d movin g account s o f immigran t toi l an d 
suffering. 

On variou s occasions , especiall y whe n editoria l polic y favore d 
emigration t o Palestin e ove r America , Ha-Maggid  an d Ha-Melitz 
published dire warnings against going to the new land. Ha-Maggid 
characterized th e immigrant s a s "th e exile s i n America. " I n it s 
issue of 1 6 November 1881 , for example, i t reported that a  group of 
immigrants had participated bareheaded in a Cincinnati synagogue 
service an d declared that "the emigration to America wil l perhaps 
bring material benefi t t o some of the arrival s but they wil l b e lost 
for Judaism." On anothe r occasion , i n th e issu e o f 3  May 1882 , a 
correspondent pleaded, "A s a kindness to our oppressed brethren in 
Russia an d for the good of al l I  beg of you .  . .  have mercy on th e 
unfortunates and warn them with al l your power of persuasion not 
to leave their native land to come to America."3 

During th e sam e year, i n Ha-Maggid  o n 1 8 May 1882 , Tuvia h 
Pesach Shapiro , wh o ha d emigrate d t o Americ a an d afte r a  fe w 
months returned to Russia , wa s critical o f what h e had found. H e 
reported on th e poor economic condition s an d indicated tha t Rus-
sian-Polish Jews , excep t fo r th e skilled , ha d no t don e well . H e 
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pointed als o t o th e spiritua l dange r tha t face d Jew s an d t o th e 
specter o f antisemitism . Hi s findings led hi m t o suppor t aliyah  t o 
Palestine instead. 

On 10 September 1886, Ha-Melitz published Hillel Malachowsky's 
impassioned plea from Pittsburgh to his overseas brethren. A maskil 
and Hebrew teacher, h e wrote, "Those who consider America to be 
a Garden of Eden only lie." He cautioned them not to be misled by 
letters from abroad as he himself had been and urged them to stay 
home so that they would have no cause for later regrets. 

One could continue to give examples of negative reactions in the 
press, bu t a  number of correspondents chos e to adopt a  more posi-
tive approach . I t was not that they were fully satisfied with condi-
tions i n th e Ne w World . Still , the y fel t tha t compare d wit h thei r 
countries of origin, America was indeed a blessed land. 

Rabbi Bernard Felsenthal o f Chicago was one of the early corre-
spondents who , a s earl y a s th e en d o f th e 1860s , advise d Jew s 
through Ha-Maggid  t o emigrate . I n a  repor t o f 2 4 June 186 8 h e 
stressed that America n Jews shared i n th e equality o f thei r fello w 
citizens and indicated that anyone who could till the soil or engage 
in commerc e o r wor k har d woul d b e abl e t o suppor t himsel f o r 
herself. O n 1 2 January 186 9 he adde d tha t religiou s functionarie s 
would find  i t difficul t t o ek e ou t a  livin g here . H e suggeste d th e 
formation of societies for emigration and urged that immigrants not 
limit themselve s t o New Yor k and Philadelphia , bu t settle beyon d 
the Mississippi River where they could still acquire land. 

During th e 1870 s th e questio n o f suppor t fo r th e emigratio n o f 
Rumanian Jews to America was raised by Leon (Aaro n Judah Leib) 
Horowitz.4 H e had com e t o Americ a i n 187 0 and soon becam e a n 
enthusiastic advocate of settlement here. In his articles in the Euro-
pean Hebre w pres s he san g th e praise s of America n toleranc e an d 
for some tim e wa s a  regular contributo r t o th e America n Hebre w 
weekly Ha-Zofeh  ba-Aretz  ha-Hadashah.  Hi s views clashed , how -
ever, with thos e of Hayyim Zvi Schneurson, emissary of the Jewish 
community in Palestine , wh o was supported in his pro-Palestinism 
by th e editor , Zv i Hirsc h Bernstein . Thi s difference o f opinio n re -
garding Americ a an d Palestin e ca n b e viewed a s a  prelude t o th e 
heated America-Palestine debate that developed later in Russia. 

Horowitz continue d hi s pro-America n propagand a an d i n 187 3 
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published a Hebrew book titled Rumaniyah va-Amerikah  (Rumani a 
and America) , whic h offere d informatio n o n America n geograph y 
and civic s t o prospectiv e emigrants . Th e final  sectio n presente d a 
practical emigrant' s guid e to trave l an d jobs. In his public appear -
ances bac k i n Rumani a Horowit z stresse d th e opportunitie s o f 
America. Even following hi s final  return to Europe, where he sided 
with the supporters of aliyah t o Palestine, Horowitz still pointed t o 
America a s an important haven because of its material advantages . 

The view s o f two earl y pioneer s o f Hebrew writing i n America , 
Henry (Zvi ) Gerson i and James (YaakovZvi ) Soble , are noteworthy 
because o f thei r comparativel y optimisti c outlook . Gersoni , wh o 
arrived her e i n 186 9 and becam e activ e a s a  journalis t an d rabbi , 
soon began to send hi s reports to Ha-Melitz.5 I n the issues of 22-29 
November 186 9 he expressed hi s faith i n th e new lan d an d stresse d 
that th e bes t prospect s fo r th e ne w immigrant s wer e no t i n pett y 
business bu t i n labo r an d agriculture . Later , durin g th e America -
Palestine debate , h e differe d wit h Alexande r Zv i Zederbaum , th e 
editor of Ha-Melitz, wh o supported Palestine . Gersoni asserted tha t 
all who came here would eventually do well and that their children 
would grow up in freedom. H e expressed a  belie f tha t Russia n Jews 
would eventuall y assur e th e futur e o f Judaism i n America . I n a 
postscript, Zederbau m based  hi s difference s wit h Gerson i o n th e 
fact tha t th e ne w immigrant s ha d alread y bee n force d t o abando n 
their traditions . 

Soble, wh o arrive d i n Americ a i n 1876 , became convince d tha t 
the salvatio n o f th e immigrant s la y i n agriculture. 6 I n 187 7 h e 
contributed a n articl e t o Peret z Smolenskin' s Ha-Shahar  entitle d 
"Besorah Tovah" (Goo d Tidings), in which he pointed to the oppor-
tunities i n farming . Lik e Gersoni h e foresa w eve n prio r t o th e po -
groms tha t Americ a wa s destine d t o becom e a  have n fo r Russia n 
Jews: "Th e Jew s hav e com e t o Americ a no t o n th e basi s o f th e 
advice o f thei r leaders . Rather , eac h individua l cam e her e o n hi s 
own becaus e he had hi s fill with oppressio n an d want whil e livin g 
under the rule of his tyrannical homeland. " 

Another activ e correspondent , Juda h Davi d Eisenstein , emi -
grated t o this country fro m Miedzyrecz , Poland , i n 187 2 at th e ag e 
of eighteen . I n th e letter s h e sen t t o members o f hi s family a t th e 
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end o f th e 1870 s he stil l spok e of hi s desire t o retur n to hi s birth-
place.7 He soon abandoned this plan and in his reports in the Euro-
pean Hebre w pres s expresse d hi s convictio n tha t Americ a woul d 
become a  haven fo r persecuted Jewry an d a  vital cente r of Jewish 
life. I n his correspondence in Ha-Zefirah a t the end of the 1870 s he 
spoke favorably of the state of Judaism in the new land. He doubted, 
however, th e succes s o f Jewish agricultura l efforts , whic h h e fel t 
were bette r suite d t o Palestin e o r Russi a tha n t o th e America n 
scene. 

Following th e Russia n pogroms , Eisenstei n penne d a  serie s o f 
articles i n Ha-Zefirah  entitle d "Ha-Yehudi m ba-Aret z ha-Hada -
shah" (Th e Jews i n th e Ne w Land ) an d mentione d tha t h e wa s 
responding thereby to many letters of inquiry received from Russia. 
In th e issu e o f 2 5 Apri l 188 2 h e disagree d sharpl y wit h th e anti -
American policy of Ha-Maggid an d declared that there were some 
twenty thousan d observant Jews here. He played down the danger 
of antisemitis m an d asserte d tha t th e non-Jew s favore d immigra -
tion. Whil e there were no opportunities for religious functionarie s 
and maskilim, laborer s and agricultural workers would find a place 
for themselves . A s fo r trades - an d businesspeople , succes s woul d 
depend on luck. In another correspondence, published in Ha-Melitz 
on 1 2 December 1882 , Eisenstei n wa s critica l o f th e Hebre w pres s 
for its overwhelming emphasi s on Palestin e settlement . H e upheld 
American Jewry's role in providing financial support for emigration 
and proteste d th e emphasi s i n th e pres s on th e difficultie s o f th e 
immigrants. All in all, his approach reflects a sober, balanced view. 

The outbrea k o f th e 188 1 pogroms an d th e flight  o f refugee s t o 
Brody, Galicia, sharpene d the debate regarding emigration and the 
choice o f Palestin e o r America. 8 Th e Russia n Jewish intellectual s 
argued th e pro s an d con s o f th e emigratio n issu e i n th e Russia n 
Jewish press.9 The periodical Razsvet,  whic h had favored Russifica -
tion, no w published articles by such writers as Simon Dubnow and 
Mark Zamenhof in support of emigration t o America. A t the same 
time, Mosh e Lei b Lilienblum champione d i n its pages the cause of 
Palestine, arguing that only there could Jewish national aspiration s 
be fulfilled . B y th e en d o f 1881 , Razsvet  supporte d emigratio n a s 
part of its editorial policy. Another periodical, Voskhod,  underwent 
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various changes in policy and could not easily give up its opposition 
to emigration. Ye t it, too , was led to recognize emigration a s a fac t 
and eventually supported Palestine aliyah. 

The Hebre w pres s served a s th e battlegroun d fo r th e contestin g 
views o f th e leadin g Hebre w writers . Davi d Gordon , edito r o f Ha-
Maggid, an d Peret z Smolenskin , edito r o f Ha-Shahar,  marshale d a 
host o f argument s t o demonstrat e wh y Palestin e wa s preferabl e 
to America . Juda h Lei b Gordon , however , expresse d som e doubt s 
regarding th e Palestin e solution an d in hi s essays and poetry advo -
cated emigration to America.10 An exponent of Haskalah, he argued 
that such emigration woul d no t hur t th e chances for the ameliora -
tion of the Jewish situation in Russia . His stand occasioned a  sharp 
polemic i n whic h bot h Davi d Gordo n an d Lilienblu m sough t t o 
refute hi s views. 

Another Hebre w write r wh o supporte d Americ a wa s Yehuda h 
Leib Levine, known by his acronym Yehalel.n He outlined his views 
on th e nee d fo r emigratio n t o Americ a an d fo r Jewis h territoria l 
concentration there , dwellin g o n th e economi c advantage s o f th e 
new lan d i n a  lette r addresse d t o Davi d Gordo n i n th e Ha-Maggid 
issue of 6 October 1881 . In his autobiography h e wrote tha t h e was 
attracted t o th e ide a tha t i f sixty thousan d Jews were gathere d i n 
one place i n America , the y woul d b e entitle d t o se t u p thei r ow n 
state i n whic h the y coul d enjo y thei r ow n enlightene d for m o f 
government. Th e suggestion t o establish a  Jewish stat e in Americ a 
was then curren t i n various circles. I t was voiced by Moses Schren-
zel i n hi s brochur e Die  Losung  der  Judenfrage (Th e Solutio n o f 
the Jewish Problem) , publishe d i n Lod z i n 1881 , and als o b y Sau l 
Pinhas Rabinowitz , wh o supporte d thi s ide a i n a n articl e i n Ha-
Zetirah i n th e sam e year. I t wa s no t unti l th e sprin g o f 188 2 tha t 
Yehalel retreated fro m hi s position an d adopte d the Palestin e solu-
tion. Rabinowitz was likewise eventually won over to the Palestine 
cause. 

No doubt the enormous economic opportunities of America, cou-
pled with the promise of equality and freedom, le d many intellectu -
als to suppor t emigratio n there . These factors als o gave rise to th e 
establishment o f th e A m Ola m movement , whic h attracte d a  di -
verse membershi p an d adopte d a n idealisti c progra m base d o n re -
turn t o th e soi l an d establishmen t o f agricultura l colonie s i n th e 
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United States. 12 Th e member s o f th e Viln a A m Ola m grou p eve n 
dreamed of the establishment o f a  Jewish canton i n the new land. 
During 1881-8 2 group s fro m variou s Russia n citie s an d town s se t 
out unde r th e banne r o f th e movement . I n man y place s newl y 
organized societie s t o promot e emigratio n debate d th e merit s o f 
America and Palestine. 

Valuable insight into the reaction of Russian Jewry during the crisis 
years of 1881-8 2 can be derived from th e extensive memoi r litera-
ture that reveals the feelings and hopes of the writers. The pages of 
Voskhod in 188 9 contain serialized chapters of the diaries of Chaim 
Chissin, wh o was seventeen whe n th e 188 1 pogroms erupted. 13 He 
described a n identit y crisi s engendere d b y the pogroms: until tha t 
time he considered himself a devoted son of Russia but then became 
interested i n th e A m Olam movemen t an d looked t o America . A t 
the ag e o f eighteen , however , h e joine d a  Mosco w grou p o f Bil u 
students tha t decide d t o g o t o Palestin e becaus e fello w student s 
Yehiel Tschleno w an d Menahe m Mende l Ussishki n countere d hi s 
pro-American argument s an d convince d hi m o f th e advantage s o f 
Palestine. 

The memoirs of Abraham Cahan offer a vivid account of how the 
writer was led to join the ranks of Am Olam.14 He related that, a s a 
young man, h e was swept up by the oppressive events and became 
convinced o f th e trut h o f Socialism . H e me t severa l time s wit h 
Israel Belkind , who was recruiting students for the Bilu movement 
and then considered leaving Russia for Switzerland. Paradoxically , 
it was Belkind who steered the young Cahan toward America. Ca-
han, wh o joine d th e Balt a grou p o f th e A m Olam , describe d th e 
debates that took place in Brody between the supporters of America 
and Palestin e an d amon g th e America-oriente d emigrants . Caha n 
shared the Am Olam idealistic conception of the new land, writing 
that "the y wer e motivate d b y a  religious enthusiasm. " H e looke d 
forward to America where he could help establish a Garden of Eden 
on earth and where people would become like angels: "I imagined a 
fantastic pictur e of a  communist lif e in distant America, a  land in 
which n o ma n kne w o f 'mine ' and 'thine, ' where al l ar e brothers 
and all are happy." 

In the memoirs of Alexander Harkav y an d Israe l Isse r Kasovich 
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we find additional information o n the emigration fever that gripped 
Russian Jewry. Harkavy told of the opposing America an d Palestin e 
factions an d recounte d how , i n 1882 , a t th e ag e o f nineteen , h e 
joined a  group of Vilna intellectual s tha t was interested in farmin g 
in th e ne w land . "W e imagined t o ourselve s tha t w e would easil y 
be able t o become farmers , especiall y o n America n soil , which w e 
presumed a Garden of Eden."15 

Kasovich als o depicted th e impac t o f th e event s tha t le d t o th e 
formation o f groups for emigration to America.16 He related tha t h e 
had receive d propagand a materia l fro m th e Kie v Am Ola m grou p 
regarding plan s t o settl e overseas , describin g th e idealis m o f it s 
members who arrive d i n Brod y on th e wa y t o the Ne w World . H e 
recalled readin g pres s reports tha t Russia n Jewish immigrant s ha d 
become farmers afte r havin g been granted land by the government . 
He wrote, "Ou r bitter lo t in Russia create d i n me a  strong desire to 
go to America." His memoirs record his disappointment wit h farm -
ing in America, which led him briefly to return home. 

Many of the memoirs mention th e role of letters from immigran t 
relatives i n Americ a a s influencing th e Eas t Europea n Jews to un -
dertake th e journey. Harri s Rubin' s memoi r testifie s t o a  "burnin g 
desire" t o g o t o Americ a tha t wa s strengthene d b y suc h letters. 17 

According t o Rubin , wh o was a  Hebrew teacher , a t th e en d of th e 
summer o f 188 1 his brother-in-la w cam e t o hi s village o f Kavarsk , 
Lithuania, bearin g a  lette r fro m a  relativ e "wh o gav e a  glowin g 
description o f th e welcom e h e ha d receive d i n America. " Again , 
some years later, a t the beginning of 1888 , a letter came from a  Mr. 
Silberman "wh o had bee n in New York for two years. I n this lette r 
he extolled th e material benefit s fo r Jewish immigrants in Americ a 
to suc h a n exten t tha t th e whol e tow n wa s talkin g abou t it. " 
Despite misgiving s abou t hi s futur e religiou s observanc e i n 
America, hi s mother-in-law urge d him t o go. Since he was leavin g 
before th e en d o f th e term , ther e wa s a  commotio n i n town . H e 
managed t o placat e th e townspeopl e b y promisin g t o writ e hom e 
about condition s i n Americ a s o as to b e of help to th e man y wh o 
were als o thinkin g o f makin g th e journey . Georg e Price , i n The 
Russian Jews in  America  (St . Petersburg , 1893) , which consist s of 
articles that appeare d originally i n Voskhod,  mention s that h e was 
led to describe the life of the immigrants in their new abode because 
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he ha d receive d mor e tha n on e thousan d letter s o f inquir y fro m 
abroad. 

The memoi r literatur e abound s i n description s o f th e pai n o f 
parting from  dea r ones . Mordeca i Ze v Raisi n relate d th e circum -
stances of his father's leaving Nesvizh, province of Minsk, in 1889.18 

His father, wh o wa s a  maskil,  too k thi s step even thoug h h e wa s 
fully cognizant of the popular opinion that only the poorer class of 
workers went t o America, wher e little attentio n wa s paid to mat-
ters of the spirit . Raisi n reported that hi s father kept his intentio n 
secret an d that hi s mother fel t sham e because o f hi s father's deci -
sion. I n his first letter from America, Raisin' s father listed the rea-
sons tha t ha d motivate d hi s act—poverty , th e condition s i n th e 
Pale, th e pogroms , hi s concer n ove r th e conscriptio n o f hi s sons , 
and, finally,  hi s view of Russia as a chazer land  (piggis h land) tha t 
was unworthy o f sacrifice. Thes e factors were undoubtedly amon g 
the consideration s tha t governe d th e decisio n o f countles s other s 
to emigrate. 

Because of their deep concern for the continued religious welfare 
of thei r childre n i n America , parent s occasionall y wrot e specia l 
letters admonishin g the m t o remai n faithfu l t o th e tradition . A n 
example i s th e Hebre w missiv e o f Meshulu m Faite l Goldbau m o f 
Kuznitzkah, Poland , written in 187 5 to urge his American children 
to live a  Jewish life. 19 The writer indicated tha t he was concerned 
about the state of religious observance in America and related that 
a returnee who had just arrived told him this was the reason for his 
return. Goldbau m adjure d hi s children no t t o go astra y an d to be 
punctilious in their Sabbath observance. 

Other forms o f literature playe d a  role i n fashionin g th e imag e o f 
America for East European Jews in the nineteenth century.20 One of 
the earl y importan t work s in tha t categor y was Joachim Heinric h 
Campe's Die  Entdeckung  von  Amerika,  th e first  par t o f whic h 
(dealing wit h Columbus ) wa s translate d int o Hebre w b y Mose s 
Mendelsohn Frankfur t unde r th e titl e Metzi'at  Eretz  Hadashah 
(The Discover y o f a  New Land ) a s early a s 1817 . I n order to dea l 
with hi s material , h e ha d t o find  Hebrew equivalent s fo r variou s 
technical terms , whic h h e liste d i n a  Hebrew-German glossar y a t 
the beginning of the book. 
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Other translation s followed , attestin g t o th e furthe r popularit y 
of Campe's book. Chaim Haykl Hurwitz reworked all three parts in 
1817 in Yiddis h translatio n an d called hi s work Tzofnat  Pane'akh 
(cf. Gen . 41:45) .21 In his introduction he pointed to the many bene-
fits tha t ha d been derive d b y humanit y fro m th e discovery o f th e 
New World. The Hebrew writer Abraham Baer Gottlober recalled in 
his reminiscence s i n 188 8 tha t Hurwitz' s translatio n ha d a  wid e 
circulation and that almost all Jews, including women, read it. 

In 182 4 Mordeca i Aaro n Gunzber g issue d hi s translatio n o f 
Campe's work, entitle d Gelot  Eretz  Hadashah  (Th e Discovery o f a 
New Land) .22 He indicated that his aim was to depict America not 
only a s a land that was discovered in the past but also a s a social 
and economi c realit y i n th e present . Gunzber g followe d u p hi s 
Hebrew translation with a  Yiddish version the following year. Stil l 
another Hebrew translation and adaptation was Metzi'at Amerikah 
(The Discover y o f America ) b y Davi d Zamosc , als o publishe d i n 
1824. Durin g th e secon d hal f o f th e nineteent h centur y variou s 
geographical description s o f America , includin g thos e b y Issacha r 
Baer Gordon and Kalman Shulman, mad e their appearance . Al l of 
these book s served t o whe t th e appetit e o f thei r reader s for more 
information about the New World. 

For Judah Lei b Gordon, wh o ha d contribute d greatl y t o the de-
bate regardin g emigration , Americ a represente d a  symbo l o f en -
lightenment an d liberalism, i n contrast to the oppressive regime in 
Russia. Alread y i n 185 9 h e ha d complete d th e first  part o f Eretz 
Hadashah ( A Ne w Land) . (H e sa w fit  t o publis h i t i n 1892 , o n 
the occasion of the four hundredth anniversar y of the discovery of 
America.) I n it a  young couple who fall in love against the will of 
their parent s flee  t o America , wher e the y prospe r an d ultimatel y 
bring over their families. I n the poem America i s called "eretz  ha-
tzevl" "th e land of beauty" whose fertility has made it a veritable 
Garden of Eden. The poet describes the motivation for the discovery 
and compares Columbu s t o Moses . Americ a i s praised a s a  refuge 
that receives new immigrants as brothers. 

In 1882, Gordon published in a supplement of Ha-Melitz his poem 
"Ahoti Ruhamah" (M y Sister Ruhama), i n which he declared that 
redemption was possible only in the land of freedom, in America.23 

Moved by compassion, h e called upon the persecuted Russian Jews 
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to leave. Sinc e there was no other safe haven , the y would do well 
to seek refug e i n America , wher e th e ligh t of freedom shines upon 
all. Americ a coul d serv e a s a  melon  orhim  ("temporar y resting -
place") wher e they could stay and wait. This poem of Gordon's was 
severely criticize d b y Lilienblu m an d othe r adherent s o f Hibba t 
Tsiyyon, wh o accuse d th e poe t o f disloyalt y t o th e caus e o f 
Palestine. 

In 1892 Gordon also published his poem Tashlikh, which he dedi-
cated to a friend leaving for overseas. Earlier he had written an epic 
poem entitle d Bi-Metzulot  Yam  (I n th e Depth s o f th e Sea) , i n 
which h e castigated Spain for expelling th e Jews. But now, o n the 
occasion o f the anniversar y o f Columbus' s discovery, h e feels tha t 
he condemned Spain too harshly and expresses his gratitude for its 
role in establishing new havens of refuge. Gordon describes America 
as a good and bountiful lan d among whose people his friend would 
be able to enjoy in peace the fruit of his labors. Telling his friend to 
bless Go d fo r havin g prepare d a  refug e fo r th e oppressed , h e con -
cludes, "Whe n you travers e the ocean, cas t my sin into the depths 
of the sea," referring thereb y t o hi s abovementioned epi c poem in 
which he had been critical of Spain. 

If Gordon was a n eloquent supporte r of emigration t o America , 
his contemporary , Peret z Smolenskin , wa s equall y persuasiv e i n 
opposition. He made his opinion known not only in publicist essays 
but in belletristic writings as well.24 Already in his early novel Ha-
To'eh be-Darkhe ha-Hayyim  (Th e Wanderer in th e Path s of Life) , 
America figures as a  haven for individual Russia n Jews, who , lik e 
the protagonist' s father , hav e sough t thei r fortun e i n th e Ne w 
World and have become wealthy. 

In his novel Gaon  va-Shever (Prid e and Fall), Smolenskin strung 
together a  numbe r o f loosel y connecte d storie s t o indicat e wh y 
some fugitive s fro m th e collaps e o f th e Vienn a stoc k exchang e 
sought refuge in America.25 The novel presents a gallery of unsavory 
characters whos e conversation s aboar d ship serve a s a  clue t o th e 
author's views . A n assimilationist , fo r example , declare s tha t h e 
looks forward in America t o severing his ties with Jews, something 
he had been unable to do previously. Whe n the fugitives land they 
are apprehended by the police and returned to Europe. 

In another novel , Ha-Yerushah  (Th e Inheritance) , whic h Smo-



52 JACO B KABAKOF F 

lenskin complete d shortl y befor e hi s deat h i n 1884 , Zerachiah' s 
mother i s falsel y informe d tha t he r son ha s lef t fo r America , th e 
land to which one ca n appl y th e biblical vers e "all who go to her 
cannot return. " The woma n i s grie f stricken , bu t sh e i s console d 
when tol d tha t man y hav e returne d afte r earning thei r fortune i n 
the new land . Actually , Zerachia h is eventually reunite d with hi s 
sweetheart and does not get to America. 

As his contribution to the America-Palestine debate , A. B. Gott-
lober publishe d a  poe m i n Ha-Maggid  (no . 6 , 1882) , whic h h e 
entitled "Nes Tsiyyonah" (Signpost to Zion). He wrote, 

The new land is a blessed land. 
But you, my people, should not go there. 
For you will be a stranger there, a refugee. 

Not so the Holy Land, the land of Canaan. 
There every rafter shall proclaim: 
Your fathers have always dwelt here. 

Typical of the Hebrew novels by lesser literary lights that reflec t 
prevalent views of America ar e Ester o le-Eretz Hadashah (Esther; 
or, T o a  New Land ) b y Israe l Joseph Sirkis and Bein ha-Zemanim 
(Between th e Times ) b y Israe l Weisbrem. 26 The nove l Ester,  pub-
lished i n Warsa w i n 1887 , describe s a  young woma n wh o goe s t o 
America afte r bein g disowned b y her family. Althoug h th e autho r 
informs u s tha t sh e ha d bee n warne d agains t Americ a becaus e 
many suffered hunge r there , h e remains a  strong advocate o f emi-
gration to America an d is publishing his novel to further thi s aim. 
The novel Bein ha-Zemanim, published in Warsaw in 1888,27 depicts 
in melodramatic fashion th e fortunes of Jonathan, th e adopted son 
of the rabbi of a Lithuanian town, and of the shiftless Gershon. Both 
go to America, but whereas Jonathan becomes a rich manufacturer 
in Quebec , Gersho n undergoe s five  year s o f hardship , firs t a s a 
peddler and then as a miner. 

After the two characters are reunited, they return to their home-
town to establish a  factory an d to find happiness with their former 
lovers. Th e nove l stresse s a  numbe r o f concept s tha t wer e the n 
current regardin g America. Th e new land was a  place o f opportu-
nity, but at the same time immigrant life was no bed of roses. Also 
reflected i s the hope that America nee d not be a land of no return 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
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and that it is possible for those who have left to take up the threads 
of their lives again in their hometowns. 

Our survey o f th e belletristi c treatmen t o f Americ a i n Hebre w 
literature must also take account of the writings of two established 
authors—Reuben Ashe r Braude s an d Mordeca i Davi d Brandstaet -
ter. Braude s was th e autho r o f Shirim  Atikim  (Ancien t Songs) , a 
story that incorporates verse, diary entries, and letters and that first 
appeared in Ha-Zeman, th e periodical tha t he edited in Cracow in 
1890-91. A s an exponen t o f th e Palestin e cause , Braude s chose t o 
depict the sad fate of a  maskil wh o had opted for America. W e see 
the protagonis t Naftal i o n hi s sic k be d i n a  Ne w Yor k hospital , 
where h e reflect s o n th e pat h h e chose . H e muse s o n th e man y 
immigrants wh o wer e misle d b y unscrupulou s peopl e int o sweat -
shop slavery and who were led to forsake their religious observance. 
His ow n lif e h e characterize s a s tha t o f a  lifeles s an d unfeelin g 
machine similar to the machine over which he labored. How remi-
niscent o f Morri s Rosenfeld, wh o wa s later to compare th e sweat -
shop worker t o a  machine an d who becam e know n a s the Sweat -
shop Poet . I n short , Naftal i no w reject s th e America n drea m i n 
favor o f Palestin e bu t hi s decisio n come s to o lat e an d he dies . I n 
this graphic novel Braudes left no doubt as to where he stood in the 
Palestine-America debate . 

Brandstaetter also expressed his disillusionment with the Ameri-
can drea m i n hi s stor y Reb  Lemel  Tarvad  (Re b Leme l th e Busy -
body), whic h wa s writte n a t th e beginnin g o f th e 1890 s and wa s 
later included i n his collected works . I t deals with a  Galician Jew 
whose tw o daughters are initiated int o prostitution i n America by 
connivers wh o ha d ostensibl y com e t o see k brides . Brandstaette r 
made use of a sordid side of immigrant life to register his disapproval 
of emigration t o the ne w land . Th e attemp t o f Reb Lemel an d his 
son to bring the connivers to justice ends in failure. 

Among Yiddish literary figures the strongest advocat e of Ameri-
can emigration was Isaac Meir Dik.28 I n the Palestine-America de -
bate h e supporte d th e view s o f A m Olam . H e ha d incorporate d 
favorable reference s t o America i n his popular writings a s early as 
the 1850s . A  prolifi c writer , Di k ha d a  wid e readershi p tha t wa s 
influenced b y hi s repeate d stres s on Americ a a s a  fable d lan d fo r 
Russian Jews, a  Utopia . H e remaine d firmly  convince d tha t onl y 
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here was there opportunity fo r Lithuanian Jewish youth t o develop 
into useful citizens . 

Already i n 186 4 Dik published a  story entitled Reb  Haykl Yentes 
fun Shtot  Tsiyosk  (Re b Haykl, Yente' s Son of the Cit y of Tsiyosk), 
in which a  poor melamed i n the first hal f of the nineteenth centur y 
becomes the beneficiary of a large inheritance. His uncle had settled 
in Jamaica , wher e h e owne d a  larg e plantation . Re b Hayk l goe s 
there t o clai m hi s inheritanc e an d t o hi s deligh t finds  man y Jew s 
who maintai n th e tradition . A  similar them e i s the basi s o f Dik' s 
story published i n 187 1 under the title Di Yidn  in  Lite  (Th e Jews in 
Lithuania). Here , too , a  Jew goe s t o Americ a t o clai m a n inheri -
tance, thi s time in Louisiana . Hi s prosperity does not cause him t o 
forsake his religiosity. 

In addition , Di k wa s th e autho r o f thre e specificall y America n 
tales. Di  Shklaferay  (Slavery) , first  publishe d i n 1868 , wa s a  re -
working of Uncle  Tom*s  Cabin  in which th e master is a Jew and i n 
which othe r Jewis h element s ar e introduced . A  secon d tale , Der 
Opekun (Th e Guardian, 1872) , is also set on a Louisiana plantation . 
The son of a purveyor of religious articles is brought up by a Jewish 
planter. H e marries the planter' s daughte r an d ultimately become s 
a juris t wh o champion s th e abolitionis t cause . Finally , Dik' s D i 
Amerikaner Geshikhte  (Th e America n Story) , whic h h e bega n i n 
the eightie s an d whic h wa s published i n 189 9 following hi s death , 
takes us this time t o Guadeloupe, a n island i n the Caribbean. Her e 
a Spanish-Portuguese Jew from Amsterdam settles and prospers. His 
assistant, wh o hail s fro m Vilna , become s hi s son-in-law. Thus , i n 
all hi s tale s Di k neve r misse d a n opportunit y t o romanticiz e 
America an d t o loo k t o i t a s a  sourc e fo r th e renewa l o f a  mor e 
natural and patriarchal life . 

Another centra l figure  i n earl y Yiddis h letter s wa s Shloyme Et -
tinger, wh o died in 1856 . His collected works contain a n unfinishe d 
play published b y Max Weinreich an d entitled Der  Feter fun Ame-
rike (Th e Uncl e fro m America) . Uncl e Binyomi n i s described a s a 
bankrupt merchant who is left so penniless in America tha t he does 
not hav e enoug h mone y fo r th e retur n passage . Thi s play ma y b e 
taken to indicate that such occurrences were not infrequent . 

Two popula r account s publishe d i n th e ninetie s deal t wit h th e 
unsuccessful returnee s an d thei r sa d experiences . Ch . A . Yakhnu k 
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of Bialysto k ha d emigrate d t o Ne w Yor k an d returne d t o Russi a a 
disappointed man . H e published hi s story, entitled In Amerike oder 
fun Amerike  (I n Americ a o r fro m America) , i n Warsa w i n 1894 . 
After describin g the romanti c notion s of the immigrant s h e tell s of 
their despair , whic h was occasioned b y the economic crisis of 1893. 
There was simply no work to be had an d many clamored t o be sent 
home. Th e autho r himsel f relate s tha t h e wa s shippe d bac k i n a 
cattle ship. A similar tal e of woe was related by Auser Blaustein i n 
his Der Vedler in Amerike  (Th e Peddle r in America) . The narrato r 
regrets hi s tri p t o Americ a an d althoug h h e mus t retur n b y cattl e 
boat, h e rejoices that h e is headed for home. Blaustein was also the 
author o f tw o humorou s treatment s o f th e immigran t experience , 
Vikhne-Dvoshe Fort  kayn  Amerike  (Vikne-Dvosh e Goe s t o 
America) an d Vikhne-Dvoshe  Fort  Tsurik  fun  Amerike  (Vikhne -
Dvoshe Return s fro m America) . Bot h account s wer e reprinte d i n 
New York. 

Eliakum Zunser , wh o becam e know n a s th e People' s Bard , ha d 
long bee n a  supporte r o f th e Hibba t Tsiyyo n movemen t an d ha d 
planned t o settl e i n Palestine . I n 189 9 h e emigrate d t o Americ a 
together wit h hi s eldes t son , spurre d o n b y hi s fea r o f arres t an d 
encouraged b y letter s fro m Hibba t Tsiyyo n activist s i n Ne w York . 
Aboard shi p h e complete d hi s "Columbu s u n Washington," 29 a n 
idealist paean of praise for the new land. Each of its stanzas presents 
a differen t perso n wh o ha s reaso n t o bles s Americ a an d it s tw o 
heroes for th e freedom t o pursue hi s or her aims . He parades befor e 
us an artisan , a n hones t burgher , a  bankrupt, a  young woman, an d 
a Yiddish acto r who ar e liberated fro m thei r European shackles . I n 
America Zunse r wen t o n t o expres s th e moo d an d feeling s o f 
the immigran t masse s i n suc h song s a s "Di e Golden e Land, " "De r 
Griner," and "Tsum Pedler. " 

Undoubtedly, a n importan t influenc e i n shapin g th e imag e o f 
America i n th e mind s o f Eas t Europea n Jew s wa s th e negativ e 
attitude o f th e Orthodo x rabbinate . Leadin g Orthodo x rabbi s con -
stantly complaine d o f th e lac k o f qualifie d religiou s leadershi p i n 
America an d th e laxit y o f observance amon g the new immigrants . 
With th e ris e o f th e America n Refor m movemen t thei r oppositio n 
became eve n sharper . Th e report s b y correspondent s i n th e pres s 
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regarding scandalous religiou s behavior i n th e so-called treyfa  me-
dina ("impur e land") adde d fuel t o the fire.30 

In th e Palestine-Americ a debat e tha t followe d th e outbrea k o f 
the 188 1 pogroms , Rabb i Mordeca i Gimpe l Jaff e wa s amon g th e 
rabbis who called fo r emigratio n t o Palestine. I n a  letter publishe d 
in Ha-Levanon  (no . 13 , 1882 ) h e stresse d tha t amon g th e reason s 
why Palestin e wa s preferable t o Americ a wa s tha t "mos t o f thos e 
who go to America forsake their religion, either willingly or unwill-
ingly." In 1882 three leading rabbis, Josef Baer Soloveitchik of Brisk, 
Shmuel Mohilive r o f Radom , an d Eliyah u Chai m Meise l o f Lodz , 
issued a  join t appea l t o th e fleeing  Russia n emigrant s t o choos e 
Palestine ove r America becaus e o f th e rampan t irreligiosit y i n th e 
new land . 

Note should als o b e taken o f th e Hebre w boo k Ha-Yehudim ve-
ha-Yahadut be-New  York  (Jew s an d Judais m i n Ne w York ) b y 
Moshe Weinberger , publishe d i n Ne w Yor k i n 1887 . Th e autho r 
intended hi s descriptio n o f religiou s an d spiritua l Jewis h lif e i n 
America a s a guide for European Jews who might be contemplatin g 
emigration to the new land. I n one section of the book he addressed 
his honored readers, the Torah scholars in Russia, Poland, and Hun-
gary, as follows: 

To you we have devoted this chapter: to the poor unfortunate ma n 
who in the midst of his sorrows may perhaps have considered coming 
here to seek a  fortune. Yo u have neithe r money nor tools , neithe r 
skills nor work. Al l you kno w is that you ar e a  young scholar . So 
listen to us, and tough it out: stay home.31 

Especially typical of the negative Orthodox approach to America 
were th e writing s o f Rabbi Israe l Mei r Ha-Kohen , th e Hafetz Hay -
yim. H e saw fit  t o devote a n entir e trac t entitle d Niddehei  Yisrael 
(The Disperse d o f Israel , 1894 ) t o th e religiou s problem s o f thos e 
who were led to emigrate to far-off lands . He did his best to discour-
age such a  step and urged  those who had lef t t o return. H e warned 
especially agains t bringin g u p childre n i n distan t land s an d bein g 
misled by economic success. The emigrant should make every effor t 
to retur n hom e s o as not t o exchang e a n eterna l worl d fo r a  tran -
sient one. 

Unquestionably, ther e wer e man y wh o hesitate d t o leav e fo r 
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America becaus e o f suc h exhortations . Bu t th e fac t remain s tha t 
the admonition s o f th e rabbi s coul d no t effectivel y ste m th e grow -
ing tide of emigration reaching these shores. Ultimately i t was to be 
demonstrated tha t th e Ne w Worl d coul d becom e a  providentia l 
land of spiritual a s well a s physical well-being . 

If literatur e i s th e reflectio n o f lif e an d it s problems , the n th e 
Hebrew an d Yiddis h writing s o f th e immigratio n er a mirro r no t 
only th e suffering an d travai l o f East European Jewry but also thei r 
dreams and hopes and yes—even thei r misconceptions . 
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Jewish Writer s on th e New Diaspor a 

Ruth R . Wisse 

"Twilight i n Souther n California, " a  195 3 shor t stor y b y Danie l 
Fuchs, describes a small poolside gathering on a Saturday afternoon . 
The scene is typical California , bu t the characters don't sit comfort -
ably in their setting: 

The novelt y busines s wa s sho t t o pieces ; th e whol e botto m ha d 
dropped out of the market. Mr. Honti, who manufactured the gadgets 
and gewgaws, was going through terrible financial troubles , dunned 
and driven on al l sides , everythin g crashin g down on hi s head, an d 
Morley felt this was no time to run out on him. Morley Finch was a 
young physician who had opened a practice in Los Angeles just tw o 
or three years ago. He and his wife had been taken up by the Hontis, 
had gone up there to the swimming pool in Coldwater Canyon almost 
every Saturday , an d Morle y didn' t se e ho w the y coul d sto p goin g 
there now. The trouble was Barbara, his wife. She hated those visits. 
She said Mr. Honti was unbalanced.1 

Alexander Hont i i s an excitable immigran t wh o a  decade earlie r 
had bee n chase d "lik e a n anima l i n th e fields  i n Berlin , i n Prague , 
in Paris" and is now, o n the Saturday in question, tryin g to stave of f 
bankruptcy i n sunn y California . Hi s ca r havin g bee n repossessed , 
he is reduced to walking the canyon road s like his dog, Fidelio , wh o 
is out somewher e o n th e ho t roads , searching vainly fo r his master . 
Honti i s awar e o f hi s resemblanc e t o hi s dog ; no t muc h abou t 
himself or his situation escapes his understanding . 

The hostess , Lil y Honti , ha d shared he r husband's fat e i n Europ e 
and continues to share i t a s his business associate . A t the pool wit h 
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them is a close family friend , Mr . Oleam, als o a refugee, als o in th e 
novelty business, and like Honti in distressed circumstances. Oleam 
suffers th e additiona l discomfort s o f a  stif f nec k an d o f having jus t 
lost hi s wif e t o anothe r man . Honti' s physicia n Morle y Finc h an d 
his wif e roun d ou t th e guests . American-bor n Morle y i s almos t a s 
sensitive as his European hosts ; because Honti' s cheque to him ha d 
bounced th e da y before , h e feel s h e has to show u p a t hi s home a s 
usual les t hi s hos t assum e ther e i s som e connectio n betwee n th e 
bounced chequ e an d hi s absence . Besides , he likes these intelligen t 
people who have been so hospitable to him, an d always know wha t 
he i s thinking. "Th e trouble [a s the story informs u s in it s openin g 
paragraph] wa s Barbara , hi s wife . Sh e hate d thos e visits . Sh e sai d 
Mr. Honti was unbalanced. " 

Honti knows that Barbar a distrusts him, but he adores this lovely 
young woman , an d despit e hi s reminders t o himsel f t o be dignifie d 
and t o leav e he r alone , h e can' t hel p paying he r excessive compli -
ments, als o wit h hi s hands . Sinc e hi s concer n fo r hi s busines s i s 
wrapped u p with hi s desire to please her, he acts especially freakis h 
this afternoon , an d whe n h e come s drippin g ou t o f th e poo l an d 
grabs Barbara's wrist, actually just to peer at the time on her watch, 
she whack s hi m acros s th e face , destroyin g thre e hundre d dollar s 
worth o f bridgework. Being short-sighted, h e had taken he r hand t o 
see whether i t wa s alread y three-thirty , th e hou r a t whic h h e wa s 
expecting som e good news . Bu t Barbara , who m th e Honti s refe r t o 
as a  child—"Sh e come s fro m Ne w Hampshire"—misinterpret s hi s 
gesture and shrieks at th e touch o f this "degenerate" man. She runs 
away fro m him , plungin g poo r Mr . Hont i int o despai r an d he r 
husband into keenest embarrassment . 

The wor d "Jew " i s appropriatel y missin g fro m th e story , sinc e 
none o f it s character s woul d hav e use d i t amon g themselves . Th e 
Hontis, Oleam , an d Morle y Finc h ar e no t reall y Jews i n an y wa y 
that suggests customs or affiliation, an d Morley Finch is sufficientl y 
assimilated t o hav e marrie d gentil e Barbara . Certainl y Barbara , 
being marrie d t o one , ha s nothin g agains t a  Jew a s such . Ye t th e 
afternoon crumble s into catastrophe ove r what ca n onl y b e under -
stood a s the explosio n o f the Jewish question . Suddenly , th e dept h 
of Barbara' s fea r an d revulsio n ar e revealed t o he r husband , t o th e 
Hontis, and to herself. Morley may have tried to negotiate the abyss 
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between th e Jewis h refugee s an d hi s Ne w Englan d wife , bu t th e 
revelation of her real feelings for these alien creatures will probably 
put an end to his efforts . 

Daniel Fuch s offers a  poignant imag e of American Jews a t mid -
century. The acculturated Jew was by then a full-fledged American ; 
when h e and hi s New England wife moved t o L.A., fastest-growin g 
city o f the Unite d States , h e was likely t o fee l a t leas t a s much a t 
home ther e a s sh e did . Th e nativ e Ne w Englander , comfortabl y 
married t o a  Jewish husband , i s ready t o follow whereve r h e goes. 
Disturbing th e gorgeou s peac e ar e onl y thos e haunte d Jew s wh o 
carry th e mark—an d wh o becom e th e reminder—o f siniste r evil . 
By blessed America n standard s th e Honti s an d Olea m ar e "unbal -
anced"; their excessive history is inappropriate to the brilliant Cali-
fornia sunshine . They realiz e tha t thei r attractio n t o America ca n 
never be reciprocated becaus e to the same degree that the y hope to 
be heale d b y America n innocence , tha t innocenc e i s i n terro r o f 
being destroye d b y them . Hont i i s oppresse d b y sham e whe n h e 
thinks back on his life: 

He loved that moment with the bricklayers and the light in Paris, and 
the rivers of France, the Hudson River Valley in this country, and the 
incredible Californi a sunshine ; th e traged y wa s tha t the y di d no t 
love him back. Everywhere he was rejected, everywhere a trespasser. 
"Forgive me!" Honti suddenly said, pleading quietly but with all his 
heart an d soul. "Forgive me! Forgive me!" Yes, it was his fault. H e 
had trespassed, he had transgressed; he had committed abominations, 
stretched the truth and kited checks. He must have committed all the 
sins, fo r you weren' t punishe d fo r nothin g i n thi s world , an d God 
knew all Honti's lifetime had been a punishment. 

He humbly pleaded for forgiveness high on the mountaintop. To 
his left were the harbors, the beaches, the glinting Pacific Ocean. To 
the right lay the floor of the San Fernando Valley, and beyond that, 
the sullen ranges of the San Gabriels. 

Daniel Fuch s does not flinc h fro m exposin g th e comed y a s well a s 
the sorro w o f thi s Zarathustr a o f sufferin g (wh o coul d hav e bee n 
played b y Zer o Mostel) . Ye t th e stor y als o awaken s mor e respec t 
and affectio n fo r Hont i tha n h e ha s fo r himself . Thi s Europea n 
novelty manufacturer , whos e hear t an d intelligenc e wer e forcibl y 
expanded durin g th e wa r beyon d wha t hi s fellow American s eve r 
had to feel or learn, appear s to Fuchs as the reluctant prophet of the 
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new California , an d th e standard o f desperate knowledge to whic h 
Barbara Finch eventually may have to adjust . 

Because of the extent to which America served the Jews as a makom 
miklat, a  place of refuge, Jews have always had a n especiall y kee n 
interest in the capacity and willingness of America t o absorb them. 
No on e neede d a  ne w worl d a s desperatel y a s th e Jew s fleeing 
Europe, an d thei r nee d sharpene d thei r sensitivit y t o every shif t i n 
American policie s and attitudes . Experienc e ha d taugh t the m tha t 
in additio n t o the law s governing a  polity , atmospheri c condition s 
in society helped to determine how comfortably th e Jews could bed 
down i n an y given place , an d fo r ho w long . Par t of the function o f 
American Jewish writing , bot h i n Yiddish an d in English , ha s been 
to chart these atmospheric conditions, assessing whether "America " 
is warm or cool, and to what degree . 

In the Tsaris t empire , th e home of most Jewish immigrant s wh o 
fled a t th e tur n o f th e centur y t o com e t o America , authorit y im -
posed distinctions from above , and the cultural boundaries between 
Jews an d thei r neighbours , whil e promisin g t o crumble , stil l per -
sisted as a result of centuries of enforced separation . Pogroms , anti -
Jewish decrees, and the rise of antisemitism as a corollary of nation-
alism throughout muc h of Europe convinced millions of Jews to set 
out for the new world that advertise d opportunity an d equal rights. 
Accustomed t o being a t bes t a  tolerated minority , Jews were enor -
mously gratefu l fo r th e benefit s o f America an d becam e passionat e 
lovers of its freedoms. Bu t their acut e dependency o n America als o 
made the m war y an d insecure . The y di d no t kno w quit e ho w t o 
judge th e fluid  boundarie s betwee n themselve s an d othe r Ameri -
cans. Furthermore , sinc e thei r immigratio n coincide d wit h th e 
painful self-transformatio n fro m a  tradition-boun d peopl e int o a 
voluntafry community , the y ha d t o weigh th e advantage s of accul -
turation agains t th e danger s o f nationa l dissolution . T o discove r 
that a  minorit y ma y penetrat e al l sphere s o f influence , blu r it s 
ethnic and religious distinctiveness, o r even redefine th e country i n 
its own image could be frightening a s well as liberating. 

In many , perhap s i n mos t respects , Jew s resemble d al l othe r 
immigrant groups that had to adjust t o America, eac h with it s own 
set o f problems . Bu t th e specia l complicatin g featur e o f antisemi -
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tism mad e th e Jew s somethin g o f a  tes t cas e fo r America , an d 
America a  tes t cas e for th e Jews. The persistence o f Jew-hatred i n 
Europe, diachronicall y th e stronges t forc e o f continuit y betwee n 
Christian feuda l Europ e an d secula r nation-states , an d synchroni -
cally the strongest commo n featur e o f nations tha t wer e otherwis e 
separate an d ofte n i n conflict , ha d bee n th e mos t obviou s sig n of 
the failure o f rational Enlightenment . Unles s the new nation-state s 
of Europ e coul d successfull y absor b thei r non-Christia n minority , 
they could not pretend to have become fully fraternal , liberated , o r 
just. Positivel y stated, th e ideals of liberty, equality , an d fraternit y 
would hav e bee n confirme d b y the singl e standard o f toleratio n o f 
the Jews. Europe' s repeate d failur e t o mee t tha t standard , an d it s 
final collaps e int o barbarism , pu t stead y pressur e o n Americ a t o 
demonstrate whether i t was really a  new world or merely a  version 
of the old. 

To the sam e degre e tha t th e Jews were a  tes t cas e for America , 
America wa s a  test case for the Jews. For if the new world lived up 
to its democratic promise, they would be solely responsible for thei r 
fate, withou t an y more imposed restrictions to define thei r identit y 
or t o limi t thei r reach . Throug h th e centurie s o f exile , Jew s ha d 
become a  politicall y passiv e peopl e compare d wit h thos e amon g 
whom the y live d i n Europ e an d wester n Asia , bu t onc e they wer e 
no longer looking to Go d for thei r salvation , an d n o longe r handi -
capped b y punitiv e legislation , the y woul d hav e t o adop t a n en -
tirely ne w strateg y fo r life . "I s America golus?" —a questio n ofte n 
raised in the Yiddish press—was a matter of existential importance . 
If Americ a wa s no t exile , bu t home , the n th e Jewis h postur e o f 
poised expectanc y (o f attendanc e o n th e messia h o r o n majorit y 
approval) wa s no longer appropriate , an d American Jews were fre e 
to pursu e thei r ambitions , t o assum e o r t o abdicat e responsibilit y 
for thei r fello w Jews, t o Judaize Americ a o r to evaporate . I n othe r 
words, Americ a an d it s Jew s wer e mutuall y responsibl e fo r th e 
disappearance o f antisemitis m an d fo r th e qualit y o f Jewishnes s 
once it was gone. 

There was also something else , in addition t o antisemitism, tha t 
made Jews a little different fro m their fellow immigrants. Tradition-
ally, through almos t two millennia o f exile, Jews had placed unpar -
alleled emphasis on literacy and learning, on literary culture as the 
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main civilizing agency . Thi s emphasis of Jewish religious civiliza -
tion on the study of Talmud as the supreme virtue and on mastery 
of Talmud as the supreme masculine attainment was bound to carry 
over t o th e secula r wa y o f lif e mos t Jews adopte d i n America , a t 
least for one or two generations. Youn g modernizing Jews took up 
writing in great numbers, answerin g not simply their own need for 
creative self-expressio n bu t als o a  complementar y nee d i n thei r 
community fo r cultura l leadership . Jewis h writer s wer e fa r mor e 
important t o th e Jews tha n wer e an y othe r America n writer s t o 
their constituency , i n way s tha t wer e seldo m full y understoo d o r 
acknowledged by either the writers or their audiences. Jewish writ-
ers were bot h th e agent s an d th e observer s o f th e mutua l testin g 
process that I have described. 

The mos t popula r Jewis h vie w o f America , certainl y amon g th e 
Jewish masses , wa s a s moral alternativ e t o corrupt Europe . Emma 
Lazarus's tribute t o the Statue of Liberty as Mother of Exiles rein-
forced the country's image of itself as a haven of refuge, just as Rick 
Blaine's manl y self-sacrific e fo r Victor Laszl o in th e movi e classi c 
Casablanca reinforce d Americans ' idea o f themselve s a s the nobl e 
saviors of a  dying continent. Significantly , however , th e Jews who 
forged these images did not single themselves out as special benefi -
ciaries o f American largess e becaus e the y ma y have recognize d i n 
the ecumenicism o f the Unite d States their best protection agains t 
discrimination. Americ a gathere d i n peopl e o f al l race s an d reli -
gions; whereas Hitler pursued the Jews, American s went t o war to 
help refugee s o f ever y nationality . Th e creator s o f thes e image s 
felt a  doubl e securit y i n bein g protecte d b y Americ a withi n th e 
semantically undifferentiated categor y of "huddled masses yearning 
to breathe free." 

The image o f Americ a a s a n alternativ e t o corrupt Europ e als o 
figured i n Yiddish literature at the beginning of the century. As the 
immigrants looke d t o th e ne w lan d fo r materia l security , Yiddis h 
literature discovere d grandeu r an d releas e i n th e poetr y o f Wal t 
Whitman. Som e writer s sough t potenc y an d rebirt h i n th e ne w 
landscape o f farmlands , cattl e ranches , an d skyscrapers. On e bold 
story b y Lame d Shapiro , writte n shortl y afte r hi s arriva l i n 
America, tell s of a Russian Jew who had been forced to witness the 
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mutilation o f his mother b y pogromists, the n t o put he r out o f her 
misery with his own hands. In the aftermath o f this degradation, h e 
knows that he has to do more than seek revenge. He must transfor m 
himself fro m a  humiliated Jew int o a n empowere d ma n (wh o ca n 
also commi t act s o f violenc e o f th e kin d tha t wer e committe d 
against th e Jews) . Th e fina l phas e o f hi s self-empowermen t take s 
place where else but in America, through confession o f his past and 
symbolic baptism i n American waters . Only the n i s he prepared t o 
return t o Europ e wher e " a generatio n o f iro n me n wil l aris e an d 
rebuild wha t w e allowed t o be destroyed." Shapiro credits the ne w 
world no t onl y a s a  plac e o f refug e bu t als o a s th e redeeme r o f 
Europe's Jews.2 

But th e awarenes s o f mora l interdependenc y betwee n th e Jew s 
and Americ a als o worke d i n th e opposit e directio n t o undermin e 
the sense of mutual benefi t an d virtue . Whil e no other grou p ma y 
have stoo d t o gai n a s muc h a s th e Jew s i n comin g t o America , 
neither did any other group have a s much t o lose. Almost al l othe r 
immigrants lef t behin d a  native territory an d a  language and a  na-
tional culture that would remain intact, an d to which they or their 
descendants might someday return . Jewish immigrants had no such 
assurance, especially not after the Russian pogroms of i903-1905 and 
the mas s destructio n o f Jewis h communitie s i n Worl d Wa r I . 
Even befor e Worl d Wa r I , an d certainl y after , a  feelin g develope d 
on bot h side s o f th e ocea n tha t Americ a wa s rapidl y replacin g 
Europe a s the guaranto r o f Jewish survival , includin g th e surviva l 
of Jewis h culture . America n Jew s woul d hav e t o bea r no t onl y 
the burde n o f materia l assistanc e t o thos e lef t behin d bu t als o 
responsibility for the Jewish future . 

Yet these same Jews who were now expected to become the main 
repository o f the Jewish heritag e fel t calle d upo n to give up a good 
part o f tha t heritag e a s the price of advancement i n th e new land . 
Jewishness being strictly neithe r a  religio n no r a  nationalit y no r a 
culture bu t a  way o f life embedde d i n ancien t history , th e sacrific e 
of any part o f Jewishness meant dulling a  vibrant identity tha t ha d 
been develope d throug h thousand s o f years. I  have suggeste d tha t 
the legac y o f antisemitis m mad e i t harde r fo r Jews tha n fo r othe r 
immigrants to gauge just how much of themselves they would hav e 
to giv e u p i n orde r t o b e considered unexceptional , an d th e sam e 
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communal experienc e o f siege made i t harder for those who lef t th e 
fold t o bea r th e guil t o f betrayal . Bein g differen t fro m othe r perse -
cuted minorities , suc h as Africans an d Asians, whose physica l char -
acteristics impose d limit s o n thei r assimilation , individua l Jew s 
were abl e to choose ho w an d to what degre e they wished t o assimi -
late, an d the y ha d therefor e t o assum e responsibilit y fo r thei r deci -
sion an d it s consequences . Al l thes e elements—th e contradictor y 
pressures of antisemitis m t o adap t mor e quickly an d t o bear greater 
responsibility fo r th e Jews , an d th e contradictor y natur e o f Jew -
ishness tha t mad e i t suc h a  powerfu l legac y ye t on e s o eas y t o 
abandon—complicated th e adaptatio n o f th e Jew s t o America . 
Those Jews who gav e u p everything a t once , o r too much to o soon , 
often cam e t o despis e themselve s an d t o resen t th e countr y tha t 
"made them do it." 

Immigrant literatur e record s th e uneas y balanc e betwee n gai n 
and loss . Abraha m Cahan' s The  Rise  of  David  Levinsky,  th e first 
Jewish nove l t o becom e a n America n classic , record s amon g man y 
exceptional scene s a n evenin g a t a  Jewis h resor t i n th e Catskill s 
where th e ban d i s bein g drowne d ou t b y th e conversatio n an d 
laughter of the weekend guests . 

The conductor , wh o played th e first violin, wa s a  fiery little fello w 
with a  high crown of black hair . H e was working every muscle and 
nerve i n hi s body . H e playe d selection s from  "Aida, " th e favorit e 
opera o f th e Ghetto ; h e playe d th e popula r America n song s o f th e 
day; he played celebrated "hits " of the Yiddish stage. Al l to no pur-
pose. Finally, he had recourse to what was apparently his last resort. 
He struck up the "Star-Spangled Banner." The effect was overwhelm-
ing. Th e fe w hundre d diner s ros e lik e on e man , applauding . Th e 
children and many of the adults caught up the tune joyously, passion-
ately. I t wa s a n interestin g scene . Me n an d wome n wer e offerin g 
thanksgiving t o th e flag  unde r whic h the y wer e eatin g thi s goo d 
dinner, wearin g thes e expensiv e clothes . Ther e wa s th e jingl e o f 
newly-acquired dollars in our applause. But there was something else 
in it as well. Many of those who were now paying tribute to the Stars 
and Stripe s were listenin g t o th e tun e wit h grave , solem n mien . I t 
was as if they were saying: "We are not persecuted under this flag. At 
last we have found a home."3 

Whereas th e humblin g gratitud e i n thi s scen e momentaril y sweep s 
up th e autho r i n a n emotiona l tribut e t o America , th e nove l a s a 



68 RUT H R . WISS E 

whole i s a  confessio n o f betraya l an d regret . Davi d Levinsky , th e 
narrator, feel s tha t h e became a n America n millionair e a t th e ex -
pense o f wha t h e ough t t o hav e remained , whic h i s loya l t o hi s 
mother, hi s deeper Jewishness, hi s poverty. "Ther e ar e cases whe n 
success is a  tragedy, " says Levinsky a t th e conclusio n o f the book . 
However variousl y thi s sentenc e ca n b e interpreted—a s showin g 
either tha t David' s guil t subverte d hi s achievemen t o r tha t hi s 
crimes hav e no t pai d of f o r tha t America' s promis e ha d a  fals e 
bottom o r tha t Jewis h yearnin g ha s becom e a n en d i n itself—it s 
judgment i s conclusive : th e succes s o f th e Je w i n Americ a wa s 
suspect becaus e o f th e compromis e o f principl e an d sacrific e o f 
identity that i t required. Like many another hero of the anticapital -
ist bildungsroman,  Davi d experience s th e failur e o f success , bu t 
with the added conscience of the Jew. 

Yiddish writer s ha d specia l reaso n t o distrus t thei r new-foun d 
freedom, sinc e they were the first  to pay it s price. The same hospi-
tality tha t benefite d th e Jew s foretol d th e doo m o f thei r Jewis h 
language. Peret z Hirshbein , recordin g his travels across America i n 
1917, was badly discouraged b y the Jewish immigrant childre n who 
saw n o valu e i n Yiddish. 4 Writer s hav e a s muc h stak e i n thei r 
language as miners do in ore, and the closing of the mine (whethe r 
or no t th e ai r ma y improv e a s a  result ) mean s a n en d t o thei r 
livelihood. A s the Jewish masse s too k advantag e o f democracy t o 
enter th e cultura l mainstream , Yiddis h writer s saw th e shrivelin g 
of their own prospects. Yes, they could write whatever they pleased 
and publish whatever they wrote, but they could not compete with 
English on the open market . 

Moishe Leib Halpern's lyric "Our Garden," which opened his 1919 
book of poems In New York,  became one of the most famous Yiddish 
images of the new world: 

aza gortn, vu der boym 
hot zikh zibn bletlekh koym, 
un es dakht zikh, az er trakht: 
—ver hot mikh aher gebrakht? 
aza gortn, aza gortn, 
vu mit a fargreser-gloz 
kon men zen a bisl groz, 
zol dos undzer gortn zayn 
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ot aza in morgnshayn?— 
avade undzer gortn. vos den, nit undzer gortn? 
(What a garden, where the tree is 
Bare, but for its seven leaves 
And it seems to be amazed, 
Who has set me in this place? 
What a garden, what a garden— 
It takes a magnifying glass 
Just to see a little grass. 
Is this garden here our own 
As it is in light of dawn? 
Sure, it's our garden. What, not our garden?)5 

Halpern's welcoming garden of Eden (read Hester Park on the Lower 
East Side) i s less than glorious. It s watchman chases people off the 
grass, and the birds in its nests neglect their own young. This is the 
garden from which poets are now forced t o draw their inspiration, 
immigrants their bit of pleasure. This is Halpern's America, materi -
ally and metaphysically. Th e poet affects a  devil-may-care attitud e 
to ease his disappointment, an d with a shrug of "might as well fac e 
the music" he accepts the shrunken reality as his own. Implicatin g 
himself in the blight through the adoption of a coarse language and 
tone appropriat e t o his compromising ne w home , Halper n becam e 
the first Yiddish poet to find his voice in America by defining it as a 
reduced rather than expanded cultural landscape. 

Between th e tw o worl d wars , on e migh t say , beginnin g wit h 
Abraham Cahan' s The  Rise  of  David  Lewinsky  and Moish e Lei b 
Halpern's In New  York,  America n Jewish literatur e becam e mor e 
and more critical o f the accommodatio n o f Jews to their new sur-
roundings. There are many reasons for the growing dissatisfaction , 
of which I  will sugges t onl y th e most obvious . (1 ) Th e brutalitie s 
of Worl d Wa r I  and th e civi l wa r i n Russi a wer e unprecedented . 
Immigrant Jews who lived by their newspapers had to face the daily 
reports of mass murders in their hometowns without bein g able to 
offer effectiv e assistance . Th e effect s o f Europea n antisemitism , 
particularly thoug h no t exclusivel y i n th e Ukraine , demoralize d 
the ne w American s an d induce d i n som e o f the m convulsion s o f 
guilt, rage , eve n madness . (2 ) Th e closing of the gates of America 
after World War I seemed al l th e crueler in the light of its reputa-
tion a s a  have n o f refuge . Loca l debat e ove r immigratio n quota s 
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and over Communist influenc e stirred up nativist antisemitis m an d 
provoked i n th e Jews, i f no t th e sam e adversaria l relatio n t o thei r 
country tha t the y had bee n forced t o feel i n Russia , the n a t leas t a 
keener discomfort . Jews were forced t o recognize tha t thei r agend a 
did no t alway s coincid e wit h tha t o f thei r fello w Americans . (3 ) 
The steady social and economic progress of the Jews in America had 
mixed consequences . O n on e hand , i t prompte d restrictiv e quota s 
and discriminatio n t o kee p th e Jew s fro m advancing , bu t o n th e 
other, keene r competition an d bolde r ambition amon g the Jews; in 
some immigrants i t spurre d defian t Jewish self-affirmation , includ -
ing i n th e caus e o f Zionism , bu t i n others , mor e resolv e t o leav e 
Jewishness behind . Th e relativel y firm  "community " o f th e Lowe r 
East Sid e o f Ne w Yor k bega n t o disintegrate . (4 ) Th e Bolshevi k 
revolution announce d itsel f a s the culmination o f moral evolution . 
Of specia l interes t t o th e Jews wa s it s repea l o f antisemitis m an d 
the boast of egalitarian justice. Suddenly it appeared as if the moral 
tables had been turned: promising America was just anothe r flawed 
and sullie d countr y whil e sparta n Russi a prove d th e fulfillmen t o f 
human perfectibility o n earth . 

Lest w e mistak e thi s critica l reappraisa l a s a  Jewis h poin t o f 
view, let us recall that during the 1920 s Hemingway, Faulkner , Do s 
Passos, e . e . cummings , an d s o many othe r writer s o f th e postwa r 
generation bega n t o loo k a t Americ a krum —as th e Jew s woul d 
have said, sideways, ambivalently, askew . This was the great period 
of expatriation, whe n America n writer s sough t ou t Gertrud e Stei n 
in Pari s to learn from thi s non-Jewish Jew the secrets of art, o r else 
settled i n Englan d wher e th e debasemen t o f democratic mas s cul -
ture had been less severe. John Reed, not any Jewish journalist, wa s 
the grea t popularize r o f Bolshevis m i n th e Unite d States , an d th e 
Anglican America n T . S . Elio t define d th e wastelan d tha t secula r 
Western civilizatio n ha d become . S o the Jewish view s of Americ a 
were part of the cultural mainstream, with the difference tha t mos t 
Jewish writers , bein g immigrants , coul d no t join th e expatriatio n 
and ha d t o face th e additiona l indignit y o f hatred directe d agains t 
themselves. 

These variou s trend s an d event s triggere d i n America n Jewis h 
writers a  powerful reactio n agains t th e so-called bourgeois capital -
ism o f America , whic h wa s hel d responsibl e fo r th e antisemitism , 
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and agains t th e so-calle d nationalis t chauvinis m o f Jews , whic h 
was blamed fo r feedin g it . Th e mor e antisemitis m accuse d Jews of 
exploitation an d subversion , th e mor e Jewish writer s an d intellec -
tuals trie d t o prov e tha t the y wer e agains t exploitatio n an d tha t 
they wer e no t loya l t o th e Jews . Antisemitis m reache d unprece -
dented height s during th e 1930s ; so, too , di d th e attemp t o f Jewish 
writers t o dissociat e themselve s from wha t the y assume d wer e th e 
reprehensible aspects of their Jewishness. 

In the 192 5 novel Bread Givers Anzia Yezierska wrote of a Jewish 
immigrant gir l who slips out of the clutches of her domineering old-
world Jewish fathe r t o becom e a n idealisti c schoolteacher . A s th e 
story proceed s throug h th e stage s o f he r acculturation , th e juic y 
vernacular o f th e Lowe r Eas t Sid e tha t i s heard i n th e earl y page s 
gives way t o a  prose a s stilted an d neutere d a s the heroine herself . 
The autho r present s th e emptyin g ou t o f Jewis h famil y lif e an d 
culture a s a  positive advancemen t tha t make s her heroin e happie r 
in America, an d America happie r with her . 

Michael Gold' s Jews without  Money  (1930 ) strike s a  differen t 
kind o f bargain . Gold' s immigran t Jewis h boyhoo d i s valuabl e t o 
him precisel y becaus e i t wa s noisy , uncouth , overheated . Hi s fic -
tional memoir , whic h end s with th e teenager' s triumphan t discov -
ery of Communism, contain s an implici t reproac h of the prosperit y 
and refinemen t tha t mos t America n Jew s wer e pursuing . Michae l 
Gold was the most persistent , combativ e literary Communis t o f the 
interwar period , wieldin g grea t influenc e i n Ne w York , especiall y 
among th e Jews. Usin g th e mora l authorit y o f Communis m a s hi s 
badge, an d a  venomous critical stick , h e charged al l those who fel l 
short of Party standards. Although his polemics were effective, the y 
did no t equa l i n influenc e th e ide a o f thi s book , whic h i s tha t 
Jewish povert y i s something t o b e prou d of . Poo r Jews wer e good , 
and ric h Jew s wer e bad . Unempowere d Jew s wer e innocent , an d 
powerful Jew s wer e guilty . Wherea s earlie r writer s lik e Shole m 
Aleichem had tried to defend th e Jews in spite of their helplessness , 
American Jewish Socialist s an d Communist s bega n t o defen d Jew s 
because of their helplessness, and on that ground alone . 

It is hard to exaggerate the hold of this equation on the imagina -
tion o f Jewis h writer s a s th e Depressio n o f th e 1930 s deepened . 
Lamed Shapiro , whos e stor y o f 190 9 had cas t th e Unite d State s a s 
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the redeeme r o f Europea n Jewry , spen t th e lat e 1930 s writin g a 
novel calle d The  American  Demon. 6 Thi s book , neve r completed , 
was to be a panoramic study o f the immigran t Jewish community , 
tracing it s mora l collapse . Th e devi l o f th e titl e i s Suzi e Katz , a 
young factor y worke r wh o marrie s fo r money , the n cheat s o n he r 
husband wit h a  forme r boyfriend . Sh e als o cheat s o n th e workin g 
class by crossing a  picket lin e to work in he r husband's store whe n 
his employe e i s ou t o n strike . Suzie' s relativel y mino r crime s ar e 
inflated b y Shapiro t o demoni c proportion s becaus e h e recall s th e 
idealized height s fro m whic h the y ar e fallen . I n thi s view , he r 
concern fo r materia l securit y an d creatur e satisfactio n sapped  th e 
socialist idealism that might otherwise have reformed Americ a as it 
reformed Russi a an d sustaine d th e machiner y o f capitalis m tha t 
Shapiro think s i s destroyin g th e country . Fo r th e Yiddis h write r 
Lamed Shapiro , Suzie' s specia l failur e i s he r adoptio n o f English . 
For writers like Jerome Weidman in I Can Get It for  You Wholesale 
or Budd Schulberg in What  Makes  Sammy  Run?  or, later , Mordeca i 
Richler i n The  Apprenticeship  ofDuddy  Kravitz,  th e paradig m o f 
Jewish energ y i s th e unprinciple d hustle r wh o woul d sacrific e hi s 
own mother or best friend o r lover to advance his career.7 

American Jewis h literatur e o f th e 1930 s an d 1940 s interprete d 
what som e woul d conside r th e bes t qualitie s o f th e Jewish immi -
grants—their resilience , self-reliance , industry , talent , adaptive -
ness, worldliness, optimism, and love of freedom—as negativ e qual-
ities of selfishness, greed , an d opportunism . B y "Waiting for Lefty " 
(title of the famous play by Clifford Odets ) ,8 most American Jewish 
writers o f thos e decade s trie d t o distinguis h thei r ow n "working -
class" principles from th e debase d value s of thei r fello w Jews wh o 
were adjusting to a corrupt country. Not all American Jewish litera-
ture o f thi s period throb s with thes e idea s to th e same degree . Bu t 
even th e masterpiece s o f Henr y Rot h an d Nathanae l Wes t ar e no t 
entirely outsid e thi s framework . I t i s a s thoug h i n drawin g atten -
tion t o thei r powerlessness , Jewis h writer s wer e absolvin g them -
selves fro m havin g t o see k powe r o n behal f o f thei r endangere d 
fellow Jews and claiming the sympathy of the world for themselves. 
The idealizatio n o f "Jew s withou t Money " continue d stron g wel l 
into the 1950s , reaching its apogee in Bernard Malamud's America n 
classic The Assistant, i n which the grocer Morris Bober is the Jewish 
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Saint Franci s of Assisi , with Christia n sufferin g th e criterio n o f hi s 
Jewish goodness . (Bobe r says to the Italian boy who held him up a t 
gunpoint, the n came to work for him, " I suffer fo r you.") Malamu d 
also reinforce d th e sam e them e i n late r novels , notabl y i n The 
Fixer.9 

In effect , Yezierska' s justificatio n o f Jews withou t accent s an d 
Gold's justificatio n o f Jews withou t mone y wer e tw o simila r de -
fenses agains t th e humiliatio n o f antisemitism . On e demonstrate d 
how th e Jewis h avidit y fo r learnin g coul d becom e a n America n 
asset a s th e childre n o f immigran t Jew s becam e th e purveyor s o f 
American culture . The other demonstrated ho w Jewish mora l prin -
ciples coul d b e rechannele d int o socialism , int o a  "disinterested " 
class consciousness and saintly asceticism . Both defenses conceale d 
their resentmen t o f America fo r havin g welched o n it s promises t o 
the Jew s behin d complaint s agains t it s brutalizin g vulgarit y an d 
protests against its social inequality . 

At the end of the 1930 s these same two principles of Jews without 
accents and Jews without money , raise d to a  much higher ideologi -
cal level , becam e th e twi n pillar s o f th e Partisan  Review  an d it s 
dominantly Jewish circl e of New York intellectuals who were the n 
coming o f age . Th e grou p trie d t o brin g abou t a  reconciliatio n 
between two apparently contradictor y commitment s to modernis m 
and Marxism , t o th e mos t complexl y individuate d expression s o f 
contemporary culture and to the most egalitarian model of political 
economics. Whateve r it s theoretica l merit , th e pairin g o f thes e 
ideas produced remarkable results in the group that included Sidney 
Hook, Phili p Rahv , Lione l Trilling , Willia m Phillips , Mar y McCar -
thy, William Barrett , Dwigh t Macdonald , Harold Rosenberg, Meye r 
Schapiro, Lione l Abel , Clemen t Greenberg , Rober t Warshow , Del -
more Schwartz , Isaa c Rosenfeld , Danie l Bell , Alfre d Kazin , Dian a 
Trilling, Irvin g Howe , an d th e Nobe l laureat e Sau l Bellow . I t i s 
enough to read off this partial list to make the point about just how 
great was their achievemen t an d how important thei r contributio n 
to America n letters . Yet (a s I'v e recentl y note d elsewhere) l0 fro m 
our privileged perspective of half a  century later , i t is equally clea r 
that thes e twin idea s of modernism an d Marxism had in common a 
determination t o transcen d th e Jewish question , sinc e modernis m 
implicitly an d Marxis m explicitl y rejecte d nationa l preoccupa -
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tions. The failure of this predominantly Jewish intellectual commu-
nity t o addres s th e pligh t o f th e Jew s wa s a s pronounce d a s it s 
successful advancemen t int o th e mainstream o f American culture . 
Nor can on e say abou t thes e writers, a s one might say abou t som e 
of thei r contemporaries , tha t the y distance d themselve s from poli -
tics. The New York intellectuals distinguished themselve s precisely 
in their emphasis on politics as a feature of culture. Their definitio n 
of politics , however , di d no t includ e th e politica l categor y o f th e 
Jew. Th e strenuou s objectio n o f antisemite s t o th e Jewish peopl e 
was a problem tha t th e Jews would have to face a s a people. Those 
few writer s wh o di d tr y t o sav e Jews b y promotin g thei r righ t t o 
settle i n Palestine—Ludwi g Lewisohn , Mauric e Samuel , Meye r 
Levin, Ben Hecht, Judd Teller, A. M. Klein—were dubbed parochial 
and mediocre. And it must be admitted tha t the defense of the Jews 
rarely made for good literature.11 

Until th e waning of the 1930 s it i s still possible to speak of a single 
American Jewish literatur e i n English , Yiddish , and , t o a  smalle r 
degree, Hebrew . Bu t th e destructio n o f Europea n Jewry (khurbn) 
changed tha t forever . Th e approac h o f th e khurbn  mad e Yiddis h 
writers realiz e just ho w deepl y thei r destin y wa s tied t o Europea n 
Jewry tha t ha d develope d a  Europea n Jewish language , an d t o th e 
surviving remnan t tha t mad e it s wa y t o Palestine . Whe n Yiddis h 
writers sensed th e impending traged y overtaking thei r people , the y 
felt themselves going under. Jacob Glatstein's lyric, "Wagons" (her e 
translated b y Chana Bloch) , was written i n 1938 , after a  trip bac k 
to his home city of Lublin: 

With quiet signs of faraway 
At dusk the mournful wagons come. 
Doors stand ajar , 
But no one waits to meet them. 
The town is peaceful, bell s of silence toll . . . 
A few sickly Jews climb down from the wagons, 
And a clever word falters 
In every brooding head. 
God, on your scale of good and bad, 
Set a dish of warm porridge, 
Toss some oats, at least, for the skinny mules. 
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The deadness of the town grows dark. 
A cruel silence afflicts the Jewish beards, 
And each sees in the other's eyes 
A prayer of fear: 
When death comes, 
Let me not remain the only one, 
Do not pass over me with my thin bones.12 

Once upon a  time i n Egypt , o n th e ev e of leading them fort h fro m 
slavery t o freedom , Go d ha d spare d hi s people by passing over th e 
houses of the Jews. Expectin g n o such redemption , Glatstein' s Jew 
chooses to drown amon g his people. Immediatel y afte r th e war th e 
American Yiddish poet H. Leivick wrote, "I was not in Treblinka o r 
in Maidanek." 13 Thi s wa s ho w th e America n Yiddis h writer s re -
garded themselves , even those like Glatstein, who had been gradua-
ted fro m Columbi a University , an d Leivick , wh o ha d bee n her e 
since 1911. 

American Jewish writer s i n Englis h wer e experiencing quit e th e 
opposite sensation , a  riche r identificatio n tha n eve r befor e wit h 
"Our Countr y an d Ou r Culture, " meanin g th e Unite d State s an d 
English.14 The y wer e th e unwittin g beneficiarie s o f th e victimiza -
tion o f European Jewry an d th e rise of the State of Israel , since th e 
combined guilt and admiration tha t Americans began to feel for the 
Jews graduall y combine d t o eliminat e lingerin g obstacle s t o thei r 
progress. Fo r th e nex t twenty-fiv e years , unti l th e ideologica l wa r 
against Zionism was launched by the Arabs in the early 1970s , Jews 
and Jewish writer s wer e s o popular the y wer e actuall y chic . Cyn -
thia Ozick' s brillian t story , "Envy ; or , Yiddis h i n America, " cap -
tures with perfec t pitc h the voice of the Yiddish writer who realizes 
that h e has been eclipsed from th e future o f the Jews in America a t 
precisely th e momen t whe n Jewishnes s i n Englis h i s becomin g 
trendy. Comicall y deforme d th e Yiddis h poe t o f he r stor y ma y be , 
and slightly unbalanced like Mr. Honti by the unfairness of his fate, 
but whe n a t th e conclusio n o f th e stor y h e shout s int o th e tele -
phone, "Amalekite ! Titus ! Nazi ! Th e whol e worl d i s infecte d b y 
you antisemites ! On accoun t o f you childre n become corrupted! On 
account o f you I  lost everything, m y whole life! On account o f you 
I hav e n o translator! " h e i s tellin g a  complicate d truth. 15 O n on e 
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level, hi s rage has merely fixed  o n a  convenien t targe t i n blamin g 
the antisemite for al l his troubles, but he happens to be right none-
theless: th e antisemitis m tha t destroye d th e Jew s i n Europ e di d 
deform Jewish culture in America . 

In thei r hast e t o leav e Jew-hatred behind , man y Jews were pre-
pared to pretend that i t did not exist, to underestimate its sincerity, 
or t o redefin e i t a s anything bu t wha t i t was—hatre d an d opposi -
tion t o th e Jew s a s Jews. Regrettably , i t coul d no t b e ignore d o r 
redefined withou t damag e t o th e truth . I t coul d no t b e erase d 
through acculturation , no r throug h th e substitutio n o f socialis m 
for capitalism, no r through proof s of Jewish liberalism , excellence , 
saintliness, or anything else . As long as political leader s and move-
ments anywher e i n the world singled out th e Jews as the enemy of 
peace an d o f mankind , the y woul d carr y th e messag e t o America , 
reminding it s citizen s o f th e presenc e o f evi l whether  or  not they 
believed the  charges  against the  Jews an d making them uncomfort -
able on that account . 

This bring s u s bac k t o th e stor y wit h whic h w e began , Danie l 
Fuchs's "Twiligh t i n Souther n California, " wit h it s triangula r 
rather than bilatera l imag e of the Jews in America. Al l the Jews in 
the stor y ador e Americ a an d wan t t o b e love d i n retur n b y th e 
children o f Ne w Hampshire , wh o stan d fo r decency , loveliness , 
unscarred innocence. In fact, th e acute desire to bestow and receive 
affection i s what the y mos t hav e i n common . Wha t stand s i n th e 
way of their complete "marriage" to America i s the crippling dam-
age of antisemitism . Th e acculturate d Je w o f Fuchs' s story , raise d 
in the security of this continent, i s drawn in two directions at once: 
he is proud of his gentile wife an d solicitous of her welfare, bu t th e 
"experienced" Jews o f Europe ar e mor e interestin g t o him , an d h e 
feels he owes them something. Hi s American bride can't hel p being 
frightened b y the intensity of these creatures from what seems to be 
an alie n planet , an d i t remain s t o b e see n whethe r th e Jewis h 
husband wil l mediate successfully betwee n her and his fellow Jews, 
or leav e the m t o fen d fo r themselves . America , i n Fuchs' s story , 
gives the acculturate d Jew the choice tha t th e hunted Jew is never 
granted. 
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C H A P T E R 5 

Movies i n Americ a a s Paradigm s 
of Accommodatio n 

Stephen J. Whitfiel d 

Let u s begin , a s a  Time  magazin e cove r stor y portrayin g th e mos t 
successful directo r o f al l tim e begins , whe n "al l i s darkness—a s 
dark as a minute to midnight on the first day of creation, a s dark as 
a movi e hous e jus t befor e th e featur e starts . The n th e movemen t 
begins, a  trackin g sho t dow n th e birt h cana l o f a  hallway, towar d 
the mystery . Suddenly , light ! A bright roo m filled  with ol d men i n 
beards an d blac k hats : sages , perhaps , fro m anothe r world . A t th e 
far end of the room, on a  raised platform, i s a blazing red light. The 
senses are suffused, th e myster y deepens . There i s only one persua -
sive explanation fo r thi s scene . I t must  b e from a  Steven Spielber g 
movie. Well , no . And yes. I t i s Spielberg's earlies t memory , fro m a 
day in 194 8 [when he was about half a  year old] when he was taken 
in a stroller to a[n Orthodox] Cincinnati synagogue."1 That sense of 
wonder an d strangenes s i s wha t give s eve n mediocr e movie s thei r 
transfiguring power , thei r dream y magic ; fo r films  exud e a  specia l 
flair i n seemin g t o reproduc e th e journe y fro m darknes s t o ligh t 
recounted i n th e first  chapte r o f Genesis.  Thi s Time  portrai t (b y 
Richard Corliss) als o reminds us that th e cinema i s an expression of 
the memories, the visions, the talents of particular individuals ; an d 
perhaps nothing is stranger than the genesis of the American movi e 
studios, whic h wer e buil t a t th e en d o f a n exodu s t o souther n 
California tha t starte d fro m a  radiu s o f a  fe w hundre d mile s o f 
Warsaw. When Henry James visited his native land in 1904 , after a n 
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absence o f tw o decades , h e toure d th e Lowe r Eas t Side , note d it s 
intensity and energy, and wondered "what the genius of Israel may, 
or may not, really be 'up to.' "2 He did not guess the correct answer , 
which was movies. By 1926 the moguls had created the fifth-largest 
industry i n th e Unite d State s an d wer e makin g 9 0 percent o f th e 
world's films. 

No art form ha s ever seemed so compromised b y the crassness of 
its origins. The sheer commercialism an d lack of cultivation o f th e 
moguls mak e i t al l to o eas y t o fee l snobbis h towar d them . Harr y 
Cohn, fo r example , coul d no t correctl y spel l th e nam e o f hi s ow n 
studio (Columbia) . Th e independen t produce r Schmue l Gelbfis z 
(aka Sa m Goldfish , Samue l Goldwyn ) wa s eve n mor e culturall y 
adrift, referrin g t o on e o f hi s mos t prestigiou s properties , Lillia n 
Hellman's The Little Foxes,  as The Three  Little Foxes;  even his most 
famous melodrama h e labeled Withering Heights.  H e invited Sergei 
Eisenstein t o repea t Potemkin,  "bu t a  littl e cheaper , fo r Ronal d 
Colman." After the writer-director Preston Sturges (whom he called 
"Sturgeon") finished  adaptin g Tolstoy' s Resurrection,  Goldwy n 
praised it s "snappy nineteenth-century dialogue." 3 No wonder tha t 
the dappe r Iv y League r S . J. Perelma n spok e fo r othe r disgruntle d 
scenarists a s wel l whe n h e describe d writin g screenplay s a s "a n 
occupation which , lik e herdin g swine , make s the vocabular y pun -
gent but contributes little to one's prose style."4 Nor did the literary 
pyrotechnics of William Faulkne r mean much to Jack Warner, wh o 
bragged, "I'v e got America's best writer for $300 a week." But to be 
fair, compar e suc h coarsenes s t o th e failur e o f th e futur e Nobe l 
laureate's ow n publishin g firm,  b y 1945 , to kee p an y o f hi s seven -
teen novel s (excep t fo r Sanctuary)  i n print. 5 Warne r Brother s ap -
preciated "America' s bes t writer"—an d kep t hi m alive—bette r 
than Random House did. 

What distinguishe d th e tycoon s wa s thei r gaud y intensity . A s 
sons o f faile d fathers , thes e first-generation  American s yearned t o 
erase the hyphens and the humiliations and, through the ferocity of 
their ow n ambition , t o extinguish th e memorie s of family defeats . 
Only spectacular succes s might purge the shame of poverty, exclu -
sion, an d insecurity . I n Body and Soul  (1947 ) Charli e Davi s (Joh n 
Garfield) reject s th e prospec t o f a  lif e sellin g tw o cents ' wort h o f 
candy to kids. His mobility wil l be upward: " I don't wanna en d u p 
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like Pop." In Woody Allen's Radio Days (1987) , set in the same era, 
the boy who plays the young Allen is humiliated b y the occupatio n 
of his father (Michae l Tucker), a mere cabby, which is also how the 
father (Jac k Warden) o f the itch-to-get-rich hustle r Dudd y Kravit z 
(Richard Dreyfuss ) make s a  livin g i n th e eponymou s 197 4 film. 
Even in the upscale world of Goodbye, Columbus  (1969) , the fathe r 
of th e groo m wonder s whethe r Nei l Klugma n (Richar d Benjamin ) 
disdains him—th e presiden t o f Patimki n Sink s (Jac k Klugman ) — 
as "a goniff"  in a  grim y marketplac e t o which a  Newar k libraria n 
can easil y fee l superior . Suc h patrimon y coul d no t b e happil y 
squared with the obligation to honor thy father . 

Sometimes the shame to be exorcised is cultural. The stern canto r 
in The  Jazz  Singer  (1927 ) embodie s th e paternalis m o f th e Ol d 
World, th e traditio n o f ascription; fo r Jakie Rabinowitz i s intended 
to fulfill a  destiny in the synagogue. But the son upholds instead th e 
value of individual achievement , o f liberation fro m th e limitation s 
of birth, remindin g his father, "You'r e of the old world! If you wer e 
born here, you'd fee l the same as I do." In Richard Benjamin's film, 
My Favorite Year  (1982) , its central character, the young gag writer 
Benjy Stone (Mar k Linn-Baker), is as hungry for show biz success as 
the protagonist o f The Jazz Singer.  Whe n asked what i t i s about hi s 
Brooklyn backgroun d tha t embarrasse s him , h e responds , "Every -
thing." Th e them e o f The  Chosen  (1981 ) i s als o th e struggl e fo r 
growth beyon d th e authorit y o f th e father , wh o "almos t didn' t 
recognize me, " Dann y Saunder s (Robbi e Benson ) recall s afte r de-
parting fro m th e Chasidi c sectio n o f Brookly n an d movin g t o up -
town Manhattan , nea r secula r Columbi a University . Th e film  i s 
something o f a  rarit y i n it s gropin g towar d reconciliation , endin g 
with the two generations again on speaking terms. For both cheris h 
the meanin g o f th e Talmudi c tal e o f th e kin g an d hi s estrange d 
son "wh o ha d gon e astray, " with th e messenge r bringin g th e roya l 
assurance: "Retur n a s fa r a s you can , an d I  will com e t o you th e 
rest of the way." 

But for the early filmmakers  themselves , Judaism itself was some-
thing fro m whic h t o escape , a  birt h defec t tha t th e first  mogul s 
spent a  lifetime strugglin g to correct . Harr y Coh n enjoyed workin g 
on Yo m Kippur . Th e refusa l o f Hollywood' s mos t conspicuou s Jew 
by choice, Sammy Davis , Jr., t o work on th e Da y of Atonement o n 
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the se t of Torgy and Bess  astonished Sa m Goldwyn. The first wive s 
of Goldwyn, Cohn , Jack Warner , an d Loui s B. Mayer were Jewish; 
their secon d wive s wer e not . Bu t thoug h th e hea d o f MG M wa s 
especially prou d o f hi s friendship wit h Franci s Cardina l Spellman , 
the moguls stopped short of the foot of the cross, perhaps because of 
their immunit y t o the appea l o f any  faith . (Coh n once challenge d 
his brother Jack to recite the Lord' s Prayer. Equall y truculent , Jac k 
accepted the bet and began to intone: "Now I lay me down to sleep. 
. .  ." Harr y Coh n scowle d a s he pushe d hi s mone y t o hi s brother : 
"That's enough . I  didn' t thin k yo u kne w it .") 6 I n par t th e studi o 
bosses remained withi n th e fold becaus e thei r rabb i was the sooth -
ing Edgar F . Magnin, wh o arrive d i n Lo s Angeles in 191 5 and fro m 
the Wilshir e Boulevar d Templ e dominate d Hollywood' s religiou s 
life fo r ove r si x decades . Magni n disdaine d th e resurgenc e o f eth -
nicity an d nostalgi a fo r th e shtetl  an d observe d ho w th e mogul s 
"made idol s ou t o f shiksa  goddesses . The y worshippe d thos e blue -
eyed blondes they were forbidden t o have."7 

But Rabb i Magni n didn' t ge t it : thos e goddesse s wer e n o longe r 
forbidden. The y became the mistresses, the wives, the daughters-in -
law o f thes e parvenus— a socia l transformatio n tha t Henr y For d 
recorded i n hi s notoriou s Dearborn  Independent.  Th e "Jew-con -
trolled" movi e industr y wa s sabotagin g th e stabilit y o f Protestan t 
America because "i t i s the genius of that rac e to create problems of 
a mora l characte r i n whateve r busines s they achiev e a  majority." 8 

The religio n o f Hollywood Jews was no t s o much Refor m a s hedo-
nism, an d i t was their worship of the golden calf tha t the y encour -
aged a God-fearing nation to adopt. To the antisemitic imagination , 
Hollywood was dangerous because of its aura o f moral dissolution , 
its promise of forbidden an d subversive pleasure. Bu t to the movie-
makers themselves , Hollywoo d constitute d a  romanc e wit h 
America itself , a  natio n tha t woul d extinguis h th e primordia l ha -
treds of the Old World. 

That i s in part why intermarriage is probably the most sustaine d 
theme i n the cinematic image s of Jews. Such nuptials would prov e 
that Americ a wa s different,  an d th e rejectio n o f one' s fathe r ha s 
meant abov e al l th e freedo m t o choose one's spouse . The ultimat e 
sign of accommodatio n ha s been th e opportunit y t o marry outsid e 
the fait h i n a  natio n tha t wa s s o endearin g becaus e o f it s ow n 
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hospitality t o Jews, it s receptivity t o what the y migh t offer , whic h 
is, finally,  themselves . Thi s i s th e lesso n tha t Phili p Roth' s mos t 
famous characte r learns : "Fo r ever y Eddi e [Fisher ] yearning fo r a 
Debbie [Reynolds], there is a Debbie yearning for an Eddie—a Mari-
lyn Monro e yearnin g fo r he r Arthu r Miller—eve n a n Alic e Fay e 
yearning fo r Phi l Harris . Even Jayne Mansfiel d wa s abou t t o marr y 
one, remember , whe n she was suddenly kille d in a  car crash?" And 
as for Elizabeth Taylor , "wh o would have believed tha t thi s girl on 
the hors e [i n National  Velvet]  .  . .  was lusting fo r ou r kin d n o les s 
than we for hers? Because you know what Mike Todd was—a chea p 
facsimile of my Uncle Hymie upstairs!"9 

Alex Portnoy' s lis t coul d easil y b e enlarge d an d updated , fro m 
Norma Sheare r yearnin g fo r he r Irvin g Thalber g t o Jane t Leig h 
yearning fo r he r Tony Curti s t o Pi a Zador a longin g fo r he r Meshu -
lam Riklis , fro m Christi e Brinkle y wit h he r Bill y Joe l t o Dian e 
Sawyer an d he r Mik e Nichols , plu s Kathlee n Turne r (wh o i s Mrs. 
Jay Weiss), not to mention Caroline Kennedy longing for her Edwin 
Schlossberg. Th e movie s reflected , amplified , an d exalte d suc h 
bonds, which ha d thei r international version s as well, with Brigitt e 
Bardot longin g fo r he r Sam i Frey , an d Lad y Antoni a Frase r he r 
Harold Pinter . An d ho w coul d Portno y have ignored "sweate r girl " 
Lana Turner , wh o wa s briefl y marrie d t o Arti e Shaw ? Th e Holly -
wood happ y endin g i s on e tha t join s Je w an d non-Je w i n matri -
mony, or at least in love, triumphing over the narrowness of partic-
ularism. Movie s ar e s o addicte d t o thi s them e tha t eve n whe n 
Herman Wouk' s bestselle r conclude s wit h Marjori e Morgenster n 
becoming Mrs . Milton Schwartz , he r celluloi d sel f manages t o en d 
up with th e only gentile character i n the picture, th e blonde Wally 
Wronken. Dirty  Dancing  (1987) , a  secon d loo k a t th e summe r 
camps of "th e Jewish Alps, " set a  decade or so later tha n Marjorie 
Morningstar, feature s th e romanc e betwee n doctor' s daughte r Jen-
nifer Gre y and ethni c proletaria n Patric k Swayze . Whenever Harr y 
meets Sally , audience s expec t difference s t o b e transcended . Suc h 
expectations ar e fulfille d a s recentl y a s White  Valace  (1990) , i n 
which Ma x Baron (Jame s Spader) renounce s his family, hi s friend s 
(mostly Jewish) , hi s jo b (advertising) , an d hi s communit y (St . 
Louis) t o liv e i n Ne w Yor k wit h a n ex-Catholi c Hoosie r waitres s 
(Susan Sarandon ) despit e th e barrier s o f clas s an d sensibilit y tha t 
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the film has—until th e ending—underscored. Fro m the perspective 
of Jewis h destiny , however , thes e ar e fata l attractions ; fo r the y 
enfeeble a  sens e o f separatenes s an d endange r th e continuit y o f 
peoplehood. 

These impulse s wer e full y reveale d i n The  Jazz Singer,  a  film 
that, i n memory and myth, has been so intertwined with the career 
of the sta r wh o initiall y inspire d i t tha t a  consideration o f Al Jol-
son's own career is relevant. Few entertainers have ever exuded hi s 
daemonic razzle-dazzl e an d kineti c force . Openin g Bomfa o i n Ne w 
York i n 1921 , Jolson returne d fo r thirty-seve n curtai n calls . A t a 
U.S. Arm y benefi t i n 1918 , it migh t hav e seeme d maliciou s t o bil l 
him afte r Enric o Caruso; but when Jolson bolted onto the stage and 
assured the already dazed audience, "Folks , you ain' t heard nothin' 
yet," a  legen d wa s born . Thrillin g standing-room-onl y crowds , h e 
lived up to the hype . Bu t the ten films in which Jolson starred are , 
except fo r hi s first,  forgotten ; an d eve n i n The  Jazz Singer,  hi s 
acting i s awkward an d stilted . Becaus e microphones an d recordin g 
equipment wer e to o primitiv e t o captur e th e ful l timbr e o f hi s 
voice, the transition t o radio was unsuccessful ; an d Decc a ha s no t 
rereleased hi s records . Th e electri c charg e tha t h e emitte d merel y 
by strutting onto a  stage, and dropping to one knee to worship "My 
Mammy," is dimmed. A headliner at the dawn of the century whose 
spectacular caree r was already fading b y the Great Depression , Jol-
son can now be appreciated only by an act of faith . 

Though n o singer could mor e poignantly evok e the banks of th e 
Swanee, waitin ' fo r the Robert  E.  Lee,  he had been born in Lithua -
nia, probabl y i n 1886 , an d cam e t o th e Unite d State s eigh t year s 
later. Hi s father Mosh e Yoelso n serve d a s a  rabb i i n Washington , 
D.C., wher e hi s mothe r Naom i die d soo n afte r immigrating— a 
shock that ma y be the key to their fifth  child' s unappeasable appe -
tite fo r th e lov e o f which h e was so abruptly deprived . Wher e th e 
relentless drive came from i s less easily explained , bu t n o one wa s 
more assertiv e o f th e righ t t o renow n tha t h e believe d hi s talen t 
conferred. Succes s cam e quickly , bolsterin g a n eg o s o hug e that , 
by comparison , Genera l Dougla s MacArthu r wa s downrigh t self -
effacing. A t th e ag e o f thirty-five , Jolso n ha d a  Broadwa y theate r 
named fo r him . H e became enormously rich , th e personification o f 
all th e glowin g promise s tha t th e Ne w Worl d migh t besto w o n s o 
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charismatic a n adopted son. H e reciprocated i n part by a  series of 
exhausting musica l tour s durin g th e Secon d Worl d Wa r an d th e 
Korean War , enjoyin g somethin g o f a  comebac k befor e hi s deat h 
late i n 1950 . 

"The World's Greates t Entertainer " was , however , a  lous y rol e 
model fo r hi s fello w Jews . Neithe r th e piet y o f hi s famil y back -
ground, no r his own fluency  in Yiddish , no r the speed with whic h 
he reacte d t o antisemiti c remark s wit h hi s fists  exempte d Jolso n 
from th e lure s o f assimilation . Hi s fou r wive s wer e gentiles— a 
record so perfect that i t is no surprise to learn from his most recent 
biographer that Jolson was incapable of sexual relations with Jew-
ish women. When Jolson once greeted his two-year-old son with the 
question, "Wh o a m I , Sonn y Boy? " th e repl y wa s humiliating : 
"You're the Jew."10 Although The Jazz Singer  ends with a return to 
the synagogue from which Jack Robin had fled as a youth, to substi-
tute fo r hi s dyin g fathe r b y chantin g "Ko l Nidre, " Jolson himsel f 
performed on Yom Kippur until, nea r the end of his life, th e gossip 
columnist Walte r Winchel l shame d th e sta r into alterin g suc h re-
lentless work habits. Buried in a  tallis (whic h he never wore) afte r 
a funera l servic e a t Lo s Angeles's Templ e Israe l (whic h h e neve r 
attended), Jolson was eulogized by comedian George Jessel (who m 
he detested) a s a "great inspiration . . . t o the Jewish people in the 
last fort y years. .  .  .  With a  gaiety tha t was militant , uninhibite d 
and unafraid, [Jolson ] told th e world tha t th e Jew in America did 
not have to sing in sorrow. .  . .  Jolson is the happiest portrait tha t 
can be painted about an American of the Jewish faith."11 

But that faith i s precisely what Jolson was so eager to abandon; 
and his gaiety sprang from his American citizenship, not his Jewish 
origins—as The  Jazz Singer  itself makes clear. The enduring fasci -
nation o f tha t first  talkie , i n whic h Jolso n wa s luck y enoug h t o 
play a  version o f himself , i s the wa y th e conflic t o f generations i s 
adjudicated. Thoug h loyal t o the love of his mother, th e heir to an 
unbroken cantorial traditio n of "Rabinowitzes" betrays no remorse 
for having repudiate d th e world of our fathers. A  factotum ha d t o 
remind Jolson himsel f ever y winte r t o say kaddish  fo r his mother. 
For his life mixed public acclaim an d private emptiness, a s though 
the transactio n betwee n th e performe r an d th e audienc e wa s to o 
fulfilling t o spil l an y lov e ove r outsid e o f sho w business . Thoug h 
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often impulsivel y generous , Jolson wa s virtuall y friendless . Fann y 
Brice's reaction to the news of his death was rare only for its candor, 
not fo r it s sentiment : " I neve r like d him." 12 Th e trajector y o f th e 
career o f "Th e Swee t Singe r o f Israel"—th e phras e inscribe d a t 
Jolson's grave site—was apt . Becaus e silent movies had been popu-
lar i n immigran t neighborhood s i n par t becaus e n o knowledg e o f 
English was required, th e "talkies" with whic h h e was so indelibly 
associated als o accelerated the tempo of Americanization . 

Among his successors in popular culture, the constraints of space 
permit consideratio n onl y o f Woody Alle n (b . 1935) . He is ubiqui-
tous, the subject o f innumerable magazine cover stories and books; 
and Frenc h critic s have paid hi m the ultimate accolad e by placing 
him in the tradition o f comic genius that stretche s from Molier e to 
Jerry Lewis . I n th e academ y Wood y Alle n studie s ar e a s ho t a s a 
blast o f geotherma l steam ; an d i n th e pulpit , especiall y o n Frida y 
evenings whe n th e Tora h portio n i s remot e o r obscure , hi s films 
have become the topics of sermons. His comic persona has exploited 
a physical stature even less prepossessing than Jolson's. Allen's act -
ing ability is equally modest, though put into the service of a fertil e 
imagination a s a  write r an d director . Bot h o f Allen' s wive s hav e 
been Jewish, thoug h hi s most publicize d off-scree n romance s hav e 
been wit h gentiles . H e seem s t o hav e understoo d th e Hollywoo d 
tradition tha t cinemati c romance s acros s th e gap s o f religio n an d 
ethnicity ar e more combustible. Whe n he plays a Jew, the involve-
ment tends to be with gentile women (fro m Sleeper  on, customaril y 
with th e character s playe d b y Dian e Keato n an d Mi a Farrow) . 
In th e earlier , wilde r comedies , Allen' s character s ar e apparentl y 
gentiles involve d wit h character s playe d b y manifestl y Jewis h ac -
tresses (Jane t Margolin , Louis e Lasser) . Onl y i n th e "Oedipu s 
Wrecks" segmen t o f New  York  Stories  (1988 ) doe s h e tur n t o a 
Jewish woman, under the celestial influence of his mother. 

As his character s hav e becom e mor e emphaticall y Jewish , the y 
have synchronize d wit h a  mor e insisten t moralis m an d a  mor e 
pronounced socia l criticis m i n hi s films.  Th e earl y parodie s lik e 
Take the  Money  and  Run  (1969) , Bananas  (1971) , an d Love  and 
Death (1975)  did not bestow any noteworthy Jewish traits upon his 
protagonists. He had invented an d played Jewish characters in Vlay 
It Again  Sam  (1972 ) an d Sleeper  (1973) ; but onl y with Annie  Hall 
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(1977) di d he begin to connect tha t ethni c identity with a  sense of 
integrity. Firs t th e notio n i s aesthetic , suc h a s his appreciation fo r 
foreign film s an d hi s oppositio n t o th e laug h track s i n televisio n 
studios i n Lo s Angeles , wher e "th e onl y cultura l advantag e [ove r 
New York] is that you can make a right turn on a red light."13 Then 
the notio n i s ethica l i n Manhattan  (1979) . Rebuke d fo r hi s self -
righteousness ("We'r e jus t huma n beings , yo u know . Yo u thin k 
you're God!") , Isaa c Davi s (Wood y Allen ) replies , "I— I gott a 
model mysel f afte r someone! " Integrit y mean s loyalty , commit -
ment, faithfulness . " I thin k peopl e shoul d mat e fo r life, " h e pro -
claims i n th e sam e film,  "lik e pigeon s o r Catholics." 14 Broadwa y 
Danny Rose  (1984 ) become s even mor e explicit . A s a talen t agen t 
on th e shaggie r fringe s o f sho w business , wearin g a  chai  insigni a 
around hi s neck, h e is the impresari o a s tsaddik,  yearnin g fo r ernes 
as he provides Thanksgiving dinner fo r al l the lonely people. Wear-
ing a  yarmulke nea r th e en d o f Crimes  and  Misdemeanors  (1989) , 
Cliff Ster n (Allen ) make s integrit y bot h aestheti c an d moral : tho u 
shalt no t sel l ou t lik e Leste r (Ala n Alda) , fo r i t i s bette r t o sho w 
documentaries i n fil m festival s i n Cincinnati ; no r shal t tho u kill , 
like Dr . Juda h Rosentha l (Marti n Landau) , eve n thoug h i n thi s 
dreadful worl d i t i s possible t o ge t awa y wit h murder . (I n Allen' s 
universe th e violatio n o f th e Sevent h Commandmen t i s fa r mor e 
common; adulter y i s a major them e of many of his films, beginnin g 
with Vlay  It  Again  Sam.)  Crimes  and  Misdemeanors  i s a  break -
through becaus e i t eve n present s a  rabb i a s a n objec t o f sympath y 
rather tha n satire , gallantly dancin g with hi s daughter a t he r wed-
ding though he is afflicted wit h the curse of darkness. The equation , 
however fitfu l an d preachy , o f moral idealism with Jewishness rep-
resents an assurance that was previously beyond the reach of Amer-
ican films . 

But th e cas e fo r suc h ethni c confidenc e an d eve n assertivenes s 
should no t b e overstated . Take , fo r example , th e pivota l issu e o f 
casting, whic h i s more tha n a  measur e o f th e powe r o f individua l 
talent an d stardom in Hollywood; it remains an interesting index of 
nervousness wit h Jewishnes s a s well . Th e evidenc e i s mixed . Fo r 
even after th e 1960s , when ethnicit y becam e increasingly acknowl -
edged an d eve n celebrated , studi o choice s o f particular actor s an d 
actresses have been peculiar. The movies written by Neil Simon (o r 



88 STEPHE N J . WHITFIEL D 

adapted fro m hi s plays ) ofte n see m dislocate d becaus e the y typi -
cally pu t gentil e performer s lik e Jack Lemmo n an d Blyth e Danne r 
in recognizabl y Jewis h settings . I n he r nove l Heartburn,  Nor a 
Ephron dre w upon he r marriag e t o crackerjack reporte r Car l Bern -
stein, who m Dusti n Hoffma n ha d portraye d i n All  the  President's 
Men. Bu t the screen role s of Rachel Samsta t an d Mar k Feldman i n 
Heartburn (1986 ) wer e assigne d t o Mery l Stree p an d Jack Nichol -
son, makin g th e fil m "s o waspified, " on e criti c observed , "you' d 
think Nora Ephro n had married Woodwar d instea d of Bernstein." 15 

(It was perhaps the most bizarre piece of casting since Omar Sharif f 
played Nicky Arnstein in Funny Girl  [1968].) Eyebrow s were furthe r 
raised with Barr y Levinson's Avalon (1990) , in which Sam and Eva 
Krichinsky—the Eas t European Jews who settle in Baltimore earl y 
in th e century—ar e playe d b y a n Eas t Germa n an d a n En -
glishwoman, wit h Aidi n Quinn playin g thei r son Jules. Stil l speak-
ing in the accents of universalism, Levinso n justified hi s decision to 
make hi s dramati s persona e immigrant s rathe r tha n Jew s wit h a 
Thanksgiving mea l mor e importan t t o suc h a  famil y tha n wha t 
Marjorie Morgenstern' s mother i n the 195 8 film calls "Passover din-
ner." (B y contrast th e seder is central t o Crimes and Misdemeanors 
because it is the battleground of the quarrel with an absentee God.) 

Indeed, severa l o f thes e films  sugges t th e importanc e o f foo d 
consumption, whic h Jews tend to make into what comedian Jackie 
Mason calls "an emotiona l experience. " For them eatin g wel l ma y 
indeed b e confirmatio n o f survival , proo f o f havin g prevaile d 
against adversity . Noshin g i s sacred. I n Alfred Kazin' s Brownsvill e 
neighborhood, non e o f th e kid s coul d eve r b e considere d over -
weight: "Th e word for a  fat bo y was solid."16 Uncle Sampson com-
pulsively gulps down grapes at th e Morgensterns' ; and the wedding 
in Goodbye,  Columbus  seem s onl y t o whe t th e guests ' appetite , 
starting with th e decapitation o f the chopped live r dish sculpted i n 
the shape of a chicken. 

Dietary restriction s hav e als o bee n amon g th e bigges t impedi -
ments dividin g Jews fro m gentiles , whic h mean s tha t violatio n o f 
kashrut ha s bee n a  visible symbo l o f th e hunge r t o join th e large r 
society. Th e wa y barrier s ar e broke n betwee n Je w an d gentil e i s 
through food ; fo r th e cinemati c Jewis h me n wh o mi x wit h non -
Jewish women have already mixed meat an d dairy, alread y crossed 
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over into trefe.  Virtually the first sight that movie audiences had of 
Jolson himself is on the road, far from the influence of tradition and 
neighborhood tha t he fled a decade earlier, eatin g breakfast—ha m 
and eggs—in th e compan y o f blonde showgirls . I t is therefore no t 
too precipitous to jump from The  Jazz Singer  to Alvy Singer, dining 
with the midwestern family of his girlfriend Annie Hall and politely 
praising the "dynamite ham."17 

Across suc h dinin g tables , perhap s eve n mor e tha n acros s th e 
tables of boardrooms, stereotypes are broken; and ignorance, super-
stition, an d prejudic e ca n b e overcom e i n suc h movies . Fo r th e 
final accommodation t o America i s the falsification o f stereotypes, 
dooming them to a  joke and then to irrelevance and oblivion. The 
burden of stereotypes is among the complicating features of minor-
ity status , i n which on e i s compelled t o see one's self through th e 
eyes of others. Such images may be positive or negative (o r both— 
like th e bumpe r sticke r tha t i s commo n o n car s i n Boston : "God 
created whiske y t o kee p th e Iris h fro m rulin g th e world") . Bu t 
perhaps the strongest proof of the distinctiveness of a social group is 
the persistenc e o f stereotype s abou t it . The y ma y b e unfair ; the y 
may be pernicious; they can be true or false as very loose generaliza-
tions (subjec t to shades of qualification). Bu t they are unavoidable 
because, a s Walte r Lippman n argue d i n 1922 , the y simplif y th e 
complicating flux  o f experience , makin g i t intelligibl e an d 
predictable. 

A change i n stereotype s ma y signif y th e dramatic alteratio n i n 
the conditio n o f the grou p itself. Th e "Jewis h America n princess " 
can scarcely b e found earlie r than the 1950s , when th e movemen t 
that began in the dream of escape from the East Side to the Bronx 
(in The  Jazz Singer)  wa s extende d t o th e suburb s of Lon g Islan d 
and Westcheste r Count y an d Ne w Jersey. Th e stereotyp e emerge s 
in tw o novels—Herma n Wouk' s Marjorie Morningstar  (1955 ) an d 
Roth's Goodbye, Columbus  (1959)—adapte d int o films whose pro-
tagonists could have been played interchangeably by Natalie Wood 
and Al i MacGraw . Indeed , whe n newlywed s Ronal d an d Harrie t 
Patimkin cha t wit h Nei l i n Larr y Peerce's film,  Harrie t envie s th e 
librarian's "firs t crac k a t al l th e bes t sellers " ( a readin g lis t tha t 
would surely have included Marjorie  Morningstar,  especiall y afte r 
Time put Wouk on its cover). However disagreeable the stereotype 
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may be from th e standpoint of both Judaism and feminism, i t could 
have emerged only after affluenc e ha d been achieved . 

As graduate s o f Hunte r Colleg e an d Radcliff e College , respec -
tively, Marjori e an d Brend a ar e finely  attune d t o th e statu s o f 
prospective husbands . Noe l Airman , age d thirty-three , admit s tha t 
he has "n o head fo r business" ; and havin g so spectacularly flunked 
out o f Cornel l La w School, h e cannot aspir e to the vocation o f his 
father th e judge. By changing his surname, Noe l has ceased to be a 
man o f hono r (Ehrman ) an d ha s becom e a  Luftmensch  instead . 
Though livin g i n Greenwic h Village , h e i s hardly a  bohemian ; hi s 
target i s Broadway. Bu t the rebuke by Marjorie*s mother—" A ma n 
has t o b e something"—applies equall y t o libraria n Nei l Klugman , 
who, referrin g t o th e philistinis m o f Brenda' s famil y an d friends , 
says he doesn't "wan t t o spend the rest of [his] life grubbing aroun d 
for mone y a s thoug h nothin g els e i n th e worl d existed. " No t tha t 
bohemianism i s an optio n either , fo r "grow[ing ] a  beard an d sleep-
[ing] in the park" also strike Neil as "so ridiculous." Such drifting i s 
incompatible wit h th e bourgeoi s ideal s tha t hav e triumphe d i n 
America, including its Jews. 

The depiction of materialism an d the display of luxury beginnin g 
in th e 1950 s not onl y reflecte d socia l actualit y bu t als o suggeste d 
that the most ancient of all antisemitic stereotypes no longer intim-
idated Jewis h moviemakers . O f al l th e crime s an d misdemeanor s 
charged t o the Jews, the worst has been an uncanny o r even super-
natural capacit y t o make money, perverted into avarice . When th e 
Reverend Jerry Falwell , fo r example , onc e addresse d hi s follower s 
on the steps of the Virginia state capitol a  decade ago, he told the m 
that Jews "can mak e more money accidentall y tha n you can mak e 
on purpose." 18 Thi s folk belie f i s articulate d an d addresse d i n The 
Pawnbroker (1965 ) whe n th e Puert o Rica n Jesu s Orti z ask s th e 
Holocaust survivo r fo r who m h e works , "Ho w com e yo u peopl e 
come t o busines s s o naturally? " (I n th e nove l th e phras e i s "yo u 
Jews.")19 Sol Nazerman accept s the innocenc e o f the questio n an d 
replies, "You want t o learn th e secret of our success, is that right? " 
The reply is an acrid history lesson, an illustration of that "worldl y 
asceticism," tha t deferra l o f the gratification o f immediate comfor t 
that Max Weber hypothesized was intrinsic to "the spirit of capital-
ism."20 Th e sublim e covenan t o f a  chose n people , Nazerma n ex -
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plains, i s reduce d t o " a piec e o f cloth " tha t facilitate s th e cann y 
arts o f millennia l survival , an d " a mercantil e heritage " become s 
twisted int o the stereotype of "a sheeny , a  mocky and a  kike." The 
stereotype show s u p agai n whe n Anni e Hal l realize s tha t Alv y 
Singer i s wha t he r "Gramm y Hal l woul d cal l a  rea l Jew. .  .  .  Sh e 
hates Jews . Sh e think s tha t the y jus t mak e money." 21 Bu t the n 
Annie hersel f quickl y acknowledge s he r grandmother' s hypocris y 
and thu s point s t o th e parado x o f such a  stereotype i n th e Unite d 
States, wher e th e pursui t o f riche s i s usuall y deeme d worth y o f 
admiration rathe r tha n a  disgrace. "No stigma attache s t o the lov e 
of mone y i n America, " Tocquevill e observe d a  centur y an d a  hal f 
earlier, "an d providin g i t doe s no t excee d th e bound s impose d b y 
public order , i t i s hel d i n honor . Th e America n wil l describ e a s 
noble an d estimabl e ambitio n wha t ou r medieva l ancestor s woul d 
have called base cupidity." 22 

Stereotypes ca n b e ugly , bu t thei r emergenc e ca n signif y th e 
confidence tha t they are only stereotypes , not proof of the collective 
malevolence o f th e Jewis h people . Perhap s i t i s onl y whe n the y 
completely evaporat e tha t Jewis h survivalist s shoul d worry , fo r 
such disappearance migh t mean th e end of historic distinctiveness . 
When image s o f Jew s n o longe r nee d t o b e fulfille d o r falsified , 
combated o r ridiculed, th e Jewish plac e in America wil l have bee n 
eroded, swep t awa y by the riptides of assimilation. Tha t possibilit y 
cannot b e discounted i n a  society tha t doe s not hono r th e cohesiv e 
values tha t Judais m onc e sanctioned , a  countr y tha t seem s dedi -
cated to fragmentation an d discontinuity. The radical instability of 
American culture , it s sanctionin g o f a n aggressiv e individualis m 
that exalt s autonom y an d independence , seem s destined t o contra -
dict an d defea t th e veritie s of piety, family , an d tradition . Accom -
modation i s personifie d i n th e Charli e Davi s o f Body  and  Soul,  a 
creature not of the Jewish past but of the American environment , a 
student no t o f the Torah fo r it s own sak e but o f "the manly art " of 
bashing others for pay, a  sportsman rather than a  scholar, a  believer 
in the superiority o f winning over losing, a  worshipper o f what th e 
philosopher Willia m Jame s calle d "th e bitch-goddes s Success. " I n 
Robert Rossen' s emblemati c film,  Charli e Davi s i s a  hero . I n th e 
light o f th e pre-America n histor y o f th e Galut,  however , h e i s a n 
anomaly. 
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What the United States offered the children and grandchildren of 
immigrants was a vision of making it, a n aspiration to climb to the 
top that was nowhere mor e powerful tha n within th e precincts of 
show business itself. Jews have enriched American popular culture, 
from Jack Robi n t o Jolson, fro m th e Warne r Brother s (wh o wer e 
satirized i n th e 193 0 Broadway comed y Once  in a  Lifetime  a s the 
Schlepkin Brothers ) t o Steven Spielber g (wh o i s not shleppin ' but 
Amblin—the nam e of his mini-studio), fro m Herman Wouk (wh o 
began by writing gags for Fred Allen) t o Woody Allen (wh o began 
by writing gags for others), from Fanny Brice to Barbra Streisand— 
two distinctive entertainer s wh o fi t th e definition o f acting talen t 
that director John Ford once applied to Barry Fitzgerald: "He could 
steal a  scen e fro m a  dog. " Such figure s gav e a s wel l a s received , 
even thoug h thi s is also the place t o record a certain regret that a 
definably Jewish subculture has often been left impoverished. 

Because Jew s i n Americ a wer e "bor n free"  an d di d no t nee d 
decrees or laws or military invasions to emancipate them from the 
ghetto, an d because they are a minority in a nation that has never 
established a  church nor even been officially Christian , th e United 
States has been the locus classicus of accommodation. America has 
harbored the largest Jewish community in Diaspora history and, by 
any standard , th e freest  a s well . Th e fat e o f America n Jewr y i s 
therefore pivotal to any sense of the meaning of Exile (an d to Israel 
as well). Tha t destiny is the supreme test of how far acculturatio n 
can g o without erodin g th e sens e o f distinctiveness , withou t sub -
verting identity a s an am echad  ( a singular people) . Especiall y i n 
our ow n tim e America n Jewry i s threatene d b y th e unparallele d 
opportunities t o disappea r int o th e genera l populatio n withou t 
guilts to be assuaged or penalties to be calibrated, and is challenged 
to summon its resources to legitimate the continuity of that history. 
So far American Jewry a s a  whole ha s not flunked this tes t o f a n 
open society. Sometimes they are in the dark, however, as this essay 
has suggested, bewitched by images of themselves. 

The first human sounds in a feature film consisted of choruses of 
popular song s lik e "M y Ga l Sal, " sun g b y Bobb y Gordo n a s th e 
young Jaki e Rabinowitz . Th e secon d voic e tha t audience s hear d 
belonged to a Hungarian tenor singing "Kol Nidre," with lip synch-
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ing by the actor Warner Oland (wh o became more famous as Char-
lie Chan) . Th e order of appearanc e reflected th e cultural priority , 
as al l th e vow s wer e subordinate d t o th e song s o f Ti n Pa n Alle y 
and Broadway—the Jewish music that impresarios like the Shubert 
brothers would make even more famous and beloved than Schubert 
Lieder, th e melodie s tha t Benn y Goodma n woul d transmi t every -
where (excep t perhap s in th e Williamsburg o f The  Chosen).  Suc h 
talent fo r tappin g an d shapin g popula r feelin g i s als o wha t th e 
Jews who create d Hollywoo d exhibited , an d what th e artist s they 
employed hav e lef t u s as a  legacy t o cherish an d reconsider. Tha t 
saga of creativity i s still no t over. The most ancient of peoples has 
not yet bee n diagnosed as suffering from chronic fatigue syndrome, 
even if the promise of a messianic age continues to seem so distantly 
over th e horizon . Til l then , a s Henry James's dying novelis t Den -
combe reassures us, "We work in the dark, we do what we can—we 
give what we have. .  .  .  The rest is the madness of art."23 
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From Equalit y t o Liberty : 
The Changin g Politica l Cultur e 

of America n Jew s 

Henry L . Feingol d 

Today, when the qualities that once differentiated Jews from other 
Americans hav e al l bu t vanished , th e distinctiv e politica l cultur e 
of Jew s persists . The y continu e t o b e liberal , thoug h n o longe r 
the mos t libera l grou p i n th e electorate . Today' s bran d o f Jewish 
liberalism would hardl y b e recognizable t o the immigran t genera -
tion. Liberalis m i s a  dynamic , constantl y evolvin g phenomenon . 
Survey research, which ha s become the preferred way of determin-
ing how liberal Jews are, merely presents a snapshot of its contem-
porary contours . Suc h researc h ca n tel l u s littl e o f ho w Jewis h 
liberalism evolved to become what i t is today. Not only the persis-
tence o f Jewish liberalis m bu t als o th e shap e i t ha s taken cr y ou t 
for historical explanation . Th e thoughts tha t follo w constitut e a n 
attempt to make sense of Jewish liberalism in its American histori-
cal context. 

So disparate are the principles of liberalism that finding some inter-
nal logi c i s a  daunting task . A t th e risk of oversimplification , w e 
note that it is composed of the new relationship between the citizen 
and the secular state that grew out of the Enlightenment, a s encom-
passed in the well-known slogan of the French Revolution: "Liberty, 
equality, fraternity. " I n the new civi l societ y th e citizen i s as free 
to pursu e happines s a s th e boundarie s o f th e communit y allow . 
Whether tha t pursui t lead s t o some for m of self-realization o r the 
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accumulation o f estate does not matter . H e is equal t o every othe r 
citizen, a t leas t befor e th e law . Fraternit y i n it s simples t for m i s 
related t o the righ t o f citizens to associat e i n religious , social , an d 
political institutions , t o form a  civil society mediating between th e 
state and citizenry . 

In our country these rights are embodied in the Constitution an d 
especially i n it s Bill of Rights. Liberty is also assured by what John 
Adams called "politica l architecture, " which keep s the legislative , 
judicial, an d executiv e function s separate d an d checkin g eac h 
other. I t i s designed, a s Woodrow Wilso n onc e noted , t o handcuf f 
government. Tha t wa s n o accident , sinc e i t wa s believe d tha t a 
government tha t wa s prevente d fro m governin g assure d th e citi -
zenry it s spher e o f liberty : "Tha t governmen t govern s bes t whic h 
governs least." The form tha t liberalis m too k in the early Nationa l 
period was thus more libertarian than egalitarian. 1 

The perceptiv e reade r wil l b y no w hav e note d wha t Marxis t 
dialecticians like to call an "internal contradiction." Left to its own 
devices will liberty, which allow s free rein for our unequal talents , 
not make a shambles of equality? That is what Tocqueville foresaw . 
The societ y o f free an d equa l individual s envisage d b y the Frenc h 
Revolution coul d exis t onl y i n theory . I n reality a  polis compose d 
of free , private , individuate d citizen s ha d nothin g t o hol d i t to -
gether.2 The disparities in wealth an d station inevitable in the fre e 
society would surely erode the bonds of fraternity a s well. How can 
justice prevai l i n suc h a  society ? A government tha t i s so empow-
ered migh t regulat e suc h inequities , bu t i n orde r t o secur e libert y 
we have b y design underpowere d government . Ho w then ca n suc h 
a system work? 

The answer might well be that i t has worked more by dint of the 
ever-increasing size of the gross national product than b y the inter-
nal logic of its founding principles . The defenders of the libertaria n 
variety o f liberalism , whic h toda y substitute s fo r a  conservativ e 
politics i n America , argu e tha t thi s i s no accident . Libert y i n th e 
economic sphere has released such enormou s new productive ener -
gies tha t w e hav e becom e th e first  societ y i n histor y i n whic h 
insufficiency o f goods and service s i s not a  perpetua l plague . Tha t 
makes the grindin g proble m o f how t o distribute wealt h equitabl y 
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far less stressful. I f the economic pie is ever growing, less energy can 
be expended on the question of "who gets what." 

From a  historica l poin t o f view , al l America n politic s i s playe d 
out in the aren a o f liberalism. The American political dialogue ha s 
liberty a t one end of its axis and equality a t the other. That i s why 
George Bush's use of the dreaded "L " word in the election of 1988 to 
put hi s opponen t t o rou t i s comical . Fro m a  historica l perspectiv e 
he qualifies a s much fo r th e libera l labe l a s did Dukakis . There ar e 
no monarchists in America . 

As the Enlightenment's favorite child , with very little of a feuda l 
past, Americ a coul d no t legitimatel y produc e a  conservative ideol -
ogy. Rather, i n the liberal context , conservative s are those who tr y 
to ge t th e governmen t of f th e back s of th e citizenr y s o that i t ca n 
get on with th e serious business of producing wealth. Conservatis m 
in America n politic s i s the tendenc y that , i n th e nam e o f liberty , 
opposes expanding th e government secto r t o furnis h socia l welfar e 
or eve n t o regulat e business . I n contrast , th e egalitarian-minde d 
left win g o f th e Democrati c party , t o whic h mos t Jewis h voter s 
adhere, want s th e wealt h produce d b y privat e enterpris e t o b e 
shared with those who have little to sustain themselves—the home-
less, th e unemployed , th e handicapped , singl e parents , victim s o f 
AIDS, o r whateve r ne w grou p o f unequal s the y ca n find.  Predict -
ably, liberal s conceiv e o f th e government' s taxin g powe r a s a n 
instrument fo r the fairer distribution of wealth. 

What liberalis m doe s i s wha t th e Lef t ha s alway s don e i n par -
liamentary democracies . I t seek s ou t th e regnan t inequit y an d 
places i t o n th e politica l agenda . Durin g th e Nationa l perio d i t 
sought t o remov e th e remnant s o f feudalism, th e paymen t o f quit -
rent, an d property qualifications fo r the franchise. Durin g the Jack-
sonian perio d th e franchis e wa s further liberalize d an d th e Unite d 
State Bank was attacked a s a  citadel o f privilege tha t ough t no t t o 
be strengthene d b y governmen t authority. 3 Durin g th e 1850 s an d 
the Civi l Wa r i t sough t t o exten d freedo m an d citizenshi p t o th e 
slaves. Tha t wa s achieve d throug h th e civi l right s amendments , 
especially the Fourteenth Amendment . The Progressives sensed tha t 
the trusts needed t o be regulated becaus e their power was not onl y 
corrupting th e politica l proces s bu t als o threatening t o curtai l lib -
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erty. I t was a case of checking private power as government power 
was checked. 

The Ne w Dea l i s noteworth y becaus e i t tilte d liberalis m awa y 
from it s libertaria n pol e towar d it s egalitarian-statis t one . Tha t 
was no t precisel y a  ne w trend . Ther e ha d bee n dee p governmen t 
intrusions durin g th e Civi l Wa r an d th e Progressiv e period . Fo r 
example, th e Freedmen's Bureau specifically designe d for the reha-
bilitation of the former slaves set a precedent for government-spon-
sored social engineerin g i n th e nineteenth century . Bu t it was the 
Depression with its foreboding of revolution that set the stage for a 
broader, more sustained effor t a t restructuring through the agenc y 
of government. 

During the Depression a much larger sector of the public required 
government nurture . No t onl y woul d th e freewheelin g capitalis m 
that characterize d post-Civi l Wa r industrial developmen t hav e t o 
be controlled but the citizenry would also have to be assured some 
kind of security from the vagaries of the business cycle: social secu-
rity to protect the unemployed and the aged, the Civilian Conserva-
tion Corps (CCC) t o protect the resource of youth, even an attempt 
at conservation o n a  regional basi s to protect huma n an d natural 
resources (th e Tennessee Valley Authority). Government became a 
permanent fifth wheel i n the economy. Th e legislation o f the first 
New Dea l marke d th e deepes t governmen t intrusio n yet int o th e 
economy and through it into the lives of the citizenry. With it came 
a tilt to the egalitarian side of liberalism. 

But th e recurrenc e o f economi c collaps e i n 193 7 cas t seriou s 
doubts on the efficacy o f a welfare program paid for through deficit 
financing rathe r tha n throug h wealt h produce d b y th e economy . 
There was a retreat from structural reform toward the more limited 
policy o f providing a  stable economic environmen t i n which capi -
talism migh t thrive . B y th e secon d Ne w Dea l w e not e a  stead y 
retreat from th e government intrusion an d social engineerin g tha t 
characterized the early years of the New Deal. Aware that the early 
program wa s no t producin g desire d results , Roosevel t abandone d 
the notion of working with "big business" (his NRA had in any case 
been declare d unconstitutional ) i n favo r o f busines s regulation . 
The government would now attempt to stabilize the economy indi-
rectly through it s fiscal policy, includin g new bankin g laws and a 
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strengthening o f the existing Federa l Reserv e System. Unde r Thur-
mond Arnold, th e antitrust division of the Justice Department was 
reactivated. The problems posed by the Depression were never fully 
resolved. The war started the economic machine pumping again. It 
pumped so well that, by the end of the war, managers were speaking 
of th e "miracl e o f production " withou t whic h th e Allie d victor y 
would no t hav e bee n possible . Th e triump h o f libertarianism , a t 
least i n th e economi c sphere , whic h ca n b e note d i n th e "suppl y 
side" economics of the Reagan and Bush administrations, also grows 
out o f th e Ne w Dea l experience , especiall y th e secon d Ne w Dea l 
and the wartime industrial mobilization. 

Jewish liberal s welcome d th e Ne w Deal' s welfar e stat e programs , 
especially its positive attitude toward organized labor. The "trickle 
up" twist of its economic policy , whic h pumped millions of dollars 
into th e econom y throug h "mak e work, " place d th e Ne w Dea l 
within ideologica l strikin g distanc e o f Jewis h politica l culture , 
which emphasize d th e just societ y i n whic h th e "forgotte n man " 
would receiv e hi s due . (Rabb i Stephe n Wise , th e quintessentia l 
Jewish liberal of the first half of the twentieth century, too k credit 
for the "forgotten man" phrase.) Jews, seeing the state as an instru-
ment to help achiev e a  just society , wer e persistent i n demandin g 
that government do more. That tendency was buttressed by socialist 
ideology, whic h reinforce d th e statis t aspec t o f Jewis h politica l 
culture. America n Jewry historicall y looke d t o governmen t inter -
cession for its brethren in the foreign policy arena. Now the second 
and third generation abandone d th e pledge given t o Pete r Stuyve-
sant that Jews would alway s take care of their own. I n 1933 hard-
pressed Jewish social-work agencies removed Jewish dependent fam-
ilies fro m thei r roll s s o tha t the y migh t qualif y fo r governmen t 
relief. Fo r Jews, powe r was grante d t o governmen t bu t it s leader s 
are assigned a  matching responsibility t o "repair the world." Com-
munalism is based on shared responsibility.4 

That penchan t fo r the egalitaria n aspect s of liberalism was no t 
yet full y presen t i n America n Jewish politica l cultur e in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries. Before the arrival of the East Euro-
pean Jews th e Jewish politica l profil e wa s kep t low . Th e expose d 
position Jews assumed when they supported the Whigs in the Amer-
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ican Revolutio n wa s exceptiona l although , considerin g th e libera l 
bias of th e Revolutio n an d th e relationshi p o f its principle s t o th e 
Enlightenment, th e support i t received in the small Jewish commu-
nity seeme d natural . Les s easily explaine d i s thei r suppor t o f th e 
physiocrat, anti-urba n Jefferso n ove r Alexande r Hamilton , whos e 
financial progra m wa s designe d t o buttres s th e ver y commercia l 
sector o f th e econom y with whic h Jews had cas t thei r lot . Appar -
ently eve n durin g th e Nationa l perio d Jews earne d lik e Episcopa -
lians bu t vote d lik e th e the n equivalen t o f Puert o Ricans . I n th e 
liberal context such altruism is not so strange. "It is an ironic fact, " 
observes George Will, "tha t w e are a nation o f people who talk like 
Jefferson, ye t we live like Hamiltonians." 5 

Jews did no t notabl y join i n th e struggle t o abolis h slavery , an d 
with th e exceptio n o f Loui s Brandeis , wh o ha d no t ye t foun d hi s 
Jewish constituency , ther e wa s littl e interes t i n a n ameliorativ e 
solution t o the trus t problem. 6 Socialist-oriented Jews preferred th e 
totalistic solutions of socialism. The trust problem would b e solved 
when governmen t assume d ownershi p o f th e "mean s o f produc -
tion." Ther e wa s a  handfu l o f acculturate d Jew s wh o involve d 
themselves with progressiv e reform, especiall y it s advocac y o f mu-
nicipal restructuring. But East European Jews, who were unfamilia r 
with th e reform process , sought a  tota l solutio n i n th e just societ y 
that socialism would bring . 

Most first-generation  Eas t European Jews were not yet fully ready 
to enter the American political arena. In 1900 Jewish voting volume 
in Ne w Yor k Cit y wa s lo w an d socialis t candidate s ra n poorl y i n 
Jewish districts , where the Republican was usually preferred.7 Jews 
sought t o solv e thei r social , cultural , an d economi c problem s b y 
employing traditiona l instrument s o f communal organizatio n tha t 
they believe d coul d b e recreate d i n th e fre e environmen t o f 
America. That was the thrust of the New York Kehillah, the Ameri-
can Jewish Committee, the Congress movement, an d the Federation 
movement, al l of which were established in the first two decades of 
the century . 

Jewish liberalis m becam e full y fashione d durin g th e prosperou s 
twenties an d th e Depressio n thirties . A s the second generatio n be -
came more involved with the problem of living in America, some of 
the European cas t of Jewish politica l cultur e was abandoned . Dur -
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ing th e prewa r perio d th e thrus t an d energ y o f left-win g Jewis h 
political cultur e wa s anchore d i n socialis t ideolog y with it s stron g 
statist component . I t wa s disseminate d throug h th e Jewis h labo r 
movement, a  networ k o f Yiddis h school s an d neighborhoo d socia l 
and fraternal clubs—th e landsmanshaftn—and, abov e all, throug h 
the Yiddis h press . These persiste d i n th e twentie s bu t woul d gro w 
weaker as Yiddish-speaking culture declined . 

The immigrant politica l cultur e was not alon e in it s concern fo r 
social justice . Th e Refor m branc h o f Judaism ha d a  stron g social -
action componen t activ e i n everythin g fro m municipa l refor m t o 
antilynching legislation.8 Stephen Wise, a Reform rabbi , served as a 
bridge to the secular liberal s who found thei r home in the reconsti -
tuted America n Jewish Congress , which h e led. I t too had a  social-
action commission. 9 Rabbi s Judah Magne s an d Abb a Hille l Silve r 
were no less avid than Wise in their pursuit of liberal causes. 

During the twenties the Jewish electorate shifted it s allegiance to 
the Democratic party, which would become the home of egalitarian 
liberalism. I n the 66th Congress (1919-1921 ) ther e were five Jewish 
Republican representative s an d onl y on e Democrat . B y th e 75t h 
Congress (1937-1939 ) th e situation was reversed. Of the ten Jewish 
representatives elected , nin e wer e Democrat s an d onl y on e wa s a 
Republican.10 Th e numbe r o f Jews votin g fo r Socialis t candidate s 
like Eugene Deb s was disproportionately high , abou t 3 8 percent i n 
the electio n o f 1920 . The y als o showe d a  maveric k tendenc y t o 
veer of f t o third-part y candidate s lik e th e Progressiv e Rober t M . 
LaFollette, Jr., who received 22 percent of their vote in the electio n 
of 1924 . Bu t th e drawin g powe r o f socialis t candidate s i n Jewis h 
districts decline d i n th e twenties . Th e Lowe r Eas t Sid e district , 
which ha d sen t Meye r Londo n t o Congress , wa s gerrymandere d 
out o f existenc e i n 1922 , an d Jewish district s i n Williamsbur g an d 
Brownsville, which ha d a  sizeable socialist vote , were disrupted b y 
the split in the Socialist party. 11 

The majorit y o f Jewish voter s wer e attracte d t o A l Smith , th e 
Democrat refor m governo r o f Ne w York , who , althoug h linke d t o 
the Tamman y machine , displaye d considerabl e politica l skil l i n 
creating the reform wing of the Democratic party. Smith, moreover , 
surrounded himsel f wit h a  grou p o f reform-minde d Jewis h advi -
sors—Belle an d Henr y Moskowitz , Josep h Proskauer , Sa m Rosen -
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man, an d Rober t Moses—wh o wer e viewe d wit h prid e b y Jewish 
voters. I n the election of 1928 , Jews gave Smith 72 percent of their 
vote. The liberal-urban-ethnic coalition, with its prominent role for 
Jewish advisors , whic h als o woul d characteriz e Roosevelt' s Ne w 
Deal, actuall y foun d it s root s in th e Smit h administratio n durin g 
his tenure as governor of New York.n The 82 percent of their ballots 
Jews awarded Roosevelt in the election of 1932 , which rose to over 
90 percent in the three subsequent presidential elections, was based 
squarely o n th e ne w constellatio n o f force s tha t bega n i n 192 4 
with second-generatio n Jewis h voters . Eve n Jewish socialist s fel t 
compelled to vote for a high-born, reform-minded patrician, though 
we shal l not e tha t a  thir d part y ha d t o b e create d s o a s no t t o 
compromise their socialist principles. 

From the outset Jewish liberal politica l cultur e possessed both a 
statist and a libertarian/reformist wing , but the former outweighed 
the latter , especiall y whe n socialist-incline d Jewis h voter s ar e 
added to the scale. The acculturation process itself would, however, 
act to right the balance. Several developments in the twenties acted 
to weake n th e socialis t thrus t whil e establishin g th e base s fo r a 
stronger libertarian one . Whil e ther e was great concern abou t th e 
restrictionism embodie d i n the immigration law s an d the Harvard 
enrollment cas e an d th e virulen t antisemiti c rhetori c o f Henr y 
Ford's Dearborn Independent,  i t wa s clea r tha t thes e force s wer e 
not sufficiently stron g to halt the headlong drive by Jews to achieve 
middle-class station, which they achieved a generation before other 
ethnics of the "new" immigration. B y 1923 they had wrung a satis-
factory agreemen t from  Harvard , which , o n th e surfac e a t least , 
seemed to establish a  precedent to give their children access to the 
nation's best universities. 

By 1927 a humiliating publi c apology had also been wrung from 
Ford. The KKK and other nativist group s were much weakened by 
the end of the decade. Jewish students were flooding int o law and 
medical school s i n disproportionat e number s an d professionaliza -
tion was well underway. Jews, it became clear, were not the sons of 
workers nor would they produce sons who were workers. It seemed 
that eve n thei r sojourn i n smal l busines s an d manufacture woul d 
last onl y on e generation. Th e prosperity o f the twentie s was full y 
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shared by Jews. Under such circumstances, preaching the imminent 
collapse o f th e marke t econom y sounde d increasingl y hollo w an d 
discordant. Not only was a growing number of Jews involved in the 
small business of the Jewish ethnic economy, whic h lent it a  natu-
ral libertaria n coloration , bu t thei r children ŵ ere also moving to-
ward the professions through formal education and certification. I n 
the decade s afte r Worl d Wa r II , th e educatio n an d professiona l 
level o f Jewish liberal s matched tha t o f th e latter-da y non-Jewis h 
Progressive reformers. 13 Thousands of second- an d third-generatio n 
Jews were exposed to the engine of American liberalism, the univer-
sity. Once enrolled, Jewish students were far more prone to assume 
that ther e wa s a  lin k betwee n bein g educate d an d bein g liberal . 
Jewish liberalism , lik e it s America n counterpart , woul d b e an -
chored in an educated middle class with pronounced elitist tenden-
cies. A good part of the change in character of Jewish liberalism, its 
change fro m egalitarianis m t o libertarianis m betwee n 192 0 an d 
1970, must be attributed to its changed class base. 

The mov e t o th e cente r o f th e libera l spectru m wa s enhance d 
further b y the collaps e o f the extrem e Lef t i n th e Jewish politica l 
arena, wher e th e mos t extrem e egalitarianis m an d statis m wer e 
anchored. Th e Russia n Revolutio n ha d initiall y earne d applaus e 
and support in the left wing of the Jewish community. I t generated 
hope tha t a  just societ y woul d finally  b e establishe d i n Russi a i n 
which Jews woul d shar e equall y wit h othe r subjec t nationalities . 
Chaim Zhitlovsky, a  well-known Jewish radical voice, for example, 
suggested tha t th e newl y establishe d Communis t Internationa l 
(Comintern) wa s "th e only organizatio n tha t seek s to realize th e 
word of the prophets." H But even as the Joint Distribution Commit-
tee (JDC ) appropriate d millions of dollars in partnership with th e 
Soviet governmen t t o resettl e thousand s o f impoverishe d Jew s i n 
the Crimea, th e benevolent aur a cast by the revolution faded . The 
Soviet policy of reshaping the Russian Jewish class structure and its 
hostile attitud e towar d religio n an d Jewish communalis m ha d led 
to th e exil e o f thousand s o f rabbis , Hebre w teachers , an d Zionis t 
and Bundist leaders . Man y were neve r heard from again . Th e Cri-
mean venture, o n which so much hope was staked, developed int o 
a socia l engineerin g schem e t o reshap e Russia n Jewry int o some -
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thing that migh t bette r fit the Communis t mold. Clearly the Soviet 
government ha d littl e us e fo r a  separat e Jewis h ethni c culture , 
whether religious or secular.15 

At th e sam e time , th e Communis t part y o f th e Unite d States , 
following a  strategy ordered b y the Comintern, targete d th e Jewish 
labor movement fo r penetration . I t was viewed a s a stepping stone 
to infiltrating th e American labo r movement. I n 192 6 that strateg y 
led to a costly, mismanaged, 26-wee k strike that virtually destroyed 
the ILGWU . Communis t organizer s of the strik e had no t hesitate d 
to use the union's security fund t o keep their lost cause afloat.16 The 
costly strik e taugh t Jewis h labo r leader s a  bitte r lesso n regardin g 
the willingnes s o f th e Communis t part y t o exploi t th e union s fo r 
their own grand design. By 1929 the Communist threa t had peaked . 
Jews of the "socialist persuasion," like Lillian Wald, Horace Kallen, 
and Davi d Dubinsky , distruste d th e heir s of Lenin who rule d from 
the Kremlin. Baruch Vladeck, managing editor of the Forwards, and 
Morris Hillquit, chairman of the national committee of the Socialist 
party, adamantl y oppose d extendin g diplomati c recognitio n t o th e 
Soviet Union . Th e part y underwen t on e o f it s many split s an d th e 
ILGWU again emerged in the thirties, under the leadership of David 
Dubinsky, firmly  i n th e social-democratic fol d an d ready t o accep t 
ameliorative measure s t o improv e th e condition s o f it s ran k an d 
file. Bu t b y th e midthirtie s th e compositio n o f the ILGWU , whic h 
more tha n an y othe r Jewis h agenc y pointe d th e wa y t o th e ne w 
liberalism, was paradoxically no longer predominantly Jewish. 

That tren d awa y fro m th e statis m o f th e totalitaria n Lef t wa s 
disrupted b y the Depression . The collapse of the economy afte r th e 
crash of 1929 gave the failing Communist party another opportunity 
to root itself in the Jewish community. Many socialist-minded Jews 
became convinced tha t the long-awaited collapse of capitalism pre-
dicted b y Mar x ha d com e t o pass . The disaffectio n wa s especiall y 
strong amon g Jewis h student s whos e caree r path s an d hope s fo r 
attaining professiona l statu s ha d bee n disrupted . Som e estimat e 
that th e Jewis h membershi p o f th e Communis t part y ma y hav e 
reached 3 0 t o 4 0 percen t durin g th e thirties. 17 Tha t membershi p 
actually represente d a  minuscule proportio n o f the Jewish popula -
tion, bu t i t was sufficient t o pin the "radical" label onto America n 
Jewry again . I n reality, th e purges of the thirties and the signing of 
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the Nazi-Sovie t Nonaggressio n Pac t i n Augus t 193 9 caused a  rapi d 
decline of the Communist influence amon g Jews. 

The most powerful influenc e o n American Jewish liberalism wa s 
the overwhelmin g popularit y o f Roosevel t amon g averag e Jewis h 
voters. I t was said that Jews had "dray  velten —die welt,  yene welt, 
un Roosevelt " ("thre e worlds : this world, th e next world , an d Roo-
sevelt") . The aura of the New Deal with its concern for the "forgot -
ten man " an d it s social-welfar e legislatio n fit  neatl y int o Jewis h 
political culture , whic h viewe d governmen t a s a n instrumen t t o 
create the conditions for social justice. Indeed , th e very term "Ne w 
Deal" wa s though t t o hav e bee n coine d b y Samue l Untermeyer. 18 

The reformist , ameliorativ e Ne w Dea l progra m wa s withi n eas y 
striking distance of the social-democratic principles to which man y 
Jews were drawn. 

American Jewis h liberalis m finally  foun d a  hom e an d politica l 
address in the New Deal , bu t th e first New Deal also reinforced th e 
Jewish penchan t fo r a  liberalis m wit h a  stron g statis t component . 
The direct forging of that connectio n cam e through the ILGWU. Its 
leadership founded th e American Labo r party i n 193 5 in Ne w Yor k 
State. I t calle d itsel f "th e part y o f th e permanen t Ne w Deal " an d 
attracted thousand s o f Jewish voter s t o it s banner . I n th e electio n 
of 1936 , 4 0 percen t o f Ne w Yor k State' s Jewis h voter s cas t thei r 
ballots fo r th e AL P ticket . I t als o brok e th e hol d o f th e Socialis t 
party on the Jewish Left. I n that year Norman Thomas, the Socialist 
party candidate, received eighty-seven thousand Jewish votes, com-
pared wit h 250,00 0 cast fo r th e ALP . It serve d a s a  bridge for thou -
sands of socialist-oriented Jewish voters to enter the mainstream of 
American politics . When the ALP was penetrated b y the still-vigor -
ous Communis t part y i n 1938 , i t change d it s nam e t o th e Libera l 
party, the only party in American political history actually to cany 
the term "liberal" into the political arena . 

The fate of American liberalism in the postwar era need not occupy 
us ver y long . Wit h th e exceptio n o f th e Eisenhowe r year s (1952 -
1960), liberal Democrats—Roosevelt , Truman , Kennedy , an d John-
son—occupied th e Whit e Hous e betwee n 193 2 and 1968 . Together 
with th e Carte r year s (1976-1980) , thes e Democrati c administra -
tions wil l probabl y g o dow n i n histor y a s th e libera l period , al -
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though Carter was an outsider whose administration may mark the 
final exhaustion of egalitarian liberalism. The willingness to absorb 
social democrats like Michael Harrington may have been the well-
spring o f Johnson's War on Poverty . Th e ne w university-educate d 
liberals, wh o ha d a  proclivit y fo r makin g publi c polic y bu t wer e 
anticommercial b y caree r choice , ma y als o accoun t fo r th e anti -
business cast of these administrations. Their distaste for the acquisi-
tive ethi c le d inevitabl y t o th e abandonmen t o f th e libertaria n 
notion of equality of opportunity in favor of the egalitarian notion 
of equality of results, the high point of which was the imposition of 
affirmative actio n quotas . Th e ne w liberalis m o f th e sixtie s chal -
lenged fundamenta l libertaria n value s like competition , equa l op-
portunity, an d free enterprise, values that the American electorate 
was not ready to give up. Prone to view itself as the protector of the 
oppressed, thi s "new class" was typical o f intellectual elite s in the 
West in its preference for public policy devoted to reshaping society. 
It wa s th e inclinatio n t o socia l engineerin g manifes t i n th e civi l 
rights movemen t tha t too k liberalis m ou t o f th e mainstrea m o f 
American politics.19 

The counterthrust o f the Reaga n years was predictable. O n the 
economic side we have already noted that the retreat from statism 
began durin g th e secon d Ne w Deal . Durin g th e prosperit y o f th e 
postwar decades the swing to liberalism's libertarian pole was accel-
erated. Whil e ther e wa s muc h han d wringin g abou t governmen t 
cost an d the hig h taxe s require d t o fund welfar e program s (toda y 
called entitlemen t programs) , ther e wa s littl e inclinatio n amon g 
Republican libertarian liberals to remove the cushions that the New 
Deal ha d installed  i n th e economy . Libertarian s no w talke d o f a 
social-service ne t that would le t no one starve. Nevertheless , anti -
government bias persisted. 

The libertarian-libera l victor y o f th e Reaga n years wa s playe d 
out on a world stage. The Cold War was fought agains t a totalitar-
ian powe r an d tende d t o brin g statism int o mor e disrepute , eve n 
while it s exigencie s cause d a  growt h i n governmen t powe r an d 
expenditures a t home. Ultimately , th e collapse of the world Com-
munist movement gave a powerful impetus to the idea of a market-
economy mechanism and privatization. These economic resonances 
of libertarian liberalism were bandied about in Eastern Europe with 
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the sam e fervo r tha t "clas s struggle " onc e was . A t hom e i t wa s 
thought that even the public education system, once the stronghold 
of egalitarianism bu t now failing t o develop the skilled work force 
requisite fo r an advance d industria l economy , woul d b e improved 
by allowin g th e free market represente d b y the voucher system t o 
work its wonders. 

Unforeseen by libertarians was that, onc e the war was over and 
prosperity seeme d assured , thos e hithert o neglecte d problem s con-
cerning race and social inequalities would be brought to the fore by 
liberalism playin g it s traditiona l role . A s i t turne d out , whethe r 
such problem s deal t wit h rac e o r th e destructio n o f th e environ -
ment, they inevitably entailed increased government expenditures. 
Willy-nilly, American liberal politics became budget politics. 

Unlike Europe , wher e th e proble m o f clas s wa s uppermost , i n 
America i t wa s th e unresolve d proble m o f rac e tha t threatened , 
according to the Kerner Report of 1968 , to split the nation into two 
contending parts . B y the sixtie s th e rac e proble m ha d gaine d th e 
highest priority on the liberal agenda. Accompanying the race ques-
tion was a  whole series of new problems: gender inequality, right s 
for the handicapped , ga y rights, infants ' rights, anima l rights , an d 
problems concernin g th e physica l environment . Loomin g ove r al l 
is th e contentiou s questio n o f abortio n rights , whic h place s th e 
conundrum of the extent of human liberty in an entirely new con-
text. I t i s a  particularly vexin g proble m fo r conservatives , whos e 
libertarian brand of liberalism would logically dictate a proabortion 
position. Wha t greater liberty can there be than control over one's 
own body? 

Now th e best-informe d an d mos t activis t constituenc y i n th e 
America electorate , Jew s playe d a n importan t rol e i n th e sundr y 
"movements" that characterized the seventies and eighties. Survey 
research continued to find Jews "more liberal" than other groups.20 

But sociologists who seemed most preoccupied with the problem did 
not often understand that liberalism was an ever-changing phenom-
enon. Thei r survey s faile d t o pa y adequat e attentio n t o th e fac t 
that o n certai n issue s impingin g directl y o n th e Jewis h interest , 
such as affirmative actio n quotas, Jewish opinion was actually un-
dergoing a  significant transformatio n tha t place d Jews outside th e 
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liberal consensus . Thi s did no t full y registe r since , o n othe r issue s 
such as support of welfare programs, the Jewish responses remained 
predictably liberal . 

At th e hear t o f tha t chang e wa s th e long-rang e impac t o f th e 
Holocaust o n th e Jewish mentalite.  I t undermine d th e optimisti c 
assumption a t th e heart o f liberalism, tha t ther e exists a "humani -
tarian spirit" or a "spiri t of civilization" in the nation-state and th e 
international orde r tha t coul d b e mobilized t o fill  an ethica l need . 
Most state s ha d don e littl e t o rescu e Europea n Jewr y durin g th e 
Holocaust. Moreover , Worl d Wa r I I an d th e postwa r year s con -
tained some terrible lessons regarding the Soviet Union, a  totalitar -
ian state addicted t o egalitarianism. Fo r some it provided sufficien t 
evidence that the American Founding Fathers had after al l not been 
so far of f th e mar k i n thei r suspicio n o f state power . I n both Naz i 
Germany an d th e Sovie t Union t Jews had bee n subject t o a  specia l 
animus. Th e ide a tha t th e stat e itsel f migh t b e malignant di d no t 
prevent most Jews from supporting the idea of a Jewish state. Many 
American Jew s ha d com e t o believ e tha t a  stat e wa s a  necessar y 
step without whic h Jews would remai n vulnerable . Bu t there were 
some, lik e Hanna h Arend t an d Marti n Bube r an d t o som e exten t 
Judah Magnes, who saw even a Jewish state as retrogressive. 

A second factor i n transforming Jewish liberalism relates directly 
to th e foundin g o f tha t stat e i n 1948 . As early a s 194 0 the Zionis t 
consensus had begu n t o change American Jewish politica l culture . 
After 194 8 the care and support of the State of Israel became a major 
component o f America n Jewis h identity . Bu t support , a s Brandei s 
had foreseen , di d no t mea n tha t America n Jew s woul d hav e t o 
settle there to build the new society. Rather , fo r American Zionist s 
it mean t politica l advocacy , th e representatio n o f Israel' s case be-
fore th e America n sea t o f power . That , i n turn , ofte n require d a 
partial abandonin g of the universalism lyin g at th e heart of Jewish 
liberalism. Increasingl y Jewis h liberal s ha d t o mak e difficul t 
choices betwee n th e interest s o f Israel , th e tenuou s securit y o f 
which required direct, sometimes preemptive use of military power , 
and suc h cherishe d universalis t principle s a s the righ t o f nationa l 
self-determination, especiall y for Palestinians . The way Israe l exer-
cised powe r ove r it s Palestinia n populatio n wa s particularl y dis -
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turbing t o thos e Jewish liberal s who ha d com e t o view civi l right s 
as the central principle of liberalism. 21 

Zionism particularize d America n Jewish politica l culture . I t did 
something else as well. If with the creation of Israel Jewry reentered 
history, a s Zionist s wer e won t t o claim , i t seeme d willy-nill y t o 
draw America n Jewr y wit h it . America n Jew s cam e ou t fro m th e 
behind-the-scenes rol e the y traditionall y playe d i n politic s a s pun-
dits, campaig n managers , pol l takers , th e professionals , t o becom e 
office holder s and lobbyists. During the 1930 s the number of Jews in 
Congress hovered aroun d ten . Th e election o f 199 0 sent eigh t sena -
tors an d thirty-thre e representative s t o Congress . Toda y ther e ar e 
more PAC s concerne d wit h Israe l an d genera l Jewish cause s tha n 
with th e concerns of any other ethnic group. The result i s a split i n 
the Jewish electorat e tha t i s partly generational . Olde r Jewishly o r 
Judaically committe d Jew s giv e th e securit y o f Israe l th e greates t 
priority and view the fulfillment o f their liberal aspirations in terms 
of th e welfar e o f th e Jewis h state . Th e younge r group , strongl y 
influenced b y th e wa r i n Vietnam , i s more concerne d abou t tradi -
tional libera l values . Nurture d i n America , man y o f thes e youn g 
liberals di d no t directl y experienc e th e bitte r consequence s tha t 
followed whe n Jews foun d themselve s beref t o f sovereign politica l 
power. Also , the y wer e o n a  collisio n cours e with Israel i politica l 
culture, whic h wa s shaped b y the power i t exercise d over an occu -
pied people and by the need to assure its survival in a hostile region 
where it was often calle d upo n to use its military power . Similarly , 
the separatio n o f churc h an d state , s o centra l t o th e America n 
Jewish sensibility , wa s les s emphasize d i n Israel , wher e a  Jewis h 
state assure d observan t Jew s th e protecte d environmen t t o liv e a 
religious life . 

Another facto r tha t altere d th e shap e o f Jewis h liberalis m i n 
the sixtie s wa s th e Africa n America n thrus t finall y t o ente r th e 
mainstream o f American life . Th e partnershi p betwee n black s an d 
Jews on the civil rights issue had been well established before World 
War II . Jew s ha d bee n instrumenta l i n supportin g blac k defens e 
organizations lik e th e NAACP , furnishin g leadershi p trainin g an d 
legal resources , an d supportin g blac k colleges . During the twentie s 
Louis Marshall, president of the American Jewish Committee, spon-
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sored antilynching an d anti-Ku Klu x Kla n legislation. Jewish im-
presarios played a  major role in opening American popular culture 
to black artists . The affinity betwee n black s and Jews, which may 
have bee n base d o n a  common feelin g o f victimization , wa s als o 
reflected in their voting behavior. Politically both groups had found 
a nich e i n th e lef t win g o f th e Democrati c part y during th e Ne w 
Deal period. They became Roosevelt's staunchest supporters. 

If during the thirtie s ther e were worrisome signs of disharmony 
caused b y th e antisemiti c orator y o f blac k street-corner preacher s 
and the targeting of Jewish stores for looting during several riots, it 
was underplayed in the Jewish press. That remained true even when 
some blac k spokesmen , includin g W . E . B . Dubois , oppose d th e 
admission o f Jewish refugees , insistin g tha t German y ha d a  legiti -
mate grievance against Jews. One historian has suggested that Jew-
ish suppor t fo r blac k cause s wa s a  way fo r Jews t o broade n thei r 
own right s withou t becomin g conspicuou s b y advocatin g thei r 
group interes t i n creatin g a  mor e ope n society. 22 Whateve r th e 
motive, American Jews played an important role in advocating that 
equality b e full y extende d t o th e nation' s Africa n America n 
citizens. 

By the 1960 s the black-Jewish linkage had begun to wear thin. A 
new grou p of younger black leader s pushed Jews out o f leadership 
positions in the civil rights movement. The Ocean Hill-Brownsville 
conflict serves as a historical marke r for Jewish splitting off from a 
liberalism no w almos t wholly dominate d b y the civi l right s issue. 
Preoccupied wit h th e seemin g intractabilit y o f th e rac e problem , 
the lef t win g o f liberalis m advocate d specia l entitlemen t law s t o 
hasten the goal of black equality . Representativ e of such laws was 
affirmative action , whic h require d quotas . Mos t Jews opposed th e 
abandonment of the merit system that had smoothed their path to 
achievement o f middle-class status i n prior decades and protected 
their access to civil service employment.23 

By 199 0 the Jewish libera l profil e showe d a  marked differentia -
tion o n othe r libera l issue s requirin g direc t governmen t interven -
tion. Black s replace d Jew s a s th e mos t intensel y liberal-minde d 
group in the electorate, especially on issues concerning government 
programs to assis t minority groups . The Jewish liberal ofte n foun d 
himself compelle d t o choos e betwee n th e Jewish interes t an d th e 
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liberal position . Th e polarization wa s widened b y a  growing sens e 
that the black leadership was antisemitic. Leaders like Jesse Jackson 
reintroduced antisemiti c currency , whic h ha d bee n al l bu t rule d 
out i n th e politica l dialogue . Beneat h i t al l wa s th e questio n o f 
resource allocation . Blacks , adoptin g th e postur e o f a n interna l 
Third Worl d nation , argue d tha t monie s give n an d len t t o Israe l 
would find  bette r use in rehabilitating th e people of the inner city . 
The argumen t the n turne d o n th e "wh o get s what" o r spoil s ques-
tion, which has always been central in American politics . 

Another reaso n fo r th e Jewis h swin g t o libertaria n liberalis m 
relates t o wha t w e ma y loosel y identif y a s th e America n Jewis h 
success story. I t i s no secre t tha t b y the 1960 s Jews had achieve d a 
numerically disproportionate position in the technocratic, cultural , 
governmental, an d manageria l elite s wh o administe r an d shap e 
American society . The y ar e th e ethni c grou p wit h th e nation' s 
highest pe r capit a incom e an d th e highes t professionalization . I n 
the 1920s , when th e foundation s fo r tha t achievemen t wer e pu t i n 
place, middle-clas s statio n wa s ofte n achieve d b y aspirin g Jew s 
against considerabl e resistanc e an d a t grea t sacrific e b y familie s 
living on th e economi c margin . Ther e was a n investmen t mad e i n 
human capital . A  son was sent t o law school or medical schoo l b y 
the earning s o f th e entir e family . Althoug h ther e wa s som e "sui -
cidal altruism, " tha t is , Jew s wh o favore d a  publi c polic y tha t 
automatically grante d specia l advantag e t o victimize d minoritie s 
as compensation , mos t Jews oppose d policie s tha t i n th e nam e o f 
justice abandone d merit. 24 Thei r ow n achievemen t stemme d fro m 
an individual effor t i n a  free society. They had adhered to the rules, 
which ha d no w bee n abandoned . Government-sponsore d program s 
to rais e specifi c group s t o a  leve l tha t Jews ha d achieve d o n thei r 
own di d no t si t well . I n entranc e profession s lik e teaching , lon g a 
favorite channe l fo r aspirin g young Jews, affirmativ e actio n trans -
lated int o blocke d mobilit y channels , th e equivalen t o f employ -
ment discrimination . 

Much tha t wa s statis t an d egalitaria n wa s no w boun d u p wit h 
the rac e question . Som e Jewish thinker s undoubtedl y wer e awar e 
that i t was the Communis t party , followin g th e dictates containe d 
in Stalin' s writin g o n th e nationa l question , tha t advocate d a 
highly separatis t polic y t o solve the rac e problem. Whe n th e part y 
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fell furthe r int o disreput e amon g Jews becaus e o f it s hostilit y to -
ward Israe l an d th e undeniabl e evidenc e o f virulen t antisemitis m 
in th e Sovie t Unio n an d Poland , it s stock declined eve n more . The 
capture of the "Negro question" by the extreme Left made it anath -
ema to many Jews.25 

Reinforcing al l thes e reason s was a  historica l chang e tha t wen t 
almost unnoticed by social scientists. The institutions that supplied 
the moto r forc e o f th e Jewish libera l enterprise , th e Jewish labo r 
movement, th e Forwards,  Workmen' s Circle , an d th e dozen s o f 
socialist-minded fraternitie s an d summer camps, had by 199 0 virtu-
ally vanished from the scene. Once the quintessential liberal agency 
for secular Jews, the American Jewish Congress is but a bare shadow 
of itsel f an d ha s difficulty stayin g i n business . Presse d b y a  trium -
phalist Orthodox branch , th e Conservative an d Reform movement s 
have grow n fa r mor e concerne d wit h thei r Jewishness, which , w e 
have seen, acts as a brake on highly universalistic liberal causes. By 
1988 the Liberal party of New York State drew fewer voters than th e 
Conservative part y an d wa s virtuall y defunct . Th e agencie s tha t 
traditionally dre w Jew s t o liberalis m ar e muc h diminishe d i n 
influence. 

This doe s no t mea n tha t Jewis h liberalis m ha s totall y los t it s 
distinctive idealism . Ther e i s no scarcit y o f Jews wh o cal l o n th e 
political process and the state to do more, to seek justice. The need 
to searc h ou t th e mos t pressin g curren t inequit y i s insufficien t t o 
explain wh y so many young Jews continue t o be political activist s 
for cause s a s widel y differen t a s worl d peac e an d th e welfar e o f 
striped bas s i n th e Hudson . The y wan t t o instil l a  humanitaria n 
conscience into the political process . Idealism is still a  prized qual-
ity in American Jewish political culture . 

On th e surface , libera l politic s i s issue oriented , bu t beneat h i s 
the politics of redemption. I t is that characteristic of Jewish liberal-
ism that makes it so difficult t o carry forward transactiona l politics , 
the kin d preferre d b y America n politica l culture . Dealin g wit h 
prophets whose politics are based on righteousness i s never an eas y 
task. Th e issue s o f peace , th e environment , o r th e homeles s con -
tinue t o draw a  disproportionat e numbe r o f libera l Jews, bu t the y 
do not easil y len d themselve s to the politic s o f the possible . Ther e 
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has develope d ove r th e generation s a  distinctiv e Jewis h politica l 
style that places a high premium on commitment, o n giving oneself 
over t o th e cause . I n the first  generation i t wa s called ibergegebn-
kayt, which , translate d fro m th e Yiddish , mean s "devotedness. " 
This phenomenon als o needs to be taken into account in explainin g 
the persistence of Jewish liberalism. Such liberals reject the contem-
porary solutions tha t plac e so much fait h i n th e free marke t econ -
omy not because they favor socialism, a s did an important segmen t 
of the firs t generation . On e suspect s tha t th e ne w generatio n doe s 
not understan d th e differenc e betwee n a  marke t an d a  comman d 
economy, an d th e relationshi p thi s distinctio n bear s t o th e tw o 
kinds o f liberalism . The y rejec t th e marke t econom y a s a  mecha -
nism tha t care s littl e abou t thos e wh o canno t mak e i t o r abou t 
what i s happenin g t o th e environment . Fo r th e libera l mentalite, 
life should be more than merely the providing of goods and services. 
It should have transcendence . 

Taking leav e from  th e lef t win g o f th e libera l movemen t di d no t 
mean tha t Jewis h liberal s becam e politicall y homeless . I n som e 
sense the Jewish electorate has moved closer to the American main -
stream. Th e ol d ethni c an d regiona l constituencie s tha t buttresse d 
the Ne w Dea l hav e graduall y bee n homogenize d ou t o f existence . 
The defea t o f McGovern i n 197 2 may hav e bee n th e las t hurra h o f 
the ol d liberalism . Th e progra m o f th e statis t liberal s ha s bee n 
largely rejected b y the American electorate. Jewish liberalism today 
is less committe d t o government-sponsore d socia l engineerin g an d 
more particularisti c i n comin g t o term s wit h th e Jewis h interes t 
when i t i s i n conflic t wit h a  universalisti c one . Bu t Jews remai n 
well within th e liberal camp of the Democratic party. Fifty percen t 
of the campaign funds of that party is raised by Jews, and 68 percent 
of it s vot e i n a  recen t electio n wen t t o th e libera l candidat e (Du -
kakis) , compared with 46 percent of the general electorate. But tha t 
is a  fa r cr y fro m th e ove r 90 percent awarde d t o Roosevel t i n 194 0 
and 1944 . Being Jewish stil l remain s a  mor e powerfu l determinan t 
of th e Jewis h vot e tha n bein g rich . I n Californi a 65  percen t o f 
Jewish voters with a n annua l incom e of over seventy-five thousan d 
dollars vote d fo r th e Democrati c candidat e Dian e Feinstein , com -
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pared wit h 3 8 percen t o f non-Jew s i n th e sam e incom e bracket . 
Seventy-three percent identify themselve s as liberal, compared with 
42.19 percent of non-Jews. Moreover, on liberal issues wealthy Jews 
differ hardl y a t al l i n thei r votin g preferenc e fro m les s wealth y 
ones.26 Bu t Jewish liberalis m ha s change d it s orientatio n fro m a n 
emphasis on egalitarianism t o an emphasis on libertarianism. Tha t 
has happene d becaus e i t ha s undergone tw o processe s since Worl d 
War II , Judaizatio n an d Americanization , tha t mak e i t differen t 
from what i t once was. 

In historica l terms , th e Jewis h politica l postur e correspond s 
roughly to the liberalism of the second New Deal, which abandone d 
social engineerin g i n favo r o f indirec t regulatio n o f th e economy . 
Jews continu e t o favo r a n activ e regulator y rol e fo r th e stat e bu t 
they want i t done through existin g instruments , th e taxing power , 
monetary policy , rathe r tha n throug h direc t intrusion s lik e affir -
mative action . I t i s in th e are a o f taxatio n an d spendin g tha t th e 
sharpest differentiatio n occur s between Jewish liberalis m an d tha t 
of th e genera l whit e libera l voter . Despit e thei r considerabl e pe r 
capita income , Jews ar e more inclined t o favo r hig h taxe s t o fun d 
entitlement programs . For example, they give much greater support 
to program s lik e Ai d t o Dependen t Children , al l form s o f incom e 
maintenance programs , eve n suppor t fo r AID S research an d care , 
but the y overwhelmingl y rejec t restructurin g th e econom y t o pre-
vent great disparities of wealth, direc t intrusion such as affirmativ e 
action quotas , censorshi p o f pornography , an d regulatio n o f ga y 
lifestyle, an d the y ar e mor e tha n twic e a s likel y a s thei r fello w 
Americans to support abortions without restriction. 27 

In a  word, ther e has developed a n antistatis t libertaria n compo -
nent i n Jewis h liberalism . A s Jews se e it , jo b placement , sexua l 
orientation, famil y planning , an d religion ar e in the private real m 
and therefor e b y right ought t o be free o f government interference . 
It is not, however, a  complete libertarianism. Like other Americans, 
Jews have come to favor capita l punishment , bu t in lower percent -
ages. Jews, therefore, ar e no longer so politically deviant, especiall y 
if on e compare s thei r politica l profil e wit h tha t o f othe r highl y 
educated, high-incom e groups . Thei r liberalis m ha s bee n ope n 
minded, tolerant , forwar d looking , peace oriented, an d humanitar -
ian, yet als o aware of its own group interest. I t has lost confidenc e 
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that a  jus t societ y ca n b e create d b y governmen t fiat.  I t i s th e 
liberalism of a secular, highly individuated, firmly middle-class yet 
ethnically conscious community. That should not surprise us. What 
else could it have been? 
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Will Herberg' s Pat h fro m Marxis m 
to Judaism: A  Case Study i n th e 
Transformation o f Jewish Belie f 

David G . Dali n 

The sociologist an d theologian Wil l Herber g was an exemplary in-
stance of the shift in Jewish ideological attitudes between the 1920s 
and 1940s: the waning fervor of Jewish socialism and a concomitant 
growth in political realism , a  sharpened sense of the limitations of 
radical change, a heightened desire to return to traditional spiritual 
moorings. I n hi s writing s Herber g popularize d th e sociologica l 
"law" tha t wha t th e secon d generatio n (o f a n immigran t group ) 
wants to forget, th e third generation wants to recover; the children 
search fo r th e ethni c an d religiou s heritag e tha t ha d bee n hastil y 
discarded in their parents' Americanization. Herber g himself was a 
bridge betwee n thos e tw o generation s o f Jew s o f Eas t Europea n 
origin. H e was als o an early, outstanding , an d influential illustra -
tion of the impact on American Jewish thought of a Protestant Neo-
Orthodoxy tha t combine d a  libera l politica l stanc e wit h a  forth -
right return, albei t in a  modern, sophisticated form, t o theologica l 
concepts shunte d asid e b y religiou s modernists . Herber g was thu s 
a harbinge r o f a  shif t i n Jewish religiou s though t towar d greate r 
traditionalism an d a  concern wit h existentia l authenticit y rathe r 
than with rendering Judaism as compatible as possible with modern 
science. I n his own way, therefore , Herber g symbolizes the process 
by which the American environment came to reshape Jewish politi-

119 
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cal an d cultura l attitude s b y th e middl e decade s o f th e twentiet h 
century. 

Will Herberg was born in the Russian village of Liachovitzi in 1901. 
His father, Hyma n Loui s Herberg, wh o ha d bee n bor n i n th e sam e 
shtetl, move d hi s famil y t o th e Unite d State s i n 1904 . When the y 
arrived i n America , hi s parents , who m h e woul d late r describ e a s 
"passionate atheists, " wer e alread y committe d t o th e fait h tha t 
socialism would brin g salvation t o humankind an d liberation fro m 
restraints tha t ha d boun d Wester n societ y fo r centuries . Hi s fathe r 
died when Herber g was ten . Hi s mother share d he r husband' s con -
tempt fo r th e America n publi c schoo l system ; althoug h Wil l at -
tended Publi c School 72 and Boys High School in Brooklyn, hi s real 
education took place at the kitchen table of an apartment o n Geor-
gia Avenu e i n a  lower-middle-clas s neighborhoo d o f Brooklyn . A 
precocious and versatil e student fro m hi s early youth, Herber g had 
learned Greek , Latin , French , German , an d Russian b y the time h e 
was in his teens. Graduated from Boys High School in 1918 , Herberg 
later attende d Cit y Colleg e an d Columbi a University , wher e h e 
studied philosophy and history apparently without eve r completing 
the coursework for an academic degree. 

Herberg inherited hi s parents* "passionate atheism " an d equall y 
passionate commitment to the socialist faith. Enterin g the Commu-
nist movemen t whil e stil l a  teenager , Herber g brough t t o radica l 
politics a n eruditio n tha t considerabl y elevate d th e intellectua l 
level of American Marxism . Les s prolific tha n write r Max Eastma n 
or novelis t Joh n Do s Passos , Herber g wa s perhap s th e broadest -
ranging of Marxis t polemicist s during th e 1920 s and earl y 1930s . A 
regular contributo r t o Communis t journal s suc h a s th e Working 
Monthly, h e was also a familiar ideologue in the Modern Quarterly, 
one of the chief theoretical journals of the Old Left . 

Herberg wrote score s of article s an d editorial s on topic s rangin g 
from critique s of Edmund Wilson's views of proletariat literatur e t o 
debates with Sidney Hook over Marx's ambivalent views on religion 
to th e relationshi p betwee n Freudia n psychoanalysi s an d Commu -
nist thought . Hi s attachmen t t o communis m reflecte d intellectua l 
conviction a s well a s moral ardor . Perhap s his boldest contributio n 
to th e radica l though t o f th e perio d wa s hi s effor t t o reconcil e 
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Marxism to the cosmology of Einstein, the "second scientific revolu -
tion" tha t ha d gon e virtuall y unnotice d amon g radica l writer s i n 
America. Whil e most Communist s stil l condemne d Einstei n fo r re -
jecting "scientifi c materialism, " Herber g insiste d tha t bot h Marx -
ism an d th e theor y o f relativit y wer e scientificall y correct . A s a 
radical Jew , moreover , Herber g haile d Freud , a s h e di d Mar x an d 
Einstein, a s a modern prophet . "Th e world o f socialism—to whic h 
nothing human is alien and which cherishes every genuine manifes-
tation o f th e huma n spirit, " h e wrot e durin g th e 1930s , "lay s a 
wreath of homage on the grave of Sigmund Freud. " 

First sign s of Herberg' s eventua l disenchantmen t wit h orthodo x 
Marxism came already in 1920 , when he , Bertram Wolfe, an d othe r 
young intellectual s an d labo r organizers joined a  group, headed b y 
Jay Lovestone, that split off from the main Communist party within 
the America n part y leadership . Lovestone , a n America n supporte r 
of th e Sovie t theoreticia n Nicola i Bukharin , had , lik e Bukharin , 
advocated mor e autonom y fo r nationa l Communis t partie s from 
control b y the Communist part y of the USSR. In 1929 , Stalin struc k 
back by demoting Bukharin and ousting Lovestone and his followers 
from leadershi p o f th e America n movement . Afte r breakin g wit h 
the official part y in 1929 , Herberg became a  staff membe r an d the n 
editor o f th e Lovestonit e oppositio n paper , Workers  Age,  man y o f 
whose contributors would later become bitter anti-Stalinists . 

As the 1930 s proceeded, Herber g becam e disenchante d wit h hi s 
Marxist faith . Th e grotesqu e Stalinis t purges , th e Communis t be -
trayal o f th e Popula r Fron t o n th e battlefield s o f Spain durin g th e 
Spanish Civi l War, th e Russian invasion o f Finland, an d the Stalin -
Hitler Nonaggressio n Pac t o f 193 9 al l contribute d t o hi s growin g 
disillusionment. Th e Moscow trials, Herberg maintained, indicate d 
the barbarous measures to which Stalin would resor t to suppress al l 
resistance to his bureaucratic rule within Russia. For Herberg, as for 
so man y ex-Marxist s o f hi s generation , th e cynical , opportunisti c 
Molotov-Ribbentrop agreemen t o f 193 9 dispelled an y remaining be-
lief tha t "onl y a  socialis t governmen t ca n defea t totalitarianism. " 
His final  brea k wit h orthodo x Marxism , whic h cam e i n 1939 , in -
volved n o mer e chang e i n politica l loyaltie s o r repudiatio n o f th e 
political radicalism of his youth. A s he would confess in recountin g 
his journey fro m Marxis m t o Judaism o n the pages of Commentary 
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in 1947 , Marxis m ha d been , t o hi m an d t o other s lik e him , " a 
religion, a n ethi c an d a  theology ; a  vast all-embracin g doctrin e o f 
man an d th e universe , a  passionat e fait h endowin g lif e wit h 
meaning."1 

Put to th e test , thi s Marxis t fait h ha d faile d because , a s Herber g 
would late r express it , "realit y coul d not b e forever withstood." He 
had begu n t o recognize b y the lat e 1930 s that th e all-encompassin g 
system o f Marxis t though t coul d no t sustai n th e value s tha t ha d 
first attracted hi m t o revolutionary activity . "No t that I  felt mysel f 
any th e les s firmly  committe d t o th e grea t ideal s o f freedo m an d 
social justice," he reflected i n 1947 : 

My discovery wa s tha t I  could n o longer find basi s and support fo r 
these ideal s i n th e materialisti c religio n o f Marxism . .  .  .  Thi s reli -
gion itself , i t no w becam e clea r t o me, wa s in part illusion, an d in 
part idolatry ; i n par t a  delusiv e utopianis m promisin g heave n o n 
earth i n ou r time , an d i n par t a  totalitaria n worshi p o f collectiv e 
man; i n par t a  naiv e fait h i n th e finality  o f economics , materia l 
production; i n par t a  sentimenta l optimis m a s t o th e goodnes s o f 
human nature, and in part a hard-boiled amoral cult of power at any 
price. There could be no question to my mind that as religion, Marx-
ism had proved itself bankrupt.2 

Perceiving Marxis m a s a  "go d tha t failed " rathe r tha n a s a  "mer e 
strategy o f politica l action, " Herber g wa s lef t wit h a n inne r spiri -
tual void , "deprive d o f th e commitmen t an d understandin g tha t 
alone mad e life liveable. " 

As the god of Marxism wa s failing hi m in the late 1930s , Herber g 
chanced t o rea d Reinhol d Niebuhr' s Moral  Man  and  Immoral  Soci-
ety. H e later wrote, 

Humanly speaking , i t converte d me , fo r i n som e manne r I  cannot 
describe, I  felt my whole being, an d not merely my thinking, shifte d 
to a  ne w center . .  . .  Wha t impresse d m e mor e profoundly wa s th e 
paradoxical combinatio n o f realis m an d radicalis m tha t Niebuhr' s 
"prophetic" faith mad e possible . .  . .  Her e was a  faith tha t warne d 
against al l prematur e securities , ye t calle d t o responsibl e action . 
Here, in short, was a "social idealism" without illusions, in compari-
son with whic h eve n th e mos t "advanced " Marxism appeare d con-
fused, inconsistent, an d hopelessly illusion-ridden.3 

More tha n an y othe r America n thinke r o f th e 1930 s an d 1940s , 
Niebuhr relate d theolog y t o politic s throug h a  realisti c assessmen t 



WILL HERBERG' S PAT H 12 3 

of huma n natur e tha t seeme d inescapabl y relevan t i n a  tim e o f 
the breakdow n o f th e Marxis t (an d liberal ) fait h i n progres s an d 
enlightenment. 

Some of Herberg' s acquaintance s woul d late r like n hi s rejectio n 
of communism , an d retur n t o Judaism , t o Paul' s conversio n o n 
the road t o Damascus . Th e comparison ma y hav e pleased him , fo r 
Herberg alway s fel t tha t hi s retur n t o Judaism wa s th e produc t o f 
events equally unanticipated an d dramatic . His memorable road t o 
teshuvah, inspire d by his first encounter wit h Niebuhr , wa s uniqu e 
in th e annal s o f America n Jewish intellectual s o f tha t generation . 
In a n autobiographica l passage , Herber g sai d tha t eve n befor e h e 
met Niebuh r personally , hi s encounte r wit h Niebuhr' s though t i n 
1939 was the "turning point. " 

Like Franz Rosenzweig , whos e writing s he bega n t o read durin g 
the earl y 1940s , Herberg wen t throug h a  wrenching inne r struggl e 
over whethe r t o becom e a  Christian . Afte r severa l soul-searchin g 
meetings wit h Niebuhr , wh o wa s the n teachin g a t Manhattan' s 
Union Theological Seminary , Herber g declared hi s intention t o em-
brace Christianity . Niebuh r counsele d him , instead , t o explor e hi s 
Jewish religious tradition first  an d directed hi m acros s the street t o 
the Jewish Theological Seminary. The professors and students at th e 
Seminary undertoo k t o instruc t Herber g i n Hebre w an d Jewis h 
thought. 

Throughout muc h o f the 1940s , while he was earning a  living as 
the educationa l directo r an d researc h analys t o f the Internationa l 
Ladies Garmen t Worker s Union , Herber g devote d muc h tim e an d 
energy t o th e study o f Jewish sources . Not havin g receive d a  tradi -
tional Jewis h educatio n i n hi s youth , Herber g wa s introduce d t o 
the classica l source s o f Judaism throug h th e writing s o f Solomo n 
Schechter an d Georg e Foo t Moor e an d throug h th e instructio n o f 
Judaic scholars who became his friends, such as Professors Gerson D. 
Cohen and Seymour Siegel and Rabbi Milton Steinberg. As Seymour 
Siegel has reminisced, Herber g was "extraordinarily moved " by the 
realistic appraisal of human nature in rabbinic literature, especiall y 
as expounded by Schechter.4 He was impressed, also, by the writings 
of Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig who, together with Niebuhr , 
would shap e hi s evolvin g view s o n religiou s existentialis m an d 
biblical faith . 
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Herberg found i n Judaism, afte r year s o f searching , a  faith tha t 
encouraged socia l actio n withou t fallin g int o th e tra p o f utopian -
ism. Throughout th e 1940s , he developed an d explicated hi s emerg-
ing theology for journals such as Commentary an d the Jewish Fron-
tier. I n demand a s a speaker, h e lectured on religious faith an d th e 
social philosoph y o f Judaism a t synagogue s an d o n colleg e cam -
puses, gainin g th e reputatio n o f bein g "th e Reinhol d Niebuh r o f 
Judaism." H e me t regularl y a t hi s hom e wit h JT S rabbinica l stu -
dents an d other s t o discus s hi s theologica l ideas . "I n thos e earl y 
days," on e o f thes e student s remembered , "whe n th e naturalisti c 
theology s o brilliantl y expounde d b y Professo r Mordeca i Kapla n 
was th e mai n intellectua l influenc e i n Jewish religiou s circles , w e 
were fascinate d b y Herberg' s espousa l o f th e orthodo x idea s o f a 
supernatural God , messiah , an d Torah , expounde d wit h fervo r an d 
yet interpreted in a new way." 5 

Out o f these intellectua l encounter s an d ou t o f several essay s pub-
lished i n Commentary  an d elsewher e i n th e lat e 1940 s came Her -
berg's boo k Judaism and  Modern  Man,  whic h appeare d i n 1951 . 
Acclaimed a s a carefully reasone d and intensely written interpreta -
tion o f Judaism i n th e ligh t o f an existentialis t approac h stil l ne w 
to America, Judaism and  Modern Man  was highly praised by Jewish 
scholars; Niebuh r himsel f sai d tha t th e boo k "ma y wel l becom e a 
milestone in the religious thought of America." 

Herberg's central concern, a s he describes it in Judaism and  Mod-
ern Man,  i s the spiritua l frustratio n an d despai r o f twentieth-cen -
tury humanity. Herberg examines one by one the "substitute faiths" 
in whic h peopl e hav e place d thei r hope s an d aspirations—Marx -
ism, liberalism , rationalism , science , an d psychoanalysis , amon g 
others—and finds  tha t eac h i s a way of evading ultimate theologi -
cal issues . "Ma n mus t worshi p something, " Herber g wrote . "I f h e 
does not worship God, he will worship an ido l made of wood, o r of 
gold, o r o f ideas." 6 Moreover , intellectua l affirmatio n i s no t 
enough. Essentia l t o one' s bein g i s a  "lea p o f faith" : retur n an d 
absolute commitmen t t o th e livin g Go d o f Abraham , Isaac , an d 
Jacob.7 

In presentin g hi s vie w o f Go d an d Judaism , Herber g criticize d 
theologians o f th e 1930 s and 1940 s who espouse d a  rationalis t ap -
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proach and , i n s o doing , reduce d Go d to a n idea. 8 Fo r a religiou s 
existentialist such as Herberg, deeply influenced by the dialogical I-
Thou philosophy of Buber and Rosenzweig, God is important only if 
there i s a  persona l relationshi p t o him . Thus , fo r Herberg , Jewish 
faith cannot be predicated upon an abstract idea of God such as, for 
example, Kaplan' s notio n o f " a power tha t make s fo r salvation. " 
Rather, the God of Judaism and  Modern Man is a God to whom we 
can pray with a n expectation o f a  response, a  God with whom we 
can enter into a genuine dialogue.9 

As Seymour Siegel has noted, Herberg's theology was rather tradi-
tional, focusing on such beliefs as revelation, the covenant between 
God and the Jewish people, resurrection of the dead, and the coming 
of the messiah.10 He also affirmed unequivocall y a  traditional con-
ception of the chosen people: Jewish existence, argue d Herberg, "is 
intrinsically religiou s an d God-oriented. Jews may b e led t o deny, 
repudiate, an d reject their 'chosenness' and its responsibilities, bu t 
their ow n Jewishnes s rise s t o confron t the m a s refutatio n an d 
condemnation."1! 

While believing in revelation, Herberg did not accept "the funda-
mentalist conception of revelation as the supernatural communica -
tion of information throug h a  body of writings which ar e immune 
from error because they are quite literally the writings of God. .  .  . 
The Bible is obviously not simply a transcript from His dictation."12 

Rather, Herberg regarded revelation as "the self-disclosure of God in 
His dealings with the world" through active intervention in history, 
and the Torah a s a "humanly mediated record of revelation."13 In 
this an d i n othe r respects , hi s theolog y wa s a t varianc e wit h 
Orthodoxy. 

Above all, Herberg argued that a Jewish theology relevant to the 
postwar period would have to be predicated upo n a less optimistic 
image o f man , upo n a  sober recognitio n o f huma n sinfulnes s an d 
human limitations . Th e barbarities of Stalinism an d especially the 
Nazi Holocaust seemed to Herberg to have destroyed the very foun-
dations o f th e prevailin g libera l fait h i n th e natura l goodnes s o f 
man, shared by Reform and Reconstructionist Judaism. Liberal Jew-
ish theology, h e maintained, faile d t o answer the critical questio n 
of ho w evi l regime s an d institution s coul d hav e arise n i f huma n 
beings ar e essentiall y good . Th e answe r coul d b e foun d i n "Nie -
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buhr's rediscover y o f the classica l doctrin e o f 'origina l sin / whic h 
religious liberalis m an d secula r idealis m combine d t o derid e an d 
obscure." Sin , Herber g wrote , "i s on e o f th e grea t fact s o f huma n 
life. I t lie s a t th e roo t o f man' s existentialis t plight. " Withou t a n 
understanding o f th e natur e o f sin , h e concluded , "ther e i s no un -
derstanding of human life . . . o r man's relation to God." H 

The approach o f Judaism and  Modern Man  reflecte d th e prevail -
ing tren d towar d existentialis m i n America n religiou s though t o f 
the 1940 s and 1950s . The post-World Wa r I I period saw a n Ameri -
canization o f Jewish theolog y i n th e Unite d State s a s the religiou s 
thought of Rosenzweig and Buber, scarcely known in America prio r 
to 1945 , wa s translate d fo r a n English-readin g America n Jewis h 
public.15 I n th e lat e 1940 s an d 1950s , Herber g wrot e a  much-dis -
cussed interpretive essay on Rosenzweig for Commentary an d edited 
a collection of Buber's essays.16 In helping to popularize and reinter-
pret these men for the American Jewish laity, Herberg helped to lay 
the foundation fo r the creation an d development o f a new phase of 
Jewish though t o n America n soil . Wit h it s publicatio n i n 1951 , 
Judaism and  Modern  Man  becam e th e firs t book-lengt h Englis h 
work o f thi s new , postwa r Jewis h theology . Th e publicatio n o f 
Judaism and  Modern  Man  wa s greete d wit h prais e b y severa l re -
spected Jewis h reviewers , suc h a s Milto n Konvit z an d Milto n 
Steinberg. Indeed , in a  prepublication statement , Steinber g went so 
far a s to say tha t Herber g "had writte n th e book of the generatio n 
on the Jewish religion. " 

Herberg was one of the most American of Jewish religious thinkers. 
Much o f hi s understandin g o f Jewis h religiou s traditio n derive d 
from scholarship written in English and produced on American soil. 
Thus, hi s understandin g o f rabbini c though t wa s shape d almos t 
completely b y hi s readin g o f Georg e Foo t Moor e an d Solomo n 
Schechter, rathe r tha n b y th e grea t work s of traditional Europea n 
rabbinic scholarship , medieva l o r modern. 17 As noted earlier , Her -
berg's encounte r wit h th e religiou s though t an d persona l exampl e 
of Reinhol d Niebuh r ha d bee n th e decisiv e poin t i n hi s spiritua l 
journey.18 Herber g carefull y studie d al l o f Niebuhr' s writings , 
underlined the m heavily , an d "adde d littl e in the margins" by way 
of critica l comment. 19 "Ever y wor k o f Niebuhr's, " h e reflecte d i n 
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1956, "almos t ever y articl e h e wrote , enlarge d m y understanding , 
deepened m y insight , perhap s eve n confirme d m y faith." 20 I n Nie -
buhr's writings—especially Moral  Man and  Immoral Society,  Faith 
and History, an d The  Nature and  Destiny of  Man—Herberg foun d a 
compelling theologica l realis m from whic h t o derive and affir m hi s 
post-Marxist faith . Durin g th e earl y 1940s , Herber g "ha d ap -
proached hi s understandin g o f Marxis m fro m a  Niebuhria n poin t 
of view" ; hi s subsequen t theologica l evolutio n proceede d fro m a 
conscious continuation o f that perspective. 21 

As discussed above , th e influenc e o f Niebuhr' s thinkin g i s espe-
cially eviden t i n Herberg' s pessimis m abou t huma n natur e an d i n 
his understanding o f the concep t o f sin.22 Neither Herberg nor eve n 
Niebuhr posite d man' s "complet e sinfulness. " Nonetheless , Her -
berg's appropriatio n o f th e doctrin e o f origina l sin , a  theologica l 
category neithe r inheren t no r centra l t o Jewish though t outsid e of 
America, ha s lent credence to the criticism tha t Herberg' s theolog y 
was more Christian than Jewish.23 

Niebuhr's influence o n Herberg's thought can also be observed in 
Herberg's theologica l understandin g o f th e natur e o f lov e an d th e 
self, including hi s approach t o the problem of the human tendenc y 
toward self-deification. 24 Lik e Niebuhr, Herber g had rejecte d Marx -
ism on th e groun d tha t i t ha d overlooke d th e sinfu l natur e o f ma n 
and wa s Utopia n i n perspective. 25 Whil e th e Marxis t vie w o f th e 
state presuppose d "th e innat e goodnes s of man, " America n consti -
tutional democracy "acknowledge d th e sinfulness o f man a s well as 
his grandeur." Herberg wrote, "I f it is man's capacity for justice and 
cooperation tha t make s societ y an d th e stat e possible , i t i s man' s 
proneness t o conflic t an d injustic e tha t make s democrac y neces -
sary."26 Reflecte d i n Herberg' s concer n wit h th e "biblical-realist " 
view of American constitutional democracy was the viewpoint tha t 
Arnold M . Eise n ha s persuasivel y attribute d t o severa l America n 
rabbis and theologians of the 1930 s and 1940s—tha t they argued fo r 
"the compatibilit y o f Judaism wit h democracy , .  .  .  the identity o f 
American ideal s with thei r own, .  .  .  [and] that th e nation' s politi -
cal system was based upon the Hebrew Bible."27 

The American aspec t of Herberg's thought is also expressed in his 
views on religio n an d th e state , especiall y hi s critique o f the long -
standing libera l Jewis h commitmen t t o th e principl e o f church -
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state separation. 28 A s Frankli n H . Littel l ha s noted , th e evolvin g 
"American patter n o f 'separation* had its origin in the adjustment s 
to th e interactio n o f religio n an d politic s tha t wer e uniqu e t o 
America."29 Th e separationis t principl e wa s a n America n inven -
tion, a s was the Jeffersonian metapho r o f a "wall" between churc h 
and state , aroun d which so much recen t constitutiona l an d Jewish 
public debat e ha s revolved . Th e positio n Herber g espouse d wa s 
predicated o n th e argumen t tha t th e author s o f th e Constitutio n 
never intende d t o erec t a n impenetrabl e "wal l o f separation. " Al -
though th e Foundin g Father s did no t want t o favor an y single reli-
gion, the y wer e no t agains t helpin g al l religions , o r al l religion , 
equally. "Neithe r i n th e mind s o f the Foundin g Father s no r in th e 
thinking o f th e America n peopl e through th e nineteent h an d int o 
the twentiet h century, " h e wrote , "di d th e doctrin e o f th e Firs t 
Amendment eve r imply an ironclad ban forbidding th e government 
to tak e accoun t o f religio n o r t o suppor t it s variou s activities. " 
In th e las t years , thi s argumen t ha s bee n advance d wit h greate r 
confidence tha n i t wa s earlier ; outsid e th e lega l community , Her -
berg was one of the first American intellectuals to articulate it . 

Before mos t America n Jewish intellectuals , Herber g calle d fo r a 
reassessment o f the prevailing libera l Jewish consensu s concernin g 
the sharpl y delimite d rol e tha t religio n shoul d pla y i n America n 
public life . I n several article s published during the 1950 s and 1960s, 
Herberg urge d th e Jewis h establishmen t t o reasses s thi s position . 
"By and large," he wrote in 1952 , those who speak for the America n 
Jewish communit y 

seem t o shar e th e basi c secularis t presuppositio n tha t religio n i s a 
"private matter." . .  .  The American Jew must have sufficient confi -
dence i n th e capacit y o f democrac y t o preserv e it s pluralisti c .  .  . 
character without an y absolute  wal l o f separation betwee n religio n 
and publi c life . .  .  .  Th e fea r fel t b y Jewish leader s o f th e possibl e 
consequences of a restoration of religion to a vital place in public life 
is what throw s them into an alliance with the secularists an d helps 
make their own thinking so thoroughly secular.30 

A decade o r s o later , frustrate d b y Jewish suppor t fo r th e 196 3 
Supreme Cour t decision s banning the Lord' s Prayer and Bibl e read-
ing i n th e publi c schools , h e entere d a  ple a fo r a  restoratio n o f 
religion to a place of honor in American life : 
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With th e meaning o f our politica l traditio n an d politica l practice , 
the promotion [of religion] has been, an d continues to be, a part of 
the ver y legitimat e "secular " purpos e o f th e state . Whateve r th e 
"neutrality" of the state in matters of religion may be, it cannot be a 
neutrality betwee n religio n an d no-religion , an y mor e tha n . . . i t 
could b e neutralit y betwee n moralit y an d non-morality , [bot h o f 
which] ar e necessar y t o "goo d government " an d "nationa l 
prosperity."31 

"The traditiona l symbol s o f th e divin e i n ou r publi c life, " h e 
warned, "ough t not to be tampered with." 32 

In developin g a  Jewish critiqu e o f th e prevailin g libera l Ameri -
can Jewish separationist position , Herberg articulated a n America n 
Jewish conservativ e perspectiv e o n th e relationshi p betwee n reli -
gion an d th e stat e an d th e growin g secularizatio n o f America n 
society. Th e libera l Jewis h stanc e tha t religiou s freedo m i s leas t 
secure wher e governmen t an d religio n ar e intertwine d develope d 
on American soi l and was unique t o the thought (an d perspective ) 
of American Jews.33 So, too, the Jewish conservative critique of the 
"strict separationist " position , a s espouse d b y Herber g durin g th e 
1950s and 1960s , was a  position uniqu e t o America n Jewish publi c 
thought, fo r which ther e was no precedent i n the writings of Euro-
pean Jewish thinkers . 

Herberg als o wa s th e first  twentieth-centur y America n Jewis h 
theologian t o writ e abou t judicia l decision s in th e are a o f religio n 
and state , a  subject tha t ha d no t bee n systematicall y addresse d b y 
Jewish religiou s thinker s outsid e o f Israe l o r America . Hi s detaile d 
analysis an d critiqu e o f Unite d State s Supreme Cour t decision s o n 
prayer i n th e school s an d governmen t ai d t o parochia l education , 
relating Jewis h religiou s value s t o America n publi c policy , wer e 
distinctively American element s in his Jewish theology and matur e 
political philosophy. 34 

When Wil l Herber g die d i n Marc h 1977 , America n Judais m los t 
one o f it s mos t provocativ e thinkers . Havin g receive d n o religiou s 
education o r trainin g i n hi s youth, Herber g turne d t o th e stud y o f 
Judaism onl y afte r hi s romanc e wit h Marxis m ended . A  prolifi c 
and influentia l sociologis t o f religion , hi s spiritua l journe y fro m 
Marxism t o Judaism wa s uniqu e i n th e America n Jewish intellec -
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tual histor y of this century. Th e only Jewish ex-Marxis t t o embrac e 
Jewish theolog y an d th e stud y o f religio n a s a  vocation, Wil l Her -
berg ha d becom e th e quintessentia l baal  teshuvah  o f th e post -
World War II era. 

Notes 

i. Wil l Herberg , "From Marxism to Judaism: Jewish Belief a s a Dynamic 
of Social Action," Commentary (Januar y 1947): 25. 

2. Ibid. , 27 . 
3. Wil l Herberg , "Reinhol d Niebuhr : Christia n Apologis t t o th e Secula r 

World," Union Seminary Quarterly Review (Ma y 1956): 12. 
4. Seymou r Siegel , "Wil l Herber g (1902-1977) : A  Ba'a l Teshuva h Wh o 

Became Theologian, Sociologist, Teacher," American Jewish Year  Book 
(1978): 532. 

5. Ibid . 
6. Jane t M . Gnall , "Wil l Herberg , Jewish Theologian : A  Bibliographica l 

Existential Approac h t o Religion " (Ph.D . diss. , Dre w University , 
1983), 5i-

7. Wil l Herberg, Judaism and Modern Man (New York: Farrar, Straus, and 
Young, 1951) , 25-43. 

8. Se e Eugene Borowitz, "An Existentialist View of God," Jewish Heritage 
(Spring 1958). 

9. Jane t M. Gnall, "Will Herberg, Jewish Theologian," 54. 
10. Seymou r Siegel, "Will Herberg (1902-1977)," 533. 
n . Wil l Herberg , "Th e Chosenness of Israe l an d the Jew of Today," Mid-

stream (Autum n 1955): 88. 
12. Herberg , Judaism and Modern Man, 244-45. 
13. Ibid. , 246. 
14. Wil l Herberg , "Th e Theological Problem s of the Hour," Proceedings of 

the Rabbinical Assembly of  America (Jun e 1949): 420. 
15. Rober t G . Goldy , The  Emergence  of  Jewish Theology  in  America 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990), 29-30. 
16. Wil l Herberg , "Rosenzweig' s 'Judais m of Persona l Existence' : A  Third 

Way betwee n Orthodox y an d Modernism, " Commentary  (Decembe r 
1950); reprinted in David G. Dalin, ed., From Marxism to Judaism: The 
Collected Essays  of Will  Herberg  (Ne w York ; Markus Wiener, 1989) , 
72-91; and Will Herberg, ed., The Writings of Martin Buber (New York: 
Meridian, 1956). 

17. H e cites Moore nineteen times in Judaism and Modern Man. 
18. Mos t recently , Niebuhr 's influenc e o n Herber g an d other post-Worl d 

War II American Jewish theologian s ha s been discussed i n Rober t G. 
Goldy, The Emergence of Jewish Theology  in America, ch . 4. 



WILL HERBERG' S PAT H 13 1 

19. Harr y J . Ausmus , Will  Herberg:  From Right to  Right  (Chape l Hill : 
University of North Carolina Press, 1987), 112 . See Will Herberg, "Rein-
hold Niebuhr: Christian Apologist to the Secular World," in Dalin, ed., 
From Marxism  to  Judaism, 39-40 ; and Wil l Herberg , "Wha t I  Owe to 
Reinhold Niebuh r a s a  Theologian," lecture note s on file  a t th e Wil l 
Herberg Archives , Dre w University , Madison , Ne w Jersey . Herberg' s 
analysis of Niebuhr's thought, i n comparison with that of Paul Tillich, 
is found in hi s article "Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich: Two Ways 
in American Protestant Theology," Chaplain (Octobe r 1959): 3-9, 36. 

20. Wil l Herberg , "Reinhol d Niebuhr : Christia n Apologis t t o th e Secula r 
World," in Dalin, ed., From Marxism to  Judaism, 40. 

21. Harr y J. Ausmus, Will Herberg: From Right to  Right, 113 . 
22. I t is also evident in his understanding of the concept o f salvation and 

its relationship to that of sin: "Salvation," wrote Herberg, "is salvation 
from sin becaus e i t i s si n .  .  .  whic h alienate s u s from God , disrupt s 
society, an d bring s chaos t o th e world . .  .  .  Salvation i s b y faith an d 
grace alone . .  .  .  Fro m th e pi t o f si n w e ca n b e saved only  b y God's 
grace" (Herberg, "The Theological Problems of the Hour," 424-25). 

23. Thi s criticism o f Herber g i s discussed i n mor e detai l i n my articl e o n 
Herberg in Steven T. Katz, ed., Contemporary  Jewish Thinkers  (Wash-
ington, D.C. : B ' nai B'rit h Books , 1991) * an d Rober t G . Goldy , The 
Emergence of Jewish Theology  in America, 32-34 . 

24. Harr y J. Ausmus, Will Herberg: From Right to  Right, 113 ; and Janet M. 
Gnall, "Will Herberg, Jewish Theologian," 72. 

25. Harr y J. Ausmus, Will Herberg: From Right to  Right, 159 . 
26. Ibid. , 169. 
27. Arnol d M . Eisen , The  Chosen  Veople  in America:  A  Study  in  Jewish 

Religious Ideology (Bloomington : Indiana University Press, 1983) , 36-
41. On Herberg's identification o f American democratic ideals with the 
religious values of Judaism, see Herberg, "The Biblical Basi s of Ameri-
can Democracy, " Thought  (Sprin g 1955) : 37-50; Judaism and  Modern 
Man; a s well a s Janet M . Gnall , "Wil l Herberg , Jewish Theologian, " 
184-86. 

28. Thi s principle, first formulated b y the New England religious reformer 
Roger Williams durin g th e 1630s , i s discusse d i n Davi d Little , "Roge r 
Williams and the Separation of Church and State," in James E. Wood, 
Jr., ed. , Religion  and  the  State:  Essays in Honor of Leo Vfeffer (Waco , 
Texas: Baylo r Universit y Press , 1985) , 3-23 ; Leonar d W . Levy , The 
Establishment Clause:  Religion and  the  First Amendment (Ne w York: 
Macmillan, 1986) , 183-84 ; an d Rober t L . Maddox , Separation  of 
Church and State: Guarantor  of Religious Freedom  (New York : Cross-
roads, 1987) * 53 -

29. Frankli n H. Littell, "Religious Liberty, the Free Churches, and Political 
Action," in Wood, Jr., ed., Religion and the State, 379. 

30. Wil l Herberg , "Th e Sectarian Conflic t ove r Church and State: A Divi-



132 DAVI D G . DALI N 

sive Threat to our Democracy?" Commentary (Novembe r 1952): 459. 
31. Wil l Herberg, "Religion and Public Life," National Review,  Augus t 13, 

1963* 105. 
32. Wil l Herberg , "Religiou s Symbol s i n Publi c Life, " National  Review, 

August 28, 1962, 162. 
33. Fo r a discussion an d critique of the libera l Jewish separationist faith , 

see m y revie w essa y "Le o Pfeffe r an d th e Separationis t Faith, " This 
World (Winte r 1989) : 136-40; and, more recently, m y contribution t o 
"Judaism an d America n Publi c Life : A  Symposium, " First  Things 
(March 1991): 16-17. 

34. O n thes e issues , se e th e followin g work s b y Herberg : "The Sectaria n 
Conflict ove r Church and State"; "Religion and Public Life," National 
Review, Jul y 30, 1963 , 61; "Religious Symbols in Public Life," 145, 162; 
"Justice for Religious Schools, " America, Novembe r 16 , 1957 , 190-93 ; 
Protestant-Catholic-Jew (Chicago : University o f Chicago Press, 1983) , 
232-34* 238-39. 



C H A P T E R 8 

The Anomalou s Liberalis m o f 
American Jew s 

Nathan Glaze r 

A recen t stud y o f religio n i n Americ a tell s u s wha t w e al l know : 
that Jews are the mos t libera l religious group in th e country . The y 
have the smalles t numbe r o f persons declaring themselves Republi -
cans and the largest number declaring themselves Democrats. More 
detailed analysi s would undoubtedly als o reveal the great anomal y 
of Jewish liberalism , on e tha t ha s been eviden t i n studies fo r fort y 
years: politica l allegianc e i n th e Unite d State s i s affecte d mos t 
strongly by economic status—but Jews break the pattern. The most 
prosperous of all religious groups, they ar e also the most liberal , by 
the us e o f th e crud e measur e o f ho w man y vot e Democrati c an d 
how man y vot e Republican , o r indee d b y an y othe r measur e on e 
can think of. A s Milton Himmelfarb onc e said, they are like Episco-
palians i n income , bu t vot e a s if they wer e Puert o Ricans . W e ar e 
not surprise d tha t whe n Ne w York elected it s firs t blac k mayo r b y 
a hair's-breadt h majority , th e onl y whit e grou p tha t gav e hi m a 
substantial par t of its vote was Jews. 

This anomal y raise s thre e questions : wh y doe s i t exist , i s i t 
changing, and , a s the complex of political an d social attitudes tha t 
we know as liberalism breaks up, where will the Jews stand? I argue 
that thi s complex i s breaking up , an d i t raises difficult question s as 
to the political orientation o f Jews in the future . 

American liberalism has been an odd mix based in part on politica l 
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philosophy, i n par t o n self-interest , i n par t o n th e particula r an d 
peculiar historical circumstances of the United States. Liberalism as 
a politica l philosoph y define s itsel f i n contras t t o conservatism . 
While i t ha d differen t element s in th e various countries of Europe, 
it wa s uniforml y a  philosoph y committe d t o a  rational , indee d a 
scientific, approac h t o politica l questions . I t was critica l o f estab-
lished churches , o f purely traditiona l an d unthought-throug h com -
mitments. Politic s i s o f cours e mor e tha n philosophy : i t i s als o 
interest. Liberalis m wa s base d o n th e busines s classes , which , i n 
country after country in Europe, were opposed to the landed classes. 
It was based on new men making their money in new ways through 
industry an d trade , a s agains t thos e wh o inherite d wealt h an d 
whose fortune wa s based on land . I n England, th e interest o f those 
who employe d thei r talent s i n industr y an d trad e led the m t o sup-
port free  trad e i n orde r t o lowe r th e cos t o f labo r an d t o hel p th e 
industrial and trading interests in a nation that was at the forefron t 
of industr y an d trade . I n countrie s tha t industrialize d afte r En -
gland, th e philosoph y o f fre e trad e an d a  fre e marke t wa s ofte n 
in competitio n wit h th e interest s o f industrialist s wh o wante d a 
protected marke t a t home , bu t liberalis m everywher e wa s associ -
ated predominantly with th e philosophy of Adam Smith and classi-
cal economics : the narrow interest s of those who called for protec -
tion would harm the larger national interes t in trade and economi c 
growth. 

Whatever th e fat e o f classic liberalism i n Europe , i n th e Unite d 
States liberalism wa s different,  thoug h ther e were continuities . A s 
a politica l philosophy , liberalis m continue d t o mea n commitmen t 
to the rational rather than t o the traditional; preference fo r experi -
ments an d ne w departure s rathe r tha n cautiou s adherenc e t o th e 
established order ; greate r freedo m i n actio n fo r th e individua l 
rather tha n greate r stat e restraint ; right s fo r minorit y religions , 
minority politica l views , an d minorit y socia l group s rathe r tha n 
acceptance o f a  traditiona l orde r tha t gav e preferenc e t o a  pre -
viously established religion or to charter social groups. 

European liberalis m wa s quite different fro m tha t America n lib -
eralism that we identify with Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal and 
its heirs : Europea n liberalis m oppose d governmen t directio n an d 
regulation o f th e economy . Indeed , Frederic k Haye k an d Milto n 
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Friedman, who uphold these positions today, while called conserva-
tives in th e Unite d States , woul d identif y themselve s a s liberals i n 
Europe. America n liberalis m becam e identifie d wit h activis t gov -
ernment, protectin g th e workers , redistributin g incom e t o low-in -
come groups , increasin g regulatio n o f busines s fo r th e benefi t o f 
employees and consumers, guiding the economy through some kind 
of planning. To Hayek, thi s was the "roa d t o serfdom": freedo m i n 
economic lif e wa s indissolubl y linke d t o freedo m i n politica l an d 
social life ; t o engag e i n restrictin g th e first  meant , i n time , re -
stricting th e second . Th e Hayekia n argumen t wa s tha t socia l de -
mocracy le d t o socialism, whic h le d to communism. Thi s aspect of 
liberalism wa s decisivel y rejecte d b y America n liberalism . I t wa s 
rejected b y America n Jews, eve n thoug h the y ar e overwhelmingl y 
in busines s an d th e professions—an d a s professionals i n medicine , 
law, accounting , an d a  variety of other professions the y are , for th e 
most part , smal l businessmen . Th e anomal y o f America n Jewis h 
liberalism wa s tha t America n Jews were enthusiasti c adherent s t o 
the America n vie w o f liberalis m i n th e economi c sphere , tha t is , 
they were for activis t government and for regulation and redistribu -
tion a s against the free play of economic forces, bu t thei r economi c 
interests shoul d hav e le d the m t o becom e adherent s o f tha t othe r 
and earlier liberalism of Hayek and Friedman . 

Yet Jewish interest s did play a  role in thei r adherenc e t o Ameri -
can liberalism . I  date th e America n libera l comple x t o the days of 
Franklin D . Roosevel t an d th e Ne w Deal , no w sixt y year s i n th e 
past. A t tha t time , America n Jews were for th e mos t par t workers . 
Progressive taxation , redistribution , an d protectio n o f organize d 
labor were public policies that defended th e interests of workers. As 
American Jew s rapidl y move d ou t o f working-clas s status—an d 
by th e fifties  thi s mov e was i n larg e measure accomplished—the y 
nevertheless stuc k wit h th e America n libera l complex . Prediction s 
heard a s early a s Eisenhower's victories in the 1950 s that America n 
Jews would bring their political attitude s into alignment with thei r 
economic interest s remaine d unfulfilled . An d the y ar e stil l unful -
filled today. 

Interest di d pla y a  rol e i n thei r adherenc e t o th e Democrati c 
party. I n th e North i t was an immigran t party , a  Catholic party , a 
big-city party , oppose d t o the nativ e America n an d Protestan t an d 
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small-town an d rura l party , th e Republican . Lik e al l America n 
parties, the Democratic party has always been an amalgam of inter-
ests. Th e part y o f immigrants , i t als o include d th e fiercest  oppo -
nents o f immigrants : souther n whites . Bu t i t stoo d t o reaso n tha t 
Jews, as immigrant workers, would find it the most congenial party . 
For very man y Jews, th e Socialis t part y wa s even mor e congenial , 
but, wit h Roosevelt' s victories, American socialism was reduced t o 
a remnant . Th e Socialis t Jewis h worker s an d thei r children , on e 
way or another, found thei r way to the Democratic party. 

Aside fro m pur e economi c interes t base d o n class , ther e i s th e 
interest o f minorities i n protecting thei r rights . As immigrants an d 
the children o f immigrants, Jews found th e Democrati c party com-
fortable. A s a  religiou s minority , the y als o foun d th e Democrati c 
party mor e congenial—th e Republican s wer e to o small-town , to o 
Protestant, to o distan t fro m Jewis h urba n experience . Despit e th e 
strains o f antisemitis m amon g Catholi c urba n group s i n th e 1930 s 
(the tim e o f Fathe r Coughlin ) an d despit e anti-immigran t (an d 
antisemitic) tendencie s amon g souther n whites , th e Democrati c 
party, i n it s northern big-cit y form , remaine d th e preferre d settin g 
for them. 

There i s an anomal y i n th e continuin g Jewish adherenc e t o th e 
immigrant part y an d th e minorit y party , jus t a s ther e i s i n thei r 
adherence to the working-class party. Jews are not immigrants any-
more an d do not hav e many relative s lef t abroa d t o bring into thi s 
country. T o mos t Americans , the y ar e n o longe r a  "minority" — 
that is , a n underprivilege d group . Ninet y percen t o f immigrant s 
today ar e non-Europeans . I t i s the Asians , Hispanics , an d Caribbe -
ans whos e interest s ar e mos t affecte d b y immigratio n policy . Ye t 
immigrant issue s stil l pla y a  majo r rol e i n th e America n Jewis h 
political outlook . The y were immigrants once ; they were discrimi-
nated agains t once, not only as Jews. In the 1930s and 1940s the fat e 
of the Jewish peopl e was decisively shaped by restrictive America n 
immigration legislation . Fo r decades , Jews fough t fo r th e openin g 
up o f America n immigration . I n 1965 , when thi s fight  wa s finally 
won, i t wa s clear tha t openin g u p American immigratio n wa s pri-
marily fo r th e benefi t o f others . A s Jews an d Jewish organization s 
supported free r immigratio n throug h the 1970 s and 1980s , it becam e 
clearer that freer immigration was no longer a policy that primaril y 



THE ANOMALOU S LIBERALIS M O F AMERICA N JEW S 13 7 

benefited Jews . Thei r commitmen t t o thes e policie s wa s mor e a n 
act o f sentiment , o f honorin g ol d commitment s an d ol d values , 
than of interest. 

There is a third strand, perhaps the most distinctive, in American 
liberalism an d on e tha t on e woul d thin k woul d weake n Jewis h 
adherence to liberalism. This is the strand of race. 

Liberalism meant equal rights for Blacks and the advancement of 
Black political an d economic interests. Jews were happy to support 
that stran d o f liberalis m too . (Othe r Democrat s wer e not. ) Fo r a 
time, it was support out of common interest. Laws banning discrim-
ination on grounds of race, color , an d religion would help Jews as 
well a s Blacks. B y the 1960 s these law s were clearl y primaril y de-
signed for Blacks—Jews had already escaped most forms of damag-
ing discrimination. B y the 1970s , these laws had indeed shifted, i n 
their implementatio n an d administration , fro m bein g bulwarks of 
color blindnes s t o bein g support s fo r colo r preference . Conflicts , 
including som e grav e ones , emerge d betwee n Jew s an d Blacks . 
Many Jews opposed th e rise of a  statistically base d affirmative ac -
tion on principle and on the basis of self-interest. The y had always 
favored treatmen t o f individual s strictl y a s individuals i n order to 
escape fro m discrimination o n th e basi s of religion. The y di d wel l 
themselves o n test s o f individua l merit . I  will no t tr y t o separat e 
out the various strands of principle and self-interest tha t explaine d 
the Jewish reaction to affirmative action . Suffic e i t to say that th e 
feelings tha t affirmativ e actio n arouse d amon g Jews i n th e 1970 s 
have becom e moderat e i n th e 1990s . Th e stronges t opponent s o f 
affirmative actio n today are to be found among policemen, firemen, 
and employee s o f som e larg e corporation s suc h a s A  T & T, wh o 
have bee n subjected t o stric t quota provision s in employment an d 
promotion. Ther e ar e not , however , man y Jewish policeme n an d 
firemen, or telephone workers. 

Self-interest, I  would argue, no longer explains Jewish adherence 
to liberalism. Th e Jewish businessman an d professional, i f he were 
following hi s self-interest , woul d b y no w hav e becom e a  Republi -
can, a s hi s Catholi c an d Protestan t busines s an d professional col -
leagues have become. The Jewish suburbanite, if she were following 
her self-interest, woul d have joined her Catholic neighbors in mov-
ing from the Democratic to the Republican party. There are a sub-
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stantial number of Jewish neoconservative—and conservative—in -
tellectuals wh o argu e tha t th e Unite d State s i s not helpe d b y th e 
economic policies of liberalism (an d business is certainly not helped 
by it) , bu t the y fin d fe w follower s amon g America n Jews . Jewis h 
self-interest i s no longe r served b y the civi l right s agend a a s it ha s 
moved fro m colo r blindnes s t o colo r preference . Bu t tha t to o doe s 
not trouble Jews much. Their traditional commitment t o liberalism 
is such tha t the y ar e willing t o go along with it . Jewish organiza -
tions supported the civil rights restoration ac t that sought to reverse 
recent Supreme Court decisions weakening the ability of lawyers to 
demonstrate discrimination on the basis of evidence from statistical 
disparity. A s a markedly "overrepresented" group , one would thin k 
Jews would have a strong interest in reducing the weight of statisti-
cal argument s a s a basis of finding discrimination, wit h a  resultan t 
imposition of quotas a s restitution, an d would favor greate r weigh t 
on tests of individual merit . 

Despite th e lac k o f fit  betwee n Jewis h interest s an d th e thre e 
aspects of liberalism just discussed, Jewish attachment to liberalism 
has not decline d much . Jews will side with a  government activ e in 
the economi c spher e i n suppor t o f labo r a s agains t business , o f 
consumers a s agains t producers , o f low-incom e group s a s agains t 
upper-income groups . Jews ar e incline d t o bac k a n ope n immigra -
tion policy , eve n thoug h ther e i s no w n o urgen t Jewis h nee d t o 
which i t is responsive. Jews support the civil rights organizations in 
their pus h to make i t mor e difficult fo r employer s to use discretion 
in judging competence , t o force the m t o take accoun t of the repre-
sentativeness o f thei r labo r force , an d t o conside r rac e an d se x i n 
making promotions. I n this case, shoring up relations with the civil 
rights organizations i s more importan t t o Jewish defens e organiza -
tions tha n protectin g th e interest s o f individua l Jew s affecte d b y 
these policies. Jewish organizations were more concerned when, i n 
the 1970s , cases concerning quotas in law and medical schools came 
up. They are less interested in the rights of workers to opportunities 
for training and for promotions . 

There i s one element , however , i n th e comple x o f policies tha t 
make up liberalism tha t doe s agitate Jews and tha t ha s split man y 
Jews awa y fro m liberalism . Thi s i s foreign an d militar y policy . I n 
foreign policy the issue of Israel arises, and attachment to Israel, for 
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most Jews, i s more important tha n defendin g thei r liberal creden -
tials, allegiances , an d alliances. I t is an agonizing problem how to 
fit th e defens e o f Israe l int o wha t the y conceiv e o f a s a  libera l 
foreign policy. 

Just wha t a  "libera l foreig n policy " is , an d whethe r th e ter m 
"liberal" ca n b e attache d t o foreig n policy , i s questionable . Fift y 
years ago , i t wa s rathe r clea r wha t a  libera l foreig n polic y was : 
opposition to fascism. Less clear was whether this opposition should 
be military (man y isolationists were liberal, o r even farther to the 
left) o r simply rhetorical . Afte r th e war, i t wa s not quite so clear 
what a  liberal foreign policy was, but there was general agreemen t 
that it meant creating a world safe for democracy by supporting the 
United Nations (hal f of whose founding members in those halcyo n 
days wer e democracies ) an d b y providin g ai d bot h t o ou r demo-
cratic allie s abroa d an d t o th e emergin g Thir d World , whic h w e 
hoped woul d becom e democrati c throug h Wester n ai d an d influ -
ence. Liberalis m ha d a  mor e difficul t proble m wit h communism . 
Most liberal s unhesitatingl y oppose d leftis t totalitaria n dictator -
ship; others, influenced b y its historical origin s in socialism and its 
rhetoric of defending the interests of workers and poor people, were 
more equivocal  o r even supportiv e o f communism . Bu t one coul d 
argue that the dominant strand of liberal foreign policy i n the age 
of Truman an d Kenned y wa s activis t abroa d in defense o f democ-
racy and in opposition to communism (whic h often meant support-
ing authoritarian but not Communist regimes). This strand of liber-
alism frayed badly during the Vietnam War , and has continued t o 
unravel through the 1980 s as a result of our policies in El Salvador, 
Nicaragua, Panama , an d Grenada. One can see the division contin-
uing i n th e backgroun d t o th e Iraq i wa r t o th e poin t wher e on e 
would be hard put to say what is a "liberal" stance in foreign policy. 

Eugene Rosto w o f th e Committe e o n th e Presen t Dange r an d 
Max Kampelman would cal l themselve s liberal, I  believe: they see 
themselves a s in th e lin e o f Roosevelt , Truman , an d Kennedy , a s 
the heirs of senators Humphrey and Jackson. The problem of liberal-
ism in foreign policy is best illuminated when we ask whether those 
who consider themselves liberal s consider Rostow and Kampelman 
liberals. In large part, the split over what is liberal in foreign policy 
was determine d b y th e attitud e t o communism . Shoul d i t b e op-
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posed militarily, an d if so, with what kinds of arms and how big a 
buildup? Should one support nondemocratic states fighting commu-
nism? How suspicious should one be of movements using leftist and 
democratic rhetoric that are fighting for independence or autonomy 
or a change of regime? Should the democratic language of some of 
these groups be discounted as propaganda and disguise for Commu-
nist contro l o r intentions ? On e migh t the n thin k tha t th e spli t 
would com e t o a n en d wit h th e collaps e o f communism . Bu t i t 
has not bee n so . Wha t i s liberal i n foreig n polic y stil l divide s th e 
Democratic party and liberals in general. 

Should a  "liberal " foreign polic y b e th e polic y o f Jesse Jackson 
and the Democratic left wing, which holds the Third World, partic-
ularly i n it s mor e militan t an d anti-America n manifestations , a s 
worthy o f support ? O r should i t b e th e by-now-ol d liberalis m o f 
Democratic Col d War warriors, th e Eugen e Rostow s and the Ma x 
Kampelmans, th e heir s o f senator s Jackso n an d Humphrey , wh o 
vigorously supported the buildup of American arms, the countering 
of Communis t movement s everywhere , a  stron g allianc e o f th e 
wealthy develope d nations? From their point of view, thi s alliance 
was th e chie f protecto r o f democrac y an d freedo m an d th e chie f 
force for its expansion; from the perspective of the left wing of the 
party, i t wa s a n allianc e o f th e ric h agains t th e poor , th e whit e 
against th e colored , th e exploitativ e consumer s o f ra w material s 
against the poor producers. 

Underlying libera l oppositio n t o the Gul f War was undoubtedl y 
the scenari o o f rich , economicall y sophisticate d nation s over -
whelming a  poorer , economicall y mor e backwar d nation , o f th e 
power o f moder n Wester n technolog y brough t overwhelmingl y 
down o n th e head s of Third World people. Whateve r th e divisio n 
caused i n libera l rank s b y th e Gul f War , i t wa s mad e eve n mor e 
painful amon g Jews. Jews hav e always , i t seems , wante d i t bot h 
ways: the y wante d a  weak militar y establishmen t bu t strong sup-
port o f Israel . Th e contradictio n cam e hom e mos t sharpl y i n th e 
conflict with Ira q when the arms whose development Jewish liber-
als ha d opposed , an d th e militar y forc e whos e deploymen t the y 
wanted t o delay , serve d t o protec t Israe l an d to half-demolis h it s 
most dangerous military opponent. An d it was the Democrats, th e 
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party i n whic h th e grea t majorit y o f Jews fee l mos t comfortable , 
that opposed military buildups and the early use of force. 

If Jews becom e divide d fro m th e liberalis m t o whic h the y hav e 
been attache d fo r two-third s o f thi s century , i t i s becaus e o f th e 
way Israe l introduce s comple x cross-current s i n libera l position s 
and i n Jewis h positions . Whe n Israe l wa s founded , thes e cross -
currents wer e ignored . Israe l wa s a  countr y o f refuge fo r survivor s 
of Nazism; it s founding wa s supported b y the victoriou s power s i n 
World Wa r II ; i t wa s a  democrati c natio n i n a  par t o f th e worl d 
where democracy wa s rare o r nonexistent an d a  social-democrati c 
nation i n a  part o f the world in which th e rich an d powerful domi -
nated an d exploite d th e poor . Wh y shoul d no t liberal s hav e bee n 
supporters of Israel? And they were, pushing aside a fatal flaw—the 
dispossession o f th e Arab s o f Palestine— a flaw  tha t ha s grow n t o 
giant proportions, making almost impossible the effort t o bridge the 
growing gap between the support of Israel and liberal positions on a 
host of issues. 

I nee d no t rehears e al l th e inconsistencie s brough t int o classi c 
American libera l position s b y suppor t o f Israel . Liberal s wan t t o 
spend money on school s and housin g rather tha n arms ; but Ameri -
can sophisticated arm s may defend Israel . They want t o give aid t o 
poor nations ; bu t Israel , no t a  poor nation , engrosse s a  huge shar e 
of the American aid budget. They want to support democracies, an d 
Israel i s a  democracy , bu t on e i n whic h th e right s o f a  ver y larg e 
part of the population, Arab s within Israe l and the occupied territo-
ries, ar e scarcel y model s o f th e right s peopl e expec t t o hav e i n a 
democratic society . Arab s in Israe l have lesse r rights than Jews, i n 
the occupie d territorie s eve n les s rights . Liberal s i n thi s countr y 
support the strict separation of church and state and the equality of 
religions befor e th e law , bu t the y suppor t a  stat e i n whic h on e 
religion hold s primac y an d i s backe d b y stat e power . The y ar e 
against th e conques t o f territor y b y forc e bu t suppor t a  stat e tha t 
has doubled it s size through force an d over time has shown less and 
less inclination t o give up its conquests. The measures Israel uses to 
put dow n th e intifada,  whe n resorte d t o by other democracie s (fo r 
example, India) , raise an outcry among liberals; in the Israeli case, 
the outcry is muted. 
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Each o f th e policie s I  have described , policie s tha t liberal s op -
pose, could be defended, t o some extent even within a liberal frame-
work. Bu t whateve r th e justification , liberal s ar e no t comfortabl e 
with th e us e o f forc e t o suppor t stat e powe r an d solv e interna l 
problems. The y believ e ther e alway s shoul d b e a n alternative . 
Those alternatives are not evident in Israel, and Israeli liberals have 
become weake r ove r time . D o America n Jewis h liberal s weake n 
year b y year i n th e fac e o f th e imperative s se t afoo t b y th e ver y 
decision t o creat e a  Jewish stat e i n a n Ara b an d Musli m world ? I 
believe the y do . Jewis h neoconservative s hav e i n larg e measur e 
been created by the Israel issue: military power , force , th e differen -
tial treatmen t o f people o f different ethni c origin , intrusiv e polic e 
work, a  ruthless intelligence agency , al l seem to some degree justi-
fied i n Israel , whil e th e sam e policie s woul d be , an d hav e been , 
denounced an d oppose d i n th e Unite d States . O f cours e Israel' s 
situation i s different, an d on e can reconcil e justification o f Israel' s 
necessitous resor t t o suc h measure s wit h oppositio n t o suc h mea -
sures i n th e Unite d States . The y neede d t o d o it , w e di d not — 
leading one , therefore , t o suppor t th e militar y establishmen t an d 
tough measures in Israel on the one hand and to oppose the military 
establishment an d toug h measure s b y th e Unite d State s o n th e 
other. 

To som e exten t thi s work s i n th e Unite d States : liberal s ca n 
reconcile suppor t o f Israe l wit h thei r genera l liberalism . I t work s 
only because so many America n Jews are liberals, so many Ameri -
can liberals are Jews, so much of the money and power that liberal -
ism deploy s in th e Unite d State s i s Jewish. Thu s doubt s an d ques -
tions about Israe l must b e stilled. I t works much les s effectively i n 
Europe, wher e th e Jewis h componen t o f liberalis m i s minuscul e 
compared wit h tha t i n th e Unite d States ; in Europe , th e outcr y i n 
favor o f Ara b nationa l rights , o f the maintenanc e o f civi l libertie s 
even during an insurrection, ha s been much stronger . 

My discussion is analytical rather than prescriptive. The analysis 
suggests tha t Israe l introduce s a  fata l contradictio n i n th e overal l 
liberal outloo k o f America n Jews . Th e contradictio n existe d bu t 
was scarcel y eviden t whe n Israe l ha d social-democrati c govern -
ments, did not hold occupied territories inhabited by Arabs, did not 
require huge quantitie s o f military ai d from th e Unite d States , di d 
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not hav e extrem e right-win g partie s demandin g th e expulsio n o f 
the Arabs , was not enthusiastically greetin g hundreds of thousand s 
of Russian Jews who i t hope d woul d replac e Arabs in Israe l an d i n 
the occupie d territories . Thes e ar e realities , an d on e doe s no t se e 
how the attachment t o Israel , which affect s almos t al l Jews, can be 
reconciled with a  liberalism that is still the faith of a great majorit y 
of Jews. Fo r many America n Jews, there i s no longer need fo r suc h 
a reconciliation . The y see no alternative t o a  policy o f blood, soil , 
arms, force; and they adopt more and more the political perspectiv e 
in which such policies are at home. 

One wonder s ho w muc h longe r America n Jews can defen d suc h 
policies i n Israe l an d den y thei r justice anywher e else , ho w muc h 
longer they can defend th e national right s of the Jewish people and 
the measures that defens e makes necessary, withou t affectin g thei r 
attitudes o n a  hos t o f othe r issue s tha t mak e u p th e comple x o f 
American liberalism. Israe l and its needs may be the entering wedge 
that end s th e anomal y o f America n Jewish liberalism , o f a  peopl e 
supporting policies that reflec t ol d sentiments and attachment s bu t 
that hardly reflect curren t interests . 
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Liberalism, Judaism, an d 
American Jews: A Respons e 

Jerold S . Auerbac h 

I am troubled b y the reliance upon liberalism a s a valid measure of 
the America n Jewish experienc e o r th e broade r current s o f Jewish 
history. The identification o f Jews with th e American libera l tradi -
tion wa s not foreordained . I t was, t o be sure, one of the formativ e 
encounters i n America n Jewish history , bu t i t i s necessary t o em -
phasize the contingent nature of this relationship. Before American 
Jews wer e politica l liberals—before , tha t is , Worl d Wa r I—the y 
were political conservatives , withou t an y sense that the y were un-
faithful t o Jewish norms . Any assumptio n tha t "th e distinctive po-
litical culture " of Jews is liberalism, traceabl e al l th e way bac k t o 
the Hebrew prophets, is highly dubious. 

Faithful t o Professo r Feingold' s theme , "th e Americanizatio n o f 
Jewish liberalism, " I  discern a n altogethe r differen t historica l pro -
cess. I t i s the Americanizatio n o f Judaism, wit h liberalis m a s th e 
connecting link . Liberalism , a s w e understan d it , i s tw o hundre d 
years old , a  phenomeno n o f Enlightenmen t ideology . Althoug h 
Western Jews rushed to embrace its precepts and availed themselve s 
of emancipation opportunities , the y wer e a  minority amon g Jews. 
The vas t majority—b y choic e o r necessity—remaine d securel y 
within th e norm s o f traditiona l Judaism, whic h wa s anythin g bu t 
liberal. Prio r t o th e nineteent h centur y fo r virtuall y al l Jews, an d 
among th e Orthodo x thereafter , Judais m wa s thoroughl y an d pro -
foundly conservative—although Jewish law contained mechanism s 
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for legitimate change , a s long a s it occurre d within th e bounds of 
rabbinic legal authority . 

Not only was liberalism a  relatively novel  intruder upon Jewish 
history i n the nineteenth century ; i t als o remained largely foreig n 
to th e experienc e o f th e America n Jewish communit y unti l wel l 
into the twentieth century. Unti l the 1920s the leaders of American 
Jewry were politica l conservatives , wit h th e singular exception o f 
Louis Brandeis, a latecomer and brief sojourner in American Jewish 
affairs. From abolitionism to populism, Jews had not been conspicu-
ous on th e libera l sid e o f th e grea t socia l issue s of th e nineteent h 
century. Eve n Reform, th e prototypicall y libera l win g o f religiou s 
Judaism, di d no t officiall y embrac e progressiv e cause s unti l th e 
World War I era, and then only in the wake of the liberal Protestant 
denominations. 

The America n Jewis h identificatio n wit h liberalism , a s Henr y 
Feingold notes , wa s largel y a  second-generation Easter n Europea n 
phenomenon. The children of Russian, Rumanian, and Polish immi-
grants wante d desperatel y t o b e goo d Americans . Caugh t i n th e 
economic collaps e afte r 1929 , the y becam e Ne w Dea l liberal s t o 
achieve economi c securit y an d politica l integration . Th e fatefu l 
alliance of Jews with FDR has usually been explained as a reflection 
of the natura l affinit y o f Jews for liberalism. O n the contrary: the 
Roosevelt years culminated the struggle of American Jews for recog-
nition a s loya l Americans . Onl y thi s yearnin g ca n explai n wh y 
American Jew s bestowe d suc h unbounde d gratitude , the n an d 
since, upon a patrician gentile who gave them so little as Jews, and 
who was so indifferent t o the plight of European Jewry. America n 
Jews love d Roosevel t precisel y becaus e h e recognize d the m a s 
Americans only, denying Jewish particularity—either in the United 
States or, far more fatefully, a s victims and refugees in Europe. The 
New Deal , tha t momentou s turnin g poin t fo r American Jews, di d 
not "fi t neatl y int o Jewis h politica l culture. " Rather , i t coaxe d 
Jews int o th e America n politica l mainstream , wher e the y swa m 
contentedly until the 1970s. 

The political profile of American Jewry is growing more complex 
than i t wa s whe n Jews le d th e Ne w Dea l choru s o f "Happ y Day s 
Are Here Again." Was the Jewish turn toward neoconservatism a n 
aberration, th e abandonmen t o f the "Jewis h political culture" ? Or 
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did it represent a  reasoned reading of Jewish values at a  time when 
American Jew s fel t squeeze d b y affirmativ e actio n an d politica l 
correctness, an d whil e Israe l remains a  precarious island o f Jewish 
nationality ami d continuin g Ara b hostility ? Fo r bette r o r worse , 
Israel ha s serve d a s a  Rorschac h tes t fo r America n Jewry . Afte r 
1977 the Jewis h stat e pulle d awa y fro m it s Labo r Zionis t origins . 
As th e Israel i politica l culture , respondin g t o differen t theme s 
and imperative s i n Jewish history , becam e les s liberal , America n 
Jews fel t acut e tensio n betwee n thei r libera l an d Jewis h com -
mitments. 

Between 197 7 and 1992 , Israel was subjected t o constant criticis m 
from America n Jewis h liberals . Th e issu e varied—Liku d domi -
nance, settlement s i n th e territories , "wh o i s a Jew," the Lebano n 
war, th e intifada —but lamentation s abou t th e los t sou l o f Israe l 
persisted. Migh t i t be , however , tha t Israeli s knew something tha t 
American Jews had forgotten: tha t liberalis m an d Judaism form a n 
odd couple indeed, th e product of a shotgun marriage amid particu -
lar circumstances in the modern era? It even seemed to be time for a 
divorce, lest American Jews who identified Judaism with liberalis m 
found i t impossible t o identify wit h th e Jewish state . What i s to be 
said fo r liberalis m i f i t turne d Jews in Israe l an d th e Unite d State s 
into political adversaries ? 

Liberalism, afte r all , is a largely alien ideology, one that emerge d 
from the Christian West two centuries ago with the demand, hardl y 
friendly, tha t Jew s relinquish thei r distinctivenes s a s the pric e fo r 
their entry int o civil society. That was surely a  fateful rendezvous , 
as momentous as the alliance, two millennia earlier , between Juda-
ism and Hellenism. Bu t once we adopt liberalism a s the standard of 
measurement, a s do Feingol d an d Glazer , w e ris k consignin g Jews 
to the margins of our analysis . For the more that Jews are preoccu-
pied with liberalism, the less concerned they seem with Judaism. 

As transitory a s the intersectio n o f liberalism an d Judaism ma y 
be in the larger currents of Jewish history, i t has surely been fatefu l 
and formativ e fo r America n Jews. Tha t ma y eve n hel p t o explai n 
why the American Jewish community i s obsessed with the question 
whether, throug h intermarriag e o r assimilation , i t i s self-destruct -
ing. Liberalis m ha s serve d Jew s wel l i n thei r ques t fo r a  secur e 
American identity , bu t tha t ha s less to do with Judaism tha n wit h 
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the imperatives of Americanization. For the children and grandchil-
dren o f th e Easter n Europea n immigrant s wh o fled  t o th e ver y 
goldene medina  tha t their rabbis cursed as trefe, liberalism has been 
the preeminen t ideolog y o f acculturatio n alon g wit h th e momen -
tous journey from shtetl t o suburb. 

Yet th e anomal y identifie d b y Glaze r remains : i n a  countr y 
where political allegianc e i s molded by economic status, Jews, dis-
proportionately prosperous , remai n disproportionatel y liberal . Bu t 
he suggests that the affinity betwee n Jews and liberalism may now 
be dissolving, for reasons related to Israel. Attachment to Israel , he 
indicates, ma y b e mor e importan t fo r America n Jew s tha n de -
fending thei r libera l principles . I f th e Persia n Gul f crisi s i s an y 
indication, th e foreig n polic y o f th e part y o f liberalis m ma y no w 
have diminished appea l to American Jews, a t least when the inter-
ests o f Israe l ar e a t stake . Israel , h e notes , "introduce s comple x 
cross-currents in liberal positions," perhaps even a "fatal contradic-
tion" in the liberalism of American Jews. 

Glazer denies the possibility tha t America n Jews can have thei r 
ruggelach an d ea t i t too . I f he is correct , an d I  believe tha t he is, 
American Jew s wil l b e abl e t o hav e Israe l or  liberalism , bu t no t 
both. I  doubt, however , tha t mos t America n Jews wil l b e undul y 
troubled by this choice. They will, i t seems evident, choose liberal-
ism over Israel . Her e I  depart from th e conventiona l wisdo m tha t 
asserts a  continuing intimac y o f devotion betwee n America n Jews 
and Israel . Eve r sinc e 1948 , America n Jew s hav e bee n fa r mor e 
ambivalent i n thei r relationship t o Israe l tha n we migh t prefer t o 
recall o r acknowledge . "W e Are One " is a  wonderfu l slogan , bu t 
it i s no t goo d history . Afte r th e brie f flurry  o f enthusias m ove r 
independence, America n Jews slippe d int o indifference—s o muc h 
so that Glazer wrote, in his American Judaism, tha t Israel (lik e the 
Holocaust) ha d "remarkabl y slight " effec t o n America n Jew s o f 
the fifties. 

To be sure, tha t change d swiftly an d dramatically i n the spring 
of 1967 . The passionate identification o f American Jews with Israel 
that blossome d afte r th e Six-Day Wa r remained a  potent factor i n 
American Jewish life—fo r exactl y a  decade. Afte r 1977 , however , 
Israel was a constant thorn in the side of American Jewish liberals. 
If Glaze r i s predictin g tha t whe n th e momen t o f choic e arrives , 
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Israel i s likely t o wean America n Jews from liberalism, I  strongly 
dissent. Indeed , I  contemplate a  far bleaker, eve n tragic , scenario: 
liberalism i s likely t o wean American Jews from Israel. The loss of 
Jewish suppor t fo r liberalis m woul d b e bearable ; liberalis m ca n 
survive without Jews. But can Israel, and can the Diaspora, in turn, 
survive without a  Jewish state? I am far more worried that Ameri-
can Jews wil l prefe r liberalis m t o Israe l tha n Israe l t o liberalism . 
What doe s i t sa y abou t America n Jewr y tha t i t migh t prefe r a 
mess o f Wester n libera l pottag e t o it s nationa l birthrigh t i n th e 
Jewish state? 

All of which returns us to our central theme: the place of Jews in 
American society—and, I  would add, the place of American society 
in Jewish history. I f Jews must choose between liberalism, the hall-
mark of our American identity, an d Israel, the badge of our Jewish 
identity, wha t will we do? When liberalism no longer serves as the 
connecting bridg e betwee n Judais m an d Americanism , ho w wil l 
Jews choose? Only time will tel l ho w American Jews will confron t 
the classic dilemma o f divided loyalty tha t the y have struggled so 
long, and so desperately, to elude. 
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Zionism an d America n Politic s 

Melvin I . Urofsk y 

"If I  forget thee , O Zion" has been a pious incantation of the Jewish 
people fo r ove r tw o millennia . Fo r most o f tha t time , i t ha s had a 
venerable religion s meaning ; Jew s woul d continu e t o remembe r 
Zion, an d thei r Go d woul d remembe r them , ultimatel y deliverin g 
them ou t o f th e bondag e o f exil e an d returnin g the m t o th e lan d 
promised t o thei r fathers . Huma n being s alon e coul d d o nothin g 
to brin g abou t thi s deliverance ; God , a t th e chose n time , woul d 
accomplish the miracle . 

In th e nineteent h centur y man y traditiona l Jewish assumption s 
were altered . Th e emancipatio n proces s initiate d b y th e Frenc h 
National Assembl y eventuall y free d Jew s i n variou s land s fro m 
discriminatory regulation s unde r whic h the y ha d live d fo r centu -
ries. Departin g th e ghetto , man y Jews als o sought t o leav e behin d 
what the y considere d anachronisti c religiou s beliefs an d practices . 
The Haskalah , th e so-calle d Jewis h enlightenment , le d Europea n 
Jews to seek cultural an d politica l knowledge heretofore o f second-
ary importance t o them . Fo r some, thi s in tur n le d t o an abandon -
ment o f principles an d ritual s tha t ha d bee n par t o f Jewish lif e fo r 
centuries, includin g frequentl y expresse d hope s for the ingatherin g 
of the exiled Jews to the Holy Land. Refor m Judaism, fo r example , 
which sought a "modern" religion in a society where Jews would be 
French or German or English of the "Judaic persuasion," eliminate d 
the prayers to return to Zion from it s liturgy. 

Exposure to nineteenth-century Europea n secula r thought , espe -
cially the wave s of nationalism tha t swep t ove r th e continent , le d 

151 



152 MELVI N I . UROFSK Y 

other Jews to a  differen t conclusion . The y would see k to return t o 
Zion not by divine intercession but by their own efforts. They would 
go t o Palestine , the y woul d buil d u p th e land , an d the y woul d 
create a  new Zio n themselves . The origins of modern Zionism , th e 
tales of the Biluim and of the First Zionist Congress, are well known 
to us . W e ar e als o awar e tha t from  th e beginnin g Zionis m ha d 
different faction s an d wa s nearl y tor n apar t b y th e resultin g ten -
sions. We can identify th e factions and their leaders: religious Zion-
ists, le d b y Isaa c Jacob Reines , Abraha m Isaa c Kook , an d Meye r 
Berlin (late r Bar-Han) ; socialists , inspire d b y Be r Borocho v an d 
Nachman Syrkin ; cultural o r spiritual Zionists , who adhered t o the 
teachings of Ahad Ha-am; and political Zionists , of whom Theodo r 
Herzl was the towering figure in Europe.1 

From th e beginning , though , thes e strain s overlapped , fa r mor e 
than man y o f thei r adherent s admitted . Eve n th e mos t ferven t so -
cialists often harbore d strong religious and cultura l tie s to the lan d 
of Zion even if they refused t o acknowledge them. Political Zionists, 
who concentrate d o n wha t the y considere d th e chie f task , tha t o f 
securing the international arrangement s tha t would allow the Jew-
ish people to settle once again in its ancient homeland, shared these 
Jewish values . As time went on , these strains of Zionism developed 
their ow n agendas , no t just religious , economic , an d cultural , bu t 
political a s well . Rathe r tha n acknowledgin g ho w muc h the y ha d 
in common , the y ofte n seeme d ben t o n emphasizin g thei r differ -
ences. Th e ol d sa w abou t th e multiplicit y o f Jewis h opinion s 
seemed the hallmark of the Zionist movement in the first part of the 
twentieth century . 

American Zionis m fro m th e star t mirrore d th e Europea n move -
ment i n it s fragmentation . I t als o differed from  i t i n man y signifi -
cant ways , an d thes e differences woul d prov e critica l a s the years 
went on. 2 Thus, American Jews did not face the rampant antisemi -
tism tha t ha d lon g marked Europea n society. 3 As a  result , certai n 
types of Zionism did not take root a s strongly in this country a s did 
others. Socialists , fo r example , foun d th e Unite d State s s o open a 
society an d econom y that , instea d o f attackin g capitalism , the y 
often ende d u p becomin g capitalist s themselves . Also , immigrant s 
coming to the New World wanted t o become "Amerikaners" and t o 
shed as quickly as possible every cultural trai t tha t marked them as 



ZIONISM AN D AMERICA N POLITIC S 15 3 

different, b e i t th e speech , dress , or religious practices of Europea n 
Jews. 

If being to o religiou s o r to o socialis t mad e recen t Jewish immi -
grants uncomfortable , the y foun d durin g th e Firs t World Wa r tha t 
political Zionis m wa s no t onl y acceptabl e bu t highl y effective . 
They learned , a s Loui s D . Brandei s constantl y preache d t o them , 
that the y coul d b e bot h goo d American s an d goo d Jews b y bein g 
good Zionists.4 

I have argued elsewhere that , give n the circumstances of Ameri-
can societ y i n th e first  decade s o f th e twentiet h century , onl y th e 
Brandeisian for m o f Zionism , wit h it s emphasi s o n America n val -
ues, could have succeeded.5 It succeeded brilliantly, not only during 
the Firs t Worl d Wa r bu t als o afte r th e Second , whe n America n 
Zionists influence d th e politica l situatio n tha t helpe d creat e th e 
State of Israel . I n certain ways , the very nature of American politi -
cal Zionism was the cause of its great failure—the inabilit y to save 
European Jews in the 1930 s and 1940s—an d the cause of its decline 
after 1949 . I want briefly to limn the contours of American Zionism, 
both it s triumph s an d it s failures , an d t o sugges t wh y a  politica l 
route ma y hav e bee n th e onl y feasibl e on e fo r Zionis m i n thi s 
country. 

On th e ev e o f Worl d Wa r I , Zionis m i n th e Unite d State s seeme d 
moribund. Th e umbrella organization , th e Federatio n o f America n 
Zionists (FAZ) , had abou t twelv e thousand members , a  large num-
ber o f the m recen t immigrants , ou t o f a  tota l Jewis h populatio n 
that approached two million. The most dynamic figure in the move-
ment, Rabb i Stephen S. Wise, had resigned from office , frustrate d b y 
the backstabbin g an d pett y jealousie s o f Europea n leader s wh o 
treated American Jewry as a provincial backwater good for nothin g 
else bu t monetar y suppor t (which , the y complained , neve r me t 
their expectations) . 

The problems of the American Zionists went beyond the animosi-
ties between th e world organizatio n an d th e American one . Immi -
grant Jew s looke d no t t o th e Zionists , mos t o f who m wer e them -
selves also newcomers, bu t to the German Jews, the Yahudim, wh o 
had immigrated a  generation earlie r and were now well establishe d 
economically an d socially . Th e Yahudi m emphasize d th e nee d fo r 
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rapid Americanization; they urged those who had recently arrived 
to shed their old language, their old clothes, and their old religious 
practices. Nothing less fit their notion of true American values than 
Zionism, which they derided as fostering dual loyalties. I t was one 
thing to pray, i n the abstract , fo r a return to Zion (althoug h most 
of the m a s Reform Jews did not do that); i t was quite anothe r t o 
embark on a harebrained scheme to bring it about.6 

The leaders of the FAZ could do little to galvanize the members; 
most paid the shekel but did little else to further the Zionist cause. 
After all , the y ha d mad e aliyah,  no t t o Eret z Yisrael , bu t t o th e 
goldine medine,  America . Here they faced daily problems of making 
a living, of keeping a roof over their heads and food on their family 
tables. Th e America n capitalis t syste m offere d enoug h o f a  chal -
lenge; socialists did not have time t o worry about the Utopia the y 
hoped to build in Palestine. Religious Jews discovered that a land of 
freedom coul d b e just a s destructive o f traditio n a s a  land o f po-
groms, while those who read Ahad Ha-am had a better idea of what 
a cultura l cente r might resembl e in some future Jewish homelan d 
than ho w t o foste r tha t Jewis h cultur e i n America . Asid e fro m 
raising some money fo r the Jewish Nationa l Fun d and the Zionis t 
Bank, the FAZ did not offer much by way of a program. 

All thi s change d whe n wa r brok e ou t i n Augus t 1914 . Zionist s 
now ha d a  specific task , tha t o f saving th e fledgling Jewish settle -
ments in Palestine. I t soon became clear that the American Jewish 
Committee, th e organization o f the Yahudim, dominate d oversea s 
charity work. Th e Zionists would have to figure out not only how 
to raise money but also how to deliver that money to Palestine, and 
at the same tim e ho w t o gain a  voice i n America n Jewish affairs . 
These tasks called not for religious zeal , socialis t idealism , o r cul-
tural sensitivit y bu t fo r politica l pragmatism—th e strengt h tha t 
Louis D. Brandeis and his lieutenants brought to American Zionism 
when they took over the leadership in the summer of 1914. 

Brandeis an d me n lik e Feli x Frankfurter , Julia n Mack , Bernar d 
Flexner, an d Stephe n Wis e ha d hone d thei r politica l skill s i n th e 
arena of progressive reform. If , a s some critics claimed, the y made 
redeeming the Holy Land sound like enacting a  factory safety law , 
they prove d adep t a t both . Withi n a  short perio d th e invigorate d 
Zionist movemen t becam e a  majo r playe r no t onl y i n America n 



ZIONISM AN D AMERICA N POLITIC S 15 5 

Jewish affairs but also in American political life. I t played an effec-
tive role in raising relief funds, and , throug h the American Jewish 
Congress movement , i t challenge d th e Yahudi m fo r leadershi p o f 
the community . Whe n Grea t Britai n expresse d a  willingnes s t o 
sponsor a  Jewis h homelan d i n Palestin e afte r th e war , Brandei s 
and Wise played a  critical rol e in securing approva l of the Balfou r 
Declaration from the Wilso n administration . B y 1919 , th e Zionis t 
Organization o f Americ a (ZOA) , a s i t wa s no w called , ha d ove r 
170,000 members, operated medical and relief facilities in Palestine, 
and had access to the world's leaders at the Paris Peace Conference. 

Why thi s sudde n success , an d wh y th e collaps e o f thi s powe r 
within two years? Success came because the war presented tangible 
objectives that the Zionists could addres s through methods accept-
able t o th e genera l populace . Relie f wor k fo r th e settlement s i n 
Palestine could be seen as part of a larger effort by many Americans 
to hel p war-tor n communitie s i n Europe , suc h a s th e progra m 
headed b y Herbert Hoove r to ai d Belgium. Just a s immigrants and 
their childre n assiste d relative s an d friends in th e ol d country , i n 
the Zionist case Jews were helping other Jews. 

For quite differen t reasons , th e Zionist s als o foun d widesprea d 
public suppor t fo r th e Balfou r Declaration . Althoug h som e Chris-
tian groups opposed granting Jews hegemony over Palestine, man y 
more believed that bot h divine an d secular reasons justified a  Jew-
ish return . Fo r some sects , Jewish retur n t o th e Hol y Lan d would 
precede the second coming of Christ and should therefore be encour-
aged, a belief that still undergirds fundamentalist Christia n support 
of Israel . Also , th e Zionis t campaig n mad e suppor t o f th e Balfou r 
Declaration appea r very American, a n endorsement o f Jewish pio-
neers settling an d reclaimin g a  wilderness, jus t a s Americans ha d 
done. 

One can speculate that antisemitism and xenophobia also played 
a role. Immigration restriction had been gaining ground even before 
the wa r an d eve n wo n it s first  major victor y i n th e passin g o f a 
literacy tes t fo r immigrant s ove r Wilson' s vet o i n 1917 . Th e wa r 
slowed dow n migratio n bu t th e pace picke d u p immediately afte r 
the end of hostilities , triggerin g renewed effort s t o limit o r cut of f 
the flood of newcomers enterin g th e country . Man y of the prewa r 
immigrants had been Jews from Eastern Europe, and Zionists recog-
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nized tha t ther e woul d b e n o plac e fo r the m t o g o i f th e anti -
immigration force s ha d thei r way . B y calling fo r a  hom e in Pales -
tine, the Zionists played this card to their advantage . 

Relief wor k an d lobbyin g fo r th e Balfou r Declaratio n involve d 
little tha t coul d b e described a s overtly Jewish. America n Zionists , 
then an d later , woul d hav e thei r greates t success when the y coul d 
clothe their efforts i n nonreligious garb. They could utilize as justi-
fication fo r thei r movemen t th e age-ol d yearnin g fo r redemption , 
but that was an idealization tha t Christia n Americans could easil y 
accept withou t identifyin g i t a s peculiarl y Jewish . Moreover , fo r 
American Zionists , return wa s indeed a n abstraction ; the y wante d 
a homelan d no t fo r themselve s bu t fo r Jews fleeing  persecution i n 
Europe. I n short , th e Zionist s would b e most effective , a s Brandei s 
predicted, when they acted primarily as Americans and not as Jews. 

This prove d anathem a t o Chai m Weizman n an d th e leadershi p 
of European Zionism . Fo r them redemptio n ha d no t onl y religiou s 
connotations but also an immediate relevance for their own lives— 
they di d pla n t o make aliyah,  the y di d pla n t o participate person -
ally in rebuilding the land, and , regardless of their party affiliation , 
they did wholeheartedly believ e that the rebuilt homeland in Pales-
tine, whateve r it s politica l o r economi c configuration , woul d b e 
Jewish. T o them , th e Brandeisia n approac h robbe d Zionis m o f it s 
Jewish core , reducin g i t t o littl e mor e tha n a  philanthropi c 
endeavor. 

Soon afte r th e war , Weizman n an d hi s coteri e decide d t o wres t 
the momentu m bac k fro m th e America n leadership . O n on e level , 
this amounte d t o littl e mor e tha n a  power play t o determine wh o 
would gover n th e invigorated Zionis t enterprise . On anothe r level , 
however, i t involved a  struggle for the Jewish soul of Zionism.7 

The Eastern European immigrants who made up the bulk of ZOA 
membership ha d applaude d th e Brandei s leadership an d revele d i n 
the ide a tha t Zionism—t o the m a n overwhelmingl y Jewish activ -
ity—could b e mad e respectabl y American . Bu t the y neve r under -
stood or accepted th e nuances tha t Brandei s used to make Zionis m 
divisible from Judaism. Whe n Weizmann came to America i n 1921, 
they saw a Jewish leader who was recognizably Jewish, a  mentsh, a 
man who spoke Yiddish as well a s English and who emphasized th e 
Jewishness o f th e return . Give n thi s situation an d th e attitude s of 
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American Jewry at the time, Weizmann won his victory at the ZOA 
convention in Cleveland in 1921. 8 

Weizmann installed his supporters, all of whom shared his views, 
as the leadershi p of the movement . America n Zionis m practicall y 
disappeared in the 1920s ; membership dropped from 180,00 0 in 1919 
to eighteen thousand in 1929. In the Roaring Twenties, a movement 
that emphasize d ethni c o r religiou s particularis m seeme d ou t o f 
step i n a  natio n tha t close d it s gate s t o furthe r immigration , a 
nation i n whic h th e K u Klu x Kla n an d othe r group s preache d a 
doctrine o f conformit y t o white , Christia n values. 9 Th e declin e 
could not , o f course , b e blame d entirel y o n th e incompetenc e o f 
Louis Lipsk y an d hi s clique . Eve n ha d th e Brandeisian s retaine d 
power there would have been a drop in membership and influence. 
But one segment of American Zionism did not abando n the earlier 
model: Hadassah, which continued to follow the Brandeisian ethos, 
alone o f al l America n Zionis t group s retained it s strength an d in-
fluence during this decade. 

The Brandeisians , no w le d b y Stephen Wis e an d Rober t Szold , re-
turned to power in the early thirties and began the slow process of 
rebuilding th e movement . Unfortunately , a t th e sam e tim e the y 
had to deal with the greatest threat ever faced by the Jewish people. 
Some writer s hav e place d particula r blam e o n America n Zionist s 
for America n Jewry' s failur e t o rescu e Europea n Jew s fro m th e 
Nazis. The y charg e th e Zionist s wit h refusin g t o cooperat e wit h 
other groups and with ignoring possibilities for rescue in a calculat-
ing, cold-bloode d driv e t o secur e a  Jewish stat e afte r th e war. 10 

Other scholar s hav e argue d that , give n condition s durin g th e De -
pression and in wartime America, American Jews did all they could 
have done; nothing would have deterred Hitler from his monomani-
acal quest to exterminate the Jewish people.11 

My views coincide wit h thos e of th e latte r group. 12 Let me sug-
gest that , i n th e 1930 s an d 1940s , rescu e i n th e sens e o f bringin g 
Jews to America went against what could be considered "American 
values."13 Placin g rescu e first  would hav e appeare d t o b e specia l 
pleading for a particular group at a  cost that al l American s would 
have t o pay . A s lon g a s million s o f American s remaine d ou t o f 
work, and as long as American boys faced death at the hands of the 
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Axis, special pleading for Jews—or for any other ethnic or religious 
group—would hav e triggere d opposition an d not support from the 
American people.14 

Stephen Wis e recognize d thi s an d s o di d Abb a Hille l Silver . I t 
was Silve r who mad e th e decisio n that , i f th e Zionist s coul d no t 
effect a  rescue during the war, they should get on with the task of 
securing a n independen t Jewis h homelan d s o tha t th e survivor s 
would hav e a  place to go after th e war. 15 This decision should be 
placed in the context o f Zionist political activit y a s described ear-
lier. Th e number s o f America n Zionist s increased ; thei r influenc e 
expanded; they won widespread support from all segments of Amer-
ican society a s they focuse d thei r energie s on th e task of securing 
an independent Jewish state in Palestine. 

Part of their success derived from their skillful exploitation of the 
guilt th e Holocaus t ha d engendere d i n Christia n America . Othe r 
Jewish groups that wanted to bring Jews to America did not succeed 
because their appeals struck Congress as special pleading, pleadin g 
at th e expens e o f othe r group s als o wounde d b y th e wa r an d o f 
Americans i n general. 16 Th e Zionist s pu t forwar d a  pla n tha t di d 
not threaten American jobs or resources. They called on Americans 
to help the Yishuv stand on its own feet, t o allow Palestine to be a 
haven fo r th e oppressed—i n short , t o d o th e "America n thing. " 
Probably no more successful lobb y effort can be found in American 
history tha n tha t undertake n b y th e America n Zionist s afte r th e 
war, and it succeeded in large part because an Americanized leader-
ship, schoole d i n America n politica l practice , utilize d traditiona l 
American devices to win support for what they depicted as a proto-
typically American enterprise. There was little if any religious con-
tent to the Zionist effort. The y reminded the American people that 
Jews had been the major victims of the Nazis; for millions of Ameri-
cans, a s wel l a s for America n Jews, t o b e good American s i n th e 
late 1940 s mean t bein g goo d Zionists , define d a s supportin g th e 
creation of a Jewish state. 

Then, once again, a movement that bestrode the American political 
scene lik e a  colossu s collapse d an d practicall y disappeare d fro m 
view. Fort y years after the establishment of Israel, American Zion-
ism is a hollow shell without purpose or influence. The only excep-
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tion i s still Hadassah , an d even tha t group does not comman d th e 
power i t enjoye d i n pas t years. Ther e ar e several reason s fo r thi s 
development. On e o f the m migh t b e describe d a s becomin g th e 
victim of success.17 

Traditionally th e Zionis t movemen t outsid e o f th e Hol y Lan d 
had thre e majo r programs—fundraising , education , an d politica l 
activity. Hadassa h raise d mone y t o suppor t medica l an d educa -
tional work in the Yishuv ; the Jewish National Fun d sought fund s 
to reclai m lan d an d plan t trees . Othe r Zionis t agencie s supporte d 
educational work , suc h a s teaching Hebrew as a modern language 
or runnin g summe r camp s t o prepar e peopl e t o liv e i n Palestine . 
Political activit y involved lobbying Congress, garnering public sup-
port, an d making presentations t o the Congress , the League of Na-
tions, royal commissions, and the United Nations. 

The crises of the Holocaus t an d the establishmen t o f Israe l ha d 
meant tha t th e Zionist s ha d t o pu t nearl y al l o f thei r energy an d 
resources int o politica l activit y i n th e decad e endin g wit h Israel i 
independence. Now , th e sovereig n Jewis h state—no t th e Zionis t 
Organization o f America—woul d spea k fo r th e Yishu v t o th e 
United States , th e Unite d Nations , an d othe r worl d bodies . Eve n 
before 1948 , the locus of fundraising ha d shifted fro m Zionist agen-
cies t o th e Unite d Jewis h Appeal , whic h ha d acces s t o a  large r 
constituency an d to wealthy Jews who might b e friendly t o Israe l 
but did not consider themselves Zionists. Moreover , the largest sin-
gle source of outside funds for Israel in the past four decades has not 
been the Jewish communities of the Diaspora, bu t the government 
of the United States, to which Israel i officials spoke . The ZOA had 
never done well in its educational efforts (nor , for that matter, had 
any othe r Zionis t bod y outsid e a  ver y limite d periphery) . Wha t 
would Zionists do? 

They could do little. I n part this resulted from a decision by the 
Israeli government and its prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, to cut 
down the power of American Zionism an d especially the influenc e 
of Abba Hillel Silver, whom Ben-Gurion saw as a rival.18 But even if 
Ben-Gurion ha d wante d t o maintai n a  strong Zionis t forc e i n th e 
Diaspora, i t i s unlikel y tha t h e woul d hav e succeeded . Give n th e 
American polity , i t woul d hav e bee n impossibl e fo r a n America n 
organization t o b e a  strong an d continuin g advocat e o f a  foreig n 
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nation an d its policies . Moreover , th e contradictions betwee n th e 
Israeli an d Europea n Zionis t agend a an d th e philosoph y o f th e 
American Jewish communit y woul d hav e le d a t som e poin t t o a 
split. 

Even had ther e bee n n o divergence betwee n America n Zionis m 
and the Israeli government, hard times would have befallen Ameri-
can Zionism after 1949 . Membership in the movement dropped after 
the establishmen t o f Israel , jus t a s i t ha d plummete d afte r th e 
success o f Worl d Wa r I . Man y Jews joined th e Zionis t movemen t 
because i t wa s th e onl y outle t throug h whic h the y coul d expres s 
support fo r th e Yishuv . Afte r 1949 , America n Jewr y becam e Zi -
onized in the sense that nearly al l American Jews support the con-
tinued existenc e o f the State of Israel . Bu t they do so not through 
Zionist organizations (wit h the exception of Hadassah) but through 
local community federations and the United Jewish Appeal.19 

Zionism in the United States today is the legacy of the Brandeis 
era i n tha t i t i s widespread , doe s no t hol d aliyah  t o b e a  centra l 
tenet, an d supports the Jewish community i n th e Hol y Land . I t is 
far mor e philanthropi c tha n ideological . Whil e Israe l occupie s a 
central place in the minds and hearts of American Jews,20 it does so 
as a cultural and emotional symbol rather than a religious one. 

American Jews express their support of Israel through donations 
to the UJA and specific programs such as the Hadassah hospital, the 
American Friend s of Israel i Universities , an d so forth. The y trave l 
to Israe l an d ma y eve n sen d thei r childre n ther e fo r summe r o r 
semester programs. When Israel is endangered, they are vocal in its 
support. Bu t Zionist organizations such as the ZOA, Mizrachi, an d 
even Hadassah are notable by their absence from any central place 
in thi s scheme . Th e chie f orga n fo r th e expressio n o f America n 
Jewish views is the Council of Presidents of Major Jewish Organiza-
tions. While a Zionist will occasionally b e elected as the spokeper-
son, h e or she will no t bring any overtly "Zionist" message to that 
task, othe r tha n generalize d suppor t o f Israel . Th e mos t effectiv e 
Israel lobb y i s th e American-Israe l Publi c Affair s Committe e (AI -
PAC), a registered agent of a foreign government.21 

Does this mean that American Zionists no longer play a political 
role in th e nation' s life ? In comparison t o the work of the Zionis t 
Organization o f America from 191 7 to 191 9 under Brandeis, or the 
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American Zionis t Emergenc y Counci l unde r Silver an d Wis e fro m 
1942 to 1949, there is no organized Zionist presence on the American 
political scene today. I f we define Zionism as support of Israel, then 
the federations , th e Counci l o f Presidents , an d other s wor k long , 
hard, an d effectivel y t o maintai n publi c suppor t fo r th e Jewis h 
state. Their success is limited by variations of the same constraints 
that limite d Zionist s during the 1930 s and 1940s—suppor t o f Israel 
must b e cas t i n term s o f America n interest s an d America n 
principles. 

During mos t o f th e pas t fort y years thi s ha s no t bee n difficult . 
Americans had little love for the Arab states, which have nondemo-
cratic governments . Th e rise of Islami c fundamentalism , wit h ha -
tred o f Israe l a s a  rallying cry , ha s no t se t wel l wit h Americans , 
who, n o matter how strong their own religious convictions, believ e 
in separatio n o f churc h an d state . Unti l 1980 , Israe l seeme d t o 
be Davi d battlin g Goliath , an d it s impressiv e militar y victories , 
especially in 1967, won the hearts of many Americans. From 1949 to 
1980 one could be pro-Israel and call for American support of Israel 
on the grounds that it would be good for America. 

Since 1980 , this has not been easy . Israel' s invasion of Lebanon, 
its rule of Arabs in the occupied territories, its intransigence regard-
ing discussions with the PLO, and the rise of a Jewish fundamental -
ism a s narrow minde d a s it s Islami c counterpart s hav e le d t o sig-
nificant declin e in support of Israel , no t only amon g Americans in 
general bu t als o amon g American Jews. I t is, afte r all , difficul t t o 
talk about "endangered Israel" when the evening news features film 
clips o f Israel i soldier s beatin g Ara b children . Th e principl e tha t 
held true in 1917 , in 1941 , and in 199 1 remains constant: American 
Jews lobby effectively t o support the Jews in the Holy Land only if 
such support is perceived as not running counter to American ideals 
or interests. 22 Th e Gul f War , i n whic h Israe l showe d remarkabl e 
constraint, ha s made th e backin g o f Israe l onc e agai n compatibl e 
with th e overal l schem e o f America n interests ; picture s o f Israel i 
children in gas masks huddling in shelters during SCUD attacks did 
much t o cancel , a t leas t temporarily , th e earlier pictures of Israe l 
as a brutal occupational force . 

In sum, the success of American Zionists, either in earlier organi-
zational manifestations or in a generalized contemporary form, has 
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been directly tied to how well they acted within acceptable Ameri-
can norms. So long as the Zionists remained dominated by European 
ideological thinking , the y wer e ineffective . Th e America n peopl e 
would only side with the Zionist dream, and later the Jewish state, 
if they could see it in terms of American ideals and principles; in a 
similar fashion the American government has been most supportive 
of Israel when it has appeared to be in America's interests to be so. 

In the debate over the alleged failure of American Jewry during 
the Holocaust years, critics have accused American Jews in general 
and the Zionist s in particular of not using their immense politica l 
power. The error here is to assume that the successes of the Zionists 
in rallying support for Israel , such as in the late 1940 s and then in 
the midsixties , represent s th e normativ e leve l o f Zionis t political 
power. Althoug h th e so-calle d Jewish lobb y i s well organized , it s 
power is far less than meets the eye. The best study of this subject 
concludes tha t althoug h th e pro-Israe l lobb y doe s hav e politica l 
muscle, it s story "i s a very American story, . . . a  tale o f how th e 
American system works, for better or for worse, and how one group 
has exploited it on behalf of its own interests."23 

What Zionis t leader s wit h an y understandin g o f th e America n 
political proces s learned lon g ag o is that thei r achievement s wer e 
directly related to their ability to channel their efforts within main-
stream American politics . Whe n they could argue that th e Zionist 
cause complemented American interests and ideals, they flourished; 
when the y coul d not , n o matter ho w grea t th e need , the y failed . 
The politicization of American Zionists is, therefore, in many ways 
their Americanization as well. 
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C H A P T E R I I 

Spiritual Zionist s an d 
Jewish Sovereignt y 

Arthur A , Gore n 

In a  semina l essay , "Th e Americanization o f Zionism, 1880-1930, " 
Ben Halper n compare d tw o strand s o f Zionism. 1 One , secula r an d 
political, associate d wit h Loui s Brandeis , cam e t o dominat e th e 
American Zionis t scene . Bu t i n fact , th e other , cultura l an d spiri -
tual, Halpern claimed, was the more "thoroughly American varian t 
of Zionism." I t "succeede d mos t full y i n impressing it s stamp upo n 
American Jewr y a t large. " I t wa s le d b y a  grou p o f "rabbinica l 
Zionists aroun d th e Jewish Theologica l Seminary , beginnin g wit h 
their all y Juda h Magne s an d culminatin g i n th e full y develope d 
theories of Mordecai Kaplan . Their religious revision of the ideas of 
Ahad Ha-a m an d Dubno w fitted  wel l int o th e plac e allote d t o th e 
Jews as a religious community i n the American scheme of things."2 

The discussio n tha t follow s examine s on e face t o f thi s cultural -
spiritual strand of American Zionism . I t probes the response of fou r 
influential figures  wh o define d themselve s a s cultura l o r spiritua l 
Zionists to the two penultimate, decisiv e political events in Zionis t 
history: the Balfour Declaration' s expression of support for a  Jewish 
national hom e in Palestin e an d th e final  struggl e for th e establish -
ment of the Jewish state. Following the British cabinet's issuance of 
the Balfou r Declaratio n i n Novembe r 191 7 an d fo r severa l year s 
thereafter, Israe l Friedlaender, professor of Bible at the Jewish Theo-
logical Seminary , an d Juda h Magnes , a n ordaine d Refor m rabb i 
close to Seminary circle s and chairma n o f the Ne w York Kehillah , 
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were th e mos t importan t spiritua l Zionist s t o contribut e t o th e 
public debate that ensued. Nearly two and a half decades later, in 
May 1942 , a n extraordinar y conferenc e o f America n Zionist s 
adopted th e Biltmor e progra m callin g fo r th e establishmen t o f a 
Jewish commonwealt h i n Palestine . Fro m tha t momen t unti l th e 
Jewish state was proclaimed six years later, th e question preoccu-
pied th e organize d Jewish community . Onc e again , tw o spiritua l 
Zionists—this tim e Mordeca i Kaplan , lon g associate d wit h th e 
Seminary, an d Loui s Finkelstein , th e Seminary' s president—grap -
pled wit h th e meanin g o f Jewish sovereignty . Fo r thes e Zionists , 
Jewish politica l sovereignt y wa s problematic . Th e reaso n fo r thi s 
brings into focus some of the dilemmas inherent in spiritual Zionism 
and explains in part the political reticence of its ideologists, except 
for a  shor t perio d durin g th e earl y years o f th e America n Zionis t 
movement. 

During tha t shor t bu t revealin g period , spiritua l Zionists , i n fact , 
directed th e affair s o f th e movement . Fro m 190 5 to 1911 , Magnes 
and Friedlaende r hel d hig h offic e i n th e Federatio n o f America n 
Zionists and were its most prominent spokesmen. In 1905, Solomon 
Schechter, the esteemed president of the Seminary, officially joined 
the Federatio n an d soo n afte r issue d hi s influentia l statemen t o n 
Zionism that stressed its religious-national character . "Th e rebirth 
of Israel' s nationa l consciousnes s an d th e reviva l o f Israel' s reli -
gion," h e declared , "ar e inseparable." 3 Althoug h Magnes , Fried -
laender, an d thei r coworker s amon g th e leader s o f th e movemen t 
subscribed to Schechter's pronouncement, thei r conception of what 
Zionism shoul d b e in Americ a was more inclusive tha n his . Their 
beliefs ar e bes t understoo d throug h a  brie f consideratio n o f th e 
Zionist program they formulated. 

The hallmark o f thei r program was thei r calculated attemp t t o 
integrate th e need s of American Jews with Zionism' s goals. Thes e 
pragmatic spiritua l Zionist s emphasized thos e phase s of th e world 
Zionist platfor m tha t the y believe d bes t enable d th e America n 
movement t o appea l t o th e masse s o f America n Jews , an d the y 
sidestepped ideological positions that appeared inappropriate in the 
American context . On e example , thei r shunnin g o f th e preemi -
nence tha t th e worl d movemen t assigne d t o political action , wil l 
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suffice. I n June 1906 , in a  plaintive lette r t o David Wolffsohn, th e 
president o f th e Worl d Zionis t Organization , Magnes , th e newl y 
elected secretar y o f th e Federation , begge d for a  presidential mes -
sage o f encouragemen t fo r th e Federation' s annua l convention . 
While no t questionin g th e "thoroug h politica l character " o f th e 
world movement , Magne s aske d Wolffsohn , "i f no t officially , a t 
least morally, " t o sanctio n th e suppor t o f "activ e wor k i n Pales -
tine." The world organization's preoccupation with political work, 
Magnes complained , importan t a s i t wa s "fro m th e poin t o f vie w 
of th e developmen t o f politic s i n Europe, " was o f n o interes t t o 
American Jews.4 

In fashioning an indigenous American Zionism that would speak 
to American Jewry as a whole, th e spiritual Zionists confronted, a s 
their predecessor s had , th e dilemm a pose d b y th e fundamenta l 
premise o f classica l Zionism : Jewish homelessness , a  problem tha t 
was t o b e solve d onl y throug h geographi c concentratio n i n Eret z 
Yisrael, di d not apply to American Jews. Indeed , on first sight, th e 
mass migration to America disproved the central thesis of Zionism's 
solution o f th e Jewish problem . I n copin g wit h th e paradox , th e 
spiritual Zionist s expande d upo n th e formulation s the y inherite d 
from such earl y leader s o f th e movemen t a s Richard Gottheill . I n 
the first place, the basic tenet of Zionism was declared valid for the 
other Jewish diasporas—not for the American diaspora, which was 
exceptional. To  keep it exceptional,  immigratio n was best deflected 
to Palestine, which would advance the cause and avert the creation 
of a "Jewish problem" in America. In the second place, the spiritual 
Zionists explicitly accepted the permanency and desirability of Jew-
ish lif e i n America . Althoug h neve r state d s o baldly , self-interes t 
demanded a  strong Zionist movement in America, both to channel 
immigration elsewher e an d to enrich culturally an d direct spiritu-
ally a  community made up of growing numbers of new immigrants 
adrift i n a  sea o f socia l an d persona l turmoil . Th e programmati c 
side of the dual strategy the spiritual Zionists adopted consisted, on 
the one hand, o f organizational innovation s such as establishing a 
Zionist fraterna l orde r to better mobilize communa l an d financial 
support fo r th e cause . Bu t th e leadershi p faile d dismall y i n thes e 
undertakings. On the other hand, the leaders formulated a  doctrine 
that locate d America n Zionis m firmly within th e Jewish commu -
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nity. The demand for the democratization of Jewish communal life , 
a cardina l precep t o f Zionism i n Europe , was adapted t o America n 
circumstances. Th e example s pa r excellenc e o f thi s strateg y wer e 
the earl y attempt s t o launc h a  nationa l representativ e bod y o f 
American Jewry, th e kehillah movement , an d support of all collab-
orative communa l enterprise s suc h a s educatio n an d oversea s 
relief.5 

The othe r componen t o f th e progra m th e spiritua l Zionist s es -
poused—its cultura l an d spiritua l dimension—wa s it s mos t im -
portant legacy . Israe l Friedlaender , Juda h Magnes , an d Mordeca i 
Kaplan—and, hoverin g i n th e background , Solomo n Schechter — 
placed great stress on the benefits Zionism would bring to American 
Jews. Simply put, they presented Zionism as a cultural and spiritual 
movement tha t woul d become , i n th e word s o f Schechter , "th e 
mighty bulwark agains t th e incessantly assailin g forces of assimila-
tion." At th e cor e o f thei r Zionis m wa s Judaism, a s Schechter ha d 
formulated it , whic h Friedlaende r define d a s " a nationa l religion , 
its beare r a  nationa l community. " Th e nationa l religio n ha d pre -
served th e memor y o f a  nationa l lif e i n th e lan d o f Israe l an d th e 
hope fo r th e retur n t o Zion . Th e rebirt h Zionis m promise d woul d 
bring about a  rapprochement betwee n the contending definitions of 
the Jewis h peopl e tha t ha d marke d it s entr y int o moder n life : a 
religious fait h o r a  nationa l entity . Fulfillin g Zionis m woul d g o 
hand in hand with a  religious revival anchored in historic Judaism.6 

However, in contrast with Schechter, who rejected an y compromise 
with Jewis h secularism , th e Magnes-Friedlaende r grou p posite d a 
different priority. 7 Magne s aphorized , "Zionis m mean s battl e o n 
behalf o f Jews an d Judaism. Ther e ca n b e no Judaism withou t th e 
Jews. Zionism is the battle to save Judaism by saving the Jews." For 
the Jews of Eastern Europe it meant fighting  "fo r thei r equal politi -
cal rights , fo r thei r economi c betterment , fo r a n eventua l plac e of 
refuge fo r thousand s i n our ancien t home , th e lan d o f Israel. " Bor-
rowing from Ahad Ha-am, he continued, "I f in the lands of oppres-
sion, the Jews be held in bodily bondage, in the lands of freedom al l 
too man y ar e spiritua l slaves. " Zionism's tas k wa s "t o mak e Jews 
free . . . i n body and spirit." 8 

The spiritua l Zionis m o f Friedlaende r an d Magne s was , conse -
quently, al l inclusive. As nationalists, they considered the preserva-
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tion o f th e Jewish people , whereve r i t migh t be , a s a  value tran -
scending al l particularisti c conception s o f Judais m an d Zionism . 
Each saw himself primarily a s an educator of American Jewry. On 
the lecture circuit, in articles and books, and not infrequently fro m 
the pulpit o r university podium , the y addresse d the contemporar y 
problems o f America n Jews : Jewish grou p survival , cultura l an d 
spiritual continuity and revival, and the place of Zionism and Juda-
ism i n th e lif e o f America n Jews. The y rejecte d wit h vehemenc e 
the negation-of-#a/ut concept . I f they despaired at times about the 
cultural an d spiritua l stat e o f th e ne w Jewish cente r i n America , 
the Zionis t reviva l i n Eret z Yisrae l promise d t o radiat e spiritua l 
and cultura l sustenance . Her e was th e importanc e o f Zionis m fo r 
American Jews . I n a  word , fo r thes e Zionists , education , rathe r 
than politics, was the decisive Zionist act.9 

This spiritual conceptio n o f an Americanized Zionis m coexiste d 
with a  secula r versio n tha t rathe r quickl y becam e th e prevailin g 
one with the advent of Brandeis to leadership in 1914 . The reasons 
are known: the increasing secularization of Jewish life, the political 
cast o f th e ne w Zionism , an d th e "nonsectarian " emphasi s o f a 
movement seekin g th e broades t commo n denominator . Bu t surely 
the most powerful an d immediate factor was the cataclysm of war. 
With al l of European Jewry caught up in the conflagration an d the 
tiny Zionis t settlemen t i n Palestin e facin g annihilation , force -
ful leader s wer e require d mor e tha n devote d educators . I t wa s 
this sens e o f extrem e peri l tha t explain s Brandeis' s astonishin g 
acceptance o f th e leadershi p o f America n Zionism . "Organize, " 
"mobilize," "numbers," "fundraising," and "efficiency" became the 
watchwords. 

In accounting fo r the enormous growth of the movemen t unde r 
Brandeis's leadership , w e mus t recogniz e tha t mor e was involve d 
than hi s eminence , politica l acumen , an d organizationa l ability . 
At a time when a militant nativis m increasingly demanded uncon-
ditional assimilation , an d the compact masses of Yiddish-speakin g 
immigrants loomed so large and threatening in their alienism in the 
eyes of th e acculturate d Jewish establishment , Zionism' s ultimat e 
goal of national sovereignty for the Jewish people raised the specter 
of dual loyalties . Spokesme n fo r Reform Judaism aggravate d thes e 
fears by intensifying thei r ideologica l wa r agains t Zionism , whic h 
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they considere d no t onl y historicall y an d theologicall y fals e bu t 
also politicall y perilous . Brandei s addresse d thes e issues . Melvi n 
Urofsky, in his studies of American Zionism, has ascribed the move-
ment's success to Brandeis's seminal role in formulating an ideology 
of an American Zionism that legitimized i t in American terms . By 
defining Zionis m a s th e highes t idea l o f th e Jewis h people—th e 
quest for social justice—and equating that ideal as America's high-
est as well, Brandei s identified Zionis m with Americanism. A  typi-
cal Brandeis remark pointed to the "self-governing" Zionist colonies 
being buil t b y "ou r Jewish Pilgri m Fathers. " These models o f pro-
gressive democrac y wer e proo f o f th e compatibilit y o f America n 
and Zionis t values . "Th e descendant s o f th e Pilgri m Fathers, " he 
commented on another occasion, "should not find it hard to under-
stand and sympathize with it [Zionism]."10 

However, th e Brandeisian formula faile d t o lay to rest a n inner 
disquiet. Wheneve r Jewish sovereignty i n Palestin e becam e an in-
ternational issue, it distressed American Jews, including some Zion-
ists. I n fact , whe n th e Balfou r Declaratio n wa s issued , Brandei s 
wrote privately that he neither advised nor desired an independent 
state. H e considered statehood " a most serious menace."11 At such 
times, th e spiritua l Zionist s coul d b e eloquen t defender s o f th e 
Zionist cause. Religious figures occupied a respected place in Ameri-
can publi c life . Whe n the spiritua l Zionist s invoked scriptur e an d 
theology, the y effectivel y refute d th e attack s o f classica l Refor m 
Judaism an d Christia n anti-Zionism . B y placin g Zionis m i n th e 
prophetic tradition , on e stol e th e thunde r o f th e Reformer s an d 
spoke t o Christia n Americ a i n term s i t understood . "Th e Jewish 
prophets," Friedlaender chide d a  gentile America n journalist wh o 
had asked why a  distinct nationhood for the Jew, "wer e both uni-
versalists an d nationalists , believin g i n the realization o f the uni-
versal idea l throug h th e channe l o f nationa l existence. " Bu t "na-
tionhood" (or , later, "peoplehood" ) wa s not sovereignty. Once the 
sovereignty issu e arose , th e spiritua l Zionist s ha d t o grappl e wit h 
politics.12 

When the British issued the Balfour Declaration, neither Magnes 
nor Friedlaender held Zionist office. Magne s had resigned his office 
in 1915 ; Friedlaende r ha d followe d a  year later . Bot h me n wer e 
casualties o f the Zionis t challenge t o the hegemony th e America n 
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Jewish Committee had maintained in national Jewish affairs. They 
had belonged to both groups. Magnes remained with the Committee 
while Friedlaende r withdre w fro m bot h bodies . Wher e Magne s 
moved int o th e broade r spher e o f America n politics , becomin g a 
leading spokesma n o f th e antiwa r movemen t an d a n advocat e o f 
civil libertie s an d othe r radica l causes , Friedlaende r continue d t o 
maintain clos e tie s wit h th e Zionis t leadership . I n fact , unti l hi s 
departure for Europe in January 192 0 on a relief mission that ended 
tragically with hi s murder in th e Ukraine , h e served a s one of the 
movement's best public advocates.13 

Friedlaender's first published response to the Balfour Declaration 
came only weeks after i t was issued. The article, entitled "Zionism 
and Religious Judaism," appeared in the New York Evening Vost, at 
that time New York's most liberal newspaper, in December 1917 . It 
was reprinte d shortl y thereafte r i n pamphle t for m b y th e Zionis t 
Organization o f America . Th e article , addresse d t o a  wide public , 
expounded th e significance o f the Balfour Declaration on the high 
ground of religious ideals.14 

It wa s a n effectiv e apologia . Clearly , Friedlaende r wrote , th e 
importance of Palestine as the connecting link between three conti-
nents an d thre e religion s wa s incalculable , whethe r considere d 
from the political, economic , o r religious point of view. Friedlaen -
der chose t o dea l wit h Jewish resettlemen t fro m th e religiou s per-
spective. Fo r those Jews who believe tha t Judaism "has a religious 
message to the world and to those Christians who share or appreci-
ate thes e sentiments, " th e religiou s aspec t wa s o f "paramoun t 
consideration." 

In a  succinct exposition , Friedlaende r explaine d tha t th e "reli -
gion of Judaism" was indissolubly boun d up with th e homeland of 
the Jewish people . Onl y i n th e middl e o f th e nineteent h centur y 
had some modern rabbis, catering to the desire for civil and political 
emancipation, begu n preaching the dispersion of the Jews as divine 
providence. I n a  phrase tha t surel y challenge d th e Reformer s an d 
his Christian readers, Friedlaender asserted that the "restoration of 
Israel t o it s ancien t soi l wa s a n indispensabl e conditio n fo r th e 
realization o f th e religiou s missio n o f Judaism." Judaism was em-
bodied i n "concret e huma n institutions , i n a  nation , a  common -
wealth, a  state. .  . .  The ideal of Jewish prophecy, Justice and Righ-
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teousness, presuppose d a  definite socia l order , suc h a s can onl y b e 
realized i n a  bod y politic. " N o conflic t existe d betwee n renewe d 
nationhood and universalism. "Zion is conceived as the place where 
in an idea l future th e 'Wor d of the Lord ' will proceed t o the rest of 
the world/' 15 

Six months later , i n June 1918 , in an addres s delivered a t Carne -
gie Hall a t th e opening of the annua l conventio n o f the New York 
Kehillah, Friedlaende r dwelt on the historic significance o f the Bal-
four Declaration . He acclaimed Britain's role. "A great Governmen t 
has recognized the right of the Jewish people to be a people, and the 
claim o f Palestin e t o b e Eret z Yisrael , th e Lan d o f Israel. " I t wa s 
not politica l expedienc y tha t ha d prompte d Britai n t o act , bu t th e 
manifestation o f "that large-hearte d polic y which moder n Englan d 
has alway s pursue d towar d ou r people. " The declaration ha d als o 
vindicated Wilson' s leading the American people into war. Victor y 
would assur e the rights of the smaller nationalities . "Palestin e rep-
resents [to us] the same ideals for which our country, for which th e 
United States , i s fighting, .  .  .  ideal s o f justice an d righteousness , 
the ideal s tha t righ t stand s abov e might , tha t spiritualit y stand s 
above materialism." I6 

In hi s peroration , Friedlaende r mentione d "commonwealth, " 
with it s implied notion of Jewish political sovereignty. The passage 
reads, 

Upon the gates of the Third Jewish Commonwealth will be inscribed 
the sam e propheti c word s which greete d th e establishmen t o f th e 
Second Jewish commonwealth: 

"Not by might, nor by power, 
But by My spirit, saith the Lord of Hosts."17 

The optimisti c an d congratulator y ton e o f the addres s i s under -
standable given the time and place. A wartime America was in th e 
grips of a patriotic fever that few (Magne s being one of them) dare d 
resist. Britain was about to complete the conquest of Palestine, an d 
Wilson's pronouncement s o n th e postwa r peac e wer e clothe d i n 
prophetic visions . Friedlaender' s assignmen t wa s to cal l fo r Jewish 
unity, t o inspire an d encourage , an d to stimulate materia l suppor t 
for Zionis t work . H e use d "commonwealth " no t a s a  politica l 
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term—it arouse d n o controversy—bu t a s a n inspirationa l text , a 
rallying cry of the spirit . 

Much a s the Zionist s played dow n th e question o f Jewish politi -
cal sovereignty , indeed , evade d i t whe n the y could , opponent s o f 
Zionism focuse d o n it . On e line o f attac k faulte d a  policy tha t le d 
to a  Jewish stat e whe n Arab s outnumbere d Jew s si x t o one . Ho w 
could one ignore "the Ara b problem"? In an interna l memorandu m 
addressed t o th e Zionis t Organizatio n o f America , " A Fe w Sugges-
tions concernin g th e Relation s betwee n th e Jews an d th e Arabs, " 
Friedlaender define d th e importanc e o f th e issue . (Undated , th e 
memorandum wa s mos t likel y writte n i n earl y 191 9 a t th e tim e 
when the Middle East was a center of intense diplomatic maneuver -
ing a t th e Peac e Conference. ) Amon g th e America n Zionist s non e 
but Magne s ha d give n th e matte r an y seriou s though t unti l then . 
Friedlaender brought to bear the authority of the expert, a n Arabis t 
and scholar of medieval Arab-Jewish history . 

The realizatio n o f th e Zionis t claims , Friedlaende r explained , 
would undoubtedly stimulate Arab national aspirations . The "Arab 
problem" would surely affec t "th e future Jewish Commonwealth  in 
Palestine [emphasi s mine]. Whatever may prove to be its geographic 
extension, i t i s boun d t o appea r a s a  tin y Hebre w islan d i n th e 
midst o f a n Arabi c ocean. " No t onl y wil l th e Jews in Palestin e b e 
surrounded b y a  "politicall y rejuventate d Arabic-speakin g popula -
tion" from th e Atlanti c i n th e Wes t t o Persi a i n th e Eas t bu t also , 
within "th e futur e Jewis h Commonwealt h itself , th e Arabi c ele -
ment will , fo r a  considerable tim e a t least , for m th e majority , an d 
for a  muc h longe r time , a  substantia l minorit y o f th e Palestinia n 
population." Rathe r tha n as k how a  Jewish commonwealt h woul d 
govern under such circumstances (whic h Magnes did), Friedlaende r 
proposed a  progra m o f education an d publi c relations . Jews woul d 
learn abou t Arabi c lif e an d culture . Th e Ara b worl d woul d b e 
informed abou t th e vas t Jewish literatur e i n th e Arabi c languag e 
created during the "Golden Age."18 

In April 1919 , Friedlaender published hi s most notable defense of 
Zionism, a  rejoinde r t o a  sweepin g indictmen t o f Zionism b y Her -
bert Adam s Gibbons , autho r o f The  New  Map  of  Europe  an d Pari s 
correspondent o f The  Century.  Friedlaende r dismisse d th e objec -
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tions Gibbons had based on geopolitics, religion, and moral law. He 
was especially irked by Gibbons's argument that "a Zionist state in 
Palestine" flouted the Wilsonian visio n o f a  just peac e because o f 
the enormous Arab majority. I t was "the only objection that is apt 
to comman d th e seriou s attentio n o f th e Zionists, " Friedlaende r 
wrote, "because in their desire to establish a commonwealth on the 
foundations o f th e ancien t Jewish ideal s o f justice an d righteous-
ness, they are anxious to avert anything that might in the slightest 
degree conflic t wit h thes e ideals. " Friedlaender cited Emi r FeisaFs 
public assurance of his readiness to cooperate with the Zionists, and 
he rejecte d th e clai m tha t th e Palestinia n Arab s were i n fac t op-
posed to Zionism. Arab opposition came almost entirely from Syrian 
Arabs and Egyptians , Friedlande r claimed. Th e country ha d room 
for large population growth, and the rights of the "non-Jewish com-
munities" were safeguarded . However , th e thrus t o f hi s argumen t 
was tha t Palestin e wa s "neithe r historicall y no r emotionally " a n 
Arabic country. "Whe n the Arabs dream of their ancient glory .  .  . 
they think of Nejd and Hedjaz, the cradle of their race and religion; 
they thin k o f th e splendo r o f th e Ommiad s a t Damascus , o f th e 
magnificence o f th e Abbasside s a t Bagdad , o f th e powe r o f th e 
Fatimites at Cairo; but they do not think of Jerusalem." During the 
twelve hundre d years the Arab s had lived i n Palestine , the y "ha d 
never developed an Arabic culture worth speaking of." The handful 
of Zionist s who ha d come t o Palestine an d been willing "t o brave 
the danger s an d hardships , whic h ca n b e parallele d onl y b y th e 
similiar experience s o f th e earl y colonist s o f Ne w England , hav e 
succeeded in setting up .  .  .  the beginnings of a  civilization whic h 
. . . i s th e greates t cultura l facto r i n Palestin e today." 19 I t wa s a 
brilliant expositio n fo r th e genera l public , weavin g th e religiou s 
and political imperatives into a tight design, and then embellishing 
them with biblica l an d American motifs . Bu t clearly Friedlaende r 
was a t hi s mos t eloquen t pleadin g th e religiou s an d mora l case . 
The Zionist Organization promptly reprinted his statement for mass 
circulation.20 

Of the four spiritual Zionists we are considering, Magnes was the 
most politica l an d th e mos t fearless . Unde r enormous pressur e t o 
cease speaking o n behal f o f pacifism an d radicalism les t i t sti r up 
antisemitism ("yo u are giving aid and comfort to the enemy," Louis 
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Marshall, hi s brother-in-law , tol d him) , Magne s rejecte d th e de -
mand. Fo r Magnes, highe r principles , Jewish an d American , com -
pelled him to follow hi s conscience. "Thi s is not the first time that 
the Jews hav e bee n threatene d with , o r hav e ha d t o suffe r fro m 
antisemitism because of their convictions," he explained in a letter 
to a  friend. Zionis m an d Jewish sovereignty were no exceptions t o 
the moral compulsion to speak the truth.21 

In December 1917, soon after the Balfour Declaration was issued, 
Magnes addresse d a  fundraising meeting  sponsored b y the People' s 
Relief Committee. Th e talk masked a philosophic rejection of Jew-
ish politica l sovereignty . Unde r th e titl e "Th e Jewish People— A 
Spiritual Force, " Magnes offered th e familiar notion s o f a  "Jewish 
national spirituality " with it s "international " commitment t o th e 
universality o f humankind . Jewish nationalis m wa s no t arrogant , 
he declared. I t "stood for the eterna l righ t of every minority t o be 
true to its innermost convictions." It did not "desire the territorie s 
of other men, it is not a material, an economic, a  political imperial-
ism." It sought "an empire of the spirit, tha t is , the recognition by 
all men of the Fatherhood of God and the Brotherhood of Man."22 

Lest his universalism b e equated with wha t h e considered t o be 
the vapid, passive rhetoric of Reform Judaism, he lashed out at the 
war patriotis m o f "th e Reforme d Jewis h Church. " I t ha d mad e a 
sham of its doctrine of Israel' s mission to bring the prophetic mes-
sage o f brotherhoo d t o th e world . No t a  single Refor m leade r had 
spoken out o n "behal f o f th e revolutionar y Jewish ide a o f th e Fa-
therhood of God and the Brotherhood of Man" and the Jewish peo-
ple's "inheren t repugnanc e t o th e spillin g o f blood." 23 (Privately , 
Magnes put the matter even more explicitly: he praised "the anti -
militarist outburs t o n th e part of th e Jewish masse s an d their ele-
mental passion for peace." That "the Jewish masses have expressed 
themselves a s the y have " was on e o f th e glorie s o f Jewish life . I t 
distinguished "Jewish  prophetic  nationalism  [emphasi s mine] from 
the heathe n nationalis m o f th e Christia n nations.") 24 I n conclud-
ing his address, Magnes gave Palestine its due. The land was offering 
"this ancient people a renewal of youth." Perhaps, he mused, "new 
thoughts, ne w ideas , radica l an d revolutionar y actio n wil l com e 
from the Jewish Center."25 But neither at this time nor in speeches 
that followed did Magnes criticize the Balfour Declaration directly. 
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Clearly, h e was curbing hi s impulse to lash out a t the declaration , 
as he later did, as the misbegotten offspring o f British imperialism. 

Finally, i n Augus t 1921 , Magnes published a  letter on th e politi -
cal significance o f the declaration i n the London Jewish Chronicle. 
Years late r h e explaine d th e circumstance s tha t le d hi m t o brea k 
his silence on th e subject . Hi s manifesto—for i t was more a  mani-
festo tha n a  lette r t o the editor—was compose d immediatel y afte r 
the Jaffa riot s of May 192 1 when forty-seve n Jews were killed. Th e 
letter wa s als o "a n answe r t o a  questio n o f some o f my friend s i n 
America a s to why I  could no t reente r Zionis t life. " Obviously th e 
timing of the lette r wa s Magnes' s way o f reentering Zionis t life . I t 
appeared a  wee k befor e th e firs t Worl d Zionis t Congres s convene d 
following the war.26 

"Wartime Zionism, " Magne s bega n hi s piece , "arouse d swolle n 
expectations amon g th e Jews , jus t a s th e wa r di d amon g othe r 
peoples. Palestine was to be presented to the Jews as a political gift , 
and th e Jewish peopl e wa s t o b e delivered, ba g an d baggage , t o a 
single Imperialisti c Governmen t i n retur n fo r a  politica l declara -
tion." The Jews should hav e learned lon g ago that "Jewis h politic s 
must be independent politic s and skeptical of all political favors." 27 

Palestine coul d b e won , no t throug h wa r o r politica l privileg e o r 
the oppression of one's neighbors, bu t on equal political terms with 
others. Al l th e Zionist s require d wer e th e "right s o f fre e peopl e 
anywhere i n th e world, " certainl y th e right s o f Jews i n Palestine , 
"of free immigration , fre e land purchase , and free cultura l develop-
ment." Thi s wa s no t politica l favoritism . I t di d no t "compe l goo d 
men to interpret 'self-determination ' a s meaning one thing through-
out th e worl d an d anothe r thin g fo r Palestine. " Referrin g t o th e 
rejoicing tha t followe d th e San Remo conference, whic h had incor -
porated th e Balfou r Declaratio n i n the Leagu e of Nations mandat e 
and conferred i t upon the British, Magnes wrote, 

Almost every principle of democracy, of self-determination i s denied. 
The fact is that Palestine has five or six times as many Arabs as Jews. 
You speak of "historic rights" of the Jews to offset th e claims of the 
present-day Arab majority. I  am aware of the way in which historic 
rights an d strategic right s an d economi c right s hav e bee n manipu -
lated wheneve r i t suite d th e need s o f th e conquerors . Yet , I , too , 
believe i n th e "histori c right " of th e Jewish peopl e t o th e Lan d of 
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Israel. . . . the free and unhindered opportunity to come into the land 
. .  . and to become, in the course of time, if they can, the preponder-
ant element of the population.28 

A remarkable dualism marks Magnes's political philosophy. Real-
ism led him to admit that the mandate offered the Jews opportuni-
ties for developing the country. Yet it was folly not to recognize the 
harsh truth that "economic imperialism" was not to be relied upon. 
This was al l th e more reason to remember the old adage , "Pu t not 
your trust in princes." What remained? "The one kind of realpolitik 
with any chance," Magnes concluded, "mus t be based upon simple 
justice, becaus e this is the Jewish tradition." It was just, for exam-
ple, for the Zionists "to be inexorable and unyielding" in the strug-
gle for free Jewish immigration.29 

Soon after the publication of the manifesto-letter, Magne s settled 
in Jerusalem. I n 1930 , when h e ha d become chancello r o f th e He-
brew University, he published a small booklet, Like AH the Nations? 
It was prompte d b y th e Ara b riots of Augus t 192 9 in whic h mor e 
than four hundred Jews were killed or wounded. Magne s included 
the 192 1 lette r i n th e bookle t "i n orde r t o sho w tha t m y presen t 
attitude i s not new, an d that i t is the result of a view of life an d a 
conception o f th e ethica l functio n o f Judaism, an d doe s no t jus t 
spring from tactical or strategic motives."30 

Neither Loui s Finkelstein no r Mordeca i Kapla n i s associate d wit h 
the great debate that rose over the question of Jewish sovereignty in 
the early 1940 s and that culminated in the declaration of the State 
of Israe l i n 1948 . However , lik e Friedlaende r an d Magnes , Fin -
kelstein and Kaplan were authentic voices in the tradition of spiri-
tual Zionism . Periphera l a s thei r position s wer e t o th e politica l 
struggle for statehood, thei r thoughts on sovereignty are important 
for understanding tha t strand of thought among the spiritual Zion-
ists that I have discussed thus far. 

Kaplan, i n his sixties during the period we ar e considering, wa s 
at th e heigh t o f his influence i n hi s dual capacit y a s a member of 
the facult y o f th e Jewish Theologica l Seminar y an d leade r o f th e 
Reconstructionist movement. Finkelstein had recently become pres-
ident of the Seminary. A  prolific scholar, he became an innovative 
administrator. H e not only broadene d th e Seminary' s influence i n 
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the Jewish community a t large, but he also created a center where 
scholars an d clerg y o f al l faith s examine d th e mora l an d socia l 
issues that appeared so acute in the dark years of the war. 

Kaplan an d Finkelstei n share d a  similar Zionis t outlook . The y 
supported a Jewish national home in Palestine, saw it as an asylum 
for persecuted Jews, acclaimed the accomplishments of Zionist pio-
neering, wer e inspire d b y th e reviva l o f Hebre w culture , an d as -
signed th e nationa l hom e a  majo r plac e i n buildin g a  creativ e 
Jewish lif e i n America. The y insisted tha t Jewish nationalism an d 
religion wer e inextricabl y linked . I n these sentiments , the y faith -
fully reflecte d th e views o f a  large segment o f American Zionists , 
and in time, of most of American Jewry. 

However, in the critical years leading to the establishment of the 
state, the y entertained serious reservations abou t statehood a s the 
immediately attainable or desirable goal. In maintaining their posi-
tion they were moved by several politica l considerations : belief in 
liberal internationalis m a s expresse d i n America' s wa r aim s an d 
dread that the struggle for statehood would bring war and destruc-
tion to the Yishuv. Finkelstei n als o feared tha t a  secularized stat e 
would compromis e Judaism' s mora l an d spiritua l values . Kapla n 
weighed th e effec t o f a  sovereign Jewish state on the unit y o f th e 
Jewish people. 

Today, nearly fifty years after the Second World War ended, it is 
difficult t o comprehend the depth of faith many Americans had in 
the ne w internationa l orde r tha t the y hope d woul d assur e peac e 
and guarante e huma n rights . Harr y Truma n capture d thi s senti -
ment when h e told the founding conference o f the United Nations 
in June 1945, "Before us is the supreme chance to establish a world-
rule o f reason—t o creat e a n endurin g peac e unde r th e guidanc e 
of God."31 

However, during the interwar years, only a small band of inter-
nationalists—keepers o f th e faith—lobbie d an d preached for that 
supreme chance. I t included pacifists , champion s of disarmament , 
and supporter s o f a  stronge r Leagu e o f Nation s an d worl d court . 
Liberal church organizations an d leading Protestan t minister s and 
theologians wer e prominen t advocate s o f on e o r anothe r o f th e 
programs. Fo r Christian liberals , internationalis m wa s a n integra l 
part o f a  religious commitment t o socia l justice. 32 S o it wa s wit h 
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the Centra l Conferenc e o f America n Rabbis . Fro m the earl y 1920 s 
to the mid-1930s, th e Conferenc e adopte d strong antiwar positions 
and resolutions , callin g o n Americ a t o joi n th e Leagu e an d th e 
World Court . I n 1932 , th e Rabbinica l Assembl y followe d suit . I t 
formed a Committee on Social Justice that established ties with the 
National Counci l fo r the Preventio n of War and the Committee of 
International Justic e o f th e Federa l Counci l o f Churches , amon g 
other groups. The Committee' s first public statement , addresse d to 
the Genev a Disarmamen t Conference , wa s a  resolutio n favorin g 
universal disarmamen t an d expressin g th e nee d fo r "instrument s 
and agencies" to resolve international disputes. 33 

The cumulative effect o f the failures to contain aggression in the 
1930s, the outbreak of world war, an d finally America's entry int o 
the wa r fomente d a  nationa l debat e o n organizin g th e postwa r 
world. Civi c agencie s appointe d plannin g commission s an d re -
cruited expert s t o prepar e proposals . Th e Federa l Counci l o f 
Churches, fo r example , establishe d a  Commissio n t o Stud y th e 
Bases of a Just and Durable Peace in December 1940 . Almost simul-
taneously th e America n Jewis h Committe e create d th e Researc h 
Institute on Peace and Post-War Problems, and the American Jewish 
Congress an d Worl d Jewish Congres s establishe d th e Institut e fo r 
Jewish Affairs . Afte r Pear l Harbor , pressur e mounte d o n th e Stat e 
Department t o begi n designin g a n internationa l organizatio n t o 
keep the peace.34 

Of particular signifiance fo r the debate over the wisdom of press-
ing for a Jewish commonwealth, whic h was about to begin, was an 
early notio n o f th e directio n th e organizatio n o f peace should go. 
John Foste r Dulle s articulate d th e sentimen t wel l i n a n addres s 
before a  Methodist conferenc e i n Ma y 1941 . The moving spiri t be-
hind the formation o f the Federa l Council' s Commissio n on a  Just 
Peace an d it s chairman , h e undoubtedl y reflecte d i n hi s remark s 
several month s o f commissio n deliberation . "Th e sovereignty sys -
tem," Dulles stated , "i s no longer consonan t eithe r wit h peac e or 
justice. I t is imperative that there be a transition to a new order."35 

That such thought s were current i n libera l internationalis t circle s 
is corroborated b y a  letter Judah Magne s sent t o Feli x Frankfurte r 
from Jerusalem in November 1941. Magnes, whose views on interna-
tional affair s wer e deepl y influence d b y thes e circles , wrote , " I 
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come mor e an d mor e t o th e conclusio n tha t ther e shoul d b e th e 
smallest possibl e numbe r o f smal l state s wit h independen t armie s 
and independen t foreig n policies . Armie s an d foreig n relation s 
should b e in th e hand s of unions or federations . O f course to work 
out 'th e nationa l genius / a  stat e ough t t o b e absolutel y an d com -
pletely sovereig n an d independent . Bu t th e ill s resulting from thi s 
are so massive that i t is better that the 'national ' genius suffer tha n 
that thes e states and peoples plunge the world into misery throug h 
their exaggerated national egos." 36 

Finkelstein, a s we shall see , shared thes e views in common wit h 
the group of Protestant theologian s a t the Union Theological Semi-
nary who were among the most influential activist s in the cause of 
internationalism. H e als o share d wit h the m a  broade r concern : 
mobilizing th e spiritua l an d mora l resource s of the nation , n o less 
than it s materia l resources , i n a  tota l wa r agains t th e force s o f 
darkness. The ecumenical notio n of a Judeo-Christian traditio n an -
swered th e nation' s nee d fo r unit y an d amity . I t als o enjoine d 
Christians t o repudiat e th e centra l thesi s o f Naz i ideology—th e 
demonic, deprave d natur e o f Jews an d Judaism—an d t o lin k th e 
war agains t Nazis m an d antisemitis m wit h th e defens e o f demo -
cratic values . A t th e annua l Conferenc e o n Science , Philosophy , 
and Religio n an d Thei r Relatio n t o th e Democrati c Way , whic h 
Finkelstein wa s instrumenta l i n organizing , Christia n theologian s 
portrayed th e Judeo-Christian traditio n a s the "spiritua l underpin -
ning o f democracy " an d th e antithesi s o f fascism . Th e Hebre w 
prophets served as the hyphen tha t unite d th e tradition. On a  more 
profound level , Reinhol d Niebuh r reflecte d i n 194 4 on how , a s a 
Christian theologian , h e ha d "sough t t o strengthe n th e Hebraic -
prophetic conten t o f th e Christia n tradition. " Thu s muc h o f th e 
rhetoric explainin g America' s war aim s carried th e universa l mes -
sage of the prophetic ethic.37 

Finkelstein brough t thi s world view of a Judeo-Christian univer -
salism t o bea r o n specifi c Jewis h questions . Tw o o f Finkelstein' s 
essays on Zionism illustrate this milieu. Bot h were published in the 
New Palestine,  th e journal o f the Zionist Organization o f America , 
the first in May 194 3 and the second in September 1944 . Their title s 
are illuminating : "Judaism , Zionism , an d a n Endurin g Peace " an d 
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"Zionism an d Worl d Culture. " The cor e ide a o f thes e essays  is th e 
universal significance o f the Jewish experience . 

As one would expect from Finkelstein , hi s argument was histori-
cal an d theological . Hi s 194 3 essay began b y expounding th e plac e 
of Palestin e i n Judaism. "Fo r th e Jewish religion, " Finkelstei n ex -
plained, "Palestin e is the land of the Lord, set aside from th e begin-
ning as a unique sanctuary for distinctive forms of communion wit h 
God." Although "especia l meri t attache s to those who dwell in th e 
Holy Lan d .  .  .  the Jew regards his native land , whereve r tha t ma y 
be, a s hi s heart h an d home. " Palestin e wa s th e spiritua l hom e 
for al l Israel . Ho w the n wa s Palestin e linke d t o worl d peace ? Th e 
prophetic vision of redemption, o f the brotherhood of man, an d of a 
world o f endurin g peac e include d th e reestablishmen t o f a  Jewish 
homeland i n Palestine . I n the world struggl e between paga n chau -
vinism an d th e propheti c doctrine , "th e propheti c an d rabbini c 
form fo r worl d peace " mandate d th e "restoratio n o f Judais m t o 
Palestine." A s Palestine , th e "hom e o f th e propheti c tradition, " 
distilled th e "mora l basi s for medieva l an d moder n civilization , s o 
the Holy Land potentially could unify al l mankind." 38 

In discussin g Judaism an d worl d peace , Finkelstei n echoe d Re -
form Judaism's classic formulation. Providentially , histor y had pre-
pared Israe l fo r it s uniqu e role . Scattere d acros s th e earth , th e 
Jews had become conversant with different civilizations . "Parent t o 
Christianity an d Islam , Judaism bear s certain similaritie s with th e 
Oriental faiths. " Th e reestablishment o f a Jewish homeland i n Pal -
estine would be the means of developing better mutual appreciatio n 
between Eas t an d West . Finkelstei n faile d t o mentio n "exile, " s o 
central to the Judaic tradition. The Jews had been prepared by their 
bondage in Egypt to proclaim freedom t o the world and by medieval 
persecution t o defend thei r right to be different, an d their dispersion 
among th e nation s wa s fortuitous . Wit h it s nucleu s i n th e Hol y 
Land, Judaism was prepared t o serve mankind. 39 

Finally, Finkelstei n considered th e political history of the Jewish 
national home , whic h h e infuse d wit h transcenden t significance . 
Echoing hi s generation' s dashe d hope s i n th e aftermat h o f the las t 
war, he wrote, "At the end of the First World War, mankind was on 
the threshol d o f propheti c fulfillment . A  world associatio n o f na -
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tions al l bu t emerged ; an d with i t a  recreated Jewish homelan d i n 
Palestine. But mankind faltered . Th e League of Nations became a n 
instrument o f power-politics, an d the resettlement o f Palestine was 
caught in calculations of empire." Only if mankind prove d capabl e 
of rising to "prophetic spiritual level s would a  world associatio n of 
nations emerge and under its aegis a Jewish homeland in Palestine." 

Finkelstein acknowledge d th e encouragin g sign s o f a  spiritua l 
rebirth i n Jewish Palestine . Withou t paralle l i n modern times , th e 
Yishuv wa s attemptin g t o implemen t th e propheti c an d Talmudi c 
ideals of justice, and alone among the peoples of the world it opened 
its arms to the stricken. But , he warned, Jewish national secularis m 
would subver t th e promise . Indeed , i n hi s 194 4 article, Finkelstei n 
complained tha t th e basi c concep t o f Judaism a s a  ministr y an d a 
service, an d o f th e Jewish peopl e a s a  Kingdo m o f Priests , ha d al l 
but disappeared . "W e hav e faile d t o mak e th e worl d understan d 
that w e Zionist s conside r th e establishmen t o f a  Jewish Palestin e 
indispensable to a reformation o f world culture as well as one of the 
major expressions of that reformation itself." 40 

Dominant though the religious motif was in his interpretation of 
Zionism, wit h it s implici t rejectio n o f a  secula r state , Finkelstei n 
objected t o a  Jewish stat e o n othe r grounds . "Th e creatio n o f a n 
enduring peace," he wrote in his 1943 essay, "presupposes an activ e 
cooperative relationshi p amon g nations an d peoples , which make s 
the question o f statehood les s and less relevant; while emphasis on 
national sovereignty anywhere must be fatal t o civilization." 41 

The influenc e o f internationalis t though t i s apparen t i n Fin -
kelstein's remark s befor e a n executiv e committe e meetin g o f th e 
American Jewis h Committe e i n Octobe r 1944 . Th e meetin g wa s 
called t o decid e whethe r t o withdra w from  th e America n Jewis h 
Conference after i t had gone on record in favor of a Jewish common-
wealth i n Palestine . Finkelstei n oppose d a  commonwealt h an d fa -
vored withdrawal. Morri s Waldman, th e executive secretary of the 
Committee, describin g th e meetin g i n hi s memoirs , note d ho w in -
fluential Finkelstein' s remark s were . Amon g othe r reasons , Fin -
kelstein oppose d a  Jewish commonwealt h becaus e "b y sayin g w e 
want th e Jewish commonwealth i n Palestine . . . w e are helping to 
defeat that which is the salvation of the Jews, as of all other people, 
namely, th e creatio n o f states on politica l an d economi c an d geo-
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graphical base s an d withou t regar d t o ethni c religiou s an d othe r 
divisions." In th e min d o f many libera l thinker s th e nationa l stat e 
had fostered th e chauvinism , intolerance , an d extremis m tha t ha d 
culminated i n th e satanic powe r no w threatenin g t o subjugate th e 
free world . Surel y othe r politica l arrangement s wer e possibl e tha t 
would furthe r th e Zionis t undertakin g i n Palestine . I n fact , aban -
doning th e unrealisti c deman d fo r a  Jewish commonwealt h woul d 
place th e Zionist s an d thei r confederate s i n a  fa r stronge r positio n 
to gai n concession s fro m Britain , abov e al l th e abrogatio n o f th e 
White Paper. 42 

If liberal internationalism , roote d a s it wa s i n religiou s an d hu -
manistic visions of a better world , shaped Finkelstein' s understand -
ing o f Zionism , Kaplan , th e pragmatist , approache d Zionis m a s a 
resource for maintainin g Jewish lif e i n th e Diaspora . Livin g in tw o 
civilizations, th e America n Jew , i n Kaplan' s celebrate d analysis , 
subordinated th e Jewish t o th e American . "Judais m i s unlikely t o 
survive, either as an ancillary or as a coordinate civilization, unles s 
it thrive a s a primary civilization i n Palestine." 43 Only in the envi-
ronmental condition s o f a  Jewis h nationa l hom e coul d Judais m 
become a  modern , creativ e civilization . Writin g thes e word s i n 
1934, Kaplan contended tha t th e Yishuv was, in fact , fulfillin g thi s 
mission. "Palestine has become to the Jews everywhere 'a symbol of 
corporate existence. ' Al l Jewish activit y throughou t th e Diaspor a 
which bear s a  constructiv e characte r an d ha s i n i t th e promis e o f 
permanence, derive s from  th e inspiratio n o f Palestine. " Palestine' s 
present influenc e upo n th e Diaspora wa s "but a  dim forecast o f the 
incalculable spiritua l impetu s tha t Jewis h lif e wil l acquir e whe n 
Palestine civilization shal l have grown to its full stature." 44 

Although Kapla n assigne d a  les s transcendent , mor e tempora l 
role to Palestin e than Finkelstei n had , i t did not follo w tha t sover -
eignty wa s a  prerequisit e fo r fulfillin g it s obligations . Ironically , 
Kaplan's rejection of the doctrine of the Chosen People, his religious 
naturalism, an d hi s concep t o f Judais m a s a n evolvin g religiou s 
civilization gave Jewish Palestine even greater weight in his scheme 
for Jewish survival. In a human-centered universe , surely the power 
of sovereignt y offere d th e potentia l strengt h t o achiev e thi s end . 
Moreover, a  stat e promise d t o alleviat e th e mos t pressin g proble m 
of all , th e saving of the remnan t o f European Jewry. Nevertheless , 
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in th e years when th e debate raged ove r statehood, Kaplan' s mai n 
concern remained the spiritual and cultural condition of the Jews. 

Power an d politics , however , coul d no t b e ignored. A s a theolo -
gian an d a n America n democrat , Kapla n remaine d war y o f stat e 
power. In 1934, he asserted in Judaism as  a Civilization tha t nation -
hood di d no t confe r th e righ t t o absolut e self-determination . I f 
democratic nationalis m wa s tru e t o itself , "i t woul d hav e t o con -
cede th e righ t o f th e Jew s throughou t th e worl d t o retai n thei r 
status as a nation, though the retention of such status involves their 
becoming a  ne w typ e o f nation—a n internationa l natio n wit h a 
national hom e t o giv e the m cultura l an d spiritua l unity. " I n con -
ceding thi s righ t t o th e Jews , "democrati c nationalis m woul d b e 
living up to it s own ethica l conception , th e conception whic h see s 
in internationalism th e only hope of civilization." 45 

Twelve years later, as the final stage of the campaign for a Jewish 
state began , Kapla n addresse d th e issu e once more . What Zionis m 
required, h e declared , wa s no t "th e sor t o f irresponsible an d obso -
lete national sovereignty that modern nations claim for themselves. 
This doctrine of 'absolute national sovereignty ' with its assumptio n 
that the interests of one's own nation must always override those of 
other nations , i s responsibl e fo r th e internationa l anarch y o f th e 
modern world , an d i s liable t o brin g abou t a  catastrophe tha t wil l 
destroy the very foundation o f human civilization." 46 

In The  Future  of  the  American  Jew,  whic h h e complete d i n 
February 1947 , he redefined commonwealt h i n typically Kaplania n 
fashion s o that i t n o longer meant sovereignt y but acquire d a  spiri-
tual an d ethical resonance . "A Jewish commonwealth i n Eretz Yis-
rael has become indispensable to us, individually and as an indivisi-
ble people, " h e announce d earl y i n th e book . Bu t commonwealt h 
status, h e explained later , merel y implied th e occupation o f a defi -
nite territor y an d self-government . "Th e Jewish commonwealt h i n 
Eretz Yisrael, " h e adde d i n italics , "nee d no t an d shoul d no t b e a 
sovereign nation. " Indeed , th e ter m "nation " shoul d b e avoided , 
for "i t connote s first  an d foremos t a n organizatio n o f power , i n a 
combative sense . Religio n i s altogethe r precluded , an d cultur e o r 
civilization i s decidedly secondary." 47 

Kaplan's understandin g o f th e ter m "commonwealth " reveal s 
how he was influenced b y American politica l culture . "Four State s 
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of th e Unite d State s ar e officiall y designate d 'Commonwealth. ' 
They ar e Massachusetts , Pennsylvania , Virginia , an d Kentucky. " 
Kaplan the n offere d thi s analogy : th e Jewish commonwealth , lik e 
Pennsylvania, woul d command the loyalty and interests of its own 
citizens; just as Pennsylvania ha d no political control over citizens 
of th e remainin g state s o f th e federa l union , neithe r woul d th e 
Jewish commonwealt h hav e sovereig n powe r ove r th e diaspor a 
communities. Most striking of all in the analogy are Kaplan's Amer-
ican perception s o f th e Jewish Diaspor a a s a  federalis t polit y an d 
the limited sovereignty assigned to a commonwealth.48 

Despite hi s notion o f limited sovereignty , Kapla n began to edge 
toward suppor t o f a  fully sovereig n Jewish stat e i n th e sprin g and 
summer of 1947 . Viewing th e question of power instrumentally, a s 
the mean s o f reachin g a  large r end—th e surviva l o f th e Jewis h 
people—he was able to abandon on pragmatic grounds the ideologi-
cal stance he had adopted earlier. O n the evening of November 29, 
i947» followin g th e announcemen t o f th e U N Genera l Assembl y 
vote approving the partition plan, Kaplan wrote in his diary, "Con-
sidering the dreadful finality  tha t a n adverse vote might have had 
in that it would have put an end to all our hopes of resuming life as 
a nation in our homeland and would have rendered futile al l effort s 
to keep Judaism aliv e i n th e diaspora , w e shoul d than k Go d with 
the benediction Gomel."*9 

Nevertheless, th e considerations tha t had led to his reservations 
continued t o preoccup y Kapla n afte r th e stat e cam e int o being . 
Ideologue of American Jewish survival, he called on Israel to recon-
struct its inner life to aid diaspora survival more effectively, eve n if 
that mean t subordinatin g it s sovereignt y t o a  highe r one , tha t o f 
the Jewish people. 

In the months following the UN partition decision, the Haganah, 
the Yishuv' s mai n undergroun d fighting  arm , suffere d sever e de -
feats. Finkelstein recalls how active Zionists felt that the plan to go 
ahead with establishin g a  state coul d lea d to a  second Holocaust . 
In March 1948 , Secretary o f State Georg e Marshal l warne d Mosh e 
Sharett, head of the political department of the Jewish Agency, that 
he saw littl e chanc e tha t th e Haganah could stand up to an inva-
sion by the regular Arab armies. For a time in late March and April, 
it appeared to some as though America's abandonment of partition 
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in favo r o f a  temporar y trusteeshi p offere d a  last-minut e repriev e 
from disaster . Postponin g th e declaratio n o f a  Jewish state , sched -
uled fo r Ma y 15 , woul d en d th e fighting  an d provid e a  secon d 
chance fo r a  political settlement . Eage r to win suppor t fo r trustee -
ship amon g America n Jews , Stat e Departmen t official s considere d 
inviting Judah Magne s t o th e Unite d States . Convince d tha t Mag -
nes's views no w accorde d wit h officia l America n policy , th e Stat e 
Department encourage d a n a d ho c committe e heade d b y Ala n 
Stroock, who was also the chairma n o f the board o f trustees of the 
Jewish Theological Seminary, t o sponsor Magnes's visit. Finkelstei n 
participated in the early deliberations of the committee. 50 

When th e a d hoc committee me t wit h Magne s on Apri l 26 , Fin-
kelstein failed t o appear , a t th e very moment whe n th e attemp t t o 
strengthen th e hand s o f th e trusteeshi p force s promise d t o gathe r 
some momentum. The rapidly changing political and military situa-
tion ma y explai n Finkelstein' s withdrawa l fro m thi s last-chanc e 
peace effort . Th e U N Securit y Counci l ha d repeatedl y show n it s 
inability t o mediat e a  ceasefire , an d th e trusteeshi p pla n wa s 
caught i n the mesh of the U N General Assembly . Bu t perhaps most 
of all , th e surg e o f publi c suppor t fo r th e embattle d Yishu v ha d 
reached it s peak. Opposin g a  Jewish stat e no w would hav e place d 
him beyon d th e consensu s tha t ha d buil t u p s o quickly an d wit h 
such passion. Writin g in 1985 , in hi s ninetieth year, Finkelstei n re-
called hi s oppositio n t o a  Jewish state . H e admitte d tha t h e ha d 
believed th e odd s were to o great . "I t di d tur n ou t tha t th e peopl e 
who had fait h an d were willing to risk everything for the sake of a 
Jewish state were right. " 

Surely there were institutional considerations . On the one hand , 
wealthy and influential supporters , like Alan Stroock and New York 
Times publishe r Arthu r Hay s Sulzberger , adamantl y oppose d a 
state. O n th e othe r hand , Finkelstei n wa s well awar e tha t hi s fac -
ulty, bu t eve n mor e s o the Conservativ e rabbinate , wer e bastion s 
of pro-Zionist an d pro-stat e sentiment. Kapla n caugh t Finkelstein' s 
dilemma i n a  diary entr y date d Februar y 28 , 1948 . At th e previou s 
meeting o f th e facult y th e grantin g o f a n honorar y degre e was o n 
the agenda . Finkelstein ha d recommended replacin g Moshe Sharet t 
with Pau l Baerwald , th e banke r an d honorar y chairma n o f th e 
American Jewis h Join t Distributio n Committee . Whe n partitio n 
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was carrie d out , Finkelstei n suggested , thos e responsibl e woul d b e 
honored wit h honorar y degree s i n a  specia l convocation . Hille l 
Bavli protested : th e Yishu v ha d t o b e encourage d now . "A t on e 
point Finkelstei n screame d a t Bavli , an d Bavl i pale d wit h anger . 
Bavli charged th e Seminary wit h bein g among the sha'ananim  [th e 
complacent], an d Finkelstei n yelled bac k a t hi m tha t individually , 
the me n o n th e faculty , singlin g ou t [Simon ] Greenber g an d me , 
have worked fo r Zionism , an d tha t th e R.A. [Rabbinica l Assembly ] 
both individuall y an d a s a group have done more for Zionis m tha n 
any other group in this country." 51 

There wer e differen t face s t o spiritua l Zionism . I f I  have her e lim -
ited i t t o thos e wh o wer e i n th e mainstrea m o f th e Conservativ e 
movement an d have used the dilemma ove r Jewish sovereignty as a 
lens fo r examinin g it , the n on e mus t als o accoun t fo r Solomo n 
Goldman, Israe l Goldstein , Israe l Levinthal , an d other s wh o wer e 
willing, t o use Finkelstein' s words , t o "ris k everythin g fo r th e sak e 
of a  Jewish state. " Grantin g this , I  can onl y sa y tha t Kapla n an d 
Finkelstein wer e authoritativ e leader s o f America n Judais m an d 
master builder s o f th e Conservativ e movemen t wh o correctl y sa w 
themselves a s authenti c Zionists . However , the y sa w thei r chie f 
mission a s nurturin g an d sustainin g a  meaningfu l Jewis h lif e i n 
America. I t wa s a n all-consumin g task , wit h succes s uncertain . 
Eretz Yisrae l wa s o f pivota l importance , a  neede d cultura l an d 
spiritual resource . Unti l 1945 , th e issu e o f Jewish sovereignt y ap -
peared t o some to be an academi c issue , or a t mos t a  questionabl e 
bargaining point . Pursuin g i t diverte d energ y fro m othe r matters . 
Defining "commonwealth " and "state " as their supreme and imme-
diate goa l o f Zionis m ra n agains t thei r spiritua l grain . Indeed , i t 
diminished th e meri t o f th e Spiritua l Center . Finkelstei n an d 
Kaplan wer e i n goo d company . Beside s Magnes ther e wa s Marti n 
Buber, who had repeatedly expressed his fear that the single-minded 
pursuit o f politica l sovereignt y woul d subver t th e tru e goal s o f 
Zionism. However , th e realit y o f Jewish nee d wa s greater . Never -
theless, th e question s th e spiritua l Zionist s pose d di d no t vanis h 
with th e creatio n o f th e Stat e o f Israel . Today , muc h o f America n 
Jewish though t i s concerne d wit h reconcilin g a  belie f i n th e cen -
trality of Israel in its transcendent importance for the Jewish people 
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with the reality of the State, th e commitment to a creative Jewish 
life in America, an d the ways of fulfilling th e obligations impose d 
by both. 
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anxiety over the financial conditio n of the Seminary. While the Semi-
nary's alumni were immersed in Zionist political activity  and fundrais-
ing, he felt that they neglected the institution that had nurtured them. 
The observation reminds one of Schechter's similar concerns over Semi-
nary finances an d his resentment when faculty members assisted other 
institutions. 
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Zion i n th e Min d o f the America n 
Rabbinate durin g th e 1940 s 

David Ellenso n 

Jews ofte n sa y tha t Americ a i s different : condition s an d context s 
that hav e marke d Jewish lif e i n othe r time s an d place s hav e bee n 
absent her e o r hav e bee n reconfigure d i n uniqu e ways . Thus , th e 
American Jewish experienc e i s singula r becaus e a  stron g commit -
ment t o Enlightenment , libera l ideals , th e relativ e weaknes s o f 
antisemitism, th e absenc e o f a  medieva l corporat e past , an d th e 
high degre e o f separatio n betwee n religio n an d th e stat e hav e al l 
combined t o mak e thi s countr y a n extraordinar y locu s fo r Jewis h 
life.1 

In th e earl y twentiet h century , thi s distinctivenes s manifeste d 
itself amon g America n Jew s i n th e rapi d diminutio n o f th e eth -
nic-national component s of their Jewishness. Systematic accommo -
dation t o th e realitie s o f America n lif e mean t that , wit h th e ad -
vancing Americanizatio n o f th e descendant s o f Easter n Europea n 
immigrants, America n Jewry transforme d itself , accordin g t o Wil l 
Herberg, "int o a n American religious community."2 Osca r Handli n 
concurred tha t "Jewis h identification remaine d mos t meaningful i n 
the [only] area o f diversity Americ a mos t clearly recognized—tha t 
of religion." 3 Certainl y b y th e 1940 s publi c self-identificatio n i n 
religious, no t ethni c o r nationa l terms , wa s th e dominant , albei t 
not exclusive , tendency among American Jews. 

For American Zionism, th e American conceptualization o f Juda-
ism as essentially a  religion in the American sense had far-reachin g 
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consequences. Lik e America n Jewr y i n Jewis h history , America n 
Zionism has been distinctive in the modern Zionis t movement . Ev -
yatar Friese l maintaine d tha t America n Zionis m "exercise d ver y 
little leadership in the development o f Zionism either ideologicall y 
or organizationally . . . . I t ha d n o influence o n th e growt h o f th e 
Zionist part y system , . . . a  system which ra n agains t th e politica l 
patterns of American genera l society."4 Eliezer Livneh in State and 
Diaspora, published by the Jewish Agency in 1953 , concluded, "Th e 
truth i s that ther e never existed in America a  Zionist movement i n 
the accepted [European] sense of that term." 5 

Unlike Europe , then , Zionis m i n Americ a wa s t o b e spoke n o f 
primarily i n religious , no t nationalistic , terms . Melvin Urofsky , i n 
his comprehensive stud y o f the Zionis t movemen t i n Americ a dur -
ing the perio d prio r t o the creatio n o f the Stat e o f Israel , observe d 
that a s early as Brandeis, who established the contours of American 
Zionism, th e American movemen t constantl y "downplaye d th e na -
tionalistic ideolog y upon which Europea n Zionis m thrived." Give n 
the natur e o f America n society , ther e was , i n effect , n o choice . 
"To have done otherwise," Urofsky wrote, "would have condemned 
Zionism i n Americ a t o th e perpetua l statu s o f a n ethni c fring e 
group, whic h immigrant s i n th e proces s o f acculturatio n woul d 
have shed."6 Evyatar Friesel concurred tha t America n Zionism "in -
tegrated religio n an d Zionis m i n a  workabl e wa y tha t wa s neve r 
reached i n European-base d o r European-inspire d Zionism. " Friese l 
continued, "I t is justified t o speak about a Zionized American Jewry 
represented i n larg e measur e b y it s religious movements." 7 A  link 
between religio n an d Zionism was forged i n the Unite d State s tha t 
was unique in the history of the Zionist movement. 8 

The principa l architect s o f thi s lin k wer e rabbis , chie f amon g 
them Conservativ e rabbi s traine d a t th e Jewish Theologica l Semi -
nary o f America. 9 " A veritabl e bastio n o f Zionism " a t th e tur n 
of th e century , JTSA , unde r th e leadershi p o f Solomon Schechter , 
affirmed a  notio n o f cultura l Zionis m that , a s Naom i W . Cohe n 
has observed , woul d promot e " a strongl y religiou s nationa l lif e 
for diaspor a Jewry." 10 Schechte r an d Conservativ e rabbi s suc h a s 
Mordecai Kapla n an d Solomo n Goldman , wh o wer e informe d b y 
the moralism that has dominated American religious life, portraye d 
"Jewish nationalis m an d America n values " a s full y compatible. 11 
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The goals and activities of America's Puritan forefathers an d Israel' s 
twentieth-century pioneer s were seen as essentially the same. 

As the twentieth century has progressed, demographic difference s 
between Jews of Eastern Europea n an d Germani c descen t hav e be-
come less striking. As a result, al l the religious movements of Amer-
ican Jewis h lif e cam e t o b e "mor e an d mor e lik e eac h other." 12 

Changes within Reform were particularly striking. Children of East-
ern Europea n immigrant s bega n t o joi n Refor m temples , bringin g 
with them sympathetic attitudes toward Zionism. The leadership of 
Stephen S . Wis e an d Abb a Hille l Silver , th e establishmen t o f th e 
Jewish Institut e o f Religio n i n 1922 , an d th e Columbu s Platfor m 
formally approve d b y th e Centra l Conferenc e o f American Rabbi s 
in 193 7 meant tha t th e inroad s of Zionism amon g th e Refor m elit e 
were considerable . Refor m an d moder n Orthodo x rabbi s increas -
ingly cam e t o paralle l thei r Conservativ e peer s i n fashionin g a 
uniquely American form of the Zionist dream. 

In short , Zionis m i n Americ a evolve d int o a  movemen t whos e 
messages an d meaning s wer e congenia l t o th e term s dictate d b y 
American society . I t i s not surprising tha t rabbi s came to occupy a 
central rol e i n th e transmissio n o f th e Zionis t visio n t o America n 
Jews and gentile s alike . As Ben Halpern ha s argued , thes e men no t 
only produced "the most thoroughly American variant of Zionism," 
but the y als o succeed "i n impressin g [their ] stamp upo n America n 
Jewry a t large " because thei r bran d o f "cultural-spiritual" Zionis m 
"filled th e plac e allotte d t o th e Jews a s a  religiou s communit y i n 
the American scheme of things."13 

This essay wil l examin e a  crucia l decad e in America n Zionism : 
the years immediatel y prio r t o an d afte r th e establishmen t o f th e 
state. Th e portrai t o f America n Zionis t ideolog y tha t emerge d i n 
the 1940 s will be drawn fro m a n analysi s of representative sermon s 
and pamphlets delivered an d written b y both prominent an d lesser -
known rabbis . Thes e genre s ar e ideall y suite d fo r suc h a  study , 
inasmuch a s sermons and popular pamphlets, written an d delivered 
by a religious leadership accorde d a  great deal of ascribed status by 
the American setting, were a major condui t for transmitting Zionis t 
visions an d values . W e ca n assum e that , i n turn , thes e source s 
reflect th e needs, values, and aspirations of the people to whom th e 
rabbis preached. Since the rabbis , a s well a s the congregants who m 
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they addressed , wer e par t o f a  commo n America n univers e o f dis-
course, these sources will provide a picture of the Zionist beliefs and 
values tha t marke d America n Jewis h societ y durin g thi s period . 
They reflec t th e Zionis t ide a i n Americ a a s th e broa d majorit y o f 
American Jews would have then understood it , a n image of Ameri-
can Zionism that i s still dominant in many American Jewish circles 
today. 

Baruch Treiger, a  1933 ordinand of the Jewish Theological Seminary 
and rabb i o f Agudath Achi m Congregatio n i n Orange , New Jersey, 
is representative o f a  Conservativ e rabbinat e passionatel y devote d 
to transmitting th e America n Zionis t message . I n an addres s deliv-
ered on October 25 , 1943 , Treiger maintained tha t a  commitment t o 
Palestine la y a t th e hear t o f Judaism. Mindfu l o f th e genocid e o f 
European Jewry occurring while he spoke, Treiger recalled the posi-
tions pu t fort h b y Herzl , Nordau , an d thei r successor s amon g th e 
political Zionists . No one could deny the legitimacy of their claim s 
that Israe l was absolutely essential to the Jew as a "land of refuge. " 
Yet h e too k exceptio n t o Nordau' s assertio n tha t "Zionis m i s th e 
result o f .  . .  antisemitism." 14 Instead , claime d Treiger , "Zionis m 
. .  .  ha s it s root s i n Jewis h idealis m eve n mor e tha n i n Jewis h 
suffering."15 

In a  ton e aki n t o tha t o f Schechte r an d Brandeis , Treige r pro -
claimed tha t th e Jewish passion fo r justice was inextricably linke d 
to the Zionis t dream. Jewish idealism asserte d "tha t the survival of 
the Jew as a fighter against injustice was bound up with the survival 
of hi s creativ e facilities, " whic h coul d b e nourishe d onl y i n th e 
Land of Israel, "the national homelan d for the Jewish people where 
the great Hebrew prophets preached the Unity of God and the broth-
erhood of man."16 Zionism was not primarily a  nationalistic move-
ment bu t "par t an d parcel . . . o f the ethical substance" that mark s 
Judaism as a "religious civilization. " 

Based upo n a  divin e promis e tha t Go d mad e t o Abraham , a 
promise "animate d b y th e highes t idea s o f justice," thi s commit -
ment t o Zio n a s th e lan d wher e th e ethica l geniu s o f th e Jewis h 
people discovers its ultimate an d most complete expression is found 
in every genre of Jewish literature . The purpose of Zionism, Treiger 
contended, wa s to return the Jewish people "unto the Land of Israel 
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to serv e Go d a s i t befit s a  peopl e o f God. " Treige r approvingl y 
quoted Ra v Abraha m Isaa c Koo k in hi s assertio n tha t th e wor k of 
the secula r pioneer s i n Palestin e mus t b e understoo d i n religiou s 
terms, thu s wedding th e moralism of American religious life to th e 
particularity of Jewish attachment t o the Land according to biblical 
and traditional rabbinic warrant . 

Treiger went on t o cite a  midrash in Genesis Rabbah 1:21 , where 
the academie s o f Shamma i an d Hille l ar e reporte d a s havin g de-
bated whethe r th e heaven s o r th e eart h ha d bee n th e firs t t o b e 
created. Ultimately , Rabb i Shimon bar Yochai settled the debate by 
contending that "Sheneihem  nivre'u  yahdav —both wer e created a t 
the same time." This, Treiger said, i s "the underlying philosophy of 
Zionism": th e Lan d o f Israe l i s th e plac e wher e th e Jew wil l con -
tinue "t o contribut e [s o muc h to ] th e religiou s lif e o f al l th e 
world."17 A  notion o f Jewish missio n simila r to tha t articulate d b y 
classical Refor m rabbi s o f th e nineteent h centur y wa s linke d her e 
to Jewish nationalism . I n a  series of talks an d sermons delivered a 
few months later in January 1944 , Treiger concluded a  presentatio n 
entitled "Thi s Is the Land," "For from Zio n will go forth th e Torah , 
and th e wor d o f th e Lor d from Jerusalem, " interpretin g th e verse s 
from Isaia h i n hi s prayer i n th e followin g manner : "Ma y w e hop e 
that i n ou r da y Palestin e wil l becom e th e Jewish Commonwealt h 
from whenc e justic e an d righteousnes s ma y onc e mor e radiat e fo r 
mankind a t large." 18 The quest fo r normalizatio n an d th e desir e t o 
be "lik e al l th e othe r nations " characteristi c o f larg e segment s o f 
political Zionis m i s her e absent . Instead , th e religiou s thrus t an d 
universalistic hope s attache d t o Zionis m an d th e Jewish nationa l 
idea are preeminent . 

Rabbi Loui s Levitsky, spiritua l leade r of Congregation Ohe b Sha-
lom in Newark , Ne w Jersey, an d president i n 194 3 of the Conserva -
tive Rabbinica l Assembly , uttere d sentiment s aki n t o thos e o f 
Treiger i n "Th e Religiou s Spirit, " a  pamphle t issue d tha t sam e 
year.19 A t th e outset , Levitsk y wrote , "n o Jew wh o call s himsel f 
religious can fai l t o be a Zionist. Conversely , n o Jew who claims t o 
be a n intelligen t Zionis t ca n b e trul y understandin g i n hi s profes -
sion of the cause unless he comprehends the primacy of the religious 
factor i n Zionism. " Herz l notwithstanding , "Zionis m i s older tha n 
1896. .  .  .  We must no t .  .  .  forget tha t th e rebuildin g o f Eretz Yis-
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rael i s no t dependen t upo n bigge r an d bette r pogroms. " I t i s no t 
sufficient "t o be satisfied wit h Palestin e a s a haven of refuge for our 
persecuted peopl e wh o hav e a t presen t n o othe r visibl e lan d t o 
which the y ca n appl y fo r admission. " A  politica l Zionis m o f com -
pletely secula r dimension s i s t o b e absolutel y rejected . "Suc h secu-
lar Zionism," Levitsk y charged , "fail s t o realize th e religiou s ideal -
ism upo n whic h th e whol e structur e o f Jewis h life , o f whic h 
Palestine i s an integral part , has been built. " 

Levitsky pleaded , "W e wan t Palestin e a s a  plac e wher e Israel' s 
soul ca n b e fre e an d expand , an d w e ca n expec t God' s hel p onl y 
when w e ca n sa y t o Hi m today , a s our ancestors pleaded wit h Hi m 
anciently, 'Return , O Lord, unto the tens of thousands of families o f 
Israel.'" A  "Godles s Zionism " i s oxymoronic , fo r th e lov e o f Zio n 
"did no t sprin g fro m th e despai r arouse d b y pogrom s an d the pain s 
of the Cossack' s knout . I t arose in th e soul o f a  people expresse d b y 
its prophets , sprea d b y it s teacher s wh o associate d Palestin e wit h 
the wor d redemption. " Onc e more , a  purel y cultura l o r politica l 
Zionism i s rejecte d i n favo r o f a  religiou s visio n imbue d wit h th e 
universal ethica l an d religiou s messag e o f redemptio n fo r al l 
humanity. 

To make explici t th e principl e tha t "Go d can only b e understoo d 
by and throug h the live s an d deeds of men," Levitsky addresse d th e 
"religious Jew": 

Eretz Yisrael  is bound up with th e eternit y o f God himself, an d His 
reality is made manifest onl y as the Jew is able to realize, economi -
cally and socially, God's Kingdom on earth. While these values must 
be extende d t o includ e th e whol e world , the y emanat e from  on e 
central point—the Holy Land. There is a "Jerusalem on high" which 
a religious Jew is obligated to duplicate on earth. The reality of a life 
in Palestin e i s one o f th e historica l dogma s of th e Jew, a  Palestin e 
made holy because of the lives of Jews and non-Jews who will people 
it. 

Levitsky's hope s fo r a  rebuil t Jewis h homeland , an d hi s explici t 
inclusion o f non-Jew s withi n it , lik e Treiger's , expresse s th e sens e 
that th e religiou s an d ethica l ideal s o f Americ a an d Judais m ar e 
thoroughly compatible . 

Israel Levinthal , anothe r prominen t Conservativ e rabb i wh o 
served the Brookly n Jewish Cente r for the greater part of his career, 
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presented a  tal k entitle d "Th e Religio n o f Israe l an d th e Lan d o f 
Israel" on May 31, 1943. Like Treiger and Levitsky , Rabbi Levintha l 
produced numerou s prooftext s t o affir m th e centralit y o f the Lan d 
in Jewish tradition . "Jewis h religion, " he declared, canno t b e sepa-
rated "fro m th e rebirt h o f Eretz  Yisrael." 20 Thi s unit y betwee n 
religion an d lan d i n Judaism mean t tha t "ther e ca n b e no conflic t 
. .  .  between th e spiritua l value s o f religion an d thos e of the Lan d 
of Israel . .  .  .  We want th e Jewish religion , w e want t o further th e 
old Jewish prophetic ideas." To do that "w e need the land, th e land 
that gav e birt h t o .  .  .  an d sa w th e flowering  o f tha t propheti c 
religion, the land that has so much yet to contribute to the religious 
life of the entire world." The prophets, visionaries who were seen as 
proclaiming th e universa l mora l ideal s an d task s fo r th e Jewis h 
people an d al l humanity , ar e place d a t th e hear t o f Levinthal' s 
description o f a Judaism tha t incorporate s Zion as a central compo -
nent. Th e lan d i s th e condui t tha t wil l permi t Israe l t o fulfil l it s 
universal messiani c tas k t o brin g th e "blessin g o f th e heaven s t o 
fruition, realization , her e on earth. " 

Levinthal asserte d tha t thes e universa l themes , i n keepin g wit h 
the contours of American religiosity, ar e also "harmonious with th e 
Four Freedoms " advanced b y Presiden t Roosevelt . I n th e final  par t 
of hi s preachment , Levintha l undertoo k t o spea k directl y t o th e 
"conscience o f Christendom. " No t onl y woul d devou t Christian s 
support th e rebirt h o f the Jewish stat e so that "th e histori c justic e 
due t o th e Jewis h peopl e wil l b e realized, " bu t the y woul d d o s o 
because th e Bibl e supplies th e Jewish peopl e with a  divinely man -
dated righ t t o the Land . Whe n believin g Jews and Christian s "hea r 
that the [British government's anti-Zionist ] White Paper has not yet 
been rescinded, we hear the command of God, kene lekha  ha-sadeh, 
'buy th e field*  (Jeremia h 32) , ki  lekha  mishpat  hage'ulah  liknot, 
'for yo u hav e th e righ t o f redemption, ' th e mora l righ t . . . t o re -
deem th e land. " Whil e philosopher s routinel y distinguis h betwee n 
religious an d ethica l warrant s fo r a n action , Levintha l her e col -
lapsed th e two . Th e Jewis h clai m t o th e lan d i s mandate d b y a 
commanding an d ethica l deit y who m Jew s an d Christian s alik e 
recognize. Levintha l point s to a  Zionism he believed was enshrine d 
as wel l i n th e mytholog y o f a  Christia n Americ a tha t recognize d 
that Hol y Scripture s grante d th e Jewis h peopl e a  righ t t o thei r 
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ancient homeland . Hi s sermon reflect s a  dovetailin g o f th e belie f 
system o f a  Christia n Americ a an d a n America n Zionis m i n th e 
minds of Zionism's American adherents . 

In the Midwest, Conservative rabbis such as Abraham Halpern of 
B'nai Amoon a i n St . Loui s preached a  simila r vision . Speakin g o n 
April 24 , 1948 , the ev e o f th e establishmen t o f th e Stat e o f Israel , 
Rabbi Halpern delivered a  sermon th e titl e of which employed Pat -
rick Henry's words, "Giv e Me Liberty or Give Me Death."21 Exhila -
rated b y th e happines s cause d b y th e Unite d Nation s decisio n o f 
November 29, 1947 , to establish a  Jewish state in Palestine, Halper n 
was distressed b y wha t h e sa w a s the lac k o f America n resolv e t o 
support th e yet-to-be-born Jewish state . Drawin g upo n th e theme s 
of Passover, Halper n queried hi s congregation, "Ar e we to shut ou t 
the ligh t tha t appeare d i n th e darknes s o f ou r da y an d brin g th e 
makas hoshech —the plagu e o f darkness , o n u s and th e res t o f th e 
world? This is what happene d i n ancien t Egyp t when a  whole peo-
ple was enslaved. " I s America, lik e th e ne w Pharao h o f old "wh o 
knew not Joseph," about to abandon and betray the Jews? 

Halpern indicate d t o hi s listener s tha t Zionis m embodie s th e 
lesson of Passover. "The world needs to learn continually the mean-
ing of the Festival of Freedom, an d it is the task of the Jew to teach 
the world tha t freedo m i s the basi c idea fo r human happiness . .  .  . 
We lose sight o f the fac t tha t th e whol e Pesac h festiva l i s to kee p 
alive this essential social ideal for man, namely liberty and freedo m 
and th e righ t o f self-expressio n b y al l th e childre n o f God. " Th e 
progressive an d humanisti c politica l agend a associate d wit h th e 
liberal ideal is seen by Halpern, a s by his colleagues cited above , as 
being embodie d i n th e buildin g o f a  Jewish state . "W e bega n ou r 
march throughou t th e age s speaking i n th e nam e o f ou r Go d tha t 
we mus t proclai m libert y i n al l th e lan d t o al l th e inhabitant s 
thereof." I n performing thi s divinely commande d mission , th e Jew 
causes al l humanity , Je w an d gentil e alike , "t o reac h upwar d an d 
take hol d o f th e han d o f God. " Th e Jewish idea l o f "justic e an d 
righteousness, of equality an d freedom" i s manifest i n "the courage 
of the Jew of Palestine." It is an ideal found in the Magna Carta , a t 
Concord an d Valley Forge , and in the speeches of Patrick Henry. I t 
is containe d i n th e wor k o f thos e wh o fough t t o free  th e slave s 
during the Civi l War, thos e who gave their lives in World War I  to 
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make th e worl d saf e fo r democracy , an d th e America n an d Allie d 
soldiers who fought an d died to thwart Hitle r in World War II. 

Halpern's sermon not only cloaked Zionism in the robes of Ameri-
can democrac y an d equalit y bu t als o provide d religiou s warrant s 
for both . Th e rebuildin g o f th e Jewis h stat e represente d " a grea t 
hope fo r th e realizatio n o f ou r ideal s an d throug h whic h th e Je w 
might agai n brin g light t o the world , s o that i t b e said o f him a s i t 
was in the days of Pharaoh, 'An d to al l the children there was light 
in their dwellings.' . .  .  The celebration of Pesach was to stir within 
us th e urg e t o deman d freedo m no t onl y fo r ourselves , bu t fo r al l 
the children of God." The Jewish state is a particularistic manifesta -
tion o f the mission mandated b y God for Israe l and, throug h Israel , 
all humanity. Israe l does not contes t universalisti c religiou s teach -
ings; i t i s religiou s expressio n o f a  universa l divin e ideal . Zionis t 
identity coincides with th e religious and moral heritage of America 
and reinforce s both . Halpern' s sermo n reflecte d th e contour s th e 
United States created for Judaism and also expressed the high degree 
to whic h Jewish religiou s leader s ha d internalize d it s stricture s i n 
defining thei r Zionism. 

While Conservatism perhap s played the most prominent rol e in th e 
transmission an d depiction o f Zionism to a  majority o f Americans , 
prominent Orthodo x rabbi s sympatheti c t o th e Zionis t caus e dre w 
similar portraits . Davi d d e Sol a Pool , fo r example , th e eminen t 
rabbi o f Sephardic Congregation Shearit h Israe l in New York and a 
former presiden t o f th e Synagogu e Counci l o f America , i n a  194 3 
essay entitled "Substance and Spirit," criticized those "Zionists who 
would liv e solely a s a  racia l relic , a s a  nationa l remnant , ignorin g 
the Judaism whic h alon e gav e the m birt h an d mad e i t possibl e fo r 
them to be Jews. .  .  .  The Zionist who could cut himself awa y fro m 
his religious root s i s tryin g t o preserv e a  containe r emptie d o f th e 
precious content s whic h gav e i t value." 22 A s a n Orthodo x Je w 
committed t o the Zionis t enterprise , i t was impossible for Rabb i de 
Sola Poo l t o envisio n Zionis m apar t fro m it s religiou s roots . Hi s 
vision o f th e religiou s characte r o f Zionism , however , als o bor e a 
strong affinit y t o America' s view of Judaism an d th e Zionis t enter -
prise. Whe n h e asserte d tha t onl y Zio n coul d permi t Judais m "t o 
enrich universa l religio n wit h it s ow n uniqu e values, " ther e i s a 
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moralism a s eviden t her e a s i n th e writing s o f th e Conservativ e 
rabbis. 

Joseph Lookstein , a  leade r o f th e Mizrach i (Orthodo x Zionist ) 
movement and rabbi of Kehilath Jeshurun on the Upper East Side of 
Manhattan, evidence d th e sam e perception s eve n mor e strongly , 
perhaps, als o i n a  194 3 essay, "Th e Religiou s Characte r o f Jewish 
Nationalism."23 Lookstei n maintaine d a t th e outse t o f hi s pape r 
that Herzl , the arch-secularist , ha d held the view implicitly "that a 
return t o Zion must be preceded by a return t o Judaism." Lookstein 
took th e well-know n aphoris m o f Davi d Ben-Gurion , "Th e Balfou r 
Declaration is not our Torah; the Torah is our Balfour Declaration, " 
to impl y tha t Ben-Gurio n sa w th e Bibl e a s giving a  divine , no t a 
secular nationalis t sanctio n t o th e Jewis h yearnin g fo r retur n t o 
Eretz Yisrael . Th e creatio n o f a  religiou s Ben-Gurio n ou t o f th e 
secularist, lik e tha t o f a  religiou s Herzl , i s a s much th e resul t o f 
an America n visio n o f Zionis m a s o f Lookstein' s ow n Orthodo x 
background an d beliefs. Lik e the non-Orthodox rabbis , he defende d 
Zionism a s par t o f th e Jewis h mission . Zionists , h e wrote , "ar e 
accused of loving humanity less because we love Judaism more. We 
are indicte d o n th e coun t tha t ou r nationalis m contradict s th e 
essential universalis m o f ou r religion . Eve n ou r prophet s ar e sum -
moned t o testif y agains t us. " Suc h a  readin g o f Jewish tradition , 
Lookstein averred , is a distortion. As the prophet Isaiah recognized, 
in Judais m ther e i s "n o contradictio n betwee n universalis m an d 
nationalism. Isaiah , th e prophe t o f universa l peac e an d brother -
hood, might be considered the forerunner o f the ideal toward which 
our generation i s striving: .  .  .  the integration o f the peoples of th e 
world into a family o f nations under the fatherhood o f Gpd." 

Modern Orthodo x rabbini c proponent s of American Zionis m did 
insist o n th e rol e of halakhah  i n th e Zionis t enterprise , whic h dis -
tinguished thei r Zionism from tha t of their more liberal colleagues . 
Paradigmatic o f th e teno r o f thes e sermon s i s "Sina i Speak s t o Is -
rael," delivere d b y Rabb i Morri s Max , executiv e vice-presiden t o f 
the Rabbinica l Counci l o f America , o n th e festiva l o f Shavuot , i n 
1949* one year after the State was born.24 Max began by proclaiming 
that "th e principa l sourc e o f strength" fo r th e Jewish people , eve n 
in their darkest hours of Egyptian slavery, was their hope and desire 
that the y could establish an d dwell in a  homeland. Yet , even then , 



ZION I N TH E MIN D O F TH E AMERICA N RABBINAT E 20 3 

the peopl e understoo d tha t thi s nationa l lif e wa s contingent upo n 
their acceptanc e o f Tora h "a s th e basi s o f th e ne w lif e the y wer e 
about to create." A committed Zionist , Max applauded the creation 
of the new Jewish state an d th e reestablishment o f Jewish nationa l 
life i n Israel' s ancien t land , but , a s an Orthodo x rabbi , h e insiste d 
that "th e Tora h [shoul d serve ] a s th e basi s o f th e ne w Jewis h 
State/'25 

Max cite d a  well-know n talmudi c passag e (Kiddushin  68 ) tha t 
stated tha t whe n Go d revealed th e Tora h t o th e peopl e Israel , th e 
Divine hel d th e mountai n ove r th e people' s head s an d tol d them , 
"If you accep t the Torah, i t shall be well with you, and if not, your 
burial plac e shal l b e there." This midrash i s often see n a s embody-
ing a  heteronomou s ethic , inasmuc h a s Go d coerce d Israe l int o 
accepting th e Law . Ma x contende d tha t i n thes e "word s o f ou r 
sages," God, as it were, was saying to the people Israel , "I f you wil l 
accept th e Tora h an d creat e a  divin e cultur e o f your own—you r 
own uniqu e standard s o f justice an d righteousnes s a s set dow n b y 
God, then you will fare well in the Promised Land. .  .  .  Nationhood 
alone will not give you the strength to create a  new way of life an d 
a new ideal that will withstand al l the vicissitudes of national life. " 
Max recognized a  secular Zionism distinct from the religiosity of his 
own vision , bu t he affirmed tha t th e Torah was the embodiment o f 
the America n democrati c value s o f "justic e an d righteousness. " 
Inasmuch a s "th e foundation s o f America n democracy, " Ma x ob -
served, "wer e 'cemente d wit h Hebrai c mortar, ' surel y w e shoul d 
not hesitate to establish the first true Democracy in the Near East— 
our own Stat e of Israel—on th e foundations o f the Torah, .  .  .  'th e 
most democrati c boo k in th e world.'" H e concluded, "Blaz e a  ne w 
trail i n th e field  o f democrati c societ y an d governmen t b y makin g 
Israel a  dynami c livin g stat e enriche d b y th e livin g water s o f ou r 
divine Torah." While the sentiment possesse d a  tenor distinct fro m 
that o f othe r rabbi s surveyed , Max' s identificatio n o f Tora h an d 
religious la w wit h America n democrac y reveale d onc e mor e th e 
power o f America n cultur e t o shap e th e Zionis t visio n eve n o f 
the Orthodo x rabbinat e i n America . Lik e hi s rabbini c peers , Ma x 
championed a  traditionally religiou s Zionism in terms congenial t o 
American spiritual-democratic values . 

Max's clos e friend an d colleague , Rabb i Israe l Taba k o f Shaare i 
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Zion Congregation i n Baltimore , delivered a  sermon in defense an d 
support of Israel on April 10 , 1949, on the "Church of the Air of the 
Columbia Broadcastin g System." 26 Entitle d "Libert y versu s Secu -
rity" an d intende d fo r a  gentil e a s wel l a s Jewis h audience , i t 
reflected th e transdenominationa l a s wel l a s religiou s democrati c 
vision o f Zionism tha t ha d emerge d a t thi s time . Like Halpern on e 
year earlier , i n thi s Passove r sermon Taba k dre w upo n th e histor y 
of th e America n struggl e fo r freedo m t o interpre t th e meanin g o f 
Zionism fo r hi s audience . "Th e America n syste m teache s tha t lib -
erty is the greatest human good and is to be cherished and treasured 
above all other human wants. " There is a confluence, Taba k main -
tained, betwee n America n an d Jewish values , fo r th e teachin g o f 
Passover i s tha t "th e lesson s o f libert y mus t remai n fresh  i n man -
kind's memory." 

Tabak went o n to asser t tha t th e liberatio n o f Israe l from Egyp -
tian bondag e portray s tw o type s o f men . On e type , lik e Patric k 
Henry, wh o proclaime d "Giv e m e libert y o r giv e m e death, " con -
sisted o f thos e wh o "riske d thei r live s an d invite d th e wrat h o f 
Egyptian taskmasters by fearlessly insisting upon their liberty." The 
other consisted of those who "constantly reproached Moses for hav-
ing liberate d them , lookin g bac k wit h longin g t o th e lif e i n Egyp t 
'when w e sa t b y th e fleshpots,  an d whe n w e di d ea t brea d t o th e 
full.'" Taba k asserte d tha t genuin e servant s o f "th e livin g God " 
could no t "wea r th e chain s o f slavery. God-intoxicate d me n o f al l 
creeds possess the same passion fo r freedom. Abraha m Lincoln , th e 
great Emancipator , onc e said , 'A s I  woul d no t b e a  slave—s o I 
would no t b e a  master.' " Drawin g upo n parallel s betwee n th e 
American experienc e an d th e Jewis h heritage , Taba k favorabl y 
compared thi s sentimen t t o th e stor y tol d i n th e Boo k o f Judge s 
about Gideon, who would only select troops for his "army of libera-
tion" fro m thos e wh o dran k wate r fro m th e broo k standin g up -
right—like free  people . "Thi s i s th e idea l o f fre e me n i n a  fre e 
society. This is the true spirit of America." Tabak then applie d thi s 
to the State of Israel: 

The people of Israel will forever be grateful t o the United States, for 
the friendshi p an d sens e o f righteousnes s wit h whic h [Americans ] 
have supporte d the m i n th e hou r o f thei r greates t need . Bu t th e 
establishment o f th e Jewish stat e woul d neve r hav e bee n possibl e 
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without th e superhuma n courag e an d th e endles s sacrifice s the y 
themselves offered fo r their independence. Had they placed material 
security ahea d o f liberty , ther e woul d hav e bee n no problem. The 
British an d th e Arabs were ready t o gran t the m anythin g shor t of 
independence, but the modern Israelites, like their ancient ancestors 
and like the American revolutionaries two centuries earlier, cherish 
their liberty above all worldly goods, and prefer "the bread of afflic-
tion" . . . t o the "flesh pots " of Egypt. . . . I t is no wonder .  . .  that 
the founding fathers of this country looked to the story of the Exodus 
for inspiration in their struggle for independence. 

Tabak's sermon , lik e Halpern's , cloak s th e Jewish stat e an d it s 
founders i n th e robe s o f America n freedom . I t provide s Jewis h 
sources fo r America n ideal s an d make s Zionism the incarnatio n o f 
the highest spiritual values of American civilization. Modern Israel , 
like ancien t Israel , wil l b e a  wellsprin g o f inspiration fo r freedom -
loving peoples everywhere, a  democratic model for nations through-
out th e world . Hi s sermon, lik e the other s examine d i n thi s essay , 
demonstrates ho w th e Unite d State s ha d create d a  framewor k fo r 
the interpretatio n o f Judaism, an d ho w rabbi s suc h a s Tabak em -
ployed tha t framework  t o explai n Zionis m bot h t o themselves an d 
to an American audienc e composed of Jews and gentiles. 

Rabbis suc h a s Loui s I . Newma n o f Ne w York , Feli x Lev y of Chi -
cago, an d Ma x Nussbau m o f Lo s Angeles ar e representative o f th e 
ever-increasing inroad s Zionism wa s beginning t o make amon g Re-
form rabbi s a t thi s time. These men shared a  vision of Zionism tha t 
made the m virtuall y indistinguishabl e from  thei r mor e traditiona l 
rabbinic colleagues , thoug h the y wer e awar e o f a n activ e anti -
Zionist party within th e Reform camp . Newman, th e scholarly an d 
powerful spiritua l leade r o f Congregatio n Rodep h Sholo m i n Man -
hattan, delivere d a  brie f fo r Zionis m entitle d "Palestin e plu s th e 
Diaspora" o n Novembe r 18 , 1947 , les s tha n tw o week s befor e th e 
United Nations voted for the partition o f Palestine.27 In this speech, 
he affirmed th e religious-cultural bran d of Zionism that had marked 
the America n movemen t throughou t it s history . "Ou r relationshi p 
to th e 'medinah  Yehudit,'"  h e proclaimed , "wil l b e a  cultural , 
spiritual, communal , philanthropic , an d brotherl y relationship. " 
Israel, h e wa s certain , wa s "destine d t o exer t a n enrichin g an d 
vitalizing influenc e upo n America n Judaism , an d upo n Judais m 
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throughout th e nations, " becaus e "grea t spiritua l truth s ar e bein g 
formulated an d enunciated [there]." 

Like th e rabbi s cite d above , Newma n refuse d t o conced e tha t 
there wa s a  nonreligiou s Zionism , callin g th e pionee r builder s o f 
the lan d "so-calle d secularists " who were , i n fact , "laborin g fo r a 
revival o f Propheti c Judaism." B y viewing the m i n thi s way, New -
man, like other American rabbis, was defining the Zionist enterprise 
in ligh t o f hi s ow n belief s a s a n America n Jew . Furthermore , a s 
a Refor m rabbi , h e wa s consciou s o f th e Refor m critiqu e o f th e 
movement's nonreligiou s character . Thus , h e asserted , "Regardin g 
the Missio n o f Israel— a them e s o dea r t o th e hear t o f Refor m 
Jews—the Hebrew writers of Palestine have written wit h grandeu r 
and insight. " Religiou s an d cultura l creativit y woul d "flow " from 
the Jewish stat e s o tha t th e voic e o f "th e spiritua l ideals " o f th e 
Jewish people would find expression for al l humanity . I n this way, 
the "lesson s of the Hebrai c legacy" could be applied "t o the event s 
of th e hour. " Th e Jewis h peopl e outsid e th e Lan d woul d receiv e 
"religious nurture," Newman confidentl y predicted , "fro m th e ne w 
Hebraism of Zion." 

The genocida l fur y unleashe d b y Hitle r i n hi s wa r agains t th e 
Jews mad e politica l Zionis m an d th e establishmen t o f th e Jewis h 
state a  moral imperative. Eleven days earlier, on November 7, 1947, 
Newman had delivered a  sermon at Rodeph Sholom on "Our Ameri-
can Citizenshi p an d th e Ne w Jewis h State." 28 H e bega n wit h a 
strong attack on those who opposed the creation of the Third Jewish 
Commonwealth o n the grounds that "th e creation of a Jewish State 
in Zion will imperil the status of Jews in countries outside of Pales-
tine." Such people "fought Herzl . .  .  fifty years ago . .  .  [and many] 
have die d i n Hitler' s Extermination Camps—the y o r thei r descen -
dants who have echoed their fears. I t is unnecessary to pay any .  .  . 
attention t o the contemporary heir s of this preachment." The need 
for Israe l as a Jewish "land of refuge" was undeniable. While "most 
American Jewish youth will remain in the United States," the State 
would alleviat e the deep distress of a majority o f the Jewish people 
who were unable t o experience th e privileged prosperity o f Ameri-
can Jews. 

Newman wa s confiden t tha t Israe l "wil l b e a  democracy i n th e 
best sens e o f tha t term . .  .  .  Th e civi l an d religiou s right s o f al l 
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individuals .  . .  wil l b e .  .  .  safeguarded. " Newma n labele d thos e 
Jews wh o oppose d th e creatio n o f th e Stat e "anti-Zionis t assimila -
tionists." Israe l woul d b e th e vehicl e tha t woul d permi t th e Jews, 
"an internationa l people, " t o "cemen t th e tie s o f brotherhoo d be -
tween al l nations." In the State of Israel, the spiritual talents of the 
people of Israe l would b e liberated. "Th e artists , th e poet , th e reli -
gious leader an d teacher , th e sage and th e prophe t ca n onc e agai n 
influence th e world for blessing and for light." Israel , he concluded , 
represents "th e harbinge r o f the Messiani c day s i n ou r ow n time. " 
The dept h o f feelin g evidence d i n Newman' s preachment s i s 
palpable. 

Max Nussbaum had been an active Zionist while serving as rabbi 
in Berlin , Germany ; he was called t o the pulpi t o f Temple Israe l of 
Hollywood, California , i n 1942 . The activ e rol e h e playe d i n th e 
Zionist movemen t i n th e Unite d State s reflect s th e urgenc y an d 
concern o f hi s own persona l experienc e a s well a s a  Zionis t visio n 
nurtured an d informed b y the cultura l Zionis m of Ahad Ha-Am . I n 
an articl e writte n fo r th e Congress  Weekly i n 194 2 entitled "Unde r 
Hitler," Nussbaum praised Zionist leaders in Germany for their fore-
sight.29 Unlik e other Germa n Jewish leaders , "th e assimilationists " 
who "stil l believe d i n a  ver y brie f existenc e o f th e Hitle r govern -
ment," th e Zionist s "recognize d th e danger " an d promote d a  pro -
gram o f "cultura l autonomy " tha t fortifie d th e moral e o f Germa n 
Jewry durin g it s darkes t hour . Throug h activ e encouragemen t o f 
immigration t o Palestine , th e Germa n Zionis t movemen t manage d 
to save ove r sixt y thousan d Jewis h souls . "Mor e tha n that, " Nuss -
baum concluded , "i t touche d int o flame  th e conceale d spar k o f 
Jewish nationa l dignit y withi n th e heart s o f thousands o f Germa n 
Jews who are now scattered al l over the world. As always in Jewish 
history, on e remnan t finds  it s way home , physicall y o r spiritually . 
This i s what Zionis m achieve d i n tha t perio d o f agony : th e She'ar 
Jashuv." 

Almost a  decade later , i n a  sermon entitled "Israel—Th e Caree r 
of a  Name, " Rabb i Nussbau m take s a s his starting poin t th e wor d 
"Israel," which, hallowed b y thousands of years of tradition, "cam e 
to mean excellency of character, religious devotion, and the quality 
of spiritua l values." 30 "Israel " bespeak s th e "spiritua l aristocracy " 
and mission of the Jewish people, "which denotes both the spiritual, 



208 DAVI D ELLENSO N 

religious, an d ethica l value s fo r whic h Judaism stands , a s wel l a s 
the idea of noblesse oblige" that compels the Jewish people "to give 
an ethical example to the whole of mankind." The term reflects th e 
Jewish people' s obligatio n t o "serv e a s a  mean s b y whic h othe r 
people may be led to the light. " 

Expressing th e human e qualitie s tha t characteriz e th e Jewis h 
people, a s wel l a s th e people' s specia l relationshi p wit h God , th e 
name Israel  canno t b e diveste d o f "religiou s significance. " Ac -
cording to Nussbaum, the founders of the Jewish state appropriatel y 
selected thi s name when the y establishe d a  politica l homelan d fo r 
the Jews in the contemporary world. "When Herzl wrote his famous 
book on Zionism," Nussbaum observed, "he called it Judenstaat an d 
the Hebre w translato r rendere d i t Medinat  Hayehudim,  'Stat e o f 
Jews.'" Herzl' s ai m wa s t o restor e th e nam e "Jew " t o a  plac e o f 
dignity. 

However, the founders of the new Jewish State, after much consider-
ation . . . o n the selection of a proper name, came up unanimously 
with the choice of Israel, thus again emphasizing the spiritual quality 
of our people, its conception of humanity, an d its relationship with 
God. . . . The young Jewish State of today is not only an aggregation 
of Yehudim defending themselves against their enemies, . . . but the 
Land of Israel from whic h will again come forth th e Torah and the 
word of God, a new conception of humanity, and a new message to a 
troubled world. 

Hitler an d th e plagu e o f moder n antisemitis m mad e th e politica l 
dimension o f Zionis m a n imperative , bu t Hitle r coul d no t deflec t 
Israel an d Zio n fro m th e fulfillmen t o f thei r universa l task . Onc e 
again, th e Wester n an d America n visio n o f th e meanin g an d sig -
nificance o f the Jewish state is apparent. 

In a  194 3 article, "Zionism : A Religious Duty," Felix Levy, rabb i 
of Emanue l Congregatio n i n Chicag o an d presiden t o f the Centra l 
Conference o f American Rabbis , began, "W e are a religious nation . 
. .  .  The Jew never thought of religion apar t from hi s people, as the 
doctrines o f election , mission , an d messianis m attest." 31 Whil e 
other classical Reform rabbis would undoubtedly have disputed thi s 
assessment, Levy , as a leader of the Reform rabbinate , was express-
ing view s share d b y mos t o f hi s Refor m colleague s a t thi s point . 
Levy maintained that "we liberal Jews. .  .  .  see in Zion the opportu-
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nity fo r th e grandes t kin d o f [universal ] Jewish self-expression. " I n 
an ironi c twist , Lev y eve n cite d Kaufman n Kohle r t o rebu t th e 
claim of the anti-Zionist s remaining in the Reform camp . (Kohler' s 
antipathy t o Zionism was so great that , a s president of the Hebre w 
Union College , h e purge d th e HU C facult y o f al l person s sympa -
thetic t o th e Zionis t cause and ha d forbidde n th e teaching o f mod-
ern Hebre w literatur e i n th e curriculu m o f th e College. ) Levy' s 
citation of Kohler in support of the Zionist idea, whatever its histor-
ical accuracy, was meant to be an effective rhetorica l device . 

Levy insiste d tha t "Zionism , le t i t b e repeate d again , i s no t a n 
exclusively political movement. I t is from one point of view an end; 
from a  large r an d true r surve y i t i s the mean s fo r Jewish survival , 
not a s a  natio n i n th e accepte d sens e o f th e term , bu t a s God' s 
people wh o throug h an d i n Zio n ca n bette r perfor m a  grea t task. " 
Levy stated i n conclusion , "Ther e i s fa r mor e universalis m amon g 
the Jew s i n Palestin e tha n ther e i s anywher e els e i n th e world. " 
Once more , th e clai m i s put fort h tha t th e particularit y o f Jewish 
nationalism an d th e demand s o f a  propheti c universalis m d o no t 
clash. Th e forme r become s th e mean s whereb y th e ideal s o f th e 
latter can be best realized . 

Like Newman an d som e o f hi s Orthodo x an d Conservativ e col -
leagues, Lev y was sensitive t o accusation s o f "irreligiosity " hurle d 
against th e Zionis t movemen t an d acknowledge d thei r partia l 
truth. "Unfortunately, " h e wrote , "som e Zionists and some leader s 
of Zionism hav e bee n anti-religiou s an d thi s charge , i n so far a s i t 
is true , i s deserved . W e have , however , anothe r instanc e i n th e 
development o f wha t i n it s Herzlia n phas e wa s perhap s a n exclu -
sively secula r interpretatio n o f Judaism, metoch  shelo  lishma  ba 
lishma."Z2 Unlik e Lookstei n o r Newman, Lev y had n o need t o con-
vert Herz l o r th e secula r Zionist s t o religion , bu t h e ha d th e sam e 
desire t o vie w Zionis m a s a  distinctl y religiou s expressio n o f Juda-
ism. "Anyon e wh o reads the contemporary literatur e o f the home -
land realize s tha t th e spiri t o f God is hovering over Eretz  Y  Israel." 
Zionism i s a  movement , Lev y proclaime d i n conclusion , "imbue d 
by the highest religious, yes universalistic ideal. " 

This surve y o f representativ e rabbini c writing s o n Zionis m durin g 
the 1940 s bear s ou t Friesel' s an d Be n Halpern' s contentio n tha t a 
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strong lin k betwee n religio n an d Zionis m ha s bee n a  hallmar k o f 
the American movement. Indeed , ther e was virtually an identity of 
postures towar d Zionis m adopte d b y rabbi s i n eac h o f th e move -
ments. Eac h viewed Zionis m i n religiou s an d moralisti c term s an d 
sought t o downpla y th e exclusivel y ethni c o r secula r nationalis t 
elements that characterize d th e movement in Europe. The key role 
these rabbis played in transmitting the Zionist message to Jews and 
non-Jews alik e distinguishe d th e America n branc h o f th e move -
ment. Thi s desire, a s well a s the conten t o f thi s rabbinic message , 
aptly reflected th e American environmen t tha t le d Jew and gentil e 
to defin e Judais m i n essentiall y religiou s term s b y th e 1940s . Th e 
force o f th e Zionis t mode l thes e me n hel d wa s s o attune d t o th e 
pulse o f Americ a that , ove r fort y year s later , it s visions stil l reso -
nate amon g man y America n Jews . I t i s this linkag e betwee n reli -
gion, morality , an d Zionism , i n larg e measure , tha t lead s t o th e 
criticisms significant number s of American Jews hurl a t som e con-
temporary Israel i policies . That , however , i s anothe r topic . Th e 
reader should simply note the potency of the cultura l an d spiritua l 
model o f Zionis m thes e rabbi s framed , a s wel l a s th e America n 
context tha t contributed so substantively to its creation. 
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The Evolutio n o f th e 
American Synagogu e 

Jonathan D . Sarn a 

The ide a tha t our s i s a n "evolving " America n Jewis h communit y 
seems, at first glance, self-evident. A  closer look, however, disclose s 
that th e word "evolving " is cognate to "evolution," a  controversia l 
term in modern culture that most of the time is used all too loosely. 
"Evolution" has meant different thing s to different people , and each 
meaning is ideologically freighted . 

According t o Raymon d Williams , th e wor d "evolution " derive s 
from a  Lati n forerunne r meanin g "t o unroll, " a s i n "unrollin g a 
book." Use d i n thi s sense , "evolution " implie s inherent  develop -
ment, th e unrollin g o f something tha t alread y exists . I n th e nine -
teenth century , particularl y unde r th e influenc e o f Darwinism , 
"evolution" too k o n a  differen t meaning . Th e ne w definition , ac -
cording to Williams, involved "a process of natural historical  devel -
opment," a  nonteleologica l process , unplanne d an d withou t an y 
sense o f inheren t design , suc h a s i n th e commo n understandin g 
of th e phras e "th e evolutio n o f humankind. " Ove r th e cours e o f 
the past century , "evolution " has taken o n an additiona l meaning : 
slow chang e tha t i s "controlle d b y wha t alread y exists. " I n thi s 
sense evolution i s juxtaposed t o revolution , whic h involve s "faste r 
changes designe d t o alte r muc h o f wha t exists. " Evolutio n i s un -
hurried an d conditioned ; revolutio n i s sudde n an d violent . (Thi s 
leads t o a n implici t valu e judgment : slow , measure d change — 
evolution—is see n a s i n ste p wit h natur e an d good ; sudden , rad -
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ical change—revolution—i s see n a s ou t o f ste p wit h natur e an d 
bad.)1 

All thre e definition s o f "evolution " hav e thei r counterpart s 
within th e America n Jewis h community , resultin g i n thre e inter -
pretations o f th e phras e "th e evolvin g America n Jewis h commu -
nity. " Followin g th e first  definitio n th e community' s histor y i s 
viewed as unfolding (o r "unrolling") alon g a predetermined course , 
usually on e leadin g inexorabl y t o assimilatio n an d decay . Ac -
cording t o thi s interpretation , th e questio n i s ho w fa r America n 
Jewry ha s alread y com e alon g th e roa d t o it s inexorable end . Ar e 
we close to ou r inevitabl e fate , approachin g th e midwa y point , o r 
still bac k a t th e beginnin g o f th e journey, wit h mile s to g o befor e 
we weep? 

By contrast, th e second definition look s upon the American Jew-
ish communit y a s a n objec t o f history , shape d an d reshape d b y 
forces external to itself. Like an evolving humanity, the community 
is constantly evolvin g an d wil l continu e t o do so. I t may be trans-
formed, bu t it will not necessarily disappear . 

According to the thir d definition , th e Jews have control o f thei r 
own communa l destiny : the y ca n promot e evolutio n b y pursuin g 
modest changes, or they can promote revolution through more radi-
cal ones. "The evolving American Jewish community" is a prescrip-
tive rathe r tha n a  descriptiv e titl e and , b y implication , usuall y 
favors a n evolutionar y strateg y fo r America n Jew s a s agains t a 
revolutionary one. 

With thes e definition s i n mind , I  shoul d lik e t o focu s o n on e 
aspect o f American Jewish communa l evolution : th e developmen t 
of the American synagogue. "The evolution of the Synagogue as the 
basic institution i n Jewish group life is central t o the history of the 
Jewish community in America," according to Moshe Davis,2 so one 
could scarcel y hop e for a  bette r cas e study. I n th e concludin g sec-
tion, I  will attemp t t o delineate thos e elements tha t she d ligh t o n 
broader question s o f religiou s an d institutiona l chang e within th e 
American Jewish contex t an d t o explai n wh y th e ambiguit y con -
cealed in the definition o f the word "evolution" is appropriate. 

The first  American synagogu e was founded i n the lat e seventeent h 
century i n Ne w Yor k City . Jew s ha d settle d i n Ne w Amsterda m 
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back i n 1654 , bu t b y la w the y coul d no t worshi p publicly , onl y 
privately. Afte r th e surrender to th e Britis h in 1664 , this changed; 
by 170 0 a  rente d piec e o f rea l estat e o n Mil l Stree t (no w Sout h 
William Street) ha d become known a s the "Jews' Synagogue." Ap-
propriately, th e congregation's officia l nam e would b e Shearith Is-
rael ("remnan t o f Israel, " se e Mica h 2:12) ; i t i s toda y popularl y 
known as "the Spanish and Portuguese Synagogue."3 

In 1728, the members of Shearith Israel purchased a small parcel 
of lan d o n Mil l Stree t fo r a  ne w synagogue . Consecrate d o n th e 
seventh da y o f Passover , Apri l 8 , 1730 , "i t wa s th e firs t structur e 
designed and built to be a synagogue in continental North America" 
and is known historically as "the First Mill Street Synagogue."4 

Like all early American synagogues, and indeed most synagogues 
in Europe , Shearit h Israe l sa w itsel f a s a  kahal  kadosh,  a  hol y 
congregation, a n all-embracin g synagogue-community . I t wa s la y 
dominated—no ordaine d rabbi s graced American pulpits unti l th e 
1840s. It followed Sephardic ritual, eve n though by 1720 the major-
ity of American Jews were already of Ashkenazic descent. 

The synagogue-community had no legal standing in the colonies. 
Jews were no t require d t o join it . I n practice, therefore , o n man y 
issues, the congregation could only act on the basis of consensus— 
a patter n tha t hold s tru e fo r man y America n synagogue s today . 
Unlike th e contemporar y synagogue , th e earl y America n syna -
gogue-community hel d a  virtual monopoly on most aspects of Jew-
ish religiou s life , includin g circumcisions , marriages , an d burials , 
making i t easie r t o enforc e it s authority . (Th e standar d punish -
ments meted out by synagogues throughout the Western world were 
fines an d threat s o f excommunication. ) "I n thi s phas e o f Jewish 
history," Martin Cohen writes, "the synagogue reinforced the basic 
values .  .  .  which traditionally hav e shaped Jewish life . Sociall y i t 
was th e plac e wher e Jews met , commente d o n events , communi -
cated thei r needs , planne d thei r charities , adjudicate d thei r dis -
putes, an d hel d thei r life-cycl e events . I n th e synagogue , bride -
grooms were give n recognition , mourner s comforted, stranger s fed 
and housed , an d th e herein  o r ba n o f excommunication , pro -
nounced against recalcitrants."5 

The America n Revolutio n brough t abou t grea t change s i n th e 
American synagogue . B y tha t tim e America' s Jewis h populatio n 
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had grow n t o ove r on e thousand . Ther e wer e five  synagogues op-
erating in th e former colonies , one in each of the major communi -
ties wher e Jew s lived . Buffete d b y contemporar y ideologica l cur -
rents, Jews widely approve d o f the new values : democracy, libert y 
of conscience, church-stat e separation , voluntarism . I f synagogues 
wanted t o maintai n thei r members , the y ha d t o adapt. 6 Thi s wa s 
not jus t anothe r cas e o f Jews blindl y followin g th e suppose d rul e 
that "as go the gentiles so go the Jews." Instead, Jews and Christians 
alike wer e influence d b y simila r communa l an d cultura l develop -
ments, one s t o whic h al l religion s neede d t o respond . I n studyin g 
"the evolvin g America n Jewis h community, " w e shoul d b e war y 
of dismissin g a s assimilatio n wha t migh t mor e appropriatel y b e 
understood in terms of challenge and response. 

How did synagogues respond? For one thing, they composed new 
constitutions. Th e ver y ter m "constitution " wa s a n innovation ; 
formerly, synagogue s had calle d thei r governin g regulations b y the 
more traditional Jewish term of "Hascamoth." The new document s 
contained larg e dollops of republican rhetori c an d permitte d mor e 
democracy within th e synagogue than before . One constitution be -
gan, "W e th e member s o f K . K . Shearit h Israe l . . . " Anothe r 
opened, "We , th e subscriber s o f th e Israelit e religio n residen t i n 
this plac e desirou s o f promotin g divin e worship , . . . " an d the n 
proceeded to justify synagogu e laws in staunchly American terms. 

Several synagogue s introduce d int o thei r law s what the y calle d 
a "bil l o f rights" : provision s tha t se t fort h members * "right s an d 
privileges" and mad e i t easie r fo r al l member s to attain synagogu e 
office. Formerl y synagogue s ha d bee n ru n b y a  self-perpetuatin g 
elite that pai d the bill s and made the rules . I n the post-Revolutio n 
era, particularl y i n Shearith Israe l o f New York and Mikve h Israe l 
of Philadelphia, younger leaders emerged, among them men of com-
paratively modest means. Several synagogues now used a new term, 
"president," t o describ e thei r leader , replacin g th e traditiona l He -
brew ter m "parnas."  A t a n earl y stage , then , th e America n syna -
gogue sough t t o harmoniz e itsel f wit h th e values , traditions , an d 
even the standard vocabulary of the larger society.7 

The nex t critica l junctur e i n th e histor y o f the America n syna -
gogue—perhaps th e mos t importan t chang e fro m th e beginnin g 
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until now—wa s the shift i n the first half of the nineteenth centur y 
from synagogue-communit y t o community o f synagogues. Fo r over 
a centur y eac h communit y ha d on e synagogu e an d n o more , a 
practice tha t unifie d Jews but stifled dissent ; from the n on commu -
nities would be divided among many different an d competing syna-
gogues. Philadelphi a i s the first  cit y t o hav e ha d tw o synagogues : 
a Sephardi c synagogue , Mikve h Israel , wa s founde d i n 1771 ; a n 
Ashkenazic synagogue , Rodep h Sholom , wa s establishe d i n 180 2 
(possibly earlier) . Wh y thi s secon d synagogu e wa s founde d i s un -
clear, bu t th e name , meanin g "pursue r o f peace," hint s a t th e ab -
sence o f communa l peace ; shalom,  i n mos t suc h cases , wa s mor e 
hope than reality. 8 

In 1824-25 , in Charlesto n an d New York, the power of the syna-
gogue-community was effectively broke n through secession. In both 
cities the challenge came largely from young Jews dissatisfied wit h 
synagogue life and concerned that Judaism would not survive unless 
changes wer e introduced— a perennia l them e i n moder n Jewis h 
movements. I n bot h cases , th e young Jews petitioned fo r changes : 
the Charlesto n Jew s sough t rathe r radica l reforms , th e Ne w Yor k 
Jews more moderate ones. In both cases their petitions were denied. 
The dissenter s the n di d wha t religiou s dissenter s usuall y d o i n 
America: the y forme d thei r ow n congregations , B'na i Jeshurun i n 
New Yor k an d th e Reforme d Societ y o f Israelite s i n Charleston. 9 

Henceforward, i n large r communities , dissenter s n o longe r neede d 
to compromise principles for the sake of consensus: they could with-
draw an d star t thei r ow n synagogue—whic h the y di d tim e an d 
again. I n Ne w York , ther e wer e tw o synagogue s i n 1825 , fou r i n 
1835, ten in 1845 , over twenty in 1855 . Some synagogues split several 
times over. I0 Fiv e corollaries abou t America n Jewish religiou s his -
tory can be derived from thi s development : 

1. De  facto pluralism.  Althoug h throughou t th e nineteenth cen -
tury America n Jewis h leader s continuall y sough t t o unif y Jew s 
around a  singl e ritual—wha t Rabb i Isaa c M . Wis e like d t o cal l 
"Minhag Amerika"—religiou s pluralis m becam e th e realit y fo r 
American Jews , lik e Protestant s befor e them . Nineteenth-centur y 
Jews (an d thei r Christia n counterparts ) considere d thi s t o b e a 
misfortune. I n th e twentiet h century , a s American Jews embrace d 
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cultural pluralism a s an alternative to the melting pot, many cam e 
to see the development a s a good, even as a key factor i n preserving 
American Judaism from one generation to the next . 

2. Competition.  Th e existenc e o f multipl e synagogue s withi n 
one community fostered competition for members. Synagogues thus 
had a  ne w interes t i n minimizin g dissen t an d keepin g member s 
satisfied. They emulated one another's successes, exploited failures , 
and institute d change s t o stave of f membershi p losses . Synagogue s 
that refused t o compete disappeared . 

3. The  end  of  synagogue  coercion.  Pluralis m change d th e bal -
ance o f powe r betwee n th e synagogu e an d it s members . Before , 
when ther e wa s bu t on e synagogu e i n ever y community , i t coul d 
take member s fo r grante d an d disciplin e them , fo r the y ha d n o 
option bu t t o obey . Now , Jew s di d hav e a n option ; i n a  sense , 
synagogues now needed them more than they needed any particula r 
synagogue. A s a  result , b y th e midnineteent h century , synagogu e 
bylaws listed punishments (fines ) onl y for a small number of infrac-
tions—unexcused absence s fro m meeting s o r funerals , unwilling -
ness t o accep t proffere d synagogu e honors , o r gros s breache s o f 
discipline—and mos t fines  wer e late r remitted . Th e onc e feare d 
herem (excommunication ) virtuall y disappeared . Wher e competi -
tion wa s sharpest , synagogue s becam e mor e concerne d wit h at -
tracting members than with keeping them in line. 

4. Ashkenazic  predominance.  Sephardi c synagogue s suffere d 
most fro m th e breakdow n o f th e synagogue-communitie s becaus e 
the condition s tha t ha d maintaine d Sephardi c hegemon y fo r mor e 
than a  centur y afte r th e Sephardi m themselve s ha d becom e a  mi -
nority now disappeared. Practicall y al l the new synagogues were in 
one way or another Ashkenazic in ritual and custom (Germa n rite , 
Polish rite , Englis h rite , an d s o forth ) because , wit h th e growin g 
democratization o f American Jewish life, the majority ruled . 

5. Communal  reorganization.  Increasingly , America n syna -
gogues—autonomous congregations based upon ritualistic, ideolog-
ical, an d region-of-birth differences—cam e t o represent diversity in 
American Jewis h life ; the y symbolize d an d promote d fragmenta -
tion. To bind the community togethe r an d carry out functions tha t 
the now privatized an d functionally delimite d synagogues could no 
longer handl e require d ne w organization s capabl e o f transcendin g 
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these differences . Beginnin g in th e 1840s , philanthropic an d frater -
nal organizations—B'na i B'rith , th e Hebre w Benevolen t Society , 
and othe r associations—move d int o th e void . Henceforward , th e 
community's structure mirrored the federalist patter n o f the natio n 
at large , balance d precariousl y i n a  tensio n betwee n unit y an d 
diversity. 

Within congregation s themselves , th e breakdow n o f th e syna -
gogue-community se t of f a  perio d o f enormou s change . Pent-u p 
dissatisfaction, fea r fo r th e futur e o f Judaism, th e nee d t o attrac t 
new members , th e influenc e o f Europea n Refor m Judais m an d 
American Protestantism , a  desir e t o wi n th e respec t o f American s 
for Judaism, an d a  feeling tha t th e synagogue had t o come to terms 
with the realities of American lif e al l resulted in a  series of reform s 
that completel y revolutionize d synagogu e lif e an d worship . 
Throughout th e country , synagogue s move d mor e int o lin e wit h 
Protestant-American religiou s norm s i n th e hop e tha t thi s woul d 
make them more appealing to the younger generation. 11 

What kinds of changes were introduced? 
1. Rules  concerning  decorum  and  etiquette.  "Th e chaotic , self -

governing congregation," in the words of Leon Jick, now became "a 
training schoo l i n propriety. " Explici t rules , welcome d b y mos t 
congregants, banne d talking , spitting , lou d kissin g of tzitzit,  walk -
ing around , standin g together , conversin g wit h neighbors , an d 
cracking jokes or "making fun." 12 

2. English-language  Bibles,  prayerbooks,  and  prayers.  Mos t 
American Jew s di d no t understan d Hebrew ; man y coul d no t eve n 
read th e language . A s a  result , an d probabl y influence d b y th e 
vernacular prayer s o f America n Protestants , som e expresse d dee p 
dissatisfaction wit h th e traditiona l liturg y tha t containe d n o En -
glish whatsoever . Translation s tha t individual s coul d rea d whil e 
the traditiona l Hebre w wa s intone d solve d th e proble m i n part . 
Many congregations admitted selected English prayers into the wor-
ship service. 

3. Regular  vernacular  sermons.  Sermons , the centerpiece of Prot-
estant worship , were no more than occasiona l features of the tradi -
tional Sephardi c liturgy , delivere d onl y o n specia l occasion s o r 
when emissarie s cam e fro m th e Hol y Land . Th e mov e t o a  regula r 
weekly sermon in th e vernacular wa s inaugurated i n 183 0 by Isaa c 
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Leeser, th e foremos t traditionalis t America n Jewis h leade r o f th e 
early nineteenth centur y an d a t the time the minister a t Congrega -
tion Mikve h Israe l i n Philadelphia . Hi s exampl e wa s widel y 
emulated.13 

4. Aesthetic  improvements  to  the  synagogue.  I n a n effor t t o 
make th e synagogu e mor e appealin g s o tha t i t migh t attrac t ne w 
members an d proudl y b e displaye d befor e Jews an d gentile s alike , 
architectural an d aestheti c reform s wer e introduced , aime d a t 
transforming th e synagogu e fro m a  simpl e hous e o f praye r int o a 
showpiece. The new focus on aesthetics affected no t only the physi-
cal appearanc e o f the synagogue but als o the worship itself, whic h 
became more formal an d performance oriented . 

In addition to these reforms, which could be justified on the basis 
of Jewish law , a n increasin g numbe r o f synagogues by midcentur y 
initiated mor e radica l changes . The y feare d tha t cosmeti c alter -
ations alon e woul d b e insufficien t t o preserv e America n Judais m 
for subsequen t generations . Hoistin g th e banne r o f Reform , thes e 
synagogues introduce d bolde r innovation s tha n ha d hithert o bee n 
sanctioned. Th e pace and exten t o f reform differe d fro m synagogu e 
to synagogue , bu t generall y th e change s include d liturgica l an d 
theological innovations, increasing use of the vernacular, the intro-
duction o f a n orga n an d a  mixe d choir , a  shif t fro m separat e t o 
mixed seating , an d abandonmen t o f headcoverings, praye r shawls , 
and the second ("extra" ) da y of Jewish holidays.14 

For man y Jew s i n th e nineteent h century , th e synagogu e no w 
became the locus of religion, replacin g the home, where fewer an d 
fewer ceremonie s were observed. Indeed , traditiona l hom e ceremo-
nies lik e candleligh t ting, kiddush,  an d sukkah  wer e increasingl y 
shifted int o th e synagogue . Thi s ha d importan t implication s fo r 
women, whos e domai n formerl y ha d bee n th e home . I n th e nine -
teenth centur y the y flocked  t o th e synagogue , jus t a s Protestan t 
women flocked  t o church , an d synagogue s ha d t o find  way s o f 
meeting thei r needs . Suddenly , an d perhap s fo r th e first  tim e i n 
history, some synagogues had more women in attendance on Satur-
day mornin g tha n men . Th e significanc e o f thi s phenomeno n ha s 
only begun to be studied, but on the basis of what we know already , 
we can conclude tha t th e impact o f these women on the life of the 
synagogue was enormous.15 
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East European Jewish immigrants, in the period of mass immigra-
tion (1881-1924) , foun d th e America n synagogu e alien , differen t 
from anythin g tha t the y ha d experience d before . The y therefor e 
created landsmanshaft  synagogue s tha t a t onc e linked the m t o th e 
Old World , replicate d man y o f th e broa d function s o f th e tradi -
tional synagogue-communit y (burial , sic k care , etc.) , an d aide d 
them i n th e process of Americanization. I n other words , th e syna -
gogue served a s a "mediating structure, " easing immigrants ' transi -
tion fro m Ol d World t o New. I n time, thes e synagogues underwen t 
many of the transformations experience d b y the Sephardic and Ash-
kenazic synagogues of the previous century. Showpiece synagogues, 
performance-oriented Judaism , a n emphasi s on decorum, an d a  lit -
urgy spice d wit h Englis h an d highlighte d b y a  weekl y sermo n al l 
came to characterize th e congregational lif e of East European Jews 
too, wit h furthe r change s introduce d late r fo r th e sak e o f thei r 
children.16 

By the en d o f the nineteent h centur y a  spectrum o f synagogue s 
dotted th e America n landscape , fro m traditionalis t Orthodo x t o 
middle-of-the-road Conservativ e t o innovative Reform . Synagogue s 
proliferated, competin g wit h on e anothe r an d caterin g t o differen t 
tastes an d needs . Despit e tal k o f unity , diversit y ha d becom e in -
stitutionalized throug h differen t movements , an d individua l 
synagogues stil l preserve d thei r ow n autonomy . Wha t di d unit e 
synagogues—and wha t continues to unite them—was the determi-
nation to preserve Judaism, t o keep it alive for the next generation . 
There was , o f course , n o agreemen t a s to ho w t o d o this . Instead , 
different synagogue s pursue d differen t strategie s directe d towar d 
this aim. 

This brings me to twentieth-century developments , which, give n 
constraints o f space , I  can d o n o mor e tha n outline . Man y o f th e 
following theme s in recent synagogue history have nineteenth-cen -
tury roots. 

1. Vrofessionalization.  Rabbis , cantors , an d synagogu e adminis -
trators hav e becom e professional s ove r th e pas t century , complet e 
with thei r ow n professiona l trainin g school s an d thei r ow n profes -
sional organizations . Thi s ha s improve d thei r statu s an d pa y bu t 
has tende d t o creat e a  "professiona l distance " betwee n the m an d 
those they serve . I t has als o tended t o make th e atmospher e o f th e 
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synagogue more businesslike—so much so that many contemporar y 
synagogues ar e ru n o n a  corporat e basis , wit h charters , boar d 
rooms, and a chairman of the board. 

2. Synagogue  involvement  in  social  action.  Influence d b y th e 
Protestant Socia l Gospe l an d th e challeng e pose d b y Feli x Adler' s 
Society fo r Ethica l Culture , thi s movemen t i n synagogu e lif e ha s 
attempted t o prov e tha t Judais m i s no les s concerned tha n Chris -
tianity abou t the ills of our society, and that one need not abando n 
Judaism i n orde r t o becom e activ e i n socia l reform . I t als o offer s 
those wh o find  regula r worshi p unappealin g a  wa y o f involvin g 
themselves "Jewishly" in a religiously sanctioned manner . 

3. The  synagogue-center  movement.  Th e effor t t o broade n th e 
reach o f the synagogue by turning i t into a  full-fledged communit y 
center, o r bet  am —a plac e wher e organization s ca n meet , recre -
ation an d education take place, and Jews socialize—has deep roots 
in Jewish tradition , including , a s we have seen, in American syna -
gogue history itself. It also was influenced b y the Protestant institu -
tional churc h movement , b y a  perceived nee d t o involve the syna -
gogue in the effort t o solve urban problems, and, most of all, by the 
desire t o find a  wa y o f lurin g th e disaffecte d childre n o f Jewis h 
immigrants bac k t o th e synagogue . Champione d (bu t no t origi -
nated) b y Mordeca i Kaplan , thi s ide a ha s ha d a n enormou s influ -
ence on al l America n synagogue s by encouraging the m t o broade n 
their activities into areas that they had neglected . 

4. Vastoral  care. The allure of Christian Science and the popular-
ity o f such book s a s Joshua Lot h Liebman' s Peace  of Mind  demon -
strated a  deman d b y America n Jew s fo r psychologica l guidanc e 
from thei r religious leaders. In response, seminaries introduced int o 
their curricul a course s in pastora l psychology , an d synagogue s en -
couraged thei r rabbis to set aside time for pastoral counseling. This 
further broadenin g of the synagogue's role illustrates the process by 
which the twentieth-century synagogu e confronted ne w challenge s 
and met them successfully . 

5. Child-centeredness.  On e of the major objectives of the twenti -
eth-century synagogue has been to instill Jewish consciousness into 
school-age youngsters . Mor e adult s joi n a  synagogu e whe n thei r 
children reach school age than a t an y other time, and they do so in 
the hop e tha t th e synagogu e ca n inspir e thei r youngsters t o main -
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tain Judaism whe n the y gro w up . T o mee t thi s challenge , syna -
gogues have become increasingly child centered. Activities, rituals, 
and eve n th e worshi p servic e itsel f ar e frequentl y arrange d wit h 
children in mind. 

6. Feminism.  The feminist movement has affected American syn-
agogues in a  variety of ways. Wome n now serve as rabbis, cantors, 
officers, an d in other important capacities, and more women expect 
to b e treate d equall y i n al l aspect s o f Jewish la w an d practice . 
Synagogues have become mor e conscious o f women's issues , sensi -
tive t o "sexis t language, " an d innovativ e i n thei r approac h t o 
women's rituals and spirituality. Indeed , feminism ma y well prove 
to be the most far reaching of all the challenges that the twentieth-
century synagogue has encountered. 

7. Privatization.  Whil e less noticed than the other themes I have 
touched upon , privatization ha s had a major impact on contempo-
rary synagogue lif e b y emphasizing famil y a t th e expens e o f com-
munity and by elevating intimacy into a spiritual goal . This devel-
opment i s particularl y apparen t i n architecture ; "intimat e 
settings," back fro m th e stree t an d nestle d amon g th e trees , hav e 
become favorit e locale s fo r ne w synagogu e buildings . Withi n th e 
synagogue, joyous family celebrations , includin g bar and bat mitz-
vah, ar e no w mor e ofte n privat e events , share d wit h famil y an d 
friends, no t with th e ful l communit y of worshippers. Th e havurah 
movement an d th e proliferatio n o f Orthodo x shtiblekh  reflect , i n 
part, a  similar search for intimacy. Indeed , Harold Schulweis, wh o 
views "th e primary tas k on th e agend a o f th e synagogue " a s "the 
humanization an d personalizatio n o f th e temple, " once describe d 
the havurah a s a "surrogate for the eroded extended family."17 This 
is a far cry from the idea of the synagogue a s community tha t was 
for so many years widely articulated. 

What do all of these changes teach us about the evolving Ameri-
can Jewis h community ? First , tha t chang e ha s historicall y com e 
about i n th e America n Jewis h communit y throug h a  proces s o f 
challenge and response. I n the eighteenth century, religiou s liberty 
introduced free-marke t competitio n int o America n religion ; dis -
satisfied Jew s no w ha d th e optio n o f lookin g elsewhere . Th e fea r 
that Jews might trade in old loyalties for more accommodating new 
ones acte d a s a  majo r spu r t o communa l change . Prevente d b y 
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American la w an d traditio n fro m eithe r lockin g out externa l chal -
lengers o r banishin g interna l ones , th e community , i n orde r t o 
survive, has had to keep its constituents reasonably contented. Tha t 
goal has frequently entaile d sanctionin g modification s ("reforms" ) 
of one kind or another to prevent defections and to hold challengers 
at bay . Th e paradoxica l resul t i s tha t thos e wh o hav e sough t t o 
weaken th e communit y hav e ofte n bee n th e catalys t fo r change s 
that made it stronger . 

Second, communa l challenge s hav e usuall y bee n me t i n way s 
that reflec t differen t strategi c analyses of how best to promote com-
munal survival. Historically, some sectors of American Jewish lead-
ership have emphasize d th e importanc e o f educating Jews to war d 
off challenges, others have insisted that Judaism itself must bend to 
survive, and most have called for some combination of these strate-
gies. Diversity of religious options within the American Jewish com-
munity mirror s th e diversit y o f th e communit y itself . Change s i n 
American Judaism have proceeded along a multitude of paths, some 
of which have ultimately led to dead ends while others have broad-
ened into spiritual thoroughfares . 

Third, young Jews have played a disproportionate role in promot-
ing communal change . I n 1825 , the movement fo r religiou s chang e 
in New York was led by "young gentlemen," while the average age 
of those involve d i n th e Charlesto n Refor m movemen t aroun d th e 
same tim e wa s thirty-two . Subsequen t movement s fo r Jewish "re -
form," "revitalization," "advancement," and "reconstruction" have 
displayed a  simila r tendenc y t o attrac t youn g peopl e (o r "Youn g 
Israel") fo r understandabl e psychologica l reasons . Wher e suc h 
movements hav e likewis e attracte d olde r Jews , thei r justificatio n 
usually lies in concern for communal survival—the fear that unless 
Judaism changes, the next generation will abandon it . 

Fourth, change s i n th e America n Jewis h communit y hav e i n 
many cases run paralle l t o changes taking place in other America n 
faith communitie s and within the nation a t large. Religious liberal-
ism, th e socia l justice movement , pastora l psychology , neo-Ortho -
doxy, religiou s revivalism , feminism—al l ar e example s o f move -
ments tha t hav e lef t a  broa d impac t o n America n religion , 
transforming Christianit y an d Judais m alike . Mutua l influences , 
important a s the y are , ar e no t th e critica l factor s here , no r ca n 
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these phenomena b e explained o n th e basi s of "mere" assimilatio n 
or independen t paralle l development . Instead , bot h Christianit y 
and Judais m hav e bee n influence d b y development s affectin g th e 
nation a s a whole, developments to which al l American faiths hav e 
been challenged to respond. 

Finally, althoug h nobod y doubts that th e American Jewish com-
munity ha s evolve d throug h th e decade s an d continue s t o evolve , 
disputes ove r th e meanin g o f thes e change s an d thei r long-ter m 
implications fo r Jewish lif e hav e flared  repeatedl y fo r almos t tw o 
centuries. Fro m one direction hav e come warnings tha t change s of 
all kind s onl y haste n America n Jewry' s inevitabl e demise — 
whether through assimilation, antisemitism , or communal division . 
From anothe r direction , assurance s have been heard tha t celebrat e 
many o f thes e same transformation s a s signs of communal vitalit y 
and ongoing creativity. Fro m a  third directio n hav e come voices of 
compromise, championin g modes t change s a s a brake agains t radi -
cal and dangerous ones. 

Each o f these argument s ca n b e defended, an d a s we have seen , 
each ma y b e inferre d fro m th e wor d "evolution " itself , a s i t ha s 
been variously defined. Indeed , th e three approaches stand in vigor-
ous tension t o one another : each correct s the other's excesses. This 
"evolution debate " i s mor e tha n jus t a  proble m o f definitio n an d 
interpretation. A t a  deepe r level , th e ambiguit y o f meanin g be -
speaks a  cultura l ambiguity : th e dynami c struggl e betwee n tradi -
tion an d chang e tha t lie s a t th e hear t o f th e America n Jewis h 
experience as a whole.18 
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Consensus Buildin g an d Conflic t 
over Creatin g th e Youn g People' s 
Synagogue o f the Lowe r Eas t Sid e 

Jeffrey S . Guroc k 

It wa s a  momen t o f both satisfactio n an d expectatio n fo r Elia s L. 
Solomon when, o n February 3 , 1904 , he rose at a  public meeting of 
the Ne w York Board of Jewish Minister s to repor t on th e activitie s 
of th e Jewish Endeavo r Societ y (JES) . Just tw o day s earlier , "th e 
movement fo r th e erectio n o f a  Youn g People' s synagogu e o n th e 
lower Eas t Side " had take n a  majo r strid e forwar d whe n a  confer -
ence that h e had chaired , organize d by the Endeavorers , had unan -
imously resolve d "tha t th e servic e the y desire d wa s a n orthodo x 
one, wit h th e sermo n an d som e prayer s i n English , an d wit h th e 
Singer Prayer Book." 

This had bee n n o mean fea t fo r th e twenty-five-year-old , Vilna -
born, CCNY-educated Jewish Theological Seminary student and the 
coterie o f classmate s h e led . Man y individual s an d organization s 
downtown wer e concerne d tha t second-generatio n Jews , bor n i n 
this country , wer e rapidl y driftin g awa y fro m synagogu e lif e an d 
basic Jewish commitments . H e an d hi s friend s ha d convince d th e 
seemingly disparate and often competitiv e thirty-five organization s 
in attendance , includin g th e immigran t Congregatio n Agudat h 
Achim Cracow, th e Zionis t Counci l of Greater New York, the New 
Era Club of the Educational Alliance, the Young People's Auxiliary 
of the Machzikei Talmud Torah, and the Reform Emanu-El Brother-
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hood, tha t JES's approach t o synagogue life ha d th e bes t chance of 
attracting bac k t o Judaism "th e well-intentione d youn g ma n an d 
woman reared in this city with American ideas and American views 
[repelled by ] th e variou s existin g shules  .  .  .  suitabl e onl y fo r th e 
old generation. " Solomo n wa s no w advancin g on e step furthe r hi s 
cause of "recalling] .  .  .  indifferent Jewr y t o their ancestra l faith. " 
He was seeking interdenominational approbatio n fro m Ne w York' s 
most prestigious Americanized Jewish clergy . These respected lead -
ers were, no t incidentally , th e rabbi s of uptown's best-know n phi -
lanthropists, th e Jews mos t capabl e o f grantin g Endeavore r effort s 
the consistent financial suppor t they required. 1 

As Solomon, war y o f opponents , surveye d th e roo m in searc h of 
allies, he might have caught the eye of Seminary president Solomon 
Schechter an d JTS executive committee member Simon M. Roeder . 
Concerned tha t h e present himsel f wel l befor e thes e eminences , h e 
was confident o f their suppor t because the Jewish Endeavor Society 
had th e deepest of ties to the Seminary. Bernar d Drachman , profes -
sor o f Bible , Hebre w grammar , an d codes , woul d late r asser t tha t 
the JES was "the frui t o f my efforts . . . t o influence th e students of 
the Seminar y an d othe r youths an d maiden s i n th e sam e period o f 
life, t o organiz e a  movemen t fo r th e winnin g o f adolescent s fo r 
Traditional Judaism." Whateve r Drachman' s input , i t i s clear tha t 
Seminary students , bot h me n an d women , ha d bee n th e backbon e 
of the Society since its founding i n 1900.2 

Solomon coul d coun t amon g hi s closes t mal e associate s JE S 
founders and board members rabbis Charles Kauvar, Phineas Israeli, 
Herman Abramowitz , an d Mordecai Kaplan , al l recent graduates of 
the Seminary rabbinica l school . Also , Solomon was not unmindfu l 
of th e contribution s o f Seminar y Teacher' s Cours e student s Id a 
Mearson, Iren e Stern, an d France s D. Lunevsky to Endeavorer edu -
cational programs . Mearson , chairma n i n 190 4 of the JES Religious 
Schools Committee, ha d been principal fo r two years of Endeavorer 
Religious School for Children # 1 on Chrystie Street. Likewise , Stern 
was principal o f School # 4 on Lexingto n Avenu e i n Harlem, whil e 
Lunevsky wa s JE S secretar y t o th e board . Seminar y linkag e t o 
the Endeavorer s wa s further confirme d whe n on e or anothe r Semi -
nary leader—Drachman , Loui s Ginzberg , Israe l Friedlander , o r 
Schechter himself—lecture d t o thei r group . Just tw o day s earlier , 
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Joseph Maye r Asher , th e Seminar y professo r o f homiletics , ha d 
given Solomon' s JE S conferee s heartenin g "word s o f encourage -
ment" when their proceedings had come to an end. 3 

Confident tha t Schechte r and Roeder would be proud of his man-
ner an d dictio n (th e Russian-born , Jerusalem-reare d Solomo n ha d 
worked hard under JTS tutor of elocution Grenville Kleiser to speak 
an unaccente d English) , Solomo n shifte d hi s gaze t o senio r rabbi s 
of whos e suppor t h e wa s fa r les s assured . Samue l Schulma n an d 
Maurice H. Harris were spiritual leader s of Temple Beth-El of Fift h 
Avenue an d Templ e Israe l o f Harlem , respectively , bot h staunc h 
advocates of classical Reform Judaism. Would they acquiesce to the 
Board of Ministers projecting a n American Orthodo x service as the 
way to reach the next generation of Jews?4 

Solomon di d mor e tha n merel y hop e tha t the y would . I n a  nu -
anced lette r t o th e edito r o f the American  Hebrew,  publishe d jus t 
before th e Februar y 3  meeting, h e had take n pain s to reach ou t t o 
potential supporter s i n formulatin g a  definitio n o f JE S activitie s 
that woul d sugges t the commonalitie s betwee n Orthodox y an d Re-
form. I n arguin g th e merit s o f a n "orderly , dignifie d [Orthodox ] 
service, accompanied b y congregational singing and an English ser-
mon," he had said that "th e Orthodox  youn g people represented by 
the Jewish Endeavor Society have for the last four years been clam-
oring fo r a  properly  reformed  service"  (emphasi s mine) . H e ha d 
suggested tha t "give n a  service, orderly , dignified , accompanie d b y 
congregational singing and an English sermon, what objections ca n 
even the Reformers raise against it?" 5 

Looking furthe r aroun d th e roo m o n Februar y 3 , 1904 , Solomo n 
would have seen two of New York's most renowned Jewish commu-
nal workers, Lillian Wald of the Henry Street Settlement and Henry 
Moskowitz of the downtown branch of the Ethical Culture Society . 
Though Solomo n ma y hav e muse d tha t thes e tw o ol d hand s a t 
social-work practic e shoul d hav e bee n impresse d wit h th e acume n 
and perspicacit y o f a  young ma n abl e t o brin g togethe r thirty-fiv e 
disparate groups , h e ha d t o hav e wondere d wha t interes t an d sup-
port these secularized Jews would manifest fo r a  traditional Jewish 
initiative. 

Solomon's eye s narrowe d a s hi s star e me t tha t o f hi s certai n 
opponent i n th e room , Rabb i Joseph Silverma n o f Temple Emanu -



CONSENSUS BUILDIN G AN D CONFLIC T 23 3 

El. Just six weeks earlier, Silverma n had begun offering a  decidedly 
Reform religiou s alternativ e t o "th e young me n an d wome n o f th e 
East Side [who are ] .  .  .  repelled rathe r tha n attracte d b y the anti -
quated mod e o f lif e le d b y thei r orthodo x parents. " Hi s English -
language services , held a t hi s newly establishe d Emanu-E l Brother -
hood o n Eas t Fift h Street , ha d feature d a n orga n an d a  choi r an d 
utilized th e Unio n Praye r Book . Although soo n Silverman ha d sub-
stituted th e Singe r (English-Hebrew ) siddur  fo r th e Unio n Praye r 
Book an d ha d eliminate d th e orga n an d choir , reportedl y i n re -
sponse t o downtow n criticism , Solomo n perceive d thos e modifica -
tions a s merely tactica l retreats . H e was als o no t impresse d tha t a 
lay leade r o f th e Emanu-E l Brotherhood , a  Mr . J . Levinson,  ha d 
signed Monday's conference memorandum . Solomo n suspected tha t 
a pus h fo r Refor m hegemon y i n yout h religiou s wor k wa s stil l i n 
the offing , an d h e wa s unconvince d tha t Emanu-El' s rabb i woul d 
countenance a n establishe d Orthodo x ritua l fo r thi s neighborhood -
wide intiative. 6 

To Solomon' s grea t pleasure , hi s remarks wer e wel l receive d b y 
the Boar d o f Minister s meeting . Speake r afte r speaker , fro m 
Schechter to Wald to Moskowitz, "wit h a  single exception," rose to 
support Solomon' s poin t o f view. Wal d eve n brough t word s of sup-
port fo r th e effor t fro m "Christia n minister s [who ] had tol d he r o f 
the nee d o f a  religiou s cente r t o whic h the y migh t direc t person s 
who com e unde r thei r observation. " Tha t unsolicite d sourc e o f 
backing probabl y surprise d th e representative s i n attendanc e fro m 
the Unio n o f Orthodo x Jewis h Congregations . Thes e Orthodo x 
Jews, wh o wante d backin g fo r thei r antimissionar y effort s agains t 
downtown Christia n socia l group s that di d no t refe r Jewish client s 
to Jewish organizations , woul d be looking for disingenuous ulterio r 
motives i n tha t statement . Despit e JES's high profil e agains t Chris -
tian activitie s i n th e ghetto , Solomo n wa s undoubtedl y gratifie d 
that Wald' s remarks only raised a  few eyebrow s an d di d no t diver t 
discussion fro m th e announce d topic . A t evening' s clos e i t wa s 
resolved that becaus e the need for "religious centers or settlements" 
was a  rea l one , "on e o r more should b e started unde r th e Boar d of 
Ministers an d tha t therei n th e Jewish Endeavo r Societ y an d othe r 
bodies should find fields  fo r thei r activities. " Rabb i Silverma n wa s 
the sole dissenting voice . A s anticipated, h e rose to offer a  motio n 
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in "favo r o f a  Refor m Synagogue. " Hi s move, seconde d onl y "a s a 
matter of courtesy," was voted down unanimously. 7 

Although non e o f th e assemble d identifie d thi s meetin g a s th e 
landmark i t was , a  consensu s wa s reache d i n outlin e o n a n ap -
proach t o worship acceptabl e t o almos t al l Americanize d religiou s 
elements fo r answerin g th e need s o f second-generatio n Eas t Euro -
pean Jews; the dissenting voices in a  seemingly unifie d opinio n o n 
how t o addres s a  basi c religiou s proble m cam e fro m th e newl y 
arrived Eas t European Orthodox rabbinate identified wit h the Agu-
dath ha-Rabbani m (Unio n of Orthodox Rabbis of the United State s 
and Canada) an d one lone voice in the Reform camp. 

Emerging fro m tha t meeting , Solomo n ha d goo d reason t o trus t 
that th e imprimatu r o f thi s allianc e would affor d th e Endeavorer s 
critically necessar y financial  support . Simultaneousl y h e ha d t o 
have wondere d i f thi s interdenominationa l agreemen t woul d hel p 
or hinder the efforts o f the JES to sell its modern synagogue concept 
to suspicious immigrant elements downtown. Truth be told, in JES's 
four years o f existence , it s services had bee n receive d wit h mixe d 
reviews on the streets of the Lower East Side. 

There were , t o b e sure , synagogue s lik e Congregatio n Shaare i 
Zedek of Henry Street and "the Norfolk Street " Synagogue (possibl y 
Beth Hamidras h Ha-Gadol , bu t mor e likel y Congregatio n Oha b 
Zedek) tha t periodicall y opene d thei r door s t o JE S service s an d 
classes. In every instance, these relationships had not long endured. 
To tha t date , th e JE S had bee n turne d away , no t becaus e down -
towners questione d o r rejecte d it s religiou s philosophy , bu t rathe r 
because o f it s inabilit y t o compet e wit h th e magiddim  (itineran t 
preachers) wh o rented the limited meeting space available in down-
town synagogues . Arnol d Eisemen , Endeavore r boar d membe r an d 
Solomon's JTS classmate, explaine d hi s group's dilemma: "The ser-
vices wer e successfu l but , unfortunately , . . . a  'maggid ' usuall y 
appeared o n th e scen e followe d b y hi s host s an d naturall y th e 
services had to .  .  .  make room for the Yiddish preacher. " 

At the Monday conference , a  trustee of the Pit t Street Congrega -
tion Agudat h Achi m Cracow , a  Mr . Leinkram , offere d tha t syna -
gogue's Bet h Midras h t o th e JES . The offe r migh t hav e reassure d 
Solomon tha t no w th e communit y woul d b e more supportive , bu t 
he also had to have known that with the Reformers on board, it was 
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essential for the JES to project fidelity to Orthodoxy if it was to gain 
the confidenc e o f downtown . Potentia l critic s wer e certainl y 
watching.8 

One immigran t Yiddis h pres s editorialis t ma y hav e bee n givin g 
vent t o thi s wariness when h e wrote tha t "th e public wil l want t o 
know the character of the service [and] the tendency of the resident 
minister who is to conduct th e services and presid e over the activi -
ties." While this moderate writer was not a priori about to withhold 
"support for the People's Synagogue Association," he did asser t tha t 
"it wil l hav e t o refrai n fro m givin g offens e t o th e Orthodo x taste s 
and susceptibilitie s o n th e Eas t Sid e an d refrai n als o fro m an y at -
tempt to substitute old forms for new." 9 

Accordingly, th e Endeavorer s took care in addressin g th e knott y 
question of how much Englis h could be used in the service withou t 
violating Orthodo x stricture s (and , a t th e same time , withou t un -
dermining thei r interdenominationa l coalition) . Whil e Solomo n 
and hi s group advocate d th e nee d fo r a n English-languag e sermo n 
and a  Hebrew-Englis h siddur,  the y als o emphasize d tha t the y di d 
not "car e t o pu t th e stam p o f approva l o n th e ignoranc e o f th e 
Hebrew languag e . . . b y conductin g service s i n English. " Whil e 
that statemen t di d no t full y clos e of f th e possibilit y tha t som e of 
the servic e migh t b e i n th e vernacular , a t leas t th e cor e o f th e 
tefillah woul d b e in Hebrew . Respondin g t o doubts concerning th e 
intelligibility o f th e servic e t o thos e wit h minima l Jewis h o r He -
braic backgrounds , th e Endeavorer s offere d t o hol d classe s t o hel p 
"young peopl e acquir e sufficien t knowledg e . . . t o follo w th e ser -
vices." "One need not be a profound Hebre w scholar," they averred , 
"to participate in the Orthodox service." 10 

Not incidentally , thi s stance di d no t si t wel l wit h th e editor s of 
the American  Hebrew,  a  publicatio n rea d b y man y o f th e JES' s 
uptown coalitio n partners . Th e American  Hebrew  openl y feare d 
that th e Endeavorers ' approac h "o f retainin g Hebre w a s the back -
bone of the service" would fai l t o serve the religious needs of thei r 
second-generation constituency . "Th e grea t multitud e o f youn g 
people downtown neve r ente r a  synagogue becaus e .  . .  they kno w 
nothing o f it. " O n a  mor e philosophica l tack , th e editor s o f th e 
American Hebrew  entere d th e long-standin g debat e ove r the plac e 
of the vernacula r i n service s by arguing tha t "sufficien t Hebre w t o 
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enable a  perso n t o follow  [emphasi s theirs ] th e servic e doe s no t 
appeal t o us ; some of the servic e mus t reac h th e hear t an d tha t i s 
only possibl e whe n th e languag e o f praye r i s understandabl e t o 
the person." 11 

The Endeavorer s were soon to find that thei r position wa s actu -
ally more traditional tha n tha t o f at least one outspoken lay leader 
of th e Orthodo x Union . (Lik e the Seminary , th e Orthodo x Unio n 
had long-standin g tie s with th e JES.) Lewi s N. Dembitz , Orthodo x 
Union vice-president, entere d the fray with the remark that "on the 
language questio n .  .  .  both o f you [th e American Hebrew  an d th e 
Endeavorers] ar e wrong. " Bu t a s h e developed  hi s ramblin g 
thoughts, i t becam e clea r tha t h e wa s les s sympathetic t o th e JES 
than t o thei r interlocutors . Dembit z dismisse d th e objectio n tha t 
"putting any of the obligatory parts  [emphasis mine] of the ritual in 
English .  .  .  would drive off the parents of the young folks entirely. " 
He evoke d a s hi s prooftex t fo r a  minima l us e o f Englis h i n th e 
service "th e expres s word s o f th e Mishn a (Sota , vii:i ) tha t th e 
Prayer an d th e 'Shema * i s lawfu l i n an y language. " Bu t h e wa s 
not oppose d t o a  possibl e alternativ e directio n mor e aki n t o JES's. 
"Perhaps," h e wrote , wit h th e need s o f th e olde r generatio n i n 
mind, "the matter might be compromised by only having a Methur-
geman [translator ] fo r th e propheti c lesson s an d som e parts o f th e 
Sedrah an d by singing some English hymns. " Dembitz's advic e was 
to le t "th e matte r tak e shape accordin g to the taste s an d desires of 
those who attend the services." If all could not agree on every detail 
for a  singl e Orthodo x service , h e concluded , "downtow n i s bi g 
enough for two or three such synagogues." 12 

The JES's intention t o adher e to a  strict version of Orthodoxy — 
stricter than Dembitz's—was often los t on downtown's older gener-
ation an d it s rabbis, who did not appreciat e the delicacy of the JES 
stance. Years after hi s involvement with th e JES, Mordecai Kapla n 
would remember the unhappiness of an immigrant father who chas-
tised hi s son fo r attendin g Endeavore r Saturda y afternoo n service s 
in the Henry Street Synagogue. "You are a shaigetz [fo r attending]," 
the fathe r apparentl y said , "an d Kapla n i s a  bigge r shaigetz  fo r 
conducting th e prayers. " Th e "orderl y fashion " o f th e prayers , 
Kaplan allowed, had in itself rendered the JES "treif."13 

Rabbi Jacob Davi d Willowsk i mus t hav e seen Endeavore r sensi -
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tivities o n th e us e o f Englis h a s a  meaningles s gesture , i n n o wa y 
protective o f the sanctity o f Orthodo x tradition . Thi s well-know n 
and outspoke n Eas t Europea n rov,  th e Agudat h ha-Rabbanim' s 
zekan ha-rabbanim  (senio r rabbi), remonstrated agains t the use of 
English eve n i n sermons , no t t o mentio n i n th e prayers . I n hi s 
She'elot u-Teshubot  Bet  Ridbaz, h e derided such homiletics as con-
taining "no guidance for the Jewish people, .  .  .  mak[ing] them like 
the rest of the nations .  . .  [and] open[ing] the gates leading to .  .  . 
Reform Judaism." M 

The Agudath ha-Rabbanim, accordin g t o a t least on e reputabl e 
source, may have been in less than full concurrence with the senior 
rabbi's perspective. Late r in 1904 , the Yiddishes  Tageblatt  pillorie d 
the Europea n rabbi s for "declarin g a s blasphemous th e us e o f En-
glish in the Jewish pulpit"; the American Hebrew  damned them for 
"resolv[ing] to boycott any of their colleagues who dared to preach 
in English. " Orthodox immigran t literatus  Juda h David Eisenstei n 
was quick to clarify an d amplify th e Agudath ha-Rabbanim's posi-
tion: "The Union of American Orthodox Rabbis," he averred, never 
condemned "preaching and teaching in English." In fact, he contin-
ued, "severa l o f thei r ow n member s ofte n preac h i n English. " 
Eisenstein explained that the real problem exercising local religious 
Jewry and necessitating unequivoca l rabbinica l condemnation was 
the arrogation of the term "orthodox" by Seminary figures, who, of 
course, were involved with Jewish immigrants and their children.15 

Reading th e denigratio n o f professor s Schechte r an d Ginzberg , 
JES leaders surely had cause for concern abou t the impact o f such 
denunciations upo n thei r ow n effort s downtown . Whil e th e Agu -
dath ha-Rabbanim had never publicly questioned the personal reli-
gious reliabilit y o f Solomo n an d hi s fello w Seminar y me n an d 
women, Solomo n had to know that i t would be a large step for the 
European rabbis to approve Endeavorer activities. English-languag e 
sermons might be deemed halakhically appropriate on principle but 
not whe n the y wer e give n b y so-called expounder s o f th e Highe r 
Criticism, me n wh o wer e "kofer  ba-Torah [heretics ] [who ] woul d 
not have a share in the World to Come."16 

For all these real and potential encumbrances , Solomo n and the 
Endeavorers ha d t o hav e believe d tha t credi t earne d amon g th e 
large, youthfu l constituenc y downtow n woul d ultimatel y carr y 
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them t o success . The y wer e admire d fo r thei r recor d i n battlin g 
missionaries. Their services constituted a n effective wa y to combat 
those scandalousl y entrepreneuria l "temporar y synagogues " tha t 
brought "sham e t o ever y self-respectin g ma n an d woman " ever y 
High Holyday season. The JES exemplified th e pride of an emerging 
body o f young Jews who attende d "ou r universities , acquirin g th e 
universal knowledg e whic h thei r father s seldo m possessed, " an d 
who wer e eage r t o bette r themselves . Everythin g considered , the y 
had to believe that i f they could keep their coalition together, wit h 
its promise o f ongoing suppor t an d financial  encouragement , thei r 
long-awaited, permanen t religious center would become a reality.17 

To th e Endeavorers * certai n dismay , th e consensu s develope d 
with th e help of the Board of Ministers did not lon g endure. Rabb i 
Joseph Silverman seems to have been the major underminin g force . 
He continue d t o wor k fo r a n Emanu-E l an d Refor m role , i f no t 
hegemony, i n religious youth work . Soon after being voted down a t 
the Board's public meeting, Silverman went on the offensive, claim -
ing tha t hi s initiativ e wa s "th e first  attemp t t o mee t th e religiou s 
needs of th e younger generatio n whic h i s not attracte d t o th e ser -
vices of the older generation." Predictably, Elias Solomon was quick 
to upbraid th e seeming disingenuousness of the Reform leader . Th e 
Endeavorer reminde d hi s listener s tha t th e JES started young peo -
ple's service s fou r year s befor e th e Emanu-E l Brotherhoo d an d h e 
asked rhetorically , "I s thi s th e standar d o f ethic s whic h th e grea t 
adopt unto themselves , t o be different fro m tha t whic h the y set up 
for the lower level to follow?" 18 

One downtowner , identifyin g himsel f onl y a s "a n Eas t Sider, " 
could no t hav e bee n mor e direct . "Dr . Silverman, " h e contended , 
"has com e downtow n t o compet e wit h th e Jewish Endeavo r Soci -
ety." I t i s "hardly a  dignified proceedin g on the part of the rabbi of 
Emanu-El .  . .  now whe n succes s i s in sigh t . . . t o ste p in t o rea p 
the glory." 19 

Silverman had , apparently , mor e tha n bluster . Possibl y behin d 
the scenes , Emanu-El' s rabb i wa s workin g t o ge t th e Minister s t o 
grant equa l recognitio n t o hi s efforts . Th e success of his infightin g 
became noticeabl e a t a n Apri l 8 , 1904 , meetin g o f th e Boar d o f 
Jewish Ministers, when a committee of seven reported on final plans 
for th e Youn g People' s Synagogue . Amon g th e recommendation s 
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were tha t th e "numbe r o f synagogues  [not e th e plural ] b e deter -
mined by the desire of the neighborhood an d according to the stat e 
of fund s [an d that ] a s experimenta l place s o f worshi p th e Jewis h 
Endeavor Societ y Synagogue s an d Emanu-E l Brotherhoo d b e 
approved."20 

To be sure, the suggestion tha t th e Ministers authoriz e two very 
different initiative s was reported ou t o f committee only afte r grea t 
debate. A newspaper accoun t o f the in camera deliberation s state d 
that "the voting for one synagogue instead of two or more, had been 
3 against 3 , and tha t th e chairman (Mr . Isaa c S. Isaacs) ha d give n 
the castin g vot e agains t on e synagogue. " I t i s unknow n wha t 
motivated th e presiden t o f th e Wes t En d (Reform ) synagogu e t o 
break th e tie . Bu t a t leas t on e influentia l membe r o f th e commit -
tee o f seven,  a  Mr . Bullowa , wa s a n Emanu-E l Brotherhoo d 
representative.21 

The adoptio n o f thi s repor t di d no t preclud e additiona l interde -
nominational cooperatio n i n suppor t o f a  permanen t Endeavore r 
synagogue downtown . I n fact , a  substantiv e enablin g resolutio n 
was appended t o the report , whic h referre d t o an ongoing "People' s 
Synagogue Association, " a  central council , an d so forth, t o coordi-
nate futur e efforts . I n practice , th e designatio n o f bot h th e JE S 
and th e Brotherhoo d a s "experimenta l place s o f worship " mean t 
competition betwee n the m an d denie d th e aspirin g downtow n 
youngsters thei r requisit e financial  support . Whe n al l was said an d 
done, th e Emanu-E l Brotherhoo d wa s legitimize d t o projec t it s 
"model" Refor m service s a s a n answe r t o second-generatio n reli -
gious disaffectio n an d t o th e "lure s . . . o f th e musi c hall s an d 
gambling dens where vice . . .  beckons to destruction." 22 

Over the next months and years, the Emanu-El Brotherhoo d pro-
ceeded with "delicat e caution" in addressing its downtown constit -
uency: i t offere d a  predominatel y English-languag e servic e bu t re -
quired me n t o kee p thei r head s covere d durin g prayer s an d 
prohibited smoking in its meeting rooms on the Sabbath day. Rabbi 
Silverman wa s seemingly les s concerned wit h downtow n sensitivi -
ties than wer e his board members . He even contemplated passin g a 
collection plat e aroun d durin g Friday-nigh t services . A  remonstra -
tion fro m th e firs t Eas t Europea n Je w o n hi s boar d i n lin e wit h 
the Brotherhood' s publicl y announce d intentio n t o "b e strongl y 
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conservative s o a s no t t o repe l th e elders " seems to hav e stoppe d 
him.23 

These policies and effort s achieve d a n earl y modicum o f success 
for th e Brotherhoo d a s i t gre w fro m "a n experimenta l plac e o f 
worship" to bein g a  recognize d fixture  o n th e Lowe r Eas t Side . By 
1910, the American Hebrew  printed without commen t or critique a 
report on the fifth annual meeting of the Brotherhood, replet e with 
the hyperbol e tha t the y ar e "doin g excellen t pionee r wor k i n a 
direction no t hithert o attempte d an d i n a  sectio n o f th e cit y no t 
covered by similar organizations." 24 

As the Emanu-El Brotherhood proceeded on its own, the Board of 
Ministers' plans "fo r a  permanent buildin g [for a n umbrella Youn g 
People's Synagogue ] afte r a  year' s wor k o f experimenta l syna -
gogues" los t momentu m an d ultimatel y an y chanc e o f comin g t o 
fruition. Regardles s of whatever deliberations were held, initiative s 
toward a  Boar d o f Minsters-sponsore d synagogu e wer e droppe d 
after 1905. 25 

Left t o thei r ow n devices , JES leaders an d member s stil l contin -
ued t o struggl e t o mak e thei r synagogu e activitie s an d classe s a 
permanent reality in the downtown neighborhood. Despit e this dis-
appointment, Endeavorer s displayed no loss in enthusiasm for thei r 
labor i n th e succeedin g months . I n Apri l 1905 , fo r example , a n 
unnamed author , signing his letter to the American Hebrew  only as 
"Endeavorer," announce d wit h " a feelin g o f happiness" that "afte r 
an interva l o f two long years" an organization "tha t i s quietly bu t 
surely teachin g th e tenet s o f th e Jewis h religio n t o th e younge r 
generation" woul d b e resumin g Sabbat h afternoo n services . Th e 
Endeavorers' friend, Mr . Leinkram, an d "the broad-minded trustee s 
and members " of the Pit t Stree t Synagogue seemed to have worked 
out a  way for the synagogue to be the site for a  "service that woul d 
be as severely Orthodox as the rest, and at the same time, to exclude 
those features that are objectionable to the younger people."26 

As it turned out, "Endeavorer" spoke too quickly. In the few days 
between th e receip t o f his letter an d it s publication, th e congrega -
tion changed its mind, necessitatin g the American Hebrew  t o place 
an asteris k nex t t o "Endeavorer's " missiv e callin g attentio n t o a 
footnote referring to a "change of program due to the bigoted refusa l 
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of said Congregation t o fulfil it s promises to the Society." Elsewhere 
in the weekly, the y explained tha t 

notwithstanding the hearty endorsement of the society and its work-
ers .. .  by Rabbis Henry Pereira Mendes and Bernard Drachman [of 
the Orthodox Union], . .. a  number of the members of the congrega-
tion, including the President, and many of the younger element tried 
very hard but in vain to obtain use of the synagogue. At a meeting of 
the congregation held last week, a committee from the society was in 
attendance but not allowed to speak.27 

Although ther e ar e n o extan t record s t o ascertai n wh y th e En -
deavorers wer e silence d a t th e meetin g an d agai n wer e turne d 
down, i t i s not unreasonable to surmise that they had fallen victi m 
once mor e t o wha t a n angr y Yiddishes  Tageblatt  editorialis t ha d 
earlier describe d a s "the pett y politician s an d blin d fanatic s [who ] 
cannot be brought to their senses."28 

Though rebuffed , th e JES perservered a s late a s 1908 , in it s semi-
monthly Sunday-evenin g lectur e series . Tha t year , Endeavore r 
alumni Mordeca i Kapla n an d Elia s L. Solomon (no w ordained rab -
bis) wer e among the invited speakers . Bible and Hebrew classes for 
young adult s conducte d b y Jewish Theologica l Seminar y studen t 
Louis I . Egleso n als o me t twic e a  month . Meanwhile , Egleson' s 
classmate Joseph L. Schwartz served as principal of a Sunday School 
for girls . Throug h i t all , JES continued it s "appeal s t o th e Jewis h 
public fo r a  hom e o f it s own. " Bu t th e drea m o f " a Synagogue , 
particularly fo r youn g people , wher e regula r service s wil l b e hel d 
on Sabbat h an d Holidays , wit h a  sermo n i n English, " wa s neve r 
realized.29 

The demis e o f th e Jewis h Endeavo r Societ y (circ a 1910 ) ma y 
have resulte d primaril y fro m th e graduatio n fro m th e Seminar y o f 
Elias L . Solomon' s generatio n o f JTS students , wh o move d o n t o 
more substantia l Jewis h leadershi p careers . Suc h wa s th e vie w o f 
Endeavorer mentor Bernard Drachman, wh o would late r write tha t 
the "Jewis h Endeavore r Societ y cease d t o exis t [because ] . . . s o 
many o f it s leading spirit s an d chie f worker s found thei r lif e wor k 
in othe r fields  an d othe r place s an d wer e unabl e t o devot e thei r 
efforts t o it s service." I n fact , Endeavore r alumni , drawin g i n par t 
upon th e invaluabl e "fiel d experience " gaine d o n th e Lowe r Eas t 
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Side, wer e destined , ove r th e nex t fifty  years , t o mak e significan t 
contributions t o th e maintenanc e o f Jewish identificatio n amon g 
second- and third-generation Jews.30 

After graduatio n fro m th e Seminar y i n 1904 , Elia s L . Solomo n 
assumed the pulpit of Congregation Beth Mordecai in Perth Amboy, 
New Jersey . A  year later , h e move d t o th e Bronx' s Congregatio n 
Kehilath Israel, which was to be a founding member of the (Conser -
vative) Unite d Synagogu e o f Americ a i n 1913 . I n 1919 , Solomo n 
became English-speakin g rabb i o f a  Manhatta n Orthodo x syna -
gogue, Yorkville's Kehilath Jeshurun. He was called to the pulpit of 
Congregation Shaar e Zede k o n Ne w York' s Wes t Sid e i n 1922 , a 
position h e would hol d fo r th e nex t thirty-fou r years . He had sun k 
enduring roots in the emerging Conservative movement. 31 

To b e sure , th e second-generatio n Jewis h communit y o n th e 
Lower East Side was not left beref t o f those endeavoring to effect " a 
revival o f Judaism amon g th e thousand s o f Jews an d Jewesses .  .  . 
whose Judaism i s at presen t dormant. " There was Rabbi Silverma n 
and hi s Brotherhood . An d b y 1910 , a s i f compelle d b y th e ide a o f 
multiple synagogue s an d th e spiri t o f competitio n engendere d b y 
the Boar d o f Ministers ' actions , Stephe n S . Wise of th e Fre e Syna -
gogue offered hi s version o f a  mode l Refor m t o downtown masses . 
For Wise, too, the Lower East Side was an open field for approachin g 
those wh o "ha d no t forsake n thei r Orthodo x Jewish mooring s an d 
yet wer e eage r . . . t o hea r th e wor d an d messag e o f a n intensel y 
loyal Jewish liberal." His implicit message was that existing Reform 
initiatives had not hit their mark. 32 

Wise's religiou s efforts—h e use d a  han d orga n an d passe d th e 
plate around on the Sabbath and prayed and preached with his head 
uncovered—may hav e sparke d ne w Orthodo x effort s t o reac h th e 
unaffiliated. Accordin g to one account, the "sons of. .  .  pious Jews" 
founded th e Youn g Israe l Synagogu e i n 191 2 because "the y feare d 
Wise's invasion," even as "they were a trifle drawn to his eloquence 
and sophistication." Anothe r view has it that thes e worthy succes -
sors t o th e Endeavorers , a s Rabb i Drachma n characterize d them , 
simply emerged , lik e the Kaplan s and Solomon before them , ou t of 
JTS classe s "t o awake n youn g Jewis h me n an d wome n t o thei r 
responsibilities a s Jews in whateve r for m thes e responsibilitie s ar e 
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conceived." Thi s appea l soo n translate d itsel f int o a  comple x o f 
classes, forums , lectures , and , o f course , Americanize d Orthodo x 
services.33 

As th e Youn g Israe l an d th e Lowe r Eas t Sid e effort s o f th e Fre e 
Synagogue too k shap e an d a s the Emanu-E l Brotherhoo d continue d 
its wor k i n th e year s befor e 1920 , n o consensu s develope d o n th e 
type o f service s t o b e offere d t o young downtow n Jews . Th e Febru -
ary 190 4 Boar d o f Minister s concorda t woul d remai n a  unique , 
never-repeated moment . Nonetheless , eve n a s they consistently dif -
fered i n thei r approac h an d policies , al l thes e Youn g People' s Syna -
gogues wer e unite d i n a  commo n goa l an d fate . Their s wa s th e 
challenge t o motivat e second-generatio n Jew s t o loo k beyon d th e 
road t o assimilatio n towar d a n America n Jewish religiou s identit y 
with which the y could be comfortably a t home . 
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Jewish i n Dishes : 
Kashrut i n th e Ne w Worl d 

Jenna Weissma n Joseli t 

Recently, th e front  pag e o f a  well-regarde d metropolita n newspa -
per, th e New  York  Observer,  carrie d a  headlin e tha t read , "Man y 
Jews i n th e Cit y Forg o Temple; Rabb i Say s Zabar' s Doe s the Job." 
Explaining tha t Jewish Ne w Yorkers do not fee l the y have t o go to 
synagogue t o expres s thei r Jewishness , th e articl e acknowledge d 
that "i n Ne w Yor k City , Zabar' s [th e renowne d Uppe r Wes t Sid e 
food emporium] does that job for you." Nominally abou t synagogu e 
attendance, th e articl e underscore d th e relationshi p betwee n foo d 
and identity characteristic of American Jews.1 

Whether referenc e i s made t o "kitchen, " "culinary, " o r "gastro -
nomic Judaism, " th e notio n tha t foo d i s a  powerfu l vehicl e b y 
which Jew s (or , fo r tha t matter , an y group ) expres s a  religious , 
cultural, o r ethni c identit y ha s a  long an d popula r history i n bot h 
the Old World and the New. Heinrich Heine, in fact, wa s among the 
first to popularize the concept of fressfrommigkeit, th e expression of 
piety throug h th e eatin g o f holida y foods . Th e popularit y o f tha t 
concept, loosel y rendere d i n Englis h a s "kitche n Judaism, " wa s 
especially marke d i n th e Ne w World , wher e th e America n Jewis h 
laity excelled in creating al l sorts of inventive gastronomic alterna -
tives to more traditiona l mode s of Jewish identification . On e Con -
servative rabb i i n th e mid-i94o s eve n wen t s o fa r a s t o propos e a 
brand-new denominationa l mode l o f American Jewry i n whic h h e 
substituted suc h new categories of affiliation a s "A" Jews, or "Jews 
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by Accident/ ' "B " Jews, o r "Ba r Mitzva h Jews," an d "G " Jews, o r 
"Gastronomic Jews," for th e standar d typolog y o f Reform, Conser -
vative, an d Orthodox . No t surprisingly , th e "gastronomi c Jewish " 
community boasted the greatest number of adherents. "Gastronomi-
cally considered , w e d o hav e 100 % a  religiou s community, " h e 
concluded wryly. 2 Delmor e Schwartz' s aun t pu t i t eve n mor e re -
vealingly whe n aske d abou t th e exten t o f ritua l attentivenes s 
within her own second-generation American Jewish family. Search -
ing abou t fo r a  concis e an d accurat e definition , sh e instinctivel y 
drew o n th e vocabular y o f foo d t o mak e he r point : th e famil y i s 
proudly Jewish , sh e reported , "bu t no t Jewis h i n dishe s o r 
anything."3 

When i t come s t o bein g "Jewis h i n dishes, " th e centralit y o f 
kashrut, th e dietar y laws , t o Jewish cuisin e complicate s th e rela -
tionship between food and culture still further. Th e Jewish case is a 
particularly comple x on e becaus e o f th e wa y ritua l restriction s 
define an d shap e bot h th e preparatio n an d th e consumptio n o f 
food. "Th e simpl e ac t o f eatin g ha s becom e fo r u s a  complicate d 
ceremony, fro m th e preparatory phase s of ritua l slaughte r throug h 
milchigs an d fleishigs,  kosher  an d treif . .  .  wha t Sacre d Commu -
nion i s t o Catholics , th e everyda y mea l i s t o Orthodo x Jews." 4 

What i s more , a s th e histor y o f "kosher-style " cookin g an d dinin g 
suggests, America n Jews could successfull y detac h fro m an d disre -
gard the ritual of kashrut while actively maintaining an affinity fo r 
and a  commitmen t t o Jewis h cuisine . Improvisin g o n tradition , 
American Jews fashioned a  unique culinar y phenomenon , remark -
able fo r it s blen d o f innovatio n an d nostalgia . "'Deliciou s home -
cooked meals , koshe r style , lik e mothe r use d t o make ' i s a  sig n 
featured in most delicatessens today," observed Ruth Glazer in 1946, 
noting the growin g popularity o f the distinctio n betwee n "Jewish " 
and "kosher. " "Uncertain , i n a  precarious world , o f the article s of 
their faith , th e Jews o f th e neighborhood, " sh e continued , "coul d 
make one affirmation unhesitatingly . Jewish food was good."5 

By an d large , th e extan t memoi r an d scholarl y literatur e ha s 
tended t o look a t thos e "uncertain " Jews who jettisoned tradition , 
not at those who maintained it . This article presents the perspective 
of thos e who , t o on e degre e o r another , hel d tight , affirmin g th e 
possibilities o f traditio n i n th e moder n era , whethe r i t b e i n th e 
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realm o f food, prayer , o r education . A s this accoun t suggests , reli -
gious culture is itself a  fluid social construct, shaped actively by the 
exigencies o f class , acculturation , an d urbanization . Viewin g th e 
maintenance of kashrut a s a case study of adaptation, on e sees how 
modernity, economi c mobility , consumerism , an d th e marketplac e 
affected virtuall y everything associated with the dietary laws, fro m 
the ideology of or rationale for such behavior to its observance. 

The stud y o f kashru t i n Americ a touche s o n a  wid e rang e o f 
issues: the relationship between domesticity , gende r roles, and eth -
nicity; th e Americanizatio n o f diet ; th e cultura l improvisatio n o f 
religious tradition ; an d distinction s betwee n publi c an d privat e 
realms of behavior.6 The focus here is on the ideology o f kashrut or , 
to put it differently, o n how American Jewish cultural authorities— 
which I  defin e broadl y t o includ e rabbis , sisterhoo d presidents , 
cookbook authors , a s well a s commercia l manufacturer s o f koshe r 
food—understood an d promote d th e Jewis h dietar y law s i n th e 
years between the first and second world wars. 

Harnessing suc h trapping s o f modernit y a s advertising , cook -
books, an d commercia l foo d products , the y promote d a n ancien t 
ritual. Advocate s o f th e dietar y law s dre w o n a  wid e rang e o f 
arguments an d artifact s i n thei r campaig n fo r kashrut . Science , 
reason, emotion , domesticity , gender, aesthetics—each wa s pressed 
into th e servic e o f the sacred , a s were recipes , manuals , advertise -
ments, scientific experiments , an d iconography . "I t i s indeed desir -
able," wrote on e kashru t adherent , "t o inoculat e th e appreciatio n 
of th e [dietary ] law s throug h ever y mean s possible, " through "his -
torical, physiological , hygienic , scientific , o r any channel o f inves-
tigation."7 From the pulpit an d the printed page , in sermons and i n 
pamphlets lik e "Yes , I  Kee p Kosher, " th e affinit y o f kashru t wit h 
the moder n worl d wa s repeatedl y an d imaginativel y emphasized . 
Theological imperative s or , fo r tha t matter , suc h touchstone s a s 
God, the Bible, or the Talmud were conspicuously absent . 

What unite d thes e disparat e interpretations , apar t fro m an y 
mention o f th e divine , wa s th e fac t tha t i n th e Americ a o f th e 
interwar year s kashru t wa s n o longe r a  given , a  cultura l assump -
tion, o r a n intrinsi c par t o f th e moder n Jewis h experience . Wha t 
earlier generations took for granted had now to be explained, inter -
preted, activel y championed , and , t o succeed, thoroughl y modern -
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ized a s well . America n Judaism , observe d a  leadin g Conservativ e 
rabbi, ha s becom e a n "optiona l Judaism . Everything  ha s no w be -
come optional," he noted, pointing to the abandonment of Hebrew, 
Sabbath observance , an d especiall y th e dietar y laws . America n 
Jewry, h e concluded , i s "rapidl y becomin g denude d o f al l Jewis h 
religious practices." 8 Another rabb i observe d tha t th e "philosoph y 
which prevail s [amon g America n Jews] is convenience. I f there b e 
no inconvenienc e involve d i n th e observanc e o f religiou s custom , 
good and well. The American Jew will relish the knadlach, homen -
tashen, gefilte fish but would strenuously object if you will interfer e 
with his gastronomic inclinations." 9 

Statistical evidence , thoug h admittedl y slight , bear s ou t thes e 
observations. Betwee n 191 4 an d 1924 , th e consumptio n o f koshe r 
meat i n th e Ne w Yor k are a fel l b y 2 5 to 3 0 percent.10 Elsewher e 
throughout the nation, the decline was equally pronounced. A Min-
neapolis rabb i i n 194 8 estimated tha t les s tha n 1 5 percent o f th e 
Jews in hi s city kep t kosher ; including thos e Jews who kept koshe r 
at home but no t outside, he wrote, "bring s the number to less than 
half o f thi s number." 11 Meanwhile , sociologica l studie s o f ritua l 
behavior i n th e postwa r er a reveale d a n eve n mor e precipitou s 
falling-off i n th e observanc e o f kashrut : wher e a n estimate d 4 6 
percent o f second-generatio n America n Jew s followe d th e dietar y 
laws, less than 1 0 percent o f their children maintained th e practic e 
in it s fullest , traditiona l sense. 12 "During th e war I  decided no t t o 
buy koshe r mea t an y mor e becaus e i t wa s ver y difficul t wit h th e 
ration points . S o we gave u p keeping a  koshe r house, " a  suburba n 
informant tol d sociologis t Marshal l Sklare . "But in many way s we 
do kee p th e Jewis h custom s nevertheless, " sh e continued , "an d I 
could never buy pork or serve butter with meat at meals."13 

It i s agains t thi s backgroun d o f a  growin g optiona l o r selectiv e 
American Judaism during the interwa r years that activ e propagan -
dizing on behal f of kashrut became more pronounced. A s the num -
ber of adherents fell off , explanation s multiplied: kashrut was vari-
ously sanitized , domesticated , aestheticized , commodified , an d 
reinterpreted. I n mos t instances , thes e interpretation s wer e de -
signed expressly to inspire and encourage the continued practice of 
kashrut by emphasizing its consonance with modernity . "Kashrut h 
need not be a burdensome affair," explaine d the editor of thejewis h 
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Examiner Prize  Kosher  Recipe  Book  i n 1937 . "Th e substanc e o f 
kashruth needs only to be made available in terms that ar e under-
standable t o the young American Jewish housewife, t o gain for the 
Biblical dietar y law s th e allegianc e t o which the y ar e entitled." 14 

Latently, though , thes e latter-da y interpretation s serve d a n alto -
gether different function : t o challenge an d undermine the critique 
of kosher food as poorly prepared, inadequate, tasteless , and at once 
socially an d gastronomically inferior , a  critique rooted in a  mix of 
theological, cultural , an d nutritional concerns. As Mrs. Levy'sjew-
ish Cookery  Book,  th e first  American Jewish cookboo k eve r pub-
lished, insiste d a s far back as 1871, "without violating the precepts 
of our religion, a  table can  be  spread, which wil l satisf y th e appe-
tites of the most fastidious. Some have, from ignorance, been led to 
believe that a  repast, t o be sumptuous, must unavoidably admi t of 
forbidden food . W e do not ventur e to o much whe n w e asser t that 
our writing clearly refutes that false notion."15 

Modern-day champion s o f kashru t frequentl y dre w o n scienc e fo r 
legitimation, hoping to endow the ancient practice with a rational, 
dispassionate "stam p o f approval." 16 Hailin g th e dietar y law s a s 
among th e "firs t publi c healt h rulings, " a  wid e rang e o f voices , 
including thos e o f cookboo k authors , rabbis , anthropologists , an d 
pharmacologists, insisted that when subjected to the "searchlight of 
science," kashru t mad e sens e empirically , medically , an d nutri -
tionally.17 "Whoeve r made the Jewish dietary laws, whether given 
by Hammurabi in his code, or by Moses in the Thora, or by Joseph 
Karo in the Shulchan Aruch, .  .  .  each and every one. of them was, 
as you might say, a  bacteriologist, a  pathologist," commented on e 
doctor in 1903 , interjecting a  rare note of comparative religion into 
the discussion. 18 Stil l othe r text s affirme d tha t "medica l scienc e 
reveals, afte r exhaustiv e research , tha t th e Dietar y Law s hav e 
sound, practical knowledge behind their religious significance."19 

In many instances, thi s "sound, practical knowledge" was based 
on insights derived from the increasingly popular fields of nutrition 
and medica l anthropology . "I n short , 'kosher * mean s wholesom e 
and sanitary, " on e write r o n th e topi c observe d categoricall y i n 
1912, "whil e 'treife'  convey s th e ide a o f anythin g tha t i s eithe r 
directly unhealthy , malign , poisonous , o r inefficient fo r the need s 
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of the human body." 20 Although quit e a  few experts , amon g the m 
renowned anthropologis t Mauric e Fishberg , foun d th e Jewish die t 
deficient i n a  number o f areas—an abundanc e o f salt, no t enoug h 
vegetables—they tende d to find the kosher palate as a whole inher-
ently sound . "Th e foo d o f th e Russia n Jews, " Fishber g observe d 
in hi s much-rea d 190 3 treatise, The  Health  and  Sanitation  of  the 
Immigrant Jewish  Population  of  New  York,  "i s considere d t o b e 
above reproac h eve n b y thos e wh o ar e prejudiced." 21 Repeatedly , 
Fishberg an d other s followin g hi s lead equate d kashru t wit h fresh -
ness, noting that meat more than thre e days old was not considere d 
kosher an d tha t koshe r poultry wa s "fresh an d come s from healthy 
animals."22 By their lights , koshe r mea t an d poultry wer e intrinsi -
cally pure, "more fit for human consumption than tha t in the aver -
age non-Jewis h butche r shop." 23 While Fishber g focuse d hi s scien -
tific attention s o n koshe r mea t an d poultry , hi s colleagues studie d 
the effect s o f th e koshe r die t o n th e digestiv e tract . "B y man y 
experiments i n thi s lin e mad e b y myself, " wrot e on e medica l au -
thority i n an articl e entitled "Th e Dietary Laws and Health," "i t i s 
well-founded tha t mea t an d mil k d o no t readil y mi x fo r a  goo d 
digestible food." 24 

Nutrition an d anthropolog y were by no means the only sciences 
to whic h kashru t champion s looke d fo r support . Contemporar y 
findings derived from zoology , chemistry , toxicology , biochemistry , 
and pharmacolog y wer e als o enlisted an d the n widel y popularize d 
in monographs such a s The  Jewish Dietary  Laws:  From a Scientific 
Standpoint an d "Th e Scientifi c Aspect s o f th e Jewis h Dietar y 
Laws."25 The first  text , publishe d i n 191 2 by Bloch Publishers , wa s 
based o n th e researc h conducte d b y a  Detroi t physician , N . E . 
Aronstam, an d presente d a t th e Internationa l Exhibitio n o f Hy -
giene a year earlier in Dresden.26 Drawing on Darwinian theories of 
evolution, h e sought t o validate an d ratify th e biblically mandate d 
choice o f rituall y permissibl e food s i n contemporar y scientifi c 
terms. Forbidde n food s lik e reptiles , mollusks , an d crustaceans , 
Aronstam argued , wer e les s complex anatomicall y an d henc e "in -
sufficient a s articles of diet"; they also contained various poisonous 
microorganisms. Fis h wit h scales , h e added , "stan d highe r o n th e 
ladder o f evolution, " an d a s a  resul t ar e mor e digestibl e an d "o f 
greater nutritiv e value " tha n piscator y creature s withou t them. 27 
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After placing each category of forbidden foo d within a  comparativ e 
evolutionary context , th e good doctor concluded forcefully tha t th e 
precepts of kashrut "are in accordance with the doctrines of modern 
sanitation an d it s regulation s compatibl e wit h th e dictate s o f hy -
giene. The Bible is the pioneer of the sanitary sciences of to-day."28 

"The Scientific  Aspect s o f th e Jewish Dietar y Laws, " publishe d 
approximately tw o decade s afte r th e Aronsta m monograph , wa s 
another much-publicize d an d frequentl y quote d scientifi c valida -
tion o f kashrut. Writte n b y David I . Macht , a  Johns Hopkins phar -
macologist an d th e autho r o f nin e hundre d scientifi c articles , i t 
presented a  sophisticated , measured , an d empirica l argumen t o n 
behalf o f kashrut. 29 Th e lates t advance s i n medicine , toxicology , 
and biochemistr y d o not discredi t bu t rathe r enhanc e th e valu e of 
kashrut, Mach t stated , describin g a t som e length recen t patholog y 
experiments tha t detecte d th e presenc e of deadly germs in oysters , 
shellfish, an d pork products; toxicology experiments that uncovere d 
poisonous substance s i n a  wid e rang e o f forbidde n foods ; an d as -
sorted nutrition-relate d investigation s tha t demonstrate d a  physio-
logical basi s for th e distinctio n betwee n forbidde n an d permissibl e 
fats. "Anothe r dietar y injunctio n whic h wa s puzzlin g an d unex -
plainable unti l recen t years i s the distinctio n mad e b y th e Jewish 
law betwee n variou s kind s o f fats, " h e noted , pointin g ou t tha t 
permissible fats were fat solubl e and digestible while forbidden fat s 
were not. 30 

Commercial purveyor s o f kosher foo d product s als o champione d 
the notio n tha t koshe r foo d wa s health y foo d b y emphasizin g th e 
sanitary, controlle d condition s unde r whic h i t wa s manufactured . 
During th e interwa r years, th e number o f availabl e mass-produce d 
kosher foodstuffs gre w enormously: by 1945 , more than thirty-seve n 
companies, includin g nationa l companie s like Heinz an d Procte r & 
Gamble an d smalle r Jewish concern s lik e Rokeach , Horowit z Bros . 
& Margareten, an d Goodma n &  Sons, produce d clos e t o tw o hun -
dred koshe r foo d products , skillfull y integratin g kashru t int o thei r 
mass-marketing strategies . "Th e Hebre w Rac e ha d bee n waitin g 
4000 years fo r Crisco, " th e make r o f vegetabl e shortenin g exuber -
antly proclaimed i n 191 2 when i t first introduced th e product to the 
kosher market. 31 Crisco' s imaginativel y designe d marketin g cam -
paign, whic h invoke d bot h traditio n an d modernity , stresse d tha t 
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its newfangle d produc t carrie d no t onl y a  traditiona l rabbini c im -
primatur but also a laboratory seal of approval. 

Elaborating o n th e kashrut-as-healt h motif , commercia l manu -
facturers pointedly associated kosher food with the streamlined fac-
tory and the rigorously sanitary laboratory kitchen. Rokeach Foods, 
manufacturers o f gefilt e fish,  borscht , an d Nyafa t (it s answe r t o 
Crisco), boaste d i n word s an d picture s o f it s "sunflooded , moder n 
plant" whil e Horowit z Bros . &  Margareten, th e matzo h manufac -
turers, publicl y extolle d th e virtue s o f it s "scientifi c baking. " "W e 
have raise d th e kneadin g an d bakin g o f Matzo h fro m haphazard , 
careless hit-or-mis s t o a  science . .  .  .  W e bak e b y carefull y com -
puted formulae," a  full-page advertisemen t in the Hebrew Standard 
carefully explained. 32 Meanwhile , a n abundanc e o f reference s t o 
the sanitary packaging of kosher products reflected th e debt owed to 
the success of Uneeda Biscuit' s In-Er-Seal, a moisture-proof packag e 
constructed of waxed paper and cardboard tha t debuted a t the tur n 
of th e century . A s moisture-proo f packagin g becam e d e rigueur , 
Jewish food manufacturer s wer e quick to follow suit . An advertise -
ment for Manischewitz matzoh depicting a block-long, one-million-
square-foot, smoke-stacke d factory , allegedl y th e "larges t institu -
tion o f it s kin d i n th e world, " bor e th e followin g copy : "Here' s 
Where The y Com e From—Clea n an d Wholesome—Matzo s unde r 
the Mos t Sanitar y an d Moder n Methods." 33 Severa l year s later , a 
competitor mad e a  poin t o f stressin g tha t it s product s "al l com e 
packed i n dus t proo f cartons , clea n an d handy , accordin g t o th e 
best modern sanitary practice . Thus we leave nothing to be desired 
in quality or cleanliness."34 Not to be outdone, the B. Manischewitz 
Company als o maintained th e "Manischewitz Experimenta l Kitch -
ens," where recipes using Manischewitz products were tested by the 
company's ver y ow n "Domesti c Scienc e Exper t an d Graduat e i n 
Institutional Management." 35 

Implicit in the scientific approac h to Jewish dietary behavior was 
the notio n tha t kashru t wa s not simpl y a  peculiar , antiquate d rit e 
but rather a  rational, sensibl e regimen. Booklet s designed t o famil -
iarize non-Jewish manufacturer s wit h th e intricacies of Jewish la w 
(and, i n turn , t o encourag e the m t o submi t t o ritua l supervision ) 
were most explicit on this point. Downplaying the exoticness of the 
dietary laws , the y transforme d kashru t int o a  phenomeno n tha t 
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was rationa l an d comprehensible . "Som e of th e custom s describe d 
here," state d a  193 4 Genera l Food s publicatio n entitle d Customs 
and Traditions  of  Israel, "ma y appea r bizarre , some even fantastic , 
but on e fac t mus t b e stressed : the y ar e universall y premise d upo n 
sound reaso n an d rooted i n beautifu l sentiment . Superstition , irra -
tional belief , an d narrow-mindednes s hav e n o plac e i n Jewis h 
observance."36 

More forthrigh t stil l wa s th e publicatio n i n 194 1 of a  pamphle t 
entitled The  Jewish Culture —and What  It  Means  to  the  American 
Manufacturer in  the  Marketing  of  His Vroducts.17 Prompte d b y th e 
"friendly questioning " o f foo d manufacturer s abou t Judaism , thi s 
29-page text diligentl y explaine d Jewish ritua l behavior , providin g 
capsule summarie s o f th e Jewish holidays , mournin g an d weddin g 
customs, synagogu e practices , includin g ba r mitzva h celebrations , 
and the nature of Yiddish. A kind of abbreviated shulkhan arukh,  i t 
attempted t o mak e Judaism accessibl e an d les s daunting t o a  non -
Jewish audience . Th e riches t an d mos t detaile d sectio n b y fa r o f 
The Jewish Culture  relate d t o foo d an d th e subtletie s o f kashrut . 
"Many people who did not adhere to other phases of the religion are 
careful t o abide by the Dietary Laws," related the pamphlet, addin g 
that "practicall y al l of the Jewish peopl e have a  natural, inherite d 
repugnance toward s certai n distinctl y non-kosher  items." 38 I t the n 
went o n t o explai n th e functio n o f rabbinica l endorsemen t an d 
"the importanc e o f kashruth" befor e concludin g wit h a  fe w selec t 
passages on the Talmud. 

In th e cours e o f rationalizin g an d de-exoticizin g th e Jewish di -
etary laws , thi s pamphle t als o offere d u p a  portrai t o f th e koshe r 
consumer, de-exoticizin g hi m o r he r a s muc h a s th e distinctiv e 
cuisine eac h (allegedly ) consumed . Th e tex t forcefull y mad e th e 
point tha t th e koshe r consumer—especiall y th e Orthodo x con -
sumer—was average , a  regula r Joe . "Du e t o mis-statement s pre -
sented in the guise of truth, man y non-Jews believe that the 'ortho-
dox' Jew has peculiar idiosyncracies ; tha t h e is definitely se t in hi s 
ways, requirin g non e o f th e necessitie s o f lif e o r it s luxuries ; tha t 
his mode of living and psychological reactions are entirely differen t 
from thos e o f th e averag e huma n being . Nothin g coul d b e furthe r 
from th e truth. " I n th e interest s o f demystifyin g th e koshe r con -
sumer, th e pamphle t the n conclude d o n a  dramatic note : if koshe r 
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consumers were "mingle d wit h a  group of non-Jews, you coul d no t 
pick ou t thos e who ar e Jewish an d thos e who ar e non-Jewish. .  .  . 
The averag e America n o f th e Jewis h faith—whethe r 'orthodox ' 
or not—talks , walks , dresse s lik e th e averag e America n o f othe r 
faiths."39 As the text implied, the kosher consumer was an "averag e 
American" who just at e funny . 

Actually, though, the kosher consumer ate (o r could eat) exactl y 
the sam e food s a s those consume d b y America' s whit e populatio n 
more generally . Thank s t o th e wholesal e kasherizatio n o f basi c 
American foo d product s i n th e year s betwee n th e wars , th e con -
straints of kashrut were more a matter of process than o f cuisine or 
taste; the y affecte d onl y th e way th e food wa s made, no t th e foo d 
itself. B y th e earl y 1930s , koshe r pantrie s coul d b e abundantl y 
stocked wit h th e like s of Aun t Jemima buckwhea t pancakes , Her -
shey's chocolat e kisses , Durkee' s mayonnais e an d sala d dressings , 
Ovaltine, Loft' s chocolate s an d ice creams, an d more than twenty -
six o f Heinz' s 57  Varieties o f pickles , condiments , creame d soups , 
and bake d beans , tha t all-America n gustator y sensation . I f th e 
availability o f thes e product s i s any indication , th e observanc e o f 
kashrut pose d n o barrie r t o participatio n i n th e wide r world , a t 
least culinarily . 

Cookbooks, especiall y tha t genre known a s "product cookbooks " 
for thei r explici t us e o f brand-nam e items , als o normalize d an d 
Americanized th e koshe r palate . Gol d Meda l Flour' s 192 1 Yiddish 
cookbook i s a wonderful cas e in point . Whil e lamenting th e limit s 
of the Jewish diet , thi s text suggested tha t Jewish cooks familiariz e 
themselves wit h parmesa n cheese , anchovies , an d ros e wate r a s 
well a s th e "moder n dishes"—Swedis h fish  soup , carame l ic e 
cream—described throughou t th e cookbook. 40 Procte r &  Gamble's 
bilingual editio n o f Crisco  Recipes for  the  Jewish Housewife,  pub -
lished in the early 1930s , encouraged Yiddish-speaking mothers and 
their English-speaking daughters to use Crisco, a "modern" cooking 
fat, i n makin g bot h traditiona l an d ne w America n dishe s such a s 
chremsel an d appl e pie. 41 Similarly, Mildre d Bellin' s popular 1930 s 
cookbook, Modern  Jewish  Meals,  an d it s successor , The  Jewish 
Cookbook according  to  the  Jewish Dietary  Laws,  brough t togethe r 
"modern American cooking" with the "old Jewish dishes" in a well-
conceived an d ambitiou s attemp t t o demonstrat e th e inheren t 
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adaptability o f kashru t t o moder n eating . Offerin g "firs t aid " i n 
the preparatio n o f "modern , economical , palatable , scientificall y 
prepared Koshe r food, " Bellin' s cookbook s provide d a  wealt h o f 
recipes, fro m fish  croquette s t o devil' s foo d cake , tha t balance d 
nutrition, variety , an d flavor with kashrut. 42 

Despite th e allur e of science, kashru t advocate s like d t o sentimen -
talize th e dietar y law s an d t o leaven thei r argument s on it s behal f 
with emotion . A s mor e tha n on e koshe r cookboo k reminde d it s 
readers, "Bu t kashruth i s more than a  matter o f health an d sanita -
tion. I t i s a  stat e o f mind." 43 A s muc h a n emotiona l a s a  socia l 
phenomenon, th e consumptio n o f koshe r food s becam e a  wa y o f 
affirming an d celebratin g tradition , Jewis h identity , an d cultura l 
continuity. Famil y recipes, handed down over the years, evoked the 
past while serving a s a tangible lin k with Jewish history . "Wil l w e 
be wise enough t o recognize the importance of these traditions an d 
to hand the m dow n intac t t o future generations? " aske d a  popula r 
interwar Jewish cookboo k rhetorically . "Al l we nee d t o remembe r 
is that b y the beautiful expedien t o f surrounding certain foods wit h 
the halo of religious associations and with the magic charm of 'once 
in a  while, ' ou r mother s wer e abl e t o preserv e thes e tradition s fo r 
us down throug h the ages." 44 As physical connections with th e Old 
World an d it s cultura l heritag e dimmed , foo d becam e a n increas -
ingly important way to recapture and revivify tha t sense of connec-
tion. "To permit tha t link to be weakened by modern cynicism is to 
undermine th e whole chain of Jewish tradition a t its most strategic 
point, th e home, " explaine d th e edito r o f th e Jewish  Examiner 
Prize Kosher Recipe Book,  who was also known as "Balabusta." "To 
rehabilitate tha t link through a  wider and more devoted acceptanc e 
of kashrut h i s t o ad d dignit y t o th e Jewis h hom e an d contribut e 
something constructive to Jewish life today." 45 

Mordecai M . Kapla n wa s perhap s th e keenes t exponen t o f th e 
"constructive" view of kashrut. Pronouncing the scientific approac h 
to kashru t a s "gratuitous, " h e urge d hi s followers no t t o overstat e 
the practica l importanc e o f th e dietar y laws. 46 "By giving the m a 
utilitarian purpose , thei r functio n a s a  means o f turning th e min d 
to God is bound to be obscured," he wrote in his seminal Judaism as 
a Civilization.* 7 Instead , Kapla n preferre d t o thin k o f kashru t a s a 
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"Jewish folkway " that enhance d th e quality o f modern Jewish life . 
"But i f Jews ar e no t t o exaggerat e th e importanc e o f th e dietar y 
practices," h e cautioned , "neithe r shoul d the y underestimat e th e 
effect thos e practice s ca n hav e i n makin g a  hom e Jewish . I f th e 
dietary folkway s ar e capabl e o f strikin g a  spiritua l not e i n th e 
home atmosphere, Jews cannot afford t o disregard them."48 By turns 
instrumental an d emotiona l i n hi s view s o n kashrut , Kapla n 
squarely situated its observance within a  contemporary framework : 
by hi s lights , koshe r food , alon g wit h Jewis h artwor k an d Jewis h 
bric-a-brac, infused th e middle-class Jewish home with an appropri -
ately Jewish sensibility. Inasmuch a s the preparation and consump-
tion o f koshe r foo d adde d Jewis h atmospher e t o th e home , th e 
practice was to be encouraged but by no means was it obligatory . 

Interestingly enough , th e founde r o f Reconstructionis m als o lo-
calized th e practic e o f kashrut , restrictin g it s observanc e t o th e 
home. "Moreoever , sinc e the mai n purpos e o f these practice s i s t o 
add Jewish atmosphere to the home, there is no reason for sufferin g 
the inconvenienc e an d self-deprivatio n whic h resul t fro m a  rigi d 
adherence outsid e th e home . . . . B y thi s means, " h e continued , 
"dietary practice s woul d n o longe r foster th e aloofnes s o f the Jew, 
which, howeve r justified i n th e past , i s totally unwarrante d i n ou r 
day."49 A s much a  reflectio n o f the time s a s its creation, Kaplan' s 
geography o f kashrut highlighte d th e exten t t o which "eatin g out" 
developed int o a  normativ e America n Jewish practice . Comment s 
on th e orde r o f "well , I  keep a  koshe r hom e a s far a s possible .  .  . 
but whe n I  go out I  eat al l sort s of thing s I  don't hav e a t home, " 
emerged, in due course, as a standard refrain. 50 

The constructive approach , wit h it s heavily affective , sentimen -
tal overtones , fe d mos t directl y int o th e ceremonializin g o r occa -
sional consumption of kosher food at holiday time. For many Amer-
ican Jews , th e "onc e i n a  while " adoptio n o f kashru t becam e th e 
most widel y practice d for m o f dietar y adherence . "Whil e dietar y 
observance pe r s e i s highl y exceptional, " write s Sklare , "whe n a 
dietary observanc e i s connected wit h a  holiday o r festival . . . i t i s 
observed mor e widel y tha n th e dail y dietar y laws." 51 B y trans -
forming Jewis h cuisin e i n genera l an d koshe r food s i n particula r 
into a n inextricable , vita l par t o f holida y observance , America n 
Jews heightene d thei r cultura l significance : food s associate d wit h 
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the holidays (and , les s frequently, th e Sabbath) wer e increasingl y 
described, ofte n i n lavish , emotiona l prose , a s distinctive an d un-
usual. Humble items like haroset and russel, a popular kosher cook-
book observed characteristically, "acquire a dignity, bordering upon 
sanctity, which elevate them to the status of religious traditions."52 

"The foods mentioned here," Bellin related in her exhaustive survey 
of Jewish cuisine, referring to roast chicken, brisket , an d kashe and 
noodles, "ar e thos e which , throug h generation s o f use , hav e ac -
quired eithe r general festiv e connotation , o r a  specific connectio n 
with a certain holiday."53 

Of al l th e Jewish holidays , Passover , wit h it s arra y o f built-i n 
culinary restrictions, most clearly dramatized the complex relation-
ship between kashrut, cuisine, and American Jewish identity. Many 
households, otherwis e la x i n thei r attentio n t o kashrut , becam e 
punctilious during the week of Passover. Others, generally unaccus-
tomed to eating typical Jewish foods, delighted in serving up kosher 
meals at the seder table. "Thi s generation," observed the daughter 
of a second-generation New York Jewish family, "brough t a certain 
playful solemnit y t o th e preparatio n o f certai n festiv e dishes." 54 

Cookbooks capitalize d o n th e holiday-induce d attractivenes s o f 
kashrut, helpin g to diffuse a  highly ceremonialized interest in Jew-
ish cuisine. "Much of the spirit of the holiday would be lost without 
our traditiona l dishes, " explaine d th e 193 6 Vassover  Cook Book: 
Traditional and  Modern  Recipes  in  Keeping  with  Jewish  Dietary 
Laws in a classic formulation of that position.55 

Manufacturers an d advertisers were equally a s sensitive a s con-
sumers to seasonal adjustments in American Jewish culinary behav-
ior. "Th e hom e an d it s inhabitant s acquir e a  festiv e atmosphere , 
and ever y membe r o f th e famil y i s 'rehabilitated ' i n preparatio n 
therefor," relate d Jewish  Culture,  th e 194 1 foo d manufacturers ' 
guide to Jewish consume r matters . "Festiv e meals ar e the order of 
the day fo r al l o f th e aforementione d holidays, " the tex t advised , 
referring to Passover, Purim , Hanukkah, and other moments on the 
Jewish calendar. "Th e week preceding them, in each instance, i s a 
big buying period,  when the sale of commodities increases tremen-
dously."56 T o stimulat e th e consumer , manufacturer s evoke d no -
tions of domesticity, nostalgia, and camaraderie in connection with 
their kosher-for-Passover products . Drawing on both words and pic-
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tures, the y haile d can s of ritually approve d chicke n sou p or assort -
ments o f chocolate s a s a  "holida y tradition " an d decorate d win e 
bottles, cand y tins , an d matzo h boxe s wit h warml y hue d image s 
of a  multigenerationa l Jewis h famil y seate d aroun d a  sede r tabl e 
resplendent with family heirlooms and a  surfeit o f food. 

In wha t wa s perhaps the mos t far-reachin g reinterpretatio n o f th e 
so-called dietary inhibitions and the one most consciously aimed a t 
women, kashru t wa s likene d t o a  "fin e art " an d aestheti c canon s 
applied t o it s performance. 57 "Livin g a s a  Jewess , i s mor e tha n a 
matter o f faith, knowledge , o r observance," stated on e popular rit -
ual text. "T o live as a Jewess, a woman must have something of the 
artist in her."58 Kashrut , then , was the implied medium and Jewish 
cuisine the vehicl e b y which th e talen t an d artistr y o f the moder n 
committed Jewis h woma n coul d b e demonstrated . The  Jewish 
Home Beautiful,  a  compendiu m o f recipes , decoratin g hints , an d 
thoughts on Jewish home life, represented the fullest, mos t compre-
hc sive,  expression of the aesthetic approac h t o kashrut. Firs t pub-
lished in the early 1930 s as a series of articles, Jewish Home  Beauti-
ful wen t throug h severa l differen t avatars , amon g the m a  cantat a 
and pagean t a t th e 193 9 World's Fair , befor e becomin g codifie d i n 
book form ; i n tha t capacity , Jewish Home  Beautiful  enjoye d im -
mense popularity among all segments of the American Jewish popu-
lation and was released in twelve editions. 

Frank i n it s evaluatio n o f th e need s o f th e upwardl y mobil e 
American Jewis h woman , Jewish Home  Beautiful  acknowledged , 
and the n sough t t o remedy , wha t man y moder n Jewis h wome n 
perceived t o be the aestheticall y unsatisfying , lackluste r quality of 
Jewish life . "Jewis h mother s o f today, " i t observed , "hav e no t los t 
their desir e t o introduc e beautifu l pageantr y int o th e home . Bu t 
they have turned to strange sources for their inspiration. The attrac-
tive setting s offere d b y ou r larg e departmen t store s an d women' s 
magazines fo r Valentine' s Day , Hallowe'en , Christmas , an d othe r 
non-Jewish festiv e day s hav e wo n th e heart s o f man y o f ou r 
women."59 I n a n effor t t o wi n bac k th e heart s o f contemporar y 
American Jewish women, the architects of the Jewish Home  Beauti-
ful approac h t o moder n Jewis h lif e appropriate d th e "attractiv e 
settings" an d secular , middle-clas s notion s o f tast e an d decor — 
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dinner partie s with themes , color-coordinate d tabl e appointments , 
formal floral  arrangements—an d applie d the m inventivel y t o a 
broad Jewish domestic context of which food was only a part, albei t 
an importan t one . The Sabbath, fo r example , wa s seen a s a specia l 
culinary and aesthetic opportunity. "I n thejewish Home  Beautiful, 
the elaborate preparations on Friday, the extra cooking , the specia l 
dishes, the more than usual cleanliness of the home, and the beauty 
of the tabl e appointments , leav e no doubt i n anyone' s mind tha t a 
great da y i s approaching, " th e tex t observed. 60 I n preparatio n fo r 
Shavuot, Jewish Home  Beautiful  recommende d tha t th e hous e b e 
"fragrant wit h blossoms and flowers" and that dairy foods be served, 
a custom both "sensible and beautiful; sensibl e because of the warm 
season o f th e yea r an d beautifu l becaus e o f th e associatio n wit h 
theTorah."61 

Through it s recipes , suggestion s fo r floral  displays , an d photo -
graphs o f variou s "se t tables, " Jewish Home  Beautiful  cultivate d 
an America n Jewis h aestheti c whil e attemptin g t o overtur n th e 
powerful stereotyp e of an impoverished Judaism. Aestheticizing th e 
practice o f kashru t an d th e celebratio n o f Jewish holidays , Jewish 
Home Beautiful  hel d ou t th e possibilit y tha t Judais m coul d mor e 
than hol d it s own i n complexity , interest , color , taste , an d variet y 
with secula r consume r society . Th e volum e pe r s e an d th e move -
ment it inspired tried hard and imaginatively to "urge every mother 
in Israe l to assume her role as artist an d on every festival, Sabbath , 
and holiday , t o mak e he r hom e an d he r famil y tabl e a  thin g o f 
beauty a s precious an d a s elevating a s anything painted o n canva s 
or chiseled in stone."62 

Attempts t o reconcile th e constraint s of kashrut wit h th e freedom s 
of contemporary Americ a gav e rise to a  modern ideolog y o f Jewish 
food practice, some of whose interpretations were rational and hard 
hitting, other s fancifu l an d frivolous . Thoug h differin g fro m on e 
another in detail and focus, each of the three distinct approaches to 
kashrut surveye d i n thi s pape r internalized—an d the n turne d o n 
its head—a n existin g critiqu e o f Judaism. Recastin g th e "dietar y 
injunctions" in alternately scientific, affective , an d aesthetic terms, 
kashrut advocate s sough t a  contemporary , moder n imperativ e fo r 
continuing an d sustainin g th e practice . "I n a  Jewish home , a  per -
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fectly prepare d meal , daintil y serve d i s no t enough, " they insisted , 
in wha t migh t b e see n a s a  kin d o f apotheosi s o f th e modern-da y 
approach t o kashrut . "I t ma y satisf y th e physica l desire s an d th e 
esthetic sense but to  be  perfect, i t must be kosher." 63 
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Feminism an d America n Refor m Judais m 

Ellen M. Umansky 

Over 15 0 years ag o in Germany , a  group of "like thinking , progres -
sive rabbis " convene d a  serie s o f conference s throug h whic h th e 
ideology o f th e nascen t Refor m movemen t bega n t o tak e shape. 1 

Among th e issue s discussed wa s th e rol e o f women i n Jewish reli -
gious life . A t th e Bresla u conferenc e o f 1846 , a  commissio n ap -
pointed t o reevaluate women' s traditiona l role s in the ligh t o f mo-
dernity recommende d tha t "th e rabbinica l conferenc e declar e 
woman to be entitled t o the same religious rights and subject t o the 
same religious duties as man."2 Although no formal vote was taken, 
neither wer e an y objection s voice d t o Davi d Einhorn' s pronounce -
ment tha t i t wa s nothin g les s tha n thei r "sacre d duty " a s Refor m 
rabbis "to declare with al l emphasis" men's and women's complet e 
religious equality. 3 

In 1907 , American Refor m rabb i Davi d Philipso n concluded tha t 
while th e commission' s repor t wa s neithe r discusse d no r vote d 
upon, "i n practice " th e commission' s variou s recommendation s a s 
to how women's equality might best be achieved "have been carried 
out i n refor m congregations , notabl y i n th e Unite d States." 4 Phil -
ipson pointed t o the abolitio n o f a separate women' s gallery in th e 
synagogue an d th e introductio n o f mixe d seatin g b y Rabb i Isaa c 
Mayer Wis e in Alban y i n 1851 . Indeed, i n hi s prayerbook, Minhag 
America, publishe d in 185 7 and revised in 1872 , Wise went so far a s 
to describ e th e minyan,  th e quoru m necessar y fo r publi c worship , 
as comprising "ten adults , males or females."5 Similarly, Kaufman n 
Kohler, presiden t o f Hebre w Unio n College , tol d member s o f th e 
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Central Conference of American (Reform ) Rabbi s (CCAR) gathere d 
together at the historic Pittsburgh Convention of 18856 that "Refor m 
Judaism wil l neve r reac h it s highe r goa l [o f spiritua l an d mora l 
elevation] withou t havin g first  accorde d t o th e congregationa l 
council an d i n th e entir e religiou s an d mora l spher e o f life , equa l 
voice to woman with man." 7 

Yet, Classica l Reform' s commitmen t t o women' s equalit y wa s 
more theoretical than real . As Riv-Ellen Prell has observed, 

The Reformer's concer n fo r women was an inevitable outgrowth of 
their commitment to the Enlightenment's values of equality, reason, 
and humanism. That the role of women in Judaism was not actively 
addressed until the last decade of feminist activis m in America, de-
spite its prominence in Reform's initial program, is as much because 
social reality lags behind ideology as it is because the women's issue 
for Reformer s wa s a  logica l consequenc e o f thei r ideology , no t a 
central cause.8 

My ow n researc h o n th e role s an d statu s o f wome n i n Refor m 
Judaism bears out Prell' s assessment. Despite early pronouncement s 
of commitment t o women's equality in Germany and in the Unite d 
States, "i t wa s not unti l th e lat e 1960s , as the burgeonin g feminis t 
movement [i n th e U.S. ] began t o creat e ne w expectation s amon g 
women themselves, " tha t Refor m wome n bega n t o pres s fo r an d 
achieve significan t change. 9 Thus , eve n thoug h member s o f th e 
CCAR overwhelmingl y passe d a  resolutio n a s earl y a s 192 2 main -
taining tha t wome n coul d no t "justl y b e denie d th e privileg e o f 
ordination," it was not unti l 197 2 that women gained entrance into 
the Reform rabbinate. 10 

In attemptin g t o ascertai n wh y thi s wa s so , i t i s instructive t o 
examine more closely the 192 2 CCAR Resolution and the discussion 
preceding its adoption. Rather than arguing for women's ordinatio n 
(perhaps on the basis of Reform's understanding of progressive reve-
lation or of the need to create a Judaism more in line with the spirit 
of th e moder n age) , supporter s o f th e resolutio n maintaine d that , 
given all that Reform stood for (o r did not stand for, including strict 
observance of traditional Jewish practice), there were no legitimate 
reasons for denying women th e opportunity t o become Reform rab -
bis. Whe n th e CCA R recommendatio n wa s overturne d b y HUC' s 
Board o f Governor s a  yea r later , th e Boar d di d s o no t becaus e i t 
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disagreed wit h th e CCA R but becaus e it s members fel t tha t practi -
cal consideration s outweighe d philosophica l ones . Give n tha t 
women as religious leaders in (Protestant ) Americ a were the excep-
tion rathe r tha n th e rule an d tha t Jewish women were not clamor -
ing fo r entranc e int o th e rabbini c school , ther e seeme d t o b e n o 
reason to "change the present practice of limiting to males the right 
to matriculate for the purpose of entering the rabbinate."11 

In 1956 , a  CCAR committe e wa s formed t o reconside r th e issue . 
A numbe r o f mainlin e Protestan t denomination s i n th e Unite d 
States ha d begu n t o admi t wome n int o thei r seminarie s an d t o 
ordain the m a s ministers , whil e a  fe w wome n ha d begu n t o see k 
admission eithe r t o Hebre w Unio n Colleg e o r t o Stephe n Wise' s 
Jewish Institute of Religion (whic h merged with HUC in 1950 ) .12 At 
least tw o women , despit e thei r lac k o f rabbini c training , ha d al -
ready succeede d i n becomin g Jewis h religiou s leaders . Th e first, 
Tehilla Lichtenstein, assume d spiritual leadership of the New York-
based Societ y o f Jewis h Science , a  Jewis h countermovemen t t o 
Christian Science , i n 1938 . While Jewish Scienc e di d no t formall y 
affiliate wit h Reform , it s major proponents , includin g th e Society' s 
founder, Tehill a Lichtenstein' s husband Morris , were Reform rabbi s 
and member s of the CCAR . Throughou t th e 1920 s and 1930s , some 
of the m attempte d wit h littl e succes s t o induc e th e CCA R t o en -
dorse it s understandin g o f spiritua l healin g a s centra l t o Jewis h 
religious life. Therefore, member s of the Central Conference i n 1956 
were no t unawar e o f Tehill a Lichtenstein' s achievements . Indeed , 
by then she had been leader of the Society for almost twenty years— 
a position that she retained unti l her death in 1973. 

Perhaps mor e influentia l wa s Paul a Ackerman , wh o assumed 
spiritual leadership of Reform congregatio n Beth Israel in Meridian , 
Mississippi, in 1951 , following the death of her husband, th e congre-
gation's rabbi . Ackerma n continue d t o lea d th e congregatio n 
through th e fal l o f 1953 . During he r tenure , sh e regularl y le d ser -
vices, preache d sermons , an d officiate d a t weddings , funerals , an d 
conversions. Accordin g t o Ackerman , member s o f th e Refor m rab -
binate treate d he r wit h grea t respect. 13 Correspondenc e betwee n 
Rabbi Maurice Eisendrath, the n president of the Union of American 
Hebrew Congregations (th e associatio n o f Reform synagogues ) an d 
Sidney Kay, president of Temple Beth Israel, concerning the congre-
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gation's request tha t Ackerma n serve as their leader, seems to indi-
cate tha t initia l approva l o f this request reflecte d a  desire, a t leas t 
by some Reform rabbis, including Eisendrath, to determine whether 
women could gain congregational acceptanc e as religious leaders.14 

This interpretation o f rabbinic interes t i n Ackerman' s tenur e a t 
Temple Bet h Israe l i s strengthened b y Michael Meyer' s claim tha t 
by the end of the 1940 s "the Hebrew Union College found itsel f hard 
pressed to keep up with th e demand fo r rabbis." Responding as best 
it could to Reform's congregational growth, HUC introduced a  more 
active recruitmen t progra m an d i n 195 0 merged wit h th e Jewis h 
Institute o f Religion . Consequently , Meye r writes , "fro m les s tha n 
500 rabbis in 1943 , [CCAR] membership rose to 850 in 196 4 and grew 
even more rapidly thereafter." 15 

Finally, a  ne w receptivenes s i n 195 6 t o th e ide a o f wome n a s 
rabbis may be attributed t o new leadership. Certainly, the member-
ship of the Boar d o f Governors had change d sinc e 1922 , as had th e 
presidency o f the College . Even befor e th e CCA R voted t o reaffir m 
the 192 2 resolutio n supportin g th e entranc e o f wome n int o th e 
Reform rabbinate , Nelso n Glueck , the n presiden t o f th e Hebre w 
Union College-Jewis h Institut e o f Religio n (HUC-JIR) , publicl y 
expressed hi s suppor t fo r thi s proposa l an d state d tha t th e Refor m 
seminary woul d ordai n an y woma n wh o passe d th e require d 
courses.16 

Yet i t wa s no t unti l th e lat e 1960s , whe n Sall y Priesand , afte r 
receiving a  joint B.A . degre e from  HUC-JI R an d th e Universit y o f 
Cincinnati, decide d t o continue he r studies a t HUC, that th e doors 
to the Reform rabbinate were finally opened to women. I t should be 
noted tha t Priesand' s decisio n t o ente r HUC s rabbinica l progra m 
came with littl e fanfare. 17 Tha t Priesand  complete d he r rabbinica l 
studies and received ordination testifie s both to her tenacity an d t o 
the suppor t o f member s o f th e facult y an d administration , mos t 
notably Glueck and Alfred Gottschalk , wh o succeeded Glueck afte r 
his death in 197 1 as president of HUC-JIR. 

In short , i t was not a  change i n Refor m ideolog y tha t le d to th e 
ordination o f wome n a s Refor m rabbis ; i t wa s th e change d socia l 
climate o f th e lat e 1960s. 18 Female religiou s leader s wer e gainin g 
acceptance withi n Protestan t denominations ; qualifie d wome n 
were intereste d i n enterin g th e rabbinate ; ther e wer e indication s 
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that congregations might be willing to accept them; and the Refor m 
movement was in need of more rabbis to serve its congregations. 

Feminism doe s no t see m t o hav e directl y le d t o th e entranc e o f 
women int o th e Refor m rabbinate . Indeed , i n the lat e 1960s , when 
Sally Priesand entere d HUC' s rabbinical program , th e second wav e 
of American feminism, spurre d by the publication of Betty Friedan's 
Feminine Mystique  i n 1964 , was stil l i n it s infancy . I n contras t t o 
the controvers y abou t women' s ordinatio n i n th e Conserva -
tive movemen t te n year s later , publi c discussio n di d no t refe r t o 
the admissio n o f wome n i n th e Refor m rabbinat e a s a  "bo w t o 
feminism." 

Nonetheless, the impact of feminism on the ordination of women 
as Refor m rabbi s sinc e th e earl y 1970 s cannot b e underestimated . 
Feminism insure d tha t onc e wome n wer e grante d th e privileg e o f 
ordination, a  sufficien t numbe r o f qualifie d wome n woul d see k t o 
enter the Reform rabbinat e with al l of its personal an d professiona l 
demands. Sinc e th e mid-1980s , feminis m ha s take n deepe r roo t i n 
the Jewish community . A s women rabbi s within th e Reform move -
ment have become more visible and accepted, standing on the bima 
beside equall y visibl e wome n cantor s wh o gaine d entranc e int o 
the Reform cantorat e i n 1975 , feminist expectation s hav e begun t o 
transform th e Reform rabbinate. 19 

In a n essa y entitle d "Ho w Wome n Ar e Changin g th e [Reform ] 
Rabbinate," Rabb i Jane t Marde r point s ou t that , a s o f June 1991 , 
few of the 16 8 women ordained b y HUC-JIR "have achieve d promi -
nent positions of leadership in the movement" : 

None head s a  thousand-membe r congregation ; onl y thre e serv e a s 
senior rabbis of congregations larger than 300. But it would be wrong 
to conclude that women's impact on the [Reform] rabbinate has been 
minimal. On the contrary, one senses in conversations with women 
rabbis that we are witnessing the beginning of a profound transforma-
tion withi n th e rabbinate— a chang e brough t abou t b y distinctiv e 
values and goals women have brought to this once exclusively male 
enterprise.20 

Many wome n rabbis , she maintains , consciousl y se e themselves a s 
"agents fo r change " an d ar e attemptin g t o reshap e th e rol e o f th e 
American Refor m rabbi . Most , sh e continues, shar e a  commitmen t 



272 ELLE N M. UMANSK Y 

to three fundamental values , al l of which can be described as femi-
nist: balance, intimacy, an d empowerment . 

While American feminis m o f the lat e 1960 s and early 1970 s may 
have viewe d th e struggl e fo r women' s equalit y a s th e gainin g o f 
equal pay for equal work, by the 1980 s increasing numbers of white, 
middle-class feminists (includin g Jewish feminists) bega n to rethink 
the notio n o f equality . I f equalit y mean t workin g eight y hour s a 
week a t a  high-pressure job a t th e expense of one's health, family , 
and friends , perhap s the concept neede d t o be redefined. Whil e th e 
goal o f equa l pa y fo r equa l wor k wa s no t abandoned , increasin g 
numbers o f feminist s bega n t o clai m tha t th e deman d fo r equa l 
access di d no t mea n tha t wome n wante d t o b e "jus t lik e men. " 
Although thi s realizatio n initiall y helpe d creat e th e phenomeno n 
of th e superwoman— a woma n wit h a  high-powere d caree r wh o 
also attempted t o b e a  superb wife, mother , gourme t cook , house -
keeper, an d s o forth—by th e mid-1980s , a s Glori a Steine m pu t it , 
increasing numbers of American middle-clas s women came to real-
ize that "having it all" meant "doing it all. " 

Consequently, man y feminist s o f th e lat e 1980 s and earl y 1990 s 
replaced th e notio n o f "having i t all " with tha t o f "achieving bal -
ance." Whil e no t al l o f the 16 8 women ordaine d a s Reform rabbi s 
would identif y themselve s a s feminists , th e feminis t emphasi s o n 
balance has proved t o be appealing no t just t o the vast majority o f 
women rabbis but to a  small but growing number of male rabbis as 
well. Marde r note s tha t "man y younge r mal e rabbi s ar e tryin g t o 
make family tim e a  priority." While some of those she interviewe d 
doubted whethe r thi s was a  realistic expectation , I  have observed , 
as a  forme r facult y membe r a t HUC-JI R i n Ne w Yor k an d a s a 
lecturer o r scholar-in-residence a t dozen s o f Reform congregation s 
throughout th e country , tha t Marder' s observatio n i s accurate . I 
have hear d a n increasin g numbe r o f Refor m rabbis , mal e an d fe -
male, ask , "Ho w can I  teach my congregants about the importanc e 
that Judaism attaches to family lif e and then sacrifice my own?"21 

This questio n i s relate d t o th e tw o othe r feminis t value s tha t 
Marder describes in her essay: intimacy an d empowerment . A s psy-
chologist Caro l Gilligan , theologia n Catherin e Keller , an d other s 
have noted , wome n see m t o plac e greate r valu e tha n d o me n o n 
human relationships , a  value that Kelle r calls "connectedness" and 
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that Gilliga n identifie s a s a n "ethic s o f care." 22 Whethe r biologi -
cally or culturally based (o r both), concern for others is reflected i n 
what Marde r describe s a s intimacy: th e desir e amon g man y o f th e 
women rabbi s who m sh e interviewe d t o for m clos e relationship s 
with thei r congregants, leading them to choose small congregation s 
in whic h i t wa s easie r t o creat e a  sens e o f community . Feminis m 
has claime d tha t intimac y an d connectedness , lon g identifie d a s 
"feminine" inasmuc h a s the y ar e supposedl y roote d i n women' s 
eternal nature , hav e bee n use d b y men , mos t notabl y i n th e las t 
two hundre d years , t o relegat e wome n t o heart h an d home . Bu t 
connectedness i s a n importan t huma n valu e that , i n th e Jewis h 
context, affirm s tha t carin g fo r others , recognizin g th e uniquenes s 
and absolut e wort h o f eac h person , an d workin g i n communit y 
move us closer to the repair of the world, tikkun  olam. 

Has the feminist emphasi s on relatedness as an important huma n 
value le d increasin g number s o f mal e an d femal e rabbi s t o see k 
smaller congregation s i n whic h greate r intimac y i s possible ? No t 
only i s ther e n o evidenc e tha t support s thi s claim , bu t th e dat a 
seem to point to a different conclusion . While women on the whole 
do not seem to be seeking larger pulpits, most male rabbis still hope 
to move to larger, "mor e prestigious" congregations.23 Certainly th e 
desire for greate r intimacy i s not th e only reason why the majorit y 
of wome n rabbi s hav e no t aspire d t o large r pulpits . No r d o mal e 
rabbis wh o aspir e t o large r congregation s necessaril y fea r o r lac k 
interest in intimacy. Bu t if feminism ha s influenced th e decision of 
many women rabbi s not t o seek larger, mor e prestigious pulpits , i t 
has also meant tha t ther e ar e few i f an y women rabbi s today wh o 
can be considered among the leaders of American Reform . 

Some migh t attribut e thi s bot h t o th e relativel y shor t perio d 
during which women have been in the rabbinate and to the average 
youth o f women rabbi s i n compariso n t o male rabbis . Yet , a s long 
as greate r prestig e i s attache d t o servin g large r congregation s (i n 
the word s o f Joseph Glaser , executiv e vice-presiden t o f the CCAR , 
as long as our society continues to believe that "bi g is beautiful") 24 

and as long as most women rabbis opt out of the conventional pat h 
of "upwar d mobility, " fe w wome n wil l serv e o n th e CCAR' s mos t 
important committees, few will hold offices, an d few will be invited 
to speak a t CCA R conventions o r t o serve a s spokespersons fo r th e 
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Reform movement , eithe r i n th e Unite d State s o r a t internationa l 
meetings. 

If women seek a  style of rabbinate tha t preclude s many o f them 
from gainin g public recognition a s "leaders of Reform," thei r great -
est impac t i n th e Unite d State s ma y no t b e exerte d "fro m above " 
but rathe r "fro m below. " Wome n servin g a s pulpi t rabbi s hav e 
already had enormous influence on their congregants. Those serving 
as educators , director s o f Hille l foundation s i n America n colleges , 
or in other ways with Jewish youth have had impact upon students, 
while thos e workin g i n communa l position s hav e ha d effec t o n a 
great number of lay people. 

The thir d valu e emphasize d b y man y wome n rabbi s ha s bee n 
empowerment. Eve n those who do not identify themselve s as femi-
nists speak abou t replacin g hierarchica l structure s wit h share d re -
sponsibilities, privileges , an d power . Som e migh t labe l thi s "net -
work mode l o f leadership" 25 a s femal e o r feminin e (rathe r tha n 
feminist) becaus e it is self-consciously critica l of current male mod-
els o f leadership . I t is , however , a  for m o f leadershi p tha t man y 
women rabbi s hav e alread y experience d i n explicitl y feminis t set -
tings (fo r example , i n consciousness-raisin g groups , colleg e 
women's centers , feminis t organizations) . I n my view, usin g thes e 
nonhierarchical model s t o empowe r other s (withou t sacrificin g 
one's self in the process) i s most certainly feminist . 

Increasingly, lay committees are creating new Friday-night litur -
gies;26 growin g number s o f congregant s ar e participatin g i n th e 
Torah servic e (an d adul t wome n ar e becomin g benot  mitzvah); 
congregants ar e leading daily minyanim;  parent s ar e writing baby -
naming ceremonies fo r sons and especially fo r daughters; 27 twelve-
year-old boy s and girl s are creating, wit h thei r parents , specia l bar 
mitvah o r bat  mitzvah  service s fo r themselves . Scholars-in-resi -
dence ar e frequentl y selecte d b y a  la y committe e tha t invite s th e 
scholar and works with him or her in selecting topics to study.28 To 
be sure , no t al l o f thes e development s hav e bee n initiate d b y 
women rabbis , bu t growin g number s o f Reform rabbi s an d congre -
gants have been influenced b y feminism's understanding of empow-
erment as essential to self-realization . 

Indeed, th e increasin g numbe r o f wome n wh o h^v e assumed 
leadership role s withi n thei r congregation s testifie s t o th e impac t 
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that feminis m ha s had o n th e Reform movement . A s early a s 1970, 
96 percent o f al l Reform temple s in the United State s had elected a 
woman t o thei r congregationa l boards . Since then, th e number s of 
women servin g on board s and a s officers o f their congregation s ha s 
increased further . B y the mid-1970s , i t wa s no longer unusual fo r a 
woman to serve as synagogue president . 

While much o f the leadershi p of the Union of American Hebre w 
Congregations (UAHC ) remain s male , wome n hav e increasingl y 
assumed position s o f leadershi p withi n th e movemen t a s a  whole . 
Since 1973 , for example , whe n th e UAH C electe d it s first  woma n 
vice-chair, severa l women have been elected to this position.29 

Eleanor Schwartz , th e forme r executiv e directo r o f th e Wome n 
of Reform Judaism (formerl y know n a s the Nationa l Federatio n o f 
Temple Sisterhoods) , ha s argued tha t feminis m i s currently havin g 
a positive impact upo n the organization. Sh e maintains tha t sister -
hoods, always "radical i n goal if not i n style," recently have begu n 
to attrac t younger , college-educated , professiona l wome n wh o 
would no t have considered joining the sisterhood of their congrega -
tion twenty years ago. 30 According to Schwartz, templ e sisterhood s 
seem t o b e "undergoin g a  renaissance " a s th e participatio n o f 
women i n Refor m congregation s ha s increased , a s mor e wome n 
have taken on leadership roles in thei r synagogues an d in the secu-
lar world , an d a s feminis m ha s reasserte d th e importanc e o f 
women's organizations and of women's forming social, professional , 
and spiritua l bond s wit h on e another . T o b e sure , no t al l loca l 
sisterhoods ar e flourishing,  bu t Schwart z predict s tha t th e numbe r 
of local chapters throughout the United States will rise.31 

Feminism ha s als o affecte d religiou s educatio n withi n th e Re -
form movement. By the mid-1970s religious school textbooks "began 
to presen t femal e rol e model s other tha n mother s an d teachers." 32 

Growing numbers of women have gained full-time position s within 
the las t decad e a s educatio n director s o f Refor m congregations , 
where they have become increasingly involved in selecting the text-
books bein g used . (However , th e centralit y o f wome n i n Jewis h 
history an d religiou s lif e doe s no t ye t see m t o b e a  majo r priorit y 
among thos e developin g curricul a fo r Refor m religiou s schools.) 33 

In 198 8 the six-hundred-membe r Nationa l Associatio n o f (Reform ) 
Temple Educator s (NATE ) electe d Zen a Sulke s a s it s first  woma n 
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president and , tw o years later , Robi n Eisenberg to succeed her ; th e 
election of Sulkes and Eisenberg reflects both the increasing number 
of wome n enterin g th e field  o f Jewish educatio n an d th e growin g 
influence of women educators within the Reform movement. 34 

Feminism ca n als o be credited wit h change s in Reform' s liturgi -
cal texts. Michael Meyer maintains that the increasing influence of 
the feminis t movemen t account s for beginnin g effort s t o eliminat e 
gender-based language : 

Gates of  Prayer [publishe d i n 1975 ] in it s English portions removed 
male languag e i n referenc e t o th e worshipers : "al l men " becam e 
"all"; "fellowship" became "friendship/* On e English version of the 
Avot praye r made reference t o the "God of our mothers" as well as 
our fathers. Yet , although there were experimental substitutions of 
nongender name s an d pronoun s als o for God , th e standard Refor m 
liturgy i n the 1970 s continued t o refer t o deity a s "our Father , our 
King" and a s "He" and "Him. " Moreover , th e Hebre w prayer s re-
mained untouched by feminist criticism.35 

By the late 1980s , references to God and the words of Hebrew prayers 
were no longer immune to feminist criticism . As a result of changes 
on the loca l level , including the creation o f congregational gender -
inclusive siddurim,  i t ha s becom e difficul t t o speak o f a  "standar d 
Reform liturgy. " I n response t o increased suppor t fro m member s of 
the Reform rabbinate , cantorate , an d laity, th e Central Conferenc e 
of American Rabbis has finally revised some of the services in Gates 
of Prayer so that Englis h references t o God are gender inclusive and 
the mother s o f Israe l ar e mentione d i n bot h Hebre w an d Englis h 
prayers. Similar change s were made to the CCA R Haggadah, origi -
nally published in 1974 and revised in 1982: while the earlier edition 
refers to God as "Lord" and "King of the universe," the later editio n 
identifies Go d as the less gender-specific "YHVH " and "Sovereign of 
existence." All reference s t o God a s "He" are omitted . Tw o recen t 
publications by the CCAR Press refer to God as "Adonai" and "Ruler 
of th e Universe, " scrupulousl y avoidin g an y referenc e t o Go d i n 
male terms . Bot h text s deliberatel y mak e referenc e t o wome n a s 
central to Jewish history and contemporary Jewish life. 36 

Thus far , th e feminis t cal l fo r a  mor e radica l revisionin g o f lit -
urgy ha s me t wit h resistanc e fro m th e majorit y o f Reform congre -
gants. Judith Plaskow , Marci a Falk , an d I , along with others , hav e 
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pointed ou t tha t gender-inclusiv e languag e i s no t i n itsel f a  suffi -
cient rethinking of the underlying theologica l issues. 37 Although by 
addressing God as "Sovereign of existence" we may have succeeded 
in demasculinizin g image s o f God , prayin g t o Go d a s "Sovereign " 
or "Ruler " continue s t o designat e th e human-Divin e relationshi p 
as on e o f hierarchica l domination . Emphasizin g Go d a s Rule r 
makes it al l too easy to lose sight of the human side in the encoun -
ter wit h th e Divine. 38 Feminist s hav e thu s argue d tha t ther e i s a 
need fo r new , nonhierarchica l image s o f Go d (e.g. , Co-Creator , 
Co-Partner, Teacher , Friend ) tha t reinforc e th e mutualit y o f th e 
covenant. 

A suggested liturgica l chang e tha t ha s alread y gaine d som e sup-
port i n th e Reconstructionis t movement—tha t o f Marci a Falk- — 
proposes tha t th e openin g o f th e traditiona l blessing s b e trans -
formed. Substitutin g "Nevarech " ("Le t u s bless") fo r th e formulai c 
"Barukh atah adonay eloheynu melekh ha-olam" ("Blesse d ar e you, 
Lord our God, King of the Universe") eliminate s the exclusive male-
ness and anthropocentrism o f the prayerbook's God language, whil e 
at th e sam e tim e claimin g fo r th e communit y th e powe r o f bless -
ing.39 Falk's Book of Blessings, published in 1994 , may well lead to a 
greater receptivit y t o suc h idea s withi n th e Refor m community. 40 

In th e futur e Refor m liturgist s wil l hopefull y struggl e wit h ne w 
ways of transforming th e liturg y s o as to create images of God tha t 
reinforce th e belief , s o central t o Refor m Judaism, tha t th e Jewish 
covenantal partnershi p wit h Go d entail s huma n actio n an d 
responsibility.41 

There ha s bee n greate r receptivit y t o th e creatio n o f feminis t 
midrashim. Lon g use d b y rabbi s t o mak e traditiona l text s com e 
alive, midrash  ha s recently becom e a  popular an d effectiv e mean s 
of writing wome n bac k int o biblica l history . A t th e instigatio n o f 
Jewish feminists i n the 1970 s and 1980s , growing numbers of Refor m 
Jews are writing midrashim tha t explor e the actions and feelings of 
biblical women and their significance fo r today. 42 

Among othe r step s take n b y th e Refor m movemen t i n th e 1980 s 
for whic h feminis m shoul d receiv e a t leas t partia l credi t wa s th e 
adoption b y the CCAR of the patrilinea l descen t resolution . Break -
ing wit h th e halakhi c principl e tha t a  chil d o f a n interfait h mar -
riage is Jewish only if the child's mother is Jewish (unles s the chil d 
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formally converte d to Judaism), the resolution maintained tha t th e 
child o f on e Jewis h parent—mothe r o r father—wa s "unde r th e 
presumption o f Jewis h descent. " A  provis o wa s tha t th e child' s 
Jewishness woul d als o b e establishe d "throug h appropriat e an d 
timely public and formal act s of identification wit h the Jewish fait h 
and people. " Influencing thos e CCAR members who voted in favo r 
of the proposal in 198 3 was the recognition that , give n men's grow-
ing involvement i n th e raising of thei r children (itsel f a  byproduc t 
of the feminist movement) , "th e standing of the Jewish spouses and 
parents i n mixe d marriages " shoul d b e equalized . Accordin g t o 
Rabbi Herma n E . Schaalma n i n hi s 198 7 report t o th e CCA R as -
sessing th e patrilinealit y resolution , "equalizatio n o f statu s be -
tween female and male .  .  .  [was] the core of our 1983 statement."43 

The CCA R adoptio n o f a n a d ho c committee' s repor t o n homo -
sexuality an d th e rabbinat e als o reflect s th e impac t o f feminism . 
First create d i n 1986 , th e seventeen-membe r committe e sponsore d 
an information sessio n a t the 198 7 CCAR convention, loca l consul -
tations, an d a  plenary session followed b y workshops a t th e CCAR 
convention i n 1989 . Finally , th e committee' s repor t wa s approve d 
by the members of the CCAR at the 1990 convention in Seattle. The 
most widely publicized aspec t of the repor t was an endorsement of 
HUC-JIR's newl y introduce d polic y o f viewing th e sexua l orienta -
tion o f a n applican t t o HUC-JIR' s rabbini c progra m "onl y withi n 
the context of a candidate's overall suitability for the rabbinate." 44 

This policy reflected a  change i n th e former polic y of viewing het -
erosexuality a s a  necessar y componen t o f rabbinic suitabilit y an d 
therefore denying admission to openly gay or lesbian applicants . 

The concern o f many within th e Conferenc e abou t homophobi a 
in America n societ y an d th e Jewish communit y resulte d i n a  cal l 
for "greate r educatio n an d dialogu e i n ou r congregations." 45 More 
than a  liberal commitment t o pluralism, thi s also reflects a  growing 
awareness, mainl y throug h feminis t writings , tha t religiou s an d 
societal attitudes toward homosexuality , lik e religious and societa l 
attitudes towar d women , ar e culturall y based . Withi n th e libera l 
Jewish community , ther e seems to b e a  growing acknowledgment , 
as Judith Plaskow has written, tha t "the creation of Jewish commu-
nities in which differences ar e valued as necessary parts of a greater 
whole is the institutional an d experiential foundation fo r the recov-
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ery o f th e fullnes s o f Torah." 46 T o b e sure , neithe r th e Refor m 
rabbinate nor the laity is unanimous in its support of the ordination 
of gay an d lesbian Jews. Those within th e Reform movement wh o 
value difference do not agree on the kinds of differences that should 
be valued. Yet the feminist emphasis on naming and valuing differ-
ences echoe s th e libera l commitmen t t o civi l right s an d "unity i n 
diversity," a s wel l a s t o th e Jewish belie f tha t al l huma n being s 
have bee n create d wit h equa l dignit y an d worth . A s such, i t ha s 
clarified an d strengthened among many Reform Jews the view that 
"homosexuality ca n b e a  legitimat e expressio n o f Jewish an d hu-
man personhood " an d tha t th e Refor m movemen t shoul d accep t 
homosexuals "a s they ar e and not a s we [i.e. , thos e of us who are 
heterosexual] would want them to be."47 

Last, feminis m t o a  grea t exten t ca n b e held  accountabl e fo r 
shifting relationships among the Jewish movements. Many feminist-
influenced positions have led to a widening gap between the Reform 
and Orthodox movement s a t th e sam e tim e a s they hav e brough t 
Reform and Reconstructionism closer . On the role of women in the 
synagogue, Refor m an d Conservatis m hav e becom e mor e similar , 
whereas position s o n conversio n an d patrilinea l descen t hav e un-
derscored th e difference s betwee n them . I n short , feminis m ha s 
become a crucial factor in Reform Judaism's ongoing understanding 
of itsel f a s a n authenti c ye t divers e movemen t tha t continue s t o 
occupy a  significant plac e i n contemporar y America n Jewish reli -
gious life. 
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Ezrat Nashi m an d th e Emergenc e o f a 
New Jewish Feminis m 

Paula E . Hyma n 

It i s al l th e mor e difficul t t o addres s a  contemporary phenomeno n 
in historical terms when the historian in question has been a partic-
ipant i n th e proces s she seeks to analyze . I  am a n engage d partici -
pant-observer of American Jewish feminism, an d my reflections ar e 
the interpretatio n o f a  historia n sensitiv e t o feminis t theor y but , 
like most historians, eclectic in method and approach . 

American Jewish feminism i s about twenty years old. Its pioneers 
were largely well-educated young women deeply influenced b y gen-
eral feminis t current s o f th e time . America n feminis m bot h pro -
vided evidenc e o f th e subordinatio n o f women i n patriarcha l cul -
tures an d champione d a  visio n o f equalit y betwee n th e sexes . 
Feminists wh o wer e deepl y roote d i n Judaism an d Jewish cultur e 
recognized the applicability of the feminist cultura l critique to their 
own heritag e an d communit y an d proceede d t o revisio n a  Jewis h 
community i n whic h the y coul d participat e full y beyon d th e do -
mestic sphere. 

What w e did no t realiz e the n wa s tha t w e had predecessors . As 
recent historica l scholarshi p ha s documented , fo r severa l genera -
tions America n Jewis h wome n ha d struggle d t o clai m a  plac e i n 
Jewish communa l lif e and to expand thei r possibilities for religiou s 
education an d self-expression . Becaus e Sunda y Schoo l educatio n 
and som e form s o f America n philanthrop y i n th e nineteent h cen -
tury wer e considere d appropriat e t o th e femal e sex , middle-clas s 

284 
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American Jewis h wome n devote d themselve s t o th e socia l 
housekeeping o f thei r Jewish communities. 1 Throug h th e nationa l 
organizations tha t the y created—th e Nationa l Counci l o f Jewis h 
Women i n 189 3 and Hadassa h i n 1912—the y asserte d th e righ t t o 
place certai n issues , suc h a s whit e slavery , o n th e agend a o f th e 
Jewish community, t o administer thei r own social welfare projects , 
even in the face o f opposition from mal e communal leaders , an d t o 
develop thei r ow n politica l positions. 2 Th e earl y leader s o f th e 
National Counci l o f Jewis h Wome n als o establishe d thei r loca l 
chapters an d program s wit h th e ai m o f enhancin g th e Jewis h 
knowledge o f thei r member s so tha t the y coul d properl y carr y ou t 
their responsibilit y a s agents of the transmissio n o f Judaism t o th e 
younger generation. 3 I n th e Refor m an d Conservativ e movement s 
the nationa l association s o f synagogu e sisterhood s als o di d mor e 
than decorat e th e sanctuar y fo r festival s an d pou r te a fo r congre -
gants a t Oneg Shabbats. Their leader s also called fo r increased par -
ticipation o f women in the ritual lif e of the synagogue.4 The recov-
ery o f th e pas t histor y o f America n Jewis h wome n i s itsel f on e o f 
the marks of the ongoing impac t o f feminism upo n Jewish commu -
nal life, in this case upon Jewish scholarship . 

Under th e impac t o f th e ne w America n feminism , Jewis h femi -
nists o f th e 1970 s forged a  progra m tha t wa s base d o n concept s o f 
gender equalit y mor e fa r reachin g tha n an y previousl y articulate d 
by American Jewish women.5 The earliest demands of Jewish femi -
nists focused o n questions of equalizing the status of women withi n 
Judaism, openin g position s o f powe r t o them , an d redressing  th e 
injustices tha t wome n suffere d becaus e o f th e patriarcha l assump -
tions of halakhah. Thus, the small New York group that called itself 
Ezrat Nashim—perhap s th e first  contemporar y Jewis h feminis t 
group t o concer n itsel f wit h religiou s a s wel l a s secula r issues — 
publicly calle d upo n th e Conservativ e movemen t i n 197 2 to coun t 
women i n th e minyan  an d enabl e the m t o participat e full y i n 
public religiou s life , t o trai n wome n t o b e rabbi s an d cantors , t o 
encourage the m t o assum e leadershi p role s i n th e synagogu e an d 
community, an d to permit them to serve as witnesses and to initiate 
divorce. Recognizin g tha t man y o f th e halakhi c disabilitie s tha t 
women experienced stemmed from their exemption from some mitz-
vot, Ezra t Nashim' s "Cal l fo r Change " als o aske d fo r equa l obliga -
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tion of women in Jewish law.6 The background statement accompa -
nying Ezra t Nashim' s pres s releas e declare d tha t th e grou p ha d 
come t o th e realizatio n tha t chang e i n th e statu s o f wome n i n 
Judaism "coul d be brought abou t only through th e concerted effor t 
on th e par t o f wome n suc h a s ourselve s t o brin g pressur e upo n 
American Jewis h institutions." 7 Ezra t Nashim' s manifest o dre w 
upon th e rhetori c o f contemporar y feminism ; an d th e messag e o f 
self-empowerment o f the first  stages of 1970 s feminism spurre d th e 
ten wome n o f Ezra t Nashim , th e femal e activist s o f th e Nort h 
American Jewis h Students ' Networ k (wh o organize d th e Jewis h 
Feminist conferences of 1973 and 1974) , and numerous other Jewish 
women meeting in consciousness-raising groups to engage in politi-
cal lobbying on behalf of the feminist agenda . 

The message of early Jewish feminism fel l upon a  receptive com-
munity. Middle-class American Jews were sympathetic to ideologies 
that utilize d a  libera l discours e o f egalitarianis m an d pluralism ; 
they wer e awar e tha t thei r ow n clai m t o equalit y i n th e moder n 
world drew upon the premises of liberalism. Furthermore, they were 
urban an d urbane , an d mor e highl y educate d tha n th e genera l 
American population . The y wer e particularl y sensitiv e t o charge s 
of discrimination an d amenabl e t o changes that coul d b e made, a t 
least a t first,  throug h symboli c action s rathe r tha n a  rea l transfe r 
of power. 

There were specific factors in the development of American Juda-
ism an d i n th e characte r o f Jewish feminis m tha t facilitate d th e 
extraordinarily rapi d achievemen t o f mos t o f th e feminis t goal s 
enunciated i n the early 1970s . The introduction of mixed seating in 
the Refor m an d Conservativ e synagogu e an d th e promotio n o f 
equality o f education fo r boy s and girl s in bot h denomination s se t 
the stag e fo r greate r participatio n b y women i n synagogu e ritual . 
The sacre d spac e o f th e non-Orthodo x America n synagogu e ha d 
long bee n a t leas t partl y degendered , an d th e dismissa l o f wome n 
on th e ground s tha t the y wer e Jewishl y unlearne d coul d no t b e 
sustained in movements that ha d equally low educational expecta -
tions for children and adult s of both sexes. Significantly, th e appea l 
of Ezra t Nashi m t o th e Conservativ e Rabbinica l Assembl y wa s al l 
the mor e effectiv e becaus e th e member s o f th e grou p represente d 
the elit e youth o f th e movement . A s the wome n o f Ezra t Nashi m 



EZRAT NASHI M 28 7 

stated i n thei r "Cal l fo r Change, " "T o educate wome n an d den y 
them th e opportunit y t o ac t fro m thi s knowledg e i s a n affron t t o 
their intelligence , talent s an d integrity . A s product s o f .  .  .  th e 
Ramah camps , LT F [Leaders ' Trainin g Fellowship] , US Y [Unite d 
Synagogue Youth], and the [Jewish Theological] Seminary, we feel 
this tension acutely."8 In the Reform movement, which disregarded 
halakhic constraints , th e logi c o f mixed seatin g an d equal educa -
tion le d to the decision t o admi t women t o rabbinic school i n th e 
late 1960s , befor e a  Jewish feminis t movemen t ha d crystallized . 
Sally Priesan d wa s ordaine d a s th e first  femal e America n rabb i 
in 1972. 9 

In additio n t o thei r elit e education , Jewis h feminis t activist s 
also displayed a  profound commitmen t t o Judaism an d the Jewish 
community tha t differentiated the m from secular feminists of Jew-
ish background . No t onl y di d they focu s thei r attentio n upo n th e 
Jewish community , bu t the y als o avoide d th e radica l rejectio n o f 
religious traditio n tha t characterize d som e secula r an d Christia n 
feminists. Whil e Mary Daly, teachin g at a  Catholic college , devel -
oped he r concep t o f women' s "Exodu s communities " tha t ulti -
mately led her to break completely wit h th e Church, Jewish femi -
nists affirme d ou r Jewishness an d rejecte d th e notio n o f a  stati c 
tradition whose sexis m was fundamental t o its message.10 Because 
our identity was grounded as much in our religio-ethnic conscious-
ness as in our gender, Jewish feminists were always conscious of the 
need t o functio n withi n th e Jewis h community,  eve n a s w e dis -
sented from some of its behavior and ideology. 

The focu s o n th e communit y rathe r than th e individua l a s the 
necessary locu s for change facilitated th e early , an d ongoing, suc -
cesses o f America n Jewis h feminism . Jewis h feminist s als o bene -
fited, of course , fro m th e fact tha t an y te n adult s can form a  reli-
gious communit y an d tha t ther e exist s n o ecclesiastica l contro l 
over America n Jewis h life . Th e decentralizatio n an d localis m o f 
Jewish religious an d communal affair s enable d Jewish feminists t o 
press for change at the grass-roots level even as they addressed some 
issues in nationa l institutions . I t als o enable d Orthodo x feminist s 
to mee t thei r passionat e nee d t o approac h th e Tora h directl y i n 
worship b y establishin g thei r ow n loca l tefillah  (prayer ) groups , 
sometimes wit h th e suppor t o f sympatheti c loca l rabbis , withou t 
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having to confront directly the formidable opposition of the Ortho-
dox rabbini c establishment. 11 Som e have faulte d Jewish feminis m 
for having faile d t o institutionaliz e itself, 12 bu t on e ca n argu e i n 
rebuttal tha t th e localis m an d diversity o f Jewish feminis m hav e 
provided flexibility, enabling feminist activists to match their strat-
egies to local needs and to gain adherents in a variety of communal 
institutional settings. 

The mechanism s tha t Jewis h feminist s hav e chose n t o presen t 
issues have also proven effective. Th e various baby-naming ceremo-
nies fo r girl s ar e a  case i n point . Meetin g a  felt nee d t o welcom e 
daughters int o th e Jewish covenanta l communit y wit h th e sam e 
excitement tha t greet s newborn sons , th e ne w rituals , whic h bor-
rowed liturgicall y from  th e brit  milah  (circumcision ) ceremony , 
were disseminated throug h a  variety o f means. I n the early 1970s , 
those who participated in the new ceremonies, which were always 
held amidst a crowd of family and friends, often passed word of the 
new rit e alon g t o other s an d sough t copie s o f ceremonie s t o us e 
when their own daughters were born. 

Self-consciously seeking to create new rituals that, perhaps para-
doxically, dre w upo n traditiona l Jewis h themes , feminis t parent s 
published accounts of the rationales for their ritual innovation and 
for the traditional elements they had adapted. As a highly educated 
and Jewishly literat e grou p with connection s t o th e Jewish coun-
terculture o f th e lat e 1960s , the y ha d access t o such media a s Re-
sponse and the Jewish Catalogues;  Ezrat Nashim even created, and 
made availabl e a t lo w cost , a  smal l pamphle t o f feminis t baby -
naming ceremonies (a s well as a study guide and pamphlet of read-
ings o n wome n an d Judaism).13 S o widespread amon g committe d 
Jews was the perception o f injustice i n the traditional respons e to 
the birth of boys and girls that some Orthodox parents, who found 
the ne w ritual s too innovative fo r their taste , stil l develope d wel -
coming ceremonies for daughters (eve n though the infant wa s not 
formally name d o r entere d int o th e covenan t throug h them ) o r 
adopted the Sephardi custom of the seder zeved ha-bat  (celebratio n 
for the gift of a daughter) .H Sympathetic rabbis introduced the new 
rituals to their colleagues and congregants. Thus, a combination of 
informal networkin g an d energeti c disseminatio n o f materia l i n 
print served to introduce and legitimate a  feminist ritual. A similar 
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process, though o n a  smaller scale , occurred i n the phenomenon of 
the adul t ba t mitzvah , i n whic h a  ne w rit e wa s create d t o mar k 
symbolically withi n a  religiou s communit y grow n women' s asser -
tion of their new-found equa l status in the synagogue.15 

Although th e origina l feminis t impuls e originate d outsid e th e 
institutional framewor k o f th e organize d Jewis h community , sup -
porters of equality fo r wome n wer e present a t al l level s within th e 
institutions o f th e Refor m an d Conservativ e movement s a s wel l 
as within nonreligiou s Jewish communa l organizations . Moreover , 
because o f thei r rootednes s withi n th e Jewish community , Jewis h 
feminist leader s wer e welcome d a s speaker s a t synagogue s an d 
meetings of Jewish women's groups throughout th e country. One of 
the first  act s o f th e short-live d Jewis h Feminis t Organization , 
founded i n 197 4 in th e wake o f the second Jewish Feminis t Confer -
ence, was the establishment o f a speakers' bureau. Jewish feminist s 
have als o foun d a  read y audienc e fo r th e scholarl y an d popula r 
literature tha t the y hav e produced ; feminis t issue s hav e bee n dis -
cussed regularl y i n Jewish magazine s an d journals , an d feminist s 
have succeeded in publishing the magazine Lilith,  albei t somewha t 
irregularly, sinc e 1976 . Th e bibliograph y o f writin g o n Jewis h 
women and on women an d Judaism in the past two decades is most 
impressive, especiall y i n compariso n wit h th e paucit y o f materia l 
on those subjects in the preceding century. 16 

With th e passag e o f time , feminist s increasingl y achieve d posi -
tions o f influenc e withi n importan t Jewis h institutions . Les s tha n 
twelve years afte r Ezra t Nashim presente d it s "Call fo r Change " to 
the Conservative movement , fo r example , two of its original mem -
bers, Judith Hauptman an d I , by then faculty members of the Jewish 
Theological Seminary , wer e abl e t o tak e par t i n th e vot e t o admi t 
women to the movement's rabbinical school. Although the Associa-
tion for Jewish Studies was established some twenty years ago by an 
all-male grou p o f Judai c scholars , i t no w include s a n activ e 
women's caucu s o f mor e tha n seventy-fiv e member s that , amon g 
other things , organize s panel s fo r th e association' s annua l confer -
ence. Man y wome n staf f loca l federation s an d thei r agencies , 
though generall y a t middle-managemen t levels , an d fo r th e first 
time a  woman , Shoshan a Cardin , ha s serve d a s presiden t o f th e 
Council o f Jewis h Federations . Th e Unio n o f America n Hebre w 
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Congregations ha s ha d a  Task Forc e on th e Equalit y o f Women i n 
Judaism for many years, and the several hundred women who serve 
as rabbis and cantors in the Reform, Reconstructionist , an d Conser -
vative movements play an active role in their professional societies . 
In Refor m an d Conservativ e synagogue s women increasingl y serv e 
as members o f th e boar d an d a s presidents. 17 Thi s "infiltration" o f 
feminists has served to raise women's issues quietly, and effectively , 
behind doors as well a s prominently in public forums. A n "old girls 
network" ha s take n it s plac e alongsid e it s mal e counterpart , 
thereby opening up the Jewish community to new perspectives. 

Perhaps most important, throug h the activity of anonymous sup-
porters, bot h femal e an d male , o f th e feminis t agend a o f equa l 
opportunity, th e shap e o f th e Jewish communit y ha s bee n trans -
formed. Fo r most Jews, a  new socia l reality ha s eroded the psycho-
logical resistanc e tha t wa s th e initia l respons e to feminis t innova -
tion. I n Reform temple s and i n Reconstructionis t an d th e majorit y 
of Conservative synagogues , wome n participat e fully i n th e ritual . 
My teenag e daughters , graduate s o f da y school s an d regular s a t 
shul, hav e live d thei r entir e live s i n a n environmen t tha t take s 
gender equality fo r granted. Thei r peers, although the y may be less 
observant o r Jewishly educated , kno w tha t wome n ca n b e rabbi s 
and cantors , tha t th e Tora h i s equally th e heritag e o f women an d 
men. 

Although most Orthodox Jews reject feminist ideology , feminis m 
has ha d a n impac t nonetheles s i n man y sector s o f th e America n 
Orthodox community . Mos t Orthodo x rabbi s hav e reacte d wit h 
apologetics, scorn , o r vituperation t o the feminis t critiqu e of Juda-
ism and its assertion of women's need for, an d right to, equal acces s 
to Jewish learning , publi c religiou s expression , an d leadership . I n 
some Orthodo x communitie s resistanc e t o feminism—signale d b y 
the raising of mechitsas an d the lowering of sleeves—has become a 
benchmark of true piety. Yet the challenge of feminism ha s spurred 
moderate Orthodox rabbis like Saul Berman to explore the possibili-
ties withi n th e bound s o f halakha h fo r enhance d participatio n o f 
women in public ritual and for redress of the suffering o f the agunah 
(chained wife). 18 I t ha s le d t o increase d emphasi s upo n advance d 
(albeit separat e an d gender-specific ) Jewis h educatio n fo r wome n 
within Orthodox schools , even as Orthodox leaders denounce femi -
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nism. Just a s feminist-inspired celebration s t o mark th e birt h o f a 
daughter have won acceptanc e in modern Orthodox communities , 
so, too , man y girl s i n thos e communitie s mar k thei r entr y int o 
adulthood wit h a  ba t mitzva h rite . Althoug h th e Orthodo x ba t 
mitzvah ceremon y ma y b e limite d t o a  devar  Torah  (brie f Tora h 
lesson) delivere d b y th e celebran t afte r conclusio n o f th e forma l 
religious services, stil l the girl coming of age has an opportunity to 
develop and display her learning and to be celebrated for it. Finally, 
the persistence of women's tefillah groups, even in the face of strong 
opposition, demonstrate s th e importanc e fo r som e Orthodo x 
women o f th e powerfu l experienc e o f reading from the Torah and 
raising their voices together in prayer. 

The issue s o f equa l acces s represen t onl y th e firs t stag e o f Jewish 
feminism. Fro m the late 1970 s the feminist critiqu e of Judaism has 
suggested tha t Judaism itsel f neede d t o b e refashioned . Feminist s 
argued that the Jewish tradition transmitted from one generation to 
another i n th e for m o f classica l text s wa s incomplete , fo r i t in -
cluded no women's voices. The task of this generation was to create 
a woman's midrash, tha t is , t o interpret th e gamut of Jewish text s 
through the prism of women's experience. Feminist s have also sug-
gested th e nee d t o creat e ne w Jewish liturgie s tha t reimage d God 
(in addition to modifying God-language) an d that developed a new 
Jewish theology. 19 

On these profound, an d more radical, issues Jewish feminists, for 
a variety o f reasons, hav e ha d less success than on issues of equal 
access. First , ther e i s n o consensus amon g feminists themselve s a s 
to th e necessit y o f th e envisione d changes . Supporter s o f equa l 
access, suc h a s Arthu r Green , th e forme r presiden t o f th e Recon -
structionist Rabbinica l College , hav e dissente d fro m som e o f th e 
experimental creativit y tha t accompanie s th e developmen t o f a 
feminist Judaism.20 Second, whereas communal support for egalitar-
ianism remains strong, many Jews fear radical change in the nature 
of Judaism. Even those who do not share the theological premises of 
traditional Judais m ma y remai n emotionall y attache d t o tradi -
tional liturgy . Othe r American Jews, perhaps the majority, d o not 
take Judais m a s a  religio n seriousl y enoug h t o struggl e wit h th e 
feminist cal l fo r its redefinition. O n this theological an d liturgica l 
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ground th e perceive d nee d fo r innovatio n clashe s with th e powe r 
of authenticit y embedde d i n Jewis h tradition . Finally , althoug h 
feminists ar e prominent withi n th e full spectru m of Jewish institu -
tional life , fo r th e mos t par t th e proponent s o f radica l chang e i n 
Judaism remai n outsid e th e centra l organization s o f America n 
Jewry. Indeed , the y have introduced man y of their liturgica l inno -
vations i n small , ofte n separatis t women' s communities ; a s yet , 
these innovation s hav e no t ha d muc h impac t withi n th e large r 
Jewish community . 

No analysi s o f th e impac t o f Jewis h feminism,  a s wel l a s it s 
prospects for th e future , woul d b e complete withou t consideratio n 
of th e resistanc e t o chang e withi n th e America n Jewis h commu -
nity. Th e reluctanc e o f some congregations t o hir e wome n rabbis , 
particularly a s senior rabbi s i n larg e congregation s o r i n th e mor e 
prestigious pulpits , bespeak s a  dee p ambivalenc e abou t wome n i n 
positions of authority. For some American Jews it is easier to accept 
women as cantors than a s rabbis, because cantors are seen as subor-
dinate religiou s functionaries . I  have hear d colleague s spea k wit h 
horror about the "feminization" of the rabbinate and its consequent 
decline in status, even though women now comprise at least a third 
of students in such prestigious fields as law and medicine. Although 
women hav e entere d Jewis h communa l servic e i n larg e numbers , 
they continu e t o b e clustere d i n th e lowe r rank s an d i n middl e 
management. Onl y a  tiny percentage have attained th e position of 
executive director of federations. 21 

Most disturbingly, man y communal spokesmen continue to posit 
an inheren t conflic t betwee n feminis m an d Jewish survival . Fro m 
the middl e o f th e nineteent h century , Jewis h leader s hav e hel d 
women, especially mothers, responsible for defections from Judaism 
and th e Jewish community , eve n thoug h radica l assimilatio n wa s 
far mor e commo n amon g male s tha n females. 22 Tha t tendenc y t o 
project onto women communal guil t regarding assimilation contin -
ues, thoug h i n a  mute d form , whe n Jewish communa l spokesme n 
attribute t o women virtuall y sol e responsibility fo r Jewish surviva l 
and criticiz e the m alon e for seeking self-fulfillment a t th e expens e 
of Jewish communal goals. 

The feminis t tas k tha t confront s America n Jewry a s i t prepare s 
for th e twenty-firs t centur y i s less obvious tha n wa s the challeng e 



EZRAT NASHI M 29 3 

of two decades ago . I t calls for the sharing of power, an d not merel y 
equal acces s t o th e entr y leve l o f Jewis h communa l leadership , 
both la y an d rabbinic . I t necessitates confrontin g th e challenge s o f 
liturgical chang e an d accepting greater diversity of religious expres-
sion tha n America n Jew s hav e previousl y fel t comfortabl e with . 
Most important, i t requires a recognition that the struggle to define , 
and attain , equalit y i s never permanently accomplished . 
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Conservative Judaism: Th e Ethica l 
Challenge o f Feminis t Chang e 

Judith Hauptma n 

Jewish feminism ha s made American Judaism of the 1990 s dramati-
cally differen t fro m tha t o f th e 1960s. 1 Over th e las t fe w decades , 
women hav e becom e full y integrate d int o th e religiou s lif e o f th e 
community. Fo r the first  time , the y coun t a s full-fledged member s 
of a prayer quorum, read from th e Torah in public, and assume such 
leadership roles as rabbi, cantor, an d synagogue officer . 

Why have American Jews, unlike most others around th e world , 
welcomed Jewish feminism s o warmly? Elsewhere, mos t notably i n 
Israel, Jewish feminis m ha s no t capture d th e publi c imagination . 
The success of the Jewish feminis t movemen t i n th e Unite d State s 
can b e attribute d t o a  numbe r o f factors , mainl y th e continuin g 
popularity o f liberalism , th e opennes s o f America n societ y t o 
new ideas , th e comin g o f ag e o f th e Jewis h community , an d it s 
pluralistic denominationa l structure . Th e las t tw o requir e som e 
explanation. 

By the 1970s , many Jews were already well integrated into Amer-
ican social an d professional life . Young Jews on the college campus 
were no longer seeking to suppress their ethnicity bu t instead wer e 
seeking t o identif y Jewishl y an d t o assimilat e fo r themselve s th e 
best o f th e secula r an d Jewish worlds . Th e proliferatio n o f Jewish 
studies program s afte r th e Six-Da y Wa r i n 196 7 had le d t o a n in -
crease in th e number o f young Jews conversant wit h classica l Jew-
ish texts and able to analyze them with rather sophisticated critica l 

296 



THE ETHICA L CHALLENG E O F FEMINIS T CHANG E 29 7 

tools. When secular feminism becam e popular in the late sixties, i t 
was individuals lik e these who were in a  position t o issue the firs t 
feminist critiqu e of Jewish practice. 2 

The denominationa l structur e o f th e America n Jewish commu -
nity als o allowe d th e Jewis h feminis t movemen t t o b e accepte d 
rapidly. Eac h o f th e thre e larg e denomination s ha d a  well-estab -
lished networ k o f affiliate d synagogues , a  sizeabl e membership , 
venerable rabbinical training institutions, and a distinct outlook on 
the practice of Judaism.3 When challenged by the feminist critique , 
each movement responded differently . 

Viewing halakhah a s binding and stable , Orthodoxy foun d femi -
nist chang e unthinkable . Sinc e Orthodox y seek s t o insulat e itsel f 
from it s surroundings , viewin g itsel f a s a n antidot e t o a  morall y 
bankrupt society , i t i s unlikel y tha t feminis t chang e wil l eve r b e 
instituted i n this movement. Refor m Judaism subscribes to the prin-
ciple o f persona l autonomy , accordin g t o whic h eac h individua l 
makes decisions for himself or herself about Jewish practice. Refor m 
accepted mos t o f the feminis t critiqu e willingl y an d i s now begin -
ning to grant women full , rea l equality in its main institutions . 

Given the natur e o f Conservativ e Judaism an d it s history , femi -
nism present s a n interestin g cas e stud y becaus e i t di d no t becom e 
the extensiv e battlegroun d i t coul d hav e bee n fo r feminis t modifi -
cation. Although ther e was heated debate, the feminist agend a wa s 
accepted earlie r an d change s occurre d mor e rapidl y tha n migh t 
have been expected . 

First, the Conservative movement had already made a number of 
radical changes in ritual, one of the best known of which related t o 
Sabbath observance . Followin g th e post-Worl d Wa r I I exodu s t o 
the suburbs , th e Conservativ e movemen t foun d it s synagogue s 
nearly empty on Saturday mornings . Concluding (mistakenly ) tha t 
the reaso n fo r thi s laps e wa s a  reluctanc e o n th e par t o f man y 
people t o trave l o n th e Sabbath , i t issue d a  responsu m i n 195 0 
permitting ridin g t o th e synagogu e an d bac k hom e bu t nowher e 
else.4 Although this did little to solve the problem of Sabbath atten -
dance, i t signale d t o a  generatio n o f Jews tha t th e Conservativ e 
movement viewed halakhah a s a dynamic system, responsive to the 
changing needs of its members. Second, th e movement ha d alread y 
adopted a  number of measures that increased women's involvemen t 
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in Jewis h practice , suc h a s replacin g th e mehitzah  wit h famil y 
pews5 an d givin g girl s i n it s summe r camp s an d junio r congrega -
tions a n opportunit y t o fill  leadershi p role s i n th e praye r service . 
Third, a n open-minde d approac h t o th e stud y o f classica l Jewis h 
texts permitte d it s rabbini c leadershi p t o becom e awar e o f pas t 
change an d th e possibilitie s o f futur e change . Anyon e wh o too k 
courses in Talmud a t the Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS ) i n the 
sixties, as I did, had those points repeatedly driven home. 

It is, therefore, no t surprising that women who had learned abou t 
Judaism i n Conservativ e circle s an d wh o ha d the n becom e ac -
quainted wit h feminis m o n th e colleg e campu s wer e th e firs t wh o 
attempted t o explor e th e intersectio n o f the two . I t wa s they wh o 
discovered that a  tradition tha t prided itself on its ingrained ethica l 
stance di d no t appl y th e sam e high-minde d principle s t o relation s 
between th e sexes . An d i t wa s the y wh o discovered tha t Judaism , 
like othe r age-ol d religions , reserve d th e lif e o f th e min d an d th e 
spirit fo r me n only . A s enamored a s these wome n wer e o f Jewish 
observance, the y wer e deepl y frustrate d b y it s entrenche d mal e 
bias. Rathe r tha n spur n th e whol e syste m becaus e o f it s sexism , 
they joine d togethe r i n th e fal l o f 1971 , formed a  consciousness-
raising group called Ezra t Nashim , meanin g "succo r fo r women," 6 

and formulate d a  cal l fo r change . Thei r platfor m include d a  lon g 
list o f demands , fro m countin g wome n i n th e praye r quoru m an d 
ordaining them a s rabbis to eliminating women's disabilities in th e 
area of divorce.7 The common thread running through most of their 
requests was that halakha h mus t change in order to restore ethica l 
balance to Jewish practice. 

The first  feminis t chang e i n th e Conservativ e movemen t actuall y 
predated the Jewish feminis t movemen t by more than fifteen years. 
Halakhic norms for Conservative Jews are officially se t not by indi-
vidual rabbi s bu t b y th e Committe e o n Jewish La w and Standard s 
(CJLS), a group of twenty-five rabbi s who study halakhic problem s 
brought t o thei r attentio n b y members o f th e Conservativ e move -
ment's Rabbinica l Assembly . An y resolutio n approve d b y a t leas t 
six o f it s member s become s a n officia l positio n o f th e Committe e 
and a  legitimat e optio n fo r a  Conservativ e rabb i t o implemen t i n 
his congregation. 8 Thi s committe e ha d decide d i n 195 5 to permi t 
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women t o b e calle d fo r a n aliyah  t o th e Torah. 9 The optio n wa s 
implemented i n only a  few synagogue s i n the Minneapoli s area , a 
city with a  strong liberal tradition , wher e women were apparentl y 
interested i n fulle r ritua l participation. 10 Followin g th e decision , 
little happene d for more than a  decade. Bu t in the seventies , a t a 
time when women acros s the United States were growing sensitive 
to th e seemingl y irreconcilabl e difference s betwee n feminis m an d 
Judaism, more changes were introduced. 

In the sprin g of 1972 , th e member s of Ezra t Nashim decide d t o 
bring their feminist critique to the public's attention by airing it at 
the annua l conventio n o f th e Rabbinica l Assembly . Thei r charges 
of sexism in halakhah, principally in the synagogue and in marital 
matters, resonate d amon g rabbi s an d laypeople . I  stil l remembe r 
the surprise felt by members of this group at the speed and enthusi-
asm with which its feminist position was endorsed. 

One year later , i n 1973 , the CJL S voted t o count wome n i n th e 
prayer quorum. Thi s measure wa s hurrie d throug h th e committe e 
by a few rabbis who felt it was an opportune moment to inform the 
American publi c tha t th e Conservativ e movemen t recognize d th e 
equality o f wome n befor e th e la w an d wa s abl e t o chang e syna -
gogue ritua l accordingly . Wor d of th e decisio n wa s rushe d t o th e 
newspapers, so that most Conservative rabbis first learned of it from 
the page s o f th e Ne w York  Times. 11 I n 1974 , th e CJL S adopted a 
series o f proposal s tha t equalize d wome n an d men i n al l area s of 
Jewish ritual. 12 A s a  result , a  Conservativ e rabb i could , fo r in -
stance, allo w a  woman to serve as sheliah tzibbur  (praye r leader), 
count i n th e zimmun  fo r birkhat  ha-mazon  (quoru m fo r Grace) , 
and function as a witness. 

For the res t o f th e decade , synagogu e afte r synagogu e wrestle d 
with th e issu e o f ritua l change . Man y peopl e sa w feminis m a s an 
attempt to justify philosophicall y what they believed was an ongo-
ing erosion of halakhic standards. They framed the underlying prob-
lem i n simpl e term s a s traditio n an d halakha h o n th e on e han d 
versus th e feminis t critiqu e o n th e other . I n th e eye s o f man y 
serious practitioner s o f halakhah , countin g wome n i n th e praye r 
quorum o r lettin g the m rea d fro m th e Tora h wa s equivalen t t o 
eating unkosher food. Such a response made it clear that the forces 
of traditionalism ha d inculcated in many laypeople the belief tha t 
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halakhah does not change, that continuity is immutability. Instea d 
of viewing the feminist critiqu e as an expression o f ever-deepenin g 
commitment to halakhah an d a natural outcome of serious analysis 
of it s built-i n mechanism s fo r change , the y labele d th e feminis t 
critique a s antinomian. Other s saw feminism a s a just socia l caus e 
whose tim e ha d come . A s a  result , virtuall y ever y Conservativ e 
synagogue in the United States in the seventies and eighties accom-
modated feminism i n some way, from merely letting a woman open 
the door to the ark to according full gende r equality. 13 

The issue of ordaining women was first placed on the agend a b y 
Ezrat Nashi m i n 197 2 an d debate d fo r mor e tha n te n years . 
Allowing a  woman t o fill the pivotal role of religious leader of th e 
synagogue seeme d a  greate r brea k tha n allowin g wome n t o coun t 
in the minyan, whic h actually , halakhically speaking, was far more 
radical. A  fact-finding commissio n wa s established, testimon y wa s 
collected i n Conservativ e synagogues across the United States , an d 
a report summarized the various arguments.14 The majority o f those 
consulted, a s well a s of the commission members, favored th e ordi-
nation o f women . Th e minorit y oppose d ordinatio n becaus e o f it s 
purported halakhic indefensibility . 

Both the advocate s and opponents of women's ordination agree d 
that mos t contemporar y rabbini c functions , suc h a s religiou s rol e 
model, teacher, preacher , an d pastoral counselor, could be filled by 
women withou t makin g an y halakhi c adjustments . Althoug h 
women ha d no t engage d i n thes e activitie s i n th e past , ther e wer e 
no explici t law s preventin g the m fro m doin g so . Th e objection s 
raised to ordaining women involved ancillar y rabbinic roles—lead -
ing prayer service s an d servin g a s a  witness a t weddings , divorces , 
and conversions . Mishnah Megilla h 4:3 , the earlies t la w t o addres s 
this issue, states that onl y men may count in the quorum of ten fo r 
prayer an d discharg e th e prayer responsibilitie s o f others. The Tal-
mud an d code s explicitl y stat e tha t wome n d o no t qualif y a s 
witnesses.15 

A number of JTS faculty member s prepared position papers, some 
arguing i n favo r o f ordinatio n an d other s arguin g agains t it . A 
responsum written by Rabbi Joel Roth proposed that women volun-
tarily accep t th e obligatio n t o pra y dail y a t fixed  times , thereb y 
equalizing thei r obligation s wit h thos e o f men; 16 upo n doin g so , 
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they coul d coun t i n th e minyan  an d lea d i t i n prayer. 17 Rot h pre -
dicted tha t sinc e onl y som e wome n ar e incline d t o accep t suc h 
additional obligations , Jewish women would spli t into two groups: 
those wh o woul d continu e t o regar d thei r requiremen t t o pra y a s 
voluntary an d thos e wh o woul d regar d i t a s obligatory . Onl y 
women in the latter category could seek ordination. 

As for women serving as witnesses, Roth declared tha t the rabbis 
of the Talmud, basin g themselves on Deuteronomy 19:1 5 and 19:17, 
considered wome n ineligibl e an d viewe d the m a s unreliable. Sinc e 
women's reliabilit y was no longer in question, ther e was no longer 
any reaso n t o exclud e them . H e therefor e recommende d invokin g 
the ultimate halakhic act , abrogation of a biblical proscription . 

In all , Rot h propose d a  reasonabl e pla n fo r changin g certai n 
aspects of Jewish law in order to allow for the ordination of women. 
He insisted tha t male-femal e equalit y playe d n o rol e in hi s think -
ing.18 He mean t tha t hi s conclusion s wer e warrante d b y objectiv e 
analysis o f th e la w code s themselve s an d di d no t occu r throug h a 
deliberate attemp t t o elici t leniencie s o r interpre t th e tex t fro m 
the a  prior i principl e tha t wome n shoul d b e accorded equality . By 
implication, Rot h held that looking actively for ways to solve social 
problems was unacceptable . Bu t decisors and judges, both activist s 
and thos e wh o exercis e judicia l restraint , hav e n o choic e bu t t o 
read a  tex t throug h th e len s o f thei r ow n lif e experiences . Thi s 
has alway s bee n tru e o f Jewish la w an d o f secula r systems . Wha t 
distinguishes th e Conservativ e approac h t o halakha h i s a n ac -
knowledgment tha t th e syste m i s responsiv e t o evolvin g ethica l 
truths and , a t th e same time , tha t problem s ar e soluble within th e 
existing lega l framework . Orthodo x decisors , fo r politica l o r per -
sonal reasons , clai m tha t halakhi c chang e i n respons e t o sociall y 
generated problems is impossible. 

The variou s JT S facult y paper s o n th e ordinatio n o f women 19 

provided th e basi s fo r votin g o n th e admissio n o f wome n t o th e 
Rabbinical School . Althoug h th e issue was first brought t o the fac -
ulty in 1979 , deep rifts i n its ranks—and also , I  suspect, Chancello r 
Gerson Cohen' s inner turmoil—caused th e vote to be tabled. Semi-
nary Recto r an d esteeme d professo r o f Talmud Sau l Lieberman ha d 
issued n o statemen t whatsoeve r o n th e ordinatio n o f wome n bu t 
was assumed to be opposed.20 In the fall o f 1983 , a few months afte r 
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Lieberman's death, Cohe n brough t th e issue up again. Prodde d by 
the chancellor , th e facult y approve d th e admissio n o f wome n b y 
a substantia l majority. 21 I t di d no t predicat e it s decisio n o n th e 
acceptance of any particular position paper, but, when implement-
ing th e vote , decide d i n subcommittee t o admi t wome n a s candi-
dates for ordination onl y i f they indicate d tha t they ha d accepte d 
upon themselves the same obligation to perform religious rituals as 
men accepted. 

According t o Ann e Lerner , autho r of one o f the faculty papers , 
the Roth responsum is followed mainl y a t the Seminary, whil e th e 
general publi c postur e i s egalitarian . Mos t congregation s as k 
women no questions abou t thei r personal practices and beliefs but 
simply coun t the m i n th e minyan  whe n the y sho w u p a t th e 
synagogue. 

By the time JTS ordained its first female rabbi in May 1985, much 
of the Conservative community was ready to embrace this change, 
which did not, however, mean that jobs for women in the rabbinate 
were easy to find. A little less than half of each year's ordainees are 
women; some seek pulpits but many prefer other kinds of rabbinic 
positions. Smaller , outlying synagogues, which can only offer their 
rabbis relatively low salaries, find themselves faced with the choice 
of a  qualified ma n an d a  more qualified woma n wh o wil l no t b e 
employed b y a  larger or better-located congregatio n becaus e of re-
sidual prejudice . Femal e rabbi s repor t tha t thes e smal l congrega -
tions usually hire the best rabbi they can find regardless of gender; 
that is, women's integration into the rabbinate is coming about not 
because of laypeople's commitment t o social justice or recognition 
of halakhic justification bu t because of the exigencies o f the mar-
ketplace.22 It is too soon to tell what changes women will make in 
the rabbinate . Openin g th e rabbinate u p to twice a s many peopl e 
ought to produce twice as many talented leaders. 

In 1987 women were invested as Conservative cantors. The four-
year delay occurred, perhaps, because the newly appointed chancel-
lor, Isma r Schorsch, fel t tha t the community could not accept two 
such radical changes at the same time. The halakhic argumentation 
for ordaining women mainly concerned the permissibility of women 
serving a s prayer leaders . I n gaining employment , femal e cantor s 
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are encounterin g fewe r significan t problem s tha n femal e rabbis . 
Because o f a  shortag e o f cantors , wome n ar e bein g offere d high -
salary positions in large congregations. It is still true, however, that 
many congregations will not even interview a female candidate. As 
cantors expan d thei r rol e a s a  second spiritua l leade r an d Jewish 
resource, rabbi s often worry about competition, i n particular from 
women. Hal f th e enrollmen t i n th e JTS Cantors' Institut e i s cur-
rently female . I t remain s t o b e see n whethe r synagogue s wil l b e 
comfortable with hiring both a female rabbi and a female cantor.23 

The other area mentioned in Ezrat Nashim's platform for change is 
marital law. Accordin g to Jewish law codes, only a  man may initi-
ate a  divorc e an d prepar e th e necessar y documents . Thi s create s 
extreme hardship for women: a  husband may extor t large sums of 
money i n consideration fo r granting a  get (bil l o f divorce) o r may 
simply decid e no t t o issu e one ; h e ma y the n tak e a  secon d wif e 
without divorcing the first, but she may not remarry without bene-
fit of a  get. Prio r to 197 2 the Conservative movement made a num-
ber of attempts to solve this problem. In the 1950s , Saul Lieberman 
added a  claus e t o th e ketubah  (weddin g contract ) tha t mad e i t 
possible for a woman to sue a recalcitrant husband in civil court. 24 

With pressure to remove women's marital disabilities growing even 
stronger i n th e seventies , a  separat e antenuptia l agreemen t wa s 
instituted. Suc h a n agreemen t wa s considere d mor e enforceabl e 
than a  religious document tha t coul d be challenged b y the court s 
on church-state grounds. Should the husband who did not sign such 
a document a t the time of marriage refuse to write a  get, th e wif e 
could appea r befor e th e Bet  Din  (rabbinica l court ) o f th e Jewish 
Theological Seminar y an d as k to hav e th e marriag e annulled . A n 
annulment, b y definition , doe s no t necessitat e a  get,  bu t i t doe s 
neutralize a  husband's control of the wife's marital availability . I n 
practice, then , i f not in theory, wome n in the Conservative move-
ment are no longer disabled in the matter of divorce. 

A few feminis t change s met virtually n o resistance. I n the mid-
seventies Ezra t Nashim publishe d a  booklet entitle d "Blessin g th e 
Birth o f a  Daughter" 25 t o provid e peopl e wit h sampl e ceremonie s 
for publicl y inductin g a  bab y gir l int o th e Jewis h religion . No t 
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fraught wit h the same anxiety or historical symbolism as circumci-
sion, thi s rit e o f passag e rapidl y becam e standar d practic e amon g 
Conservative an d othe r Jews. Similarly , i n th e las t twent y years , 
celebrating a  girl' s becoming a  bat  mitzvah  i n th e synagogue wit h 
her reading publicly from th e Torah and Prophet s has become com-
monplace. More and more women hav e begun to cover their head s 
in th e synagogue , t o don tallitot,  an d t o b e called fo r a n hono r b y 
both patronym an d matronym (a s have many men). Finally, issue s 
of sexis t languag e i n th e liturg y ar e no w discusse d a t JT S a s 
elsewhere. 

In sum , th e Conservativ e movemen t i s assimilatin g feminis t 
change wit h reasonabl e spee d an d withou t inordinat e difficulty. 26 

Not al l o f it s member s posses s th e requisit e resilience . A  smal l 
number o f rabbi s an d layme n brok e rank s i n 198 4 an d forme d a 
new branch , th e Union for Traditional Conservativ e Judaism; the y 
claimed t o be motivated b y the desire to stress observance of mitz-
vot. Becaus e th e rabbinica l schoo l tha t the y opene d wil l ordai n 
men only , i t woul d see m tha t th e immediat e caus e of thei r actio n 
was thei r wis h t o distance themselve s from feminism. I n 199 0 this 
group dropped "Conservative " from it s title , hopin g t o mak e itsel f 
attractive to modern Orthodox Jews, who are now losing ground t o 
the ultraright wing of Orthodoxy. 

Despite thes e achievements , I  a m trouble d tha t th e Conservativ e 
movement, whic h ha s i n feminis m a  golde n opportunit y t o appl y 
its founding principle s t o a n issu e of substance, i s viewed b y some 
as a movement n o longer committed t o halakhah. The law-makin g 
body of the Conservative movemen t ha s lost credibility i n the eyes 
of th e Conservativ e public ; th e leadershi p o f th e movemen t ha s 
made only weak attempt s to inform th e laity that there are numer-
ous halakhic standard s tha t nee d t o be upheld b y every Conserva -
tive Jew. Rabbis continue to make changes in synagogue ritual tha t 
cannot b e viewed a s consistent wit h halakha h and , i n some cases, 
the move to egalitarianism has served as a catalyst for this process. 

An ironic result i s that eve n in those settings in which egalitari -
anism i s practiced, th e practitioner s themselve s ofte n d o not vie w 
their own actions as legitimate. There is a feeling in many egalitar -
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ian communitie s tha t the y ar e doing what i s right from  a n ethica l 
perspective bu t tha t i f examined objectively , thei r ritual s an d life -
style woul d b e foun d antihalakhic . Unti l peopl e equat e halakha h 
with principled change , and until they learn to distinguish betwee n 
warranted an d unwarranted change , the number of authentic Con -
servative Jews wil l remai n small . The leadershi p of the movemen t 
needs to gras p tha t thi s i s a  propitious momen t fo r creatin g a  ne w 
understanding o f the old slogan defining th e Conservative position : 
"tradition an d change. " Th e challeng e facin g th e Conservativ e 
movement i s n o longe r t o mak e itsel f palatabl e t o acculturate d 
American Jews but t o portray itsel f a s the modern reincarnation o f 
Talmudic Judaism. 

Probably th e greates t contributio n o f feminism , therefore , ha s 
been to force serious , thoughtful Jew s today to ponder the relation -
ship between halakha h an d ethics . I f one recognizes that halakha h 
changes, an d tha t on e motivatio n fo r halakhi c chang e i s adjust -
ment t o evolving ethical insights , there i s no choice but t o endors e 
feminist change , unsettling as such change may be. But a deepening 
appreciation o f feminism i n secula r an d religiou s society i s forcin g 
men an d wome n t o evaluate dispassionately thei r behavio r towar d 
each othe r an d th e behavio r o f socia l an d religiou s institution s 
toward bot h me n an d women . The outcome of this ferment wil l be 
change in time-honored practice s and a more ethical, an d therefor e 
more appealing religion. 

Will th e legac y o f today' s Jewish feminist s b e modest o r signifi -
cant? Certainl y n o on e wil l eve r agai n dar e t o characteriz e tradi -
tional Judais m a s a n egalitaria n religion . Peopl e ma y endors e o r 
lament women' s traditionall y subordinat e position , bu t the y wil l 
no longer b e abl e t o ignor e th e critiqu e o f sexist element s i n Juda-
ism. A more enduring and substantive accomplishmen t i s that Jew-
ish feminist s hav e brough t abou t irreversibl e an d wide-rangin g ac -
commodations i n th e synagogues , schools , organizations , minds , 
and hearts of most American Jews. Jewish life in the future wil l no t 
resemble Jewish lif e i n th e pas t bu t wil l offe r mor e peopl e greate r 
opportunities fo r involvemen t an d religiou s satisfaction . A s a  re -
sult, Jewis h lif e i n th e Unite d State s ha s becom e immeasurabl y 
strengthened. 
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Notes 

i. I  wish to thank Professor Richard Kalmin and Rebecca Jacobs for their 
comments and suggestions. 

2. Se e Alan Silverstein , "Th e Evolution o f Ezra t Nashim," Conservative 
Judaism 30 (Fal l 1975) , for a somewhat different understandin g of the 
rise of Jewish feminism. 

3. A  fourth denomination , Reconstructionism , i s so much smaller that I 
have not referred to it as a major American denomination. This move-
ment was egalitarian from its inception in the 1920s. As with the other 
denominations, however , wome n did not become actively involved in 
synagogue ritual leadership roles until the 1970s. 

4. Se e Elliott Dorff, Conservative  Judaism: Our Ancestors to Our Descen-
dants (New York: United Synagogue of America, 1977) , 165-83, for two 
responsa, th e first by rabbis Morris Adler, Jacob Agus , an d Theodore 
Friedman, permitting riding to the synagogue on the Sabbath, and the 
second b y Rabb i Davi d Novak , writte n i n 1974 , objectin g t o thi s 
leniency. 

5. Th e family pew was a source of tension between the lay organizatio n 
and th e rabbini c leadershi p fo r many decades . Rabb i Boa z Cohen, i n 
his 194 2 repor t a s chairma n o f th e Committe e o n Jewish La w (th e 
forerunner o f today' s Committe e o n Jewish La w an d Standards) , re -
sponded to a question about the acceptability of mixed pews by saying 
that eac h congregatio n ha d t o decid e fo r itself , i n th e ligh t o f it s 
own circumstances, whethe r or not to adopt this change. That is, this 
departure from  traditiona l practic e wa s permitte d bu t no t recom -
mended (Proceedings  of the Rabbinical Assembly, 1941-1944 , 139-41. ) 
In 1946 Rabbi Simon Greenberg further noted for the record that since 
segregation of men and women at prayer was only a custom (minhag) , 
not a  halakhi c requirement , mixe d pew s wer e therefor e withi n th e 
purview of traditional Judaism (Minute s of Committee on Jewish Law, 
4-3*46). Fo r a full discussio n of this issue, i n both an Orthodox and a 
Conservative setting , se e th e entir e Fal l 195 6 issu e o f Conservative 
Judaism. 

6. Th e name is intended a s a play on words: the literal meaning is "help 
for women." But azarah also means "gallery" and this term is usually 
used t o refe r t o th e women' s galler y i n a n Orthodo x synagogue . I t 
was als o th e nam e o f th e galler y i n th e Templ e i n Jerusale m int o 
which everyone entered, but beyond which women were not permitted 
to go. 

7. Silverstein , "The Evolution of Ezrat Nashim," 44. 
8. Th e number of votes needed to establish a legitimate minority opinion 

has varied over the years. I t is also important to note that a  standard 
only becomes binding on Conservative rabbis if 80 percent of the Com-
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mittee members approve it and a majority of the Rabbinical Assembl y 
convention votes in favor of it. 

9. "A n Aliyah fo r Women, " Conservative  Judaism and  Jewish Law,  ed . 
Seymour Siegel (Ne w York: Rabbinical Assembly, 1977) , 266-80. 

10. A  numbe r of rabbi s who served i n th e Minneapoli s are a a t tha t tim e 
speculated, durin g phone conversations with me, tha t the community 
was receptive to enlightened leadership, in particular that of R. David 
Aronson. Aviva Comet-Murciano , i n an unpublished doctoral disserta-
tion entitle d "Jewis h Denominationa l Approache s t o Religiou s Femi -
nism" (Wurzweile r Schoo l o f Social Work , Ne w York , January 1992) , 
notes that in the United States at that time there was a clearly defined 
trend toward giving women leadership roles in the churches . She also 
points out that in that same year Rabbi Barnett Brickner called on the 
Reform rabbini c leadershi p t o reevaluat e th e ordinatio n o f wome n 
(74-75)-

11. Septembe r 1, 1973. 
12. Fo r a full report on this series of decisions, see Aaron Blumenthal, "The 

Status o f Wome n i n Jewis h Law, " Conservative  Judaism  3 1 (Sprin g 
1977). An updated survey of decisions by the Committee on Jewish Law 
and Standard s relatin g t o wome n i n th e synagogu e wa s prepare d b y 
Mayer Rabinowitz. See "The Role of Women in Jewish Ritual," Conser-
vative Judaism 39 (Fall 1986). 

13. A  survey of twenty-eight branches of Women's League for the Conser-
vative Movement , compile d b y Edy a Arz t an d published i n Women's 
League Outlook (Summe r 1990) : 20-21, show s that between 198 7 and 
1990 th e numbe r o f synagogue s honorin g wome n wit h aliyot  t o th e 
Torah an d countin g the m i n th e praye r quoru m increase d substan -
tially. B y 1990 approximately two-thirds of the Conservative congrega-
tions wer e givin g wome n aliyot  an d approximatel y one-hal f wer e 
counting them in the minyan. 

14. The  Ordination of Women as Rabbis: Studies and Responsa (New York: 
JTSA, 1988) , 5-30. The report was issued on January 30, 1979. 

15. B T Shevuot 30a; Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Edut 9:1,2; Shul-
han Arukh, Hoshe n Mishpat 13,35. 

16. Rot h incorrectl y assume s tha t wome n ar e exempt fro m dail y prayer . 
Mishnah Berakhot 3:3, and commentators throughout the ages, uphold 
women's obligation. Ther e is , however , a  minority o f codist s who re-
duce a woman's obligation to merely uttering some petition each morn-
ing. Se e Shulhan  Arukh,  Ora h Hayyim , 106:2 , Mage n Avraha m ad 
locum. 

17. The  Ordination of  Women, 127-87 . 
18. The  Ordination of  Women, 170. 
19. Thes e papers have been collected and published by the Jewish Theologi-

cal Seminar y i n th e volum e mentione d above , The  Ordination  of 
Women as Rabbis. 
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20. Lieberman , in conversations with me, seemed sympathetic to women's 
desire to expand their options for participation in synagogue ritual. In 
his role as rabbi and decisor of the JTS synagogue, h e permitted the m 
to dance with a  Torah scroll on Simhat Torah. Furthermore , withou t 
exhibiting an y reluctance , h e permitte d m e t o enrol l i n hi s Talmu d 
classes, which , i n th e earl y 1970s , wer e ope n onl y t o rabbinica l stu -
dents. However , afte r hi s death, colleague s o f hi s on the JTS Talmud 
faculty produce d a  writte n statemen t i n hi s name , prepare d severa l 
years earlier (i n 1979) , that indicated his opposition to the ordination 
of women . H e comments , i n th e openin g o f thi s responsum, tha t h e 
would have preferred not to deal with the question at all. He then goes 
on to say that i t is stated clearly in the Jewish law codes that women 
may no t serv e a s judges an d rende r lega l decisions . Therefore , sinc e 
today's semikhah (rabbini c ordination) is , in essence, certification that 
an individual is fit to judge and render legal decisions, it follows that a 
woman ma y no t receiv e rabbini c ordinatio n (Tomeikh  KeHalakhah, 
vol. 1  [New York: Union for Traditional Conservativ e Judaism, 1986] , 
15-18 [Hebrew], 20-22 [English]). It must be noted, however, that what 
JTS confers upon its rabbinic graduates is not semikhah but the degree 
of Rabbi, Teacher, an d Preacher. I  therefore think that Lieberman has 
(perhaps intentionally) sidesteppe d the entire issue. 

21. Thirty-fou r facult y member s vote d i n favo r o f admittin g wome n a s 
candidates fo r ordinatio n t o th e Rabbinica l Schoo l an d eigh t vote d 
against. The faculty's vote was an administrative decision, not a hala-
khic one. 

22. Rabb i Margare t Wenig , a  facult y membe r o f HUC-JI R in Ne w York , 
told me that in the Reform movement no woman is yet serving as head 
rabbi of a synagogue that has more than one rabbi on staff. 

23. Th e source of thi s information i s Rabbi Morton Leifman , dea n of th e 
Cantors' Institute at JTS. 

24. Fo r the tex t an d translation o f this modified ketubah,  se e Rabbi Jules 
Harlow, ed. , A  Rabbi's  Manual  (Ne w York : Rabbinica l Assembly , 
1965), 35~38. 

25. Tob y Fishbein Reifman with Ezrat Nashim, eds., Blessing the Birth of a 
Daughter: Jewish Naming Ceremonies for Girls (Englewood, N.J.: Ezrat 
Nashim, 1976) . 

26. Silverstein , in his article on the evolution of Ezrat Nashim (se e above, 
note 2), claims that since the group did not itself grow large or spawn 
an organizatio n lik e NOW , it s contributio n t o Jewish histor y i s no t 
very significant. Bu t he seems to overlook the facts that Ezrat Nashim, 
even in 1975 , was already responsible for significant change s in many 
Conservative synagogue s i n th e Unite d States , and , eve n mor e im -
portant, that Conservative women were electrified by its message. 
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The Nint h Siyum  Ha-Shas:  A  Case Stud y 
in Orthodo x Contra-Acculturatio n 

Samuel C . Heilma n 

In the multitude of people is the King's glory. 
—Proverbs 14:28 

Let us put aside our pain and bitter experiences and demonstrate for 
all th e world t o see that w e ar e people of the Torah, blesse d wit h 
eternal life. 

—Eliezer Friedenson, Beth Jacob Journal, on the eve 
of the second Siyum ha-Shas, June 27, 1938 

An issu e underlyin g muc h o f th e Jewis h experienc e i n th e Ne w 
World ha s bee n whethe r acculturatio n ca n b e accomplishe d with -
out assimilation. 1 I n America , religio n an d stat e ar e separate , an d 
systematic o r state-sanctione d exclusio n absent , givin g minoritie s 
like the Jews opportunities to enter the mainstream. American Jews 
for th e mos t par t embrace d thes e opportunitie s t o becom e par t o f 
their host culture, which, in spite of some practical obstacles, stood 
open i n principl e t o thei r ful l participation . T o what exten t coul d 
they enter the mainstream without giving up their separate identit y 
as Jews? To be sure, thi s issue was, by the nineteenth century , als o 
a concer n o f man y Europea n Jew s wh o too k advantag e o f th e 
changes tha t hav e com e to be called "emancipation. " I n America , 
however, th e question o f acculturatio n an d assimilatio n wa s ther e 
for Jews from thei r arriva l on these shores. 

311 
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Jews wh o hel d ont o traditio n tenaciousl y an d perceived them -
selves as Orthodox were less comfortable tha n other Jews with th e 
process o f cultura l chang e tha t Americ a prompted . Indeed , whil e 
the Orthodox came to America, the y did so with great reluctance. 
For them, i t remained a  Jewish wasteland , a  trefe  medina, a n un-
holy place . Man y staye d i n Europ e a t th e wellhead s o f traditio n 
until the y wer e destroye d i n th e Holocaust. 2 Whe n th e Orthodo x 
did plant themselve s i n America , man y accommodate d t o Ameri -
can ways while simultaneously trying to hold onto the punctilious 
observance of ritual and tradition.3 They adapted their appearance 
and dress to look like Americans, accepted English as their language 
to soun d lik e Americans , sen t thei r childre n t o da y school s an d 
universities to receive a  secular education like Americans, an d en-
tered profession s an d adopte d lifestyle s tha t pu t the m firmly into 
American culture . The y even tacitl y accepte d pluralism in Jewish 
life a s is sanctioned i n America n society . Thes e people, wh o hav e 
come to be called "moder n American Orthodo x Jews," by al l esti -
mates make up the majority of American Orthodoxy. 

Yet there were other Orthodox Jews who refused to endorse the 
cultural change , pluralism , an d directio n tha t America n societ y 
seemingly specified . A t th e outset , thes e other Orthodox appeare d 
little mor e tha n refugee s o f a  los t world . A  hug e proportio n ha d 
been destroye d i n Europe , wher e the y ha d staye d i n complianc e 
with th e directive s o f leader s wh o warne d the m tha t Americ a 
would b e the deat h o f thei r way o f life . Stunne d an d disoriented , 
many arrived in America not understanding what had happened to 
them. Ho w could their leaders and religious instincts have been so 
wrong? Coming to America just before, during, and after the Second 
World War, many of the most traditionalist Orthodox defined their 
existence a s a  way t o demonstrate tha t the y ha d no t bee n aban -
doned b y Go d o r Jewish history. 4 The y recreate d th e yeshivas o f 
Europe in America, replante d the surviving rabbinic leadership on 
American soil , an d develope d ne w religiou s leader s wh o wer e in 
America bu t not of it. Give n the acculturative environment , thes e 
efforts entailed considerable struggle. In the end, this type of Ortho-
doxy, whic h resiste d assimilatio n an d was wary o f acculturation , 
has sustained itself , seekin g vehicle s t o abe t it s existence an d en-
courage its adherents to remain steadfast in their contra-accultura-
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tive efforts. Nothing helped more to accomplish this end than tradi-
tions like the dafyomi (dail y page) discipline that had its origins in 
the pre-Holocaust way of life. 

On a n unseasonabl y war m evenin g i n lat e Apri l 1990 , o n Rosh 
Hodesh (ne w moon) o f the Hebre w month of Iyyar 5750, an event 
took place that was to be the culmination of 27 n consecutiv e days 
of preparation . Durin g tha t interval , thousand s o f Jews fro m al l 
over the world had spent each workday of every week covering one 
page at a  time of the "Shas," an acronym for the "Shisha Sedorim" 
(six divisions) an d sixty-three tractates of the Babylonian Talmud. 
For the nint h tim e since 1931 , when th e first such daily cycl e wa s 
completed, Jews would celebrat e a  siyum, th e formal culminatio n 
of one more cycle in this never-ending course of study. 

Some had reviewed thei r pages of Talmud in small study circle s 
in synagogues; others had gathered to lern during morning or after-
noon breaks or at home in their after hours. Some had even studied 
by telephone , callin g u p "Dial-a-Daf, " th e 24-hou r hotlin e tha t 
provided a n expert teache r i n Englis h or Yiddish who could guid e 
the student through each day's allotted, complex , ofte n digressive , 
and rathe r recondit e page . Tonight , thousand s o f thes e student s 
were to gather in the time-honored ritual of Jewish study and cele-
brate their having gone through the entire Talmud at a mass meet-
ing i n Madiso n Squar e Garden , th e hug e aren a i n th e hear t o f 
Manhattan. 

The idea of reviewing one page a day, "dafyomi,"  wa s formall y 
introduced a t th e first  international Congres s o f Aguda t Israe l i n 
Vienna i n 192 3 b y Mei r Shapiro , a  forme r membe r o f th e Polis h 
parliament and rabbi from Lublin. Still a young and relatively frag-
ile union of Orthodox Jews, Agudat Israe l was searching for activi-
ties that would bind its members together an d to the Jewish tradi-
tion as defined by Orthodoxy. I n spite of their opposition to Reform 
and assimilative trends , there was also much that divided the Jews 
who share d th e Agudah' s Orthodo x sympathies . Whe n Shapiro , 
head of the Agudat Israe l Education Committee, "pointe d out that 
Jewish unit y i s visible on every page of Talmud, whic h include s a 
Mishnah written in the land of Israel, a  Gemara written in Babylo-
nia, th e code s of th e Ri f written i n Morocco , Ramba m written i n 
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Egypt, Rash i an d Tosafos written i n France and the Maharan writ -
ten in Poland, " and proposed tha t ever y Jew undertake each day t o 
study one identical pag e of the Talmud, th e project struck many as 
an idea aroun d which al l could rally. Everyone would symbolicall y 
be united i n a  single clas s without walls . As Orthodox Jews, non e 
could oppos e th e ide a o f dail y stud y o f tha t mos t importan t tex t 
that served for centuries as the pinnacle of Jewish scholarship.5 

A few years afte r Rabb i Shapiro died i n 193 4 at th e ag e of forty -
seven and on the eve of the Second World War, a  crowd reported a t 
twenty thousan d assemble d a t th e yeshiv a i n Lubli n t o celebrat e 
the secon d siyum  o f th e daf  yomi  program . Afte r th e war , th e 
relatively few who had survived the Holocaust tried to resurrect the 
practices o f Jewis h lif e i n th e ne w soi l i n whic h the y ha d bee n 
transplanted i n Americ a an d Israel , bu t daf  yomi wa s difficul t t o 
restart. Many thousands of dedicated Talmud students and scholars 
had bee n wipe d ou t an d thos e who remaine d wer e often , i n thos e 
early years, amon g th e walkin g dead . Fo r a  while , onl y a  relativ e 
few ha d kep t u p th e practic e o f reviewing th e daily page . I n 1945 , 
at th e thir d siyum,  onl y thre e thousan d wer e reporte d t o hav e 
assembled in Tel Aviv, site of the main celebration . 

If unity ha d bee n on e of the underlyin g theme s of the daf  yomi 
program a t it s onset , afte r th e wa r surviva l becam e it s leitmotif . 
With th e center of Agudah activitie s shifting t o the Land of Israel , 
those assemble d i n 194 5 heard a n addres s b y Joseph Kahaneman , 
head of the Ponovezh Yeshiva (b y then relocated from Lithuania t o 
Bene-Berak), who asserted tha t the study of the Torah and daf yomi 
were th e bes t an d onl y tru e insuranc e fo r Jewis h survival . Th e 
occasion wa s mor e like a  funera l fo r th e million s los t tha n a  cele -
bration of study. To those who could not but ask themselves why so 
few o f th e faithfu l ha d survive d th e ga s chambers, Rabb i Kahane -
man's declaration wa s a  cal l t o Talmud a s a way of demonstratin g 
that on e continue d t o kee p fait h wit h th e tradition . Th e deplete d 
crowd dramaticall y underscore d th e losse s th e peopl e o f th e boo k 
had suffered, ye t th e fact tha t a  siyum coul d be celebrated mor e or 
less on time was also not ignored . 

To b e sure , daf  yomi  wa s no t see n b y everyon e a s th e idea l 
vehicle for resistance to acculturation. Leader s of the yeshiva world 
who mad e stud y o f th e Talmu d thei r life' s tas k argue d tha t re -
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viewing one page a  day was not sufficientl y seriou s and absorbing ; 
it wa s t o Jewish learnin g wha t a  quickl y mumble d praye r wa s t o 
true worship. They therefore eschewed quick fixes like a page a day, 
and focused rathe r on creating yeshivas and supporting them, a  goal 
that mos t Orthodox Jews made a central concern of their organize d 
existence both in Israel and in the Diaspora. 6 

For those who claime d tha t "th e pressure s of work an d commu -
nity involvement leav e insufficient tim e for extensive periods of in-
depth [Jewish] learning," but who nevertheless wanted t o resist th e 
seductive influenc e o f non-Jewis h lif e an d sough t mooring s tha t 
attached the m t o the protective tradition , dafyomi  wa s of growing 
importance. I t allowe d fo r a n ongoin g contac t wit h th e worl d o f 
talmudic scholarshi p throug h limite d bu t institutionalize d ritua l 
study.7 And i t provide d a n identity : "We'r e a  dafyomi  home, " th e 
participants coul d proclaim , includin g no t onl y the man wh o does 
the actua l studyin g bu t also , a s one person pu t it , th e "wif e [who ] 
encourages m e t o se t asid e evening an d weeken d tim e t o catch u p 
with the daf."s Participation i n the program—joining a  daily study 
circle, reviewin g a  portabl e mini-volum e o f Talmu d o n th e train , 
listening to cassettes that rabbi s have recorded of each day's page— 
and especiall y comin g to the public even t o f the siyum—became a 
way of displaying openly a  relatively hig h level of continuing Jew-
ish commitment . 

Dafyomi becam e perhap s a n ultimat e ste p i n th e democratiza -
tion o f the once elit e practice o f studying Talmud . Wha t ha d bee n 
the provinc e o f the relativel y fe w scholar s who labore d ove r ever y 
word was now something tha t masse s could accomplish on the side 
and a t a n unprecedente d speed . A s one dafyomi  supporte r pu t it , 
"It enables everyone to achieve the Jewish dream of completing th e 
entire Shas." Perhaps that to o was a reason why theyeshiva peopl e 
were a t bes t ambivalen t abou t it . Fo r these champions o f an intel -
lectual elit e of Torah, th e idea tha t anyon e could in a  few minute s 
a da y complet e th e entir e Sha s wa s a  debasemen t o f wha t tru e 
scholars did . Still , a s th e even t a t Madiso n Squar e Garde n woul d 
illustrate, dafyomi  woul d becom e a  symbo l o f much mor e tha n a 
quick readin g o f a n intricat e tex t an d woul d mak e eve n a  rosh 
yeshiva int o a grudging supporter . 

After the war, the numbers gradually grew. In 1953, ten thousan d 
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were reporte d t o hav e gathere d i n Jerusalem's Me'a h She'arim ; i n 
i960 larg e celebration s wer e hel d i n Israel , whil e th e American s 
met i n a  Catskil l Mountain s resor t hotel . Fo r nearly a  generation , 
American Jewry's celebrations of the siyum remaine d in the shadow 
of Israel's . Nevertheless , Jewish lif e i n th e Unite d State s an d Can -
ada ha d no t becom e th e wasteland tha t man y i n Europ e predicte d 
it would whe n the y warne d th e devout t o stay away . I n America , 
Orthodox Judaism—eve n it s haredi  forms—wa s fa r fro m disap -
pearing.9 Venerable Europea n institution s o f Jewish learnin g wer e 
replanted o n America n soi l an d ne w ones were founded. Orthodo x 
Jews mad e thei r presenc e fel t i n othe r ways . Koshe r foo d becam e 
ubiquitous. Popula r magazine s writte n fro m th e Orthodo x view -
point were published in English. Thousands of kits were distributed, 
assisting Jew s i n performin g everythin g fro m lightin g Hanukka h 
candles t o counting th e forty-nin e day s between Passove r and She-
vuot; Jewish calendar s wer e maile d out , ostensibl y a s fundraisin g 
devices bu t als o a s signal s tha t Orthodox y wa s aliv e an d well . 
Orthodoxy mad e sur e tha t everyon e learne d i t wa s no t losin g it s 
young in the same proportions as the other movements. Some gains 
were even made in attracting newcomers to traditional piety begin-
ning in the 1960s. 

Perhaps nothing so epitomized religiou s continuity afte r th e Ho-
locaust a s the emphasi s on universa l dail y study symbolically cap -
tured by the dafyomi  idea . Jewish people who continued to review 
their Talmu d demonstrate d tha t the y ha d no t bee n chase d awa y 
from thei r cultura l cor e and religious treasures by the events of the 
twentieth century ; th e more who did this , the more dramatic thei r 
cultural resistance . 

Nowhere wa s th e connectio n t o th e Holocaus t mor e clea r tha n 
in America , th e ne w cente r o f th e Diaspora . I f the Europea n con -
centration o f Jew s ha d ende d i n th e deat h camps , th e ne w on e 
would no t en d thus . A t a  gatherin g i n Manhatta n i n 197 5 tha t 
about fou r thousan d attended— a numbe r fa r i n exces s o f wha t 
many believe d possibl e thirt y years before—th e Mo'etze t Gedola y 
ha-Torah (Counci l o f Tora h Sages ) o f th e America n Aguda h for -
mally declared the siyum t o be a memorial for the Six Million. That 
the hug e hal l wa s overflowin g an d th e turnou t include d no t onl y 
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survivors from amon g th e ol d sage s but als o some of the ne w one s 
born or raised in America presumabl y reassure d man y of the futur e 
continuity of their way of life. 

By 1982 , a s ove r five  thousan d squeeze d int o th e Fel t Forum , 
survivalism wa s evolving into an Orthodox Jewish triumphalism, a 
sense tha t "th e peopl e o f th e Tora h wer e blesse d wit h eterna l 
life."10 A  hal l usuall y reserve d fo r fa r mor e profan e activitie s o f 
American cultur e wa s filled  beyon d capacit y wit h Jew s wh o 
claimed t o hav e studie d Talmu d ever y da y fo r seve n an d a  hal f 
years. Here Jews showed the world that a  new generation of Ameri-
cans—not onl y wizene d elders—wa s increasingl y absorbin g itsel f 
in Tora h rathe r tha n bein g absorbe d b y contemporar y America n 
society. 

The organizer s recalle d th e remark s o f the Klausenberge r Rebb e 
at th e las t suc h gathering , whe n th e rebb e "relate d how , whe n h e 
had announce d a n awar d o f $25,00 0 fo r anyon e wh o coul d pas s 
an examinatio n o n al l o f Sha s wit h Tosafo s [th e majo r medieva l 
commentary o n th e Talmud] , h e was calle d b y a  young ma n wh o 
said h e wa s prepare d t o tak e th e tes t bu t woul d nee d t o hav e th e 
questions aske d i n Englis h becaus e he knew n o Yiddish!" The mes-
sage was clear : th e stud y o f Talmud i n th e Diaspor a ha d survive d 
the transition to America; despite a switch from Yiddish to English, 
the essence remained . 

Now the question wa s how to go "from strengt h t o strength," a s 
many put it . What would be an even greater triumph? The decision 
was mad e t o mee t i n th e mai n aren a o f Madiso n Squar e Garde n 
itself, th e tabernacl e o f profanity . Prefigure d b y the 198 2 crowd a t 
Felt Forum , th e 199 0 gathering i n th e mai n aren a ha d t o b e mor e 
than a  siyum.  A s many involved i n the planning surely recognized , 
this raised th e stakes. Failure to gather a  much large r crowd woul d 
be tantamoun t t o concedin g th e weaknes s o f Orthodox y i n 
America, s o the siyum  wa s meant t o be a  sign of triumph. Succes s 
was not a  foregone conclusion ; onl y by making i t clear tha t Ortho -
dox vitalit y itsel f wa s bein g celebrate d coul d th e organizer s fro m 
Agudat Israe l hope for a  very large turnout . Seve n and a  half years 
later a t th e auditoriu m fro m whic h th e Ringling Brothers , Barnu m 
and Baile y Circu s ha d t o b e displace d an d wher e th e Nationa l 
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Basketball Associatio n Playoff s wer e abou t t o begin , twent y thou -
sand Jew s assemble d fo r wha t th e organizer s claime d wa s "th e 
largest gathering for Torah ever seen in the Western Hemisphere. " 

What follows is an ethnographic account of the event. Describin g 
the task of ethnography and the study of cultural behavior , anthro -
pologist Claude Levi-Strauss explained, "Exploration is not so much 
a covering of surface distance as a study in depth: a fleeting episode, 
a fragmen t o f landscap e o r a  remar k overhear d ma y provid e th e 
only mean s o f understandin g an d interpretin g area s whic h woul d 
otherwise remai n barre n o f meaning." 11 A s a  practitione r o f thi s 
discipline, I  a m alway s i n searc h o f suc h events , o f wha t Milto n 
Singer called cultura l dramas where one can not only see the "con-
centrated expressio n o f the whole collective life" but ca n als o find 
the poin t wher e i t ca n b e "readil y examine d b y th e detache d ob -
server." n Th e dafyomi gatherin g at the Garden was such a moment 
of concentrated collective life when the essential character of tradi-
tionalist America n Orthodox y wa s performe d i n a  cultura l dram a 
of high order. 

The ethnographer's goal is "to impress his experience of what h e 
has seen  s o strongly , s o vividly , o n hi s reader s tha t the y canno t 
doubt its veracity." To do that he must make them see what he has 
seen. Description i s key, for "i t is the visual that gives authority." 13 

"Ethnographic writin g a s a  rul e subordinate s narrativ e t o descrip -
tion," Mary Louise Pratt observes, but it grows far more vivid when 
it combine s "persona l narrativ e an d objectifie d description." 14 

Thus, while the account that follows is interpretive, it is also narra-
tive, becaus e bot h togethe r offe r th e reade r a  bette r chanc e t o see 
the coherence , order , an d meanin g o f the celebratio n throug h th e 
ethnographer's eyes . Observin g th e even t o n th e canva s o f ethno -
graphic experience and description, the reader will begin to see this 
Jewish group' s response to America, acculturation , modernity , an d 
the Holocaust . 

The Event 

The Jewish invasio n o f th e Garde n bega n wit h thousand s o f me n 
with beard s an d blac k hat s streamin g alon g Wes t Thirty-Fourt h 
Street. Subwa y train s fro m Brookly n an d Queen s wer e fille d wit h 
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Orthodox Jews heade d fo r Manhattan . Buse s loaded wit h yeshiv a 
students jammed th e avenues and pulled up at the entrances of the 
Garden. Many of those coming were the sorts of people who seldom 
if ever came t o th e Garden; when the y parke d thei r car s in nearb y 
garages, they often asked  for directions to their destination. "What' s 
going on ther e tonight?" one of the attendant s aske d a s I  gave hi m 
the key s t o m y car . Th e stare s o n th e subway , th e question s b y 
bystanders, al l reinforce d th e feelin g tha t thi s wa s a  remarkabl e 
event. 

Just befor e 6:0 0 P.M . score s o f obviousl y Orthodo x Jew s mille d 
about trying t o find an extr a entr y ticket . Ticket s for a  seat on th e 
court floor,  at one hundred dollars each, had been sold out weeks in 
advance, an d eve n th e uppe r decks , reserve d fo r th e women , wer e 
full. Som e people stood aroun d chattin g wit h friends , whil e other s 
read th e handbill s an d billboards . Printe d i n Yiddish , Hebrew , an d 
English, on e advertise d a  new editio n o f the Talmud. Anothe r an -
nounced a  new yeshiva i n a  distant count y where "there ar e 18,000 
Jewish youngsters of high school age , the vast majority o f whom do 
not kno w th e Aleph-Beis and ar e bereft o f Torah an d Mesoras Avos 
[the tradition o f our fathers]," a school tha t "need s your support t o 
grow an d expand. " Som e bearded an d sidelocke d guardian s o f reli-
gion handed out fliers to the clean shaven, warning them in Hebrew 
and Englis h tha t "accordin g t o al l [rabbinic ] opinions , ther e i s a n 
absolute prohibitio n t o us e o f th e Norelc o Lif t an d Cu t shavin g 
machine o r others lik e them, sinc e the device contains knives tha t 
make direct contact with the skin and therefore i s no different tha n 
a razor. " (Orthodo x Jew s kne w usin g razor s wa s prohibite d b y 
Jewish law. ) Th e handbill adde d a  phone number t o call "for mor e 
information" an d a n appende d page with essentia l quotations fro m 
ten prominent rabbis , al l of whom forbade shavers . This was a good 
place to market stringent interpretations of Jewish law . 

Throughout th e event , th e emphasi s was no t onl y o n what  wa s 
to happen bu t als o on th e fac t tha t i t would occu r fo r everyon e t o 
see i n th e cente r rin g o f th e mai n aren a o f th e majo r capita l o f 
contemporary culture . I n a n immens e pleasure dome, where man y 
of th e profan e amusement s o f the contemporar y worl d tak e place , 
the "Greates t Sho w o n Earth " an d th e basketbal l championship s 
were bein g displace d i n favo r o f Torah . Thi s was a  miracle . Ho w 



320 SAMUE L C . HEILMA N 

could the dafyomi people , who represent a way of life so antitheti-
cal t o circuse s an d sport s events , drea m o f capturin g th e arena ? 
That they—s o ofte n calle d fossils—coul d d o i t wa s proof , a s th e 
program put it, of the "siyata deshmaya," the help of Heaven. Only 
thus could the success of such an attack on contemporary hedonis-
tic culture be explained. This event was a "kiddush ha-Shem [sanc-
tification o f God ] o f unparallele d dimensions " an d "a n effectiv e 
proclamation before the eyes of the world—and, most importantly 
before the eyes of all Jewry—of the centrality of Torah-learning to 
Judaism an d Jewish life." 15 T o be sure, i t als o took earthl y powe r 
and th e "ai d o f a  majo r Orthodo x Jewis h figure  i n th e busines s 
community" ( a membe r of th e Reichma n family , a n entrepreneu r 
whose wealth was legendary an d whose attachment  t o Orthodoxy 
was wel l known) , a  ma n who , accordin g t o gossi p sprea d tha t 
evening, spen t $150,000 to rent the Garden and five thousand more 
to have th e smel l o f th e circu s elephants eliminated. 16 Powe r and 
influence in the service of the tradition could, if not topple, at least 
temporarily neutralize the powers of hedonistic darkness; that was 
the message at Madison Square Garden that night. 

The imager y wa s no t los t o n Jewish Week  reporte r Jonatha n 
Mark: "Th e Garde n traditionall y hang s a  banner fro m it s ceilin g 
proclaiming '613 / th e numbe r o f victorie s b y Knick s basketbal l 
coach Red Holzman, but on this night the packed arena understood 
that numbe r t o mea n onl y th e numbe r o f commandment s i n th e 
Torah." This wa s th e sanctificatio n o f th e profane , a  victor y fa r 
greater tha n an y eve r celebrate d i n th e Garden . Eve n th e aren a 
refreshment stands offered only kosher snacks for the night. 

Organizers ha d busse d i n lot s o f yeshiv a students , includin g 
many fro m th e mor e moderatel y Orthodo x school s wh o wer e no t 
full-time participant s in dafyomi  bu t were sent to bear witness to 
Orthodox revival. Like the rest of the crowd, they were proof, many 
asserted in a proverbial verse repeated throughout the evening, that 
"in the multitude of people is the King's glory." 

For thi s th e press , th e eye s an d ear s o f th e world , ha d bee n 
invited as witnesses. Organizers wanted not just the parochial Jew-
ish press but also major television stations and newspapers to pass 
the word everywhere. To make certain that the "right" message was 
reported, organizer s prepare d pres s packet s fo r outsider s t o th e 
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world of Agudat Israel. Attached was a list of eighty cities, most in 
America bu t som e i n Canada , Mexico , an d Grea t Britain , fro m 
which representative s ha d come: the phenomeno n wa s no t only a 
New York but a national, eve n an international, movement . Insid e 
the folder were neatly printed English pages, their style and much of 
their contents decidedly in contrast to the overwhelmingly Yiddis h 
speeches tha t woul d b e hear d throughou t th e evening . I n term s 
that outsider s coul d grasp , organizer s provide d "suggeste d angle s 
for stories " that wer e suppose d t o hel p outsider s comprehen d th e 
meaning of the event. Unde r the heading of "human interest" were 
suggestions t o stress the "unendin g ques t for knowledge" that wa s 
"not restricted to rabbis and full-time scholars " and a story on the 
"people wh o d o daf  yomi," includin g thos e wh o hav e don e i t fo r 
more tha n on e cycle . Anothe r shee t explaine d tha t th e daf  yomi 
exemplifies th e "livin g transmissio n o f Jewish la w an d practice " 
and that "i t was followed b y an estimated one million Jews before 
the Holocaust and is enjoying tremendous resurgence today." Under 
the headin g o f "sociologica l perspectives " was th e suggestio n tha t 
"people who study [Talmud] with each other for years form unique 
relationships [and become] virtual family members sharing in life' s 
problems, sorrows , an d joys" and tha t daf  yomi serve s a s the "in-
stant connectio n anywher e i n th e world " when participant s dis -
cover one other . Th e publicists suggested tha t daf  yomi coul d als o 
form a n "inter-generationa l link. " Finally , ther e wer e remark s 
about th e way s i n whic h moder n technolog y wa s enliste d i n daf 
yomi a s well a s a suggestion that the press write about the "central 
role of Torah study i n Judaism" and it s capacity t o play a  part in 
"shaping the Jewish mind." 

Were these assertion s arrive d a t only fo r a  press release or were 
they par t of th e even t itself ? At th e ver y leas t the y were declara -
tions o f fait h an d reflection s o f a  self-conscious awarenes s b y th e 
organizers that to be resolutely traditional an d Orthodox in an age 
that appeared fashioned from other stuff was no small matter. Tell-
ing th e stor y i n th e term s tha t outsider s coul d understan d an d 
perhaps coul d sympathiz e wit h wa s par t o f th e effor t t o thrus t 
tradition int o activ e contentio n wit h modernity , whil e utilizin g 
the mechanism s o f th e ver y modernit y agains t whic h i t strived . 
The assembl y a t Madiso n Squar e Garde n was , therefore , fro m it s 
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inception an ac t freighted wit h meaning. It offered thos e who came 
together a n opportunit y t o experienc e wha t anthropologist s cal l a 
major "cultura l performance/ ' a  chance for the assembled t o mak e 
"visible, audible , an d tangibl e beliefs , ideas , values , sentiments , 
and psychologica l disposition s tha t canno t [otherwise ] directl y b e 
perceived" but that ar e held in common by all those who shared the 
dafyomi experience. 17 Attendance wa s an emblematic deed mean t 
to signal clearly , i f not to establish, th e participants ' identificatio n 
with th e process of Jewish study a s the permanent cente r of Jewish 
life, evokin g "unifyin g sentiment s of loyalty an d identity." 18 Afte r 
seven an d a  hal f years , th e gatherin g a t th e Garde n woul d allo w 
these peopl e wh o ha d studie d alon e o r i n smal l groups , wh o ha d 
taken tim e ou t o f the dail y humdru m o f profane existence , t o fee l 
and sho w themselve s t o b e a  par t o f a  mass movement an d livin g 
Jewish counterculture . 

For al l th e genera l celebratio n o f traditionalis t Jewis h culture , 
the evening left th e participants with a  great deal of room to stamp 
this triump h wit h thei r ow n templat e o f wha t i t mean t t o b e a 
traditionalist. I t allowe d the m t o reinterpre t th e meaning o f wha t 
they wer e doing accordin g t o thei r variou s needs , whic h the y did , 
seizing upon their incipient o r developed differences an d displayin g 
continuity wit h th e pas t an d differentiatio n i n th e present . Unde r 
the blanke t o f blac k suit s an d whit e shirt s an d beneat h th e broa d 
umbrella o f thei r wide-brimme d hats , th e variou s group s in atten -
dance displayed many colors. 

The Spectacle 

As each ticke t holde r entere d th e arena , h e was given a  cop y of a 
souvenir bookle t tha t outline d th e progra m fo r th e evening . Th e 
crux was the collective review of the final  lines of the last tractat e 
Niddah an d the beginning of the first Berachot tha t togethe r woul d 
mark th e conclusio n an d commencemen t o f th e ceaseles s cycl e of 
Torah revie w characterize d a s a n endles s attachmen t t o Jewis h 
ways. Th e forma l progra m als o include d recitatio n o f psalms , 
speeches an d sermons , song s an d prayer s t o shap e th e even t s o 
that i t resonate d wit h th e sacred an d momentous . Madiso n Squar e 
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Garden would b e made into a  sanctuary large r than an y i n Ameri -
can Jewry. 

Around al l thi s activit y wa s th e informa l bu t n o les s importan t 
matter o f seein g an d bein g seen , walkin g about , conversin g an d 
commenting—in short , th e performanc e o f wha t migh t b e calle d 
"active assembly " that turne d th e gian t amphitheate r int o a  meet -
ing roo m an d inserte d intimac y int o it . Thi s als o mad e outsider s 
feel even more alien. For some who came only as observers—as was 
the cas e wit h man y o f th e member s o f th e press—th e resul t wa s 
awe an d estrangement . On e Jewish reporter , writin g fo r a  genera l 
circulation newspaper , sai d tha t a s he looked around him he felt a s 
if h e ha d entere d a  plac e wher e everyon e cam e fro m somewher e 
else. H e was right , o f course . The y cam e from a  world o f differen t 
values an d alternativ e explanations . The y ha d snatche d thei r ad -
herents fro m th e worl d t o whic h th e reporte r reported , an d the y 
wanted tha t story told . 

Upon enterin g th e arena , man y participant s rente d littl e trans -
mitters and headphones to be used for the simultaneous translation s 
of th e Yiddish , Hebrew , an d Englis h speeche s t o come . A s peopl e 
found thei r seats , shepherde d int o plac e b y th e man y usher s wh o 
were par t o f the aren a regula r staff—personne l wh o seeme d alter -
nately bemuse d an d overwhelme d b y thi s odd crow d s o unlike th e 
Garden regulars—the y seeme d read y fo r th e gam e tha t wa s abou t 
to begin. 19 

The Game 

If tonight's proceedings had been a basketball game, the start would 
have probabl y com e wit h a n introductio n o f th e player s an d th e 
singing of the nationa l anthem . Tha t i s the way tournament s tha t 
normally tak e plac e i n Madiso n Squar e Garde n begin . Ye t eve n 
though the siyum wa s a game of an altogether different order , ther e 
was something strangely parallel in the way i t started out . Perhap s 
it wa s th e venue : plac e doe s have a  wa y o f shaping behavio r an d 
framing meaning . Seated in front of a phalanx of about 150 dignitar-
ies and arranged in a line along an extended dais placed at midcour t 
and festoone d wit h a  lon g banne r wer e th e grea t rabbi s an d sage s 
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who would deliver the speeches. Although each of these luminarie s 
would hav e hi s name an d affiliatio n flashed  i n brigh t lights on th e 
scoreboard when he stood to speak, the program listed them as well. 

I asked the man seated next to me, an editor of one of the Agudat 
Israel publications , ho w i t ha d bee n decided who would spea k an d 
when. "Wit h grea t difficult y an d afte r man y hour s o f discussion, " 
he replie d wit h a  grin . I f th e detail s o f th e orde r wer e no t wort h 
explaining t o a n outsider , i t wa s necessary t o point ou t tha t ther e 
was indee d a n order . Tonight' s gam e wa s neithe r rando m no r un -
planned. Th e figures  wh o woul d spea k wer e chose n no t onl y be -
cause of who they were but also because of what they symbolized . 

First was Zv i Spira, th e Bluzhove r Rebbe , the recentl y ascende d 
incumbent o f this hasidic chair . Wh y the Bluzhover? To remain a n 
important organizatio n o f the traditionalis t Orthodo x world , Agu -
dat Israe l needed to include within i t representatives of the hasidi c 
community, becaus e hasidim mad e up perhaps the larges t segmen t 
of thos e wh o thes e day s maintaine d Jewis h tradition . However , 
over th e years , man y o f th e hasidi m ha d turne d awa y fro m th e 
organization, seein g i t a s to o clos e t o culture s the y spurned . Be -
sides, hasidim by and large did not need umbrella organizations like 
the Agudah , sinc e eac h cour t wa s it s own organization . Thi s wa s 
certainly tru e i n America , wher e hasidim foun d fund s an d suppor t 
without th e interventio n o f Agudat Israel . Here appeals by hasidi c 
groups coul d b e made directl y t o th e Jewish Federation s o r t o th e 
local legislative or city council representatives . 

To show tha t i t stil l include d al l Orthodo x Jews, th e America n 
Agudat Israel , however , stil l needed prominen t hasidi m a t it s cele-
bration. Amon g its stars was the Bluzhover Rebbe, a  special sort of 
hasid. When Zvi Spira's father, th e previous rebbe, came to America 
as a  refuge e fro m Galici a an d a  victi m o f th e war , h e was—lik e 
many othe r Galicia n hasidi c leader s who ha d bee n spared th e fat e 
of les s fortunat e hasidi m wh o ha d no t survived— a broke n ma n 
without man y followers . Rabb i Spir a had , however , reestablishe d 
himself here , building a  curious following. Man y of his new Ameri-
can hasidim were people who had in practice left behind the hasidic 
way o f life , thoug h the y retaine d a  nostalgic , compartmentalize d 
attachment t o it . Other s wer e Jew s wh o ha d neve r reall y bee n 
hasidim bu t who , especiall y afte r th e destructio n o f Europea n 
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Jewry, fel t a  vague affinity fo r the idea of "rebbe." These orphans of 
history became part-time hasidim , peopl e who lived and worked i n 
contemporary Americ a bu t yearne d fo r a  romanticize d hasidi c 
world tha t existe d a s much i n thei r imaginativ e reconstructio n o f 
the past as it did in reality . The Bluzhover Rebbe became a  tzaddik 
for thes e people , wh o coul d b e hasidi c vicariousl y throug h him . 
Although hi s supporter s wer e no t full-fledge d hasidim , the y wer e 
devoted t o him , an d n o on e doubte d tha t h e himsel f wa s a  full -
fledged hasid. Whe n h e die d i n 1989 , h e wa s th e oldes t America n 
rebbe; no one questioned his legitimacy—even the New York Times 
called hi m the oldest "hasidi c rebbe in America." He had been par t 
of the Agudah . Thi s evenin g hi s son stoo d i n hi s place. To fill  th e 
void lef t b y hi s father' s passing , h e woul d tr y t o offe r everyon e a 
chance to feel lik e a  hasid, i f only for the few moments tha t h e led 
them in the recitation of the Psalms, a kind of opening anthem . 

Next was Chaskel Besser , chairman of the Daf Yomi Commission 
and an official o f Agudat Israel . Besser represented the organizatio n 
and woul d presid e ove r th e proceedings , introducin g eac h o f th e 
speakers. He was the master of ceremony. 

Rabbi Moshe Neuschloss, one of the oldes t sages in America an d 
a Holocaus t survivor , woul d offe r divrei  brocha,  "word s o f bless -
ing." (I t wa s no t incidenta l tha t th e program , printe d i n English , 
referred t o thes e remark s an d th e other s i n Hebre w terms , i n th e 
language o f th e Jews rathe r tha n th e verba l envelope s o f the Gen -
tiles.) Representin g a  convergence o f various populations , Neusch -
loss, by virtue o f his age and origins , stood fo r continuit y wit h th e 
prewar worl d o f Europea n Jewry . A s a  halakhi c authority , a  rosh 
yeshiva an d decisor of Jewish law, a  man who was a member of the 
Skver hasidic community , a  group affiliated wit h som e of the mos t 
insular an d rejectionis t element s in Orthodoxy, h e could be placed 
at th e crossroad s betwee n legalisti c rabbinis m an d pietisti c hasid -
ism. Finally , a s someon e wh o reestablishe d a  yeshiva i n Americ a 
after th e war , h e represente d th e phoenixlik e resurgenc e o f tradi -
tional Jewry. 

Yosef Harar i Raful , rabbini c hea d o f th e Atere t Tora h Yeshiva , 
was th e lon e representativ e amon g th e evening' s speaker s o f th e 
non-Ashkenazi Orthodo x Jewish world . T o the untraine d eye , th e 
bearded Rafu l i n blac k coa t an d fedor a looke d lik e al l th e othe r 
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sages on th e podium; hi s years o f education i n Ashkenaz i yeshivas 
had obviousl y cas t him i n thei r image . But Raful spok e in Hebrew , 
the onl y perso n t o d o s o amon g th e speakers , mos t o f whom use d 
Yiddish. His presence was meant to demonstrate that East and West 
were brough t togethe r thi s evening . T o be sure, Rafu l wa s no w i n 
America an d tha t eve n furthe r mixe d hi s identity an d affiliations . 
In the Orthodox world, especially this evening, the melting pot was 
not an irrelevant metaphor . 

Yaakov Perlow, the Novominsker Rebbe, was another of the am-
biguous hasidi c rebbes . Ther e wer e fe w i f an y Novominske r hasi -
dim, making him a  rebbe not very different fro m th e Bluzhover. As 
one o f the relativel y fe w hasidi m i n th e crowd explaine d t o me i n 
Yiddish: "E r i s nish t kay n rebbe " (h e i s no t a  rebbe) . Perlo w wa s 
American born, a  graduate of the Chaim Berlin Yeshiva, an institu -
tion fa r fro m bein g hasidic . He was said a s well t o be a  product o f 
Brooklyn College and ha d studied a t th e bastion o f Litvak (Lithua -
nian Jewish ) thinking , Bet h Medras h Govoh a i n Lakewood , Ne w 
Jersey. Fo r years Perlow had bee n affiliate d wit h a  yeshiva i n Ne w 
York City' s Washingto n Height s tha t th e Germa n Neo-Orthodo x 
community—a fa r cr y fro m hasidim—ha d established. 20 Perlo w 
was a n amalga m o f opposites . Fo r th e Agudah , h e wa s th e righ t 
blend, an exemplar of what American traditionalis t Orthodoxy had 
wrought: a sage who was trained in a Lithuanian-style yeshiva wh o 
now headed such an institution but who called himself a rebbe even 
though h e ha d fe w hasidim . H e sa t o n th e Mo'etze t Gedolay  Ha -
Torah, th e Counci l o f Tora h Sages , whic h itsel f wa s a  blen d o f 
blends. Yet unlike earlier sages whose positions on the council were 
reflections o f thei r influence , Perlow' s influence , man y claimed , 
came from th e fact of his being on the council. 

Next wa s Rabb i Simon Schwab , fo r man y years th e rabb i o f th e 
Washington Height s Orthodox community , Kaha l Adath Jeshurun. 
As emissar y o f thi s remnan t o f Germa n Neo-Orthodox y an d no w 
emeritus, Schwa b wa s on e o f th e las t link s i n a  chai n tha t bega n 
with Samso n Raphae l Hirsch an d hi s son-in-law Solomon Breuer , a 
cofounder o f Agudat Israel . A native of Germany, produc t of Lithu-
anian yeshivas , an d survivo r o f th e Naz i terror , Schwa b wa s a 
synthesis lik e s o man y o f th e ne w Americans . H e wa s als o th e 
quintessential communit y rabbi. 21 Fro m hi s first  pos t i n Ichen -
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hausen, Germany , a s wel l a s durin g mor e tha n twent y year s o f 
service in Baltimor e an d finally  i n Washingto n Heights , h e had le d 
Jewish laity . Schwab's position on the program was to play the rol e 
of a  bridg e connectin g th e yeshiv a an d th e la y community . Th e 
only congregationa l rabb i t o spea k thi s evening , h e represente d 
those for whom th e primary nexu s was the community synagogue . 
Schwab's would be the first full-blown address , really a  sermon. He 
spoke in English . 

The other formal addres s this evening came from Rabbi Elya Svei, 
a leadin g membe r o f th e America n Mo'etze t Gedola y ha-Torah , a 
celebrated rosh  yeshiva. I f Schwab stood fo r th e la y congregation , 
Svei embodied th e rabbinica l elit e i n th e America n incarnatio n o f 
the Old World Lithuanian yeshivas. These were people who studied 
more than a  page of Talmud each day and "meditated on it day and 
night." Born in Lithuania, Svei came as a child to the United States. 
Enrolled in American yeshivas, he was most prominently a  product 
of Bet h Medras h Govoha , th e successo r institutio n o f th e fame d 
Slobodka Yeshiva . Eve n thoug h (o r perhap s because ) h e wa s a 
product of America an d its putatively latitudinarian ways, Svei had 
become known a s a zealot o f the yeshiva world. 22 The Philadelphi a 
Yeshiva, a  siste r institutio n o f Lakewood , whic h h e cofounde d 
about thirt y years earlier , wa s renowned a s uncompromising i n it s 
religious demands o n it s students.23 Svei was a n indigenou s gadol, 
an exempla r o f wha t coul d b e fashione d i n America' s yeshivas , 
proof tha t thi s postwa r ne w Jewis h Americ a wa s no t a  Tora h 
wilderness. 

Following th e tw o addresse s from th e rabbi s cam e tw o speaker s 
from dissimilar Orthodox worlds. Selected presumably for their abil-
ity t o sti r th e assemble d t o a n emotiona l pitch , thei r rol e wa s t o 
offer wha t th e program calle d Divrei  Chizuk,  "word s of encourage-
ment an d support. " Firs t was Osher Greenfeld , a  rabbinic leade r of 
the Vizhnit z hasidi m poste d from  hi s native Israe l t o th e Vizhnit z 
community i n Montreal . While Montreal was not a  major cente r of 
Vizhnitzer hasidim, whose two primary communities were in Bene-
Brak, Israel , an d Sprin g Valley , Ne w York , ther e wa s n o questio n 
about Vizhnit z representin g a  majo r hasidi c dynasty . Greenfeld , 
however, wa s on the program no t only because of those affiliation s 
but als o because, a s a press release put it , "throug h hi s outstandin g 
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leadership an d dynami c orator y h e ha s becom e know n a s one o f 
the brigh t light s o f a  ne w generatio n o f Tora h scholar s her e i n 
North America." 

For those wh o coul d no t ge t fire d u p by Greenfeld's Yiddis h re-
marks, there was the tall and imposing young Aharon Dunner from 
Great Britain . A  dayan  (rabbini c judge ) fo r th e religiousl y right -
wing Unio n o f Orthodo x Hebre w Congregations , th e Hisachdu s 
Kehillos Ha-Haredim, i n Britain, a s well a s a congregational rabb i 
in th e Tottenha m sectio n o f London , h e wa s als o a  produc t o f 
postwar yeshiva Orthodoxy. Studying in England and later at Pono-
vezh in Israel, he had undergone Lithuanian yeshiva indoctrination 
and now was back serving the Jews from whom he had sprung. Like 
Greenfeld, Dunne r wa s suppose d t o b e a  youn g an d inspirin g 
speaker, a  representative o f uncompromising Orthodoxy's capacity 
to regenerate itself. He spoke in English. 

Finally, ther e woul d b e thos e wh o woul d lea d th e prayer s and 
offer songs . Indeed , whil e th e focu s wa s on tex t an d th e progra m 
was overwhelmingl y compose d o f speeches , th e prayer s and songs 
seemed t o move th e crow d most . Ther e would b e no nationa l an -
thems to start the game; these were "#o/us Jews," persons who had 
made exile a  central existentia l elemen t o f their being and collec-
tive consciousness . Americ a wa s a t bes t a  temporar y refug e an d 
Israel an unfulfilled hope . This was a crowd celebrating a refusal to 
acculturate, people who knew that "achieving a sense of golus in a 
world of freedom is extraordinarily difficult, fo r golus is not merely 
a set of observances but a  state of mind [that] demands from every 
Jew no t onl y a  sens e o f estrangemen t from  th e secula r worl d i n 
which h e live s bu t als o a  constant sens e o f unfulfilledness. ,,24 N o 
singing of the "Star Spangled Banner" or "Hatikvah" would change 
that; their sole anthem was prayer and study, which was why they 
began the evening with a  mass recitation of the afternoon prayers, 
mincha, an d ended with ma'ariv, evenin g prayers. With more than 
twenty thousan d peopl e froze n int o place , th e sport s aren a wa s 
transformed into possibly the largest synagogue in America. 

So overwhelmed wer e som e tha t the y sa w th e occasio n i n pro-
phetic terms . A  participan t fro m Brooklyn , Mei r Winkler , woul d 
later write that, as he ended his prayer and readied himself for what 
would follow, h e sensed he was a witness to a "partial fulfillment " 
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of th e Talmud' s interpretatio n (B.T . Megilla h 6a ) o f th e prophe t 
Zechariah's promis e tha t "i n a  foreign land , Judah shal l b e like a 
chieftain (7:6),"  meaning that in the theaters and circus "arenas of 
the Gentile s .  . .  th e prince s o f th e Jewish peopl e wil l eventuall y 
teach Torah to the multitudes."25 

The Start  of  the  Vlay 

Because many people were stil l tricklin g into the hall during min-
cha, somethin g mor e wa s neede d t o galvaniz e th e crowd . Tha t 
something was the Bluzhover Rebbe's impassioned recitation of two 
chapters of Psalms , echoe d verse by verse by the multitude. Chap -
ters 20 and 13 0 were both affirmation s o f trust in the power of the 
Almighty and pleas for salvation and redemption. Both psalms were 
part o f th e liturgy , th e firs t recite d nea r th e clos e o f th e dail y 
morning prayers and the second before the open ark during the Days 
of Awe, from Rosh Ha-Shanah through Yom Kippur. Together they 
could elicit the diurnal and extraordinary features of prayer. 

As the Bluzhover Rebbe's voice broke over several verses that the 
scoreboard proclaimed wer e bein g intone d fo r the sake o f Russia n 
Jews in great peril, many in the crowd were visibly moved. No more 
holocausts. Everyone seemed to repeat the words, even echoing the 
leader's cadence s an d melody . A s the y did , the y abandone d th e 
passive rol e o f observer s an d wer e draw n int o a n activ e rol e i n 
the proceedings. 

Now cam e th e speeches . Settin g a  ton e tha t th e thron g shoul d 
share i n a  ful l awarenes s o f th e gatherin g a s continuity wit h th e 
past, Rabb i Besse r reminde d the m tha t the y wer e engage d i n a n 
extension o f wha t th e Jews ha d encountere d a t Sinai , a  histori c 
demonstration o f Jews' acceptanc e o f God' s Torah. "Jus t a s thos e 
who stoo d a t Sina i fo r the hono r o f th e Torah , s o we d o i t hono r 
here." We were heirs of the ancient s and guarantors of the future , 
links i n a n unbroke n chain . Ou r steadfastnes s woul d lea d t o th e 
ultimate reward: the redemption. This was not simply another con-
clave; it was an act encircled in messianic hope . Besser concluded, 
"May w e hav e th e privileg e o f havin g th e Messia h conclud e th e 
nextShas." 

For th e age d rabb i fro m Skver , Mosh e Neuschloss , i t wa s im -
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portant t o bea r witnes s tha t fro m wher e h e came , dafyomi  wa s a 
part o f daily hasidic life , wit h man y filling the "cracks in their da y 
with stud y o f th e day' s daf  i n smal l imprompt u groups , durin g 
the brea k befor e tekias  shofar  [th e blowin g o f th e shofar ] o n Ros h 
Hashanah, i n the few minute s before th e Rebbe joins them." Rabbi 
Raful reminde d th e crow d o f it s existentia l dilemma : "W e stagge r 
about i n th e exile. " Fo r Rabb i Perlow , Tora h stud y transforme d 
Jewish passivity as victims and exiles into activity of a higher order. 
If devotion ha d bee n demonstrate d b y Jews i n thei r servic e a t th e 
Holy Temple in Jerusalem, no w that "w e do not hav e the Temple , 
we still do have the Torah." After th e catastrophe of destruction, i t 
became "th e grea t monumen t o f th e Jewis h people' s surviva l i n 
exile."26 And ther e wa s a  more recen t destruction : th e Holocaust , 
the lates t o f the never-endin g catastrophe s t o befal l th e Jews. Th e 
turn toward Jewish study, Perlow asserted, had signaled a refusal t o 
accept th e finality  o f Jewish destruction . W e were, a s Perlow sai d 
once before , " a natio n o f orphans" who coul d find  solace "onl y i n 
God and his Torah."27 

Perlow was assigne d th e tas k o f completing th e las t line s o f th e 
Talmud. H e briskly rea d throug h th e text , a  copy of which wa s i n 
the program. This was a symbolic rather than a n intensive, focuse d 
review. In a few moments he reached the last statement in the text , 
which reaffirm s th e religiou s logi c tha t stand s behin d daf  yomi: 
"Everyone wh o review s halakhot  [Jewis h laws ] eac h da y ha s se -
cured fo r himsel f th e World to Come." "Mazal tow"  h e concluded . 
Congratulations echoed through the hall . 

Slightly stooped, Simon Schwab, a  frail an d aging man, sat down 
in front o f the microphone. H e looked as if he might barely be able 
to speak , bu t hi s voice thundered . Accordin g t o him , Tora h stud y 
and thi s siyum  wer e nothin g les s tha n a n opportunit y fo r eac h 
person t o accep t th e Torah agai n fro m o n high . Schwab asked rhe-
torically, where was this happening? He answered, scanning the sea 
of faces a s i f caught u p i n th e wonde r o f i t all , "Righ t her e i n th e 
heart o f New Yor k City. " The Tora h wa s being receive d an d hon -
ored i n a  place where n o one could hav e believed i t possible . Who 
was responsible ? Schwab , communit y rabb i an d champio n o f th e 
lay learner , suggeste d tha t thos e wh o engage d i n stud y no t a s a 
vocation (asyeshiv a peopl e did) bu t for the sake of "Torah leshma, 
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for n o ulterio r motives, " were the heroes . When we recit e th e Tal -
mud, Schwa b tol d th e crowd , w e ar e no t quotin g someon e wh o 
lived lon g ago ; wheneve r w e repea t thei r word s an d follo w thei r 
logic, the disputants "are still having that discussion." 28 More than 
just readin g literature , thi s wa s persona l engagemen t wit h a  text . 
"The Mishnah an d Gemara ar e really talking to me." The words are 
"going right into our hearts. " 

Schwab tol d hi s audienc e tha t onc e h e encountere d a  studen t 
from on e o f thos e "othe r seminaries, " school s tha t di d no t shar e 
this relationshi p wit h th e text s an d tradition , place s corrode d b y 
acculturative tendencies . Schwa b aske d th e studen t wha t h e wa s 
learning. " I am doing Baba Kama," th e young man answered , nam -
ing on e o f th e mos t popula r o f th e Talmud' s tractates . " I sai d t o 
him," Schwa b continued , soundin g a s i f h e wer e a  hasidi c rebb e 
repeating a  parable, " I have never done Baba Kama, bu t i t has been 
doing something to me for a  long time." The crowd loved it . 

What coul d th e dafyomi  d o t o us , wh o studie d i t properl y an d 
faithfully withou t ulterio r motives ? I t coul d brin g u s closer t o on e 
another. "Th e daf  yomi  ca n remov e th e mekhitsa  [partition ] tha t 
divides on e Jew fro m another. " Thos e wh o revie w th e sam e tex t 
and com e togethe r t o celebrat e thei r commo n experienc e creat e a 
commonality. Ther e ar e n o orphans , n o lonel y people , amon g th e 
dafyomi crowd . Booming applause filled the arena . 

If Simon Schwa b played th e rol e of community rabbi , Ely a Sve i 
took th e par t o f rosh  yeshiva.  H e opene d hi s Yiddis h addres s b y 
asking, wh o wa s really responsibl e fo r tonight' s celebration ? As he 
saw it, the true progenitor of Torah in America was his teacher, th e 
late Rabbi Aaron Kotler , a  pioneer an d visionary who had seen th e 
possibilities fo r Jewish stud y i n thi s alie n land . Wha t Rabb i Kotle r 
taught us—Sve i shoute d s o loudl y tha t hi s word s ofte n becam e 
distorted ove r th e loudspeakers—wa s tha t whil e daf  yomi  wa s a 
fine thing, i t was not enough . The message was clear. Layme n wh o 
satisfied themselve s wit h littl e mor e tha n a  brus h wit h Talmu d 
were no t trul y doin g what th e Jew wa s calle d upo n t o do by God. 
Only thos e who followe d Rabb i Kotle r an d th e res t o f th e yeshiva 
into a  dedicate d lif e o f Jewish stud y wer e full y livin g u p t o thei r 
obligations as Jews. 

Svei spoke fo r to o long or perhaps hi s message was no t on e tha t 
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this hall, filled with laymen, happy with their dafyomi experience , 
wanted t o hear . Restless , offerin g misplace d applaus e o r shoutin g 
"amen" a t th e end of every sentence, th e audienc e bega n t o signa l 
that h e shoul d end . Sve i subtl y shifte d hi s messag e t o on e tha t 
everyone could accept. The Torah had been given to this generation 
in flames,  bu t th e survivors of the Holocaust—by no w al l those i n 
the hall could see themselves either as real or symbolic survivors— 
had create d th e possibilit y tha t exil e coul d b e a n hono r fo r God . 
They had done that b y their activities on behalf of Torah. This was 
their consolation . 

Those who tried t o make sense of the suffering i n the Holocaus t 
so ofte n asked , wha t o f th e silenc e o f heave n durin g th e horrors ? 
Svei confronted th e question implicitly with the best answer a man 
whose entir e lif e i s on e o f Tora h stud y coul d give . Th e courag e 
of thos e wh o steadfastl y reviewe d Tora h unde r th e mos t advers e 
conditions, riskin g tortur e an d death , wa s indee d repai d b y God . 
God had no t bee n silent . "Whe n a  person prays," Svei informed hi s 
audience, "h e talk s t o God , bu t when h e reviews Torah, Go d talk s 
to him." 

As i f o n cue , th e focu s shifte d t o a  black-hatte d singin g group , 
the Friend s o f Regesh , wh o bega n t o chan t i n Hebre w i n four -
part harmony : 

Look down from the heavens and see, 
For we've suffered scorn and contempt from other nations, 
Thought to be like lambs to the slaughter, 
To be slain and destroyed, 
Assailed and shamed. 
And yet, despite all this, 
Your name we have not forgotten, 
Please, forget us not! 

The words , carefull y selecte d fro m th e immens e Jewish canon , 
delicately mingle d a  ple a fo r divin e attentio n an d it s consolation s 
for a  people with a  special relationship with God along with resent -
ments connected t o the memory of Jewish suffering. "Lik e lambs to 
the slaughter " wa s th e phras e ofte n use d t o refe r t o the victims of 
the Holocaust, especiall y the most religious among them. Sung to a 
plaintive tune in a  minor key, these lines from th e morning prayers 
resonated Scriptur e fro m Isaia h t o th e Psalms , an d reminde d thos e 
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present o f the losse s mourned thi s evening, endin g with th e cal l t o 
God t o loo k dow n upo n thos e peopl e wh o ha d remaine d faithfu l 
to Him. 

For those who could read between the lines, there was something 
else, perhaps , embedde d i n thi s song . No t onl y ha d othe r nation s 
looked upo n thes e Jew s wit h scor n an d derision . Had  no t othe r 
Jews als o looked dow n wit h contemp t o n thos e who had remaine d 
faithful whe n Go d turne d away ? Had no t man y o f the Zionis t pio -
neers, the warriors, accused the Orthodox Jews, who had so dispro-
portionately bee n casualtie s o f the Holocaust , o f having acte d to o 
much lik e "lamb s t o th e slaughter" ? Thes e Jews , wh o wer e lik e 
goyim, woul d no w have to pay attention . Those here would not be 
forgotten. Th e last verse was repeated again and again . 

Several hour s ha d passe d an d th e crow d wa s gettin g fidgety. A 
number o f the day-schoo l student s i n th e uppe r decks , brough t b y 
their Talmu d teacher s t o witnes s th e evening' s celebration , ha d 
already begun to leave. They were unmoved by the long speeches in 
a Yiddis h fe w o f the m understoo d an d tha t fewe r chos e t o follo w 
over thei r headphones . Fo r them , th e se a o f blac k an d whit e wa s 
largely foreig n waters . Th e proceeding s wer e alread y fa r to o lon g 
for those who had com e directly fro m a  ful l da y a t schoo l an d ha d 
missed supper. This, they discovered, was not really their party . 

But for Oshe r Greenfeld o f Vizhnitz , th e party wa s not yet over . 
With al l th e passio n h e coul d muster , h e picke d u p o n th e song s 
sung by the Friends of Regesh and assure d everyone that the y coul d 
not imagin e wha t a n impressio n thi s evenin g an d al l tha t ha d le d 
up to it made in Heaven. I t remained for Aharon Dunner of London 
to fire up the congregation agai n fo r a  final  expression o f solidarity 
and faith . H e tol d storie s o f th e rabbi s tha t repeate d th e messag e 
that th e only way t o keep the faith wa s with constancy . Eac h da y 
and eac h pag e ha d it s appointe d hour . "Yo u thin k you wil l catc h 
up wha t yo u hav e missed? " he asked , an d answere d i n hi s Britis h 
Yinglish, "You will never catch i t up." 

It was time to begin the penultimate par t of the evening's forma l 
play: th e openin g o f th e first  volum e o f th e Talmud , th e tractat e 
dealing with th e proper hour for reciting the Shema, th e testamen t 
of fait h th e Je w mus t repea t mornin g an d night . Ely a Fisher , a 
Gerrer hasid and head of its kollel, woul d perform th e task, bu t first 
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he reminde d hi s listener s ho w th e stud y o f thes e text s protecte d 
them fro m th e corrosiv e influence s o f America . I t wa s a  messag e 
characteristic o f Ger , whic h ha d alway s emphasize d scholarshi p 
and concern about the offensive temptation s of lust that surrounde d 
all those who made their way into the world outside the four cubit s 
of Jewis h life . "W e her e i n America, " Fishe r warned , "hav e t o 
protect and insulate ourselves from the corruption and sensuality of 
the world. " Ho w coul d on e b e s o protecte d i f no t b y th e ac t o f 
Talmudic review ? The perso n i n th e subwa y wh o protect s himsel f 
from th e assaul t agains t hi s eyes  b y lookin g int o hi s volum e o f 
Talmud, th e constan t student s o f Talmu d wh o kee p themselve s 
from becomin g otherwise engaged—all were bringing about a  "spir-
itual sunrise. " An d wit h a  ne w da y dawnin g o n Jewry cam e th e 
opening words of the Talmud, whos e first Mishn a recalle d tha t th e 
evening Shema must be said before the twinkling of the dawn. 

The Songs 

Since the Bluzhover Rebbe's responsive readings, the assembled ha d 
remained passive . Announcemen t wa s mad e repeatedl y tha t th e 
evening woul d conclud e wit h "on e unite d minya n fo r ma'ariv," 
the evenin g prayers . Leadin g int o thos e prayer s wa s th e recita l 
of Kaddish , repeate d "fo r th e si x millio n kedoshim  (sanctified). " 
Everyone stood . Then , i n mournfu l tones , Canto r Dovi d Werdyge r 
sang El Mole Rachamim,  th e traditiona l paea n fo r th e soul s of th e 
departed. Finally , Hesh y Grunberger, a  Holocaust survivor, steppe d 
to the microphone and led the crowd in the repeated singing of Ani 
ma'amin, " I believe, " th e cred o o f fait h i n th e Messiah' s coming . 
The tun e wa s on e tha t ha d com e t o b e associate d wit h th e Si x 
Million; survivors had reported having heard the melody and words 
sung softl y i n th e barrack s a t night . I t wa s th e faithfu l believers ' 
anthem of their survival in the death camps. 

At first  fe w voice s joined Grunberger's . Bu t a s h e repeate d th e 
song three , five,  seve n times , th e numbe r o f voice s grew . B y th e 
end, nearl y everyon e seeme d t o b e singin g an d a  unite d mas s o f 
humanity swaye d wit h th e slo w beat . Lon g afte r peopl e woul d 
forget th e speeches, they would recal l the spine-chilling experienc e 
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of the repeated singin g of this testament o f faith i n a  final redemp -
tion. As one participant put it , "Tha t was definitely th e highlight. " 

The blessin g o f ma'ariv  wa s a  cod a t o th e song , a  long , hushe d 
sigh endin g wit h th e silenc e o f th e Amidah  prayer , a s a  fores t o f 
thousands swaye d an d bowe d silentl y towar d Jerusalem . The n i t 
was over. 

The Aftermath  and  Conclusion 

The thousands who had stayed until the end of the prayers streamed 
toward th e exits , pressing into one another . Bein g swept u p in thi s 
mass of humanity mad e the experienc e o f being one with al l thos e 
present vivid and palpable. Man y found i t hard t o depart, an d the y 
lingered in groups on the street, touching and being touched. Other s 
climbed ont o th e mor e tha n on e hundre d buse s ringing th e arena . 
Dozens o f polic e o n foo t an d horsebac k controlle d traffic , whil e 
passersby o n th e bus y stree t watche d i n wonder . Fo r th e contra -
acculturative Orthodo x Jew s onc e though t t o b e a  disappearin g 
breed in America, the stares were sweet, for they reflected a  realiza-
tion by the world that "w e are here and there are many of us." 

The dafyomi  an d it s celebration ha d transforme d Talmu d stud y 
from a n activit y with a n inherent meaning that flows from scholar -
ship itsel f an d fro m meditatio n o n th e tex t int o a n ac t whos e 
primary importanc e wa s symbolic . Wha t wa s specificall y bein g 
studied wa s no t i n itsel f importan t eithe r thi s evenin g o r a t an y 
other poin t i n thi s page-a-da y program . Conten t wa s secondary t o 
the symboli c fac t tha t somethin g wa s bein g studie d an d tha t th e 
entire Talmu d ha d bee n reviewe d nonstop . Substanc e becam e 
symbol. 

If the dafyomi wa s the symbol of successful contra-acculturatio n 
and th e triump h o f religio n i n th e profan e palace , on e victory di d 
not necessarily mean th e culture war was won. No image capture d 
this better tha n somethin g tha t caugh t my eye as, walking away , I 
took on e las t loo k bac k a t th e Garden . There , ove r th e entrance , 
was a  larg e electroni c marque e announcin g th e night' s event . I n 
flashing light s were the words , WELCOM E TO THE 9TH SIYUM HA-SHAS 
OF THE DAF YOMI. This was the glory of the Kin g of Kings. On top of 
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the sign were bigger, brighter lights that would remain lit no matter 
who took over the Garden for the night. They spelled out BUD, KIN G 
OF BEERS. 

Who was the real king in America? Which culture would win the 
war here: dafyomi o r Bud? Had the celebrants who took time out 
for a  pag e o f Talmu d an d thei r Kin g triumphe d b y takin g ove r 
Madison Square Garden, or, in the end, would those who took time 
out for a Bud, the king of beers, swallow the former, turning tonight 
into just one mor e ethnic even t o n the calendar of New Yor k ex-
travaganzas? Th e traditionalis t Orthodo x Jews believe d the y an d 
their King would ultimately win in the place where Bud was king. 
Only time would tell which king would have the final glory in this 
contest of cultures. 
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Americanism an d Judaism i n th e 
Thought o f Mordeca i M . Kapla n 

Mel Scul t 

Mordecai Kapla n wa s th e quintessentia l ideologu e fo r th e secon d 
generation o f America n Jews. 1 Hi s appeal , a s wel l a s hi s signifi -
cance, were tied to his audience among the children of immigrants, 
especially in New York City, who spoke English and were beginning 
to feel a t home in America. 2 

Pressures o n second-generatio n Jew s t o integrat e int o America n 
culture were intense , eve n thoug h integratio n wa s hindered b y th e 
increased antisemitis m o f th e Depressio n era . (T o b e sure , Ameri -
can antisemitism was less virulent than the European strain.) Tota l 
assimilation wa s a  complex cours e tha t onl y a  few followed . Mos t 
Jews remained poise d between tw o cultures. The resulting tension , 
a subjec t o f countles s movies , novels , an d shor t stories , becam e a 
primary concern of Jewish leaders. 

As a rabbi, Kaplan was confronted b y Jews who did not find their 
religion compelling . Thei r values , hopes , an d eve n thei r sens e o f 
identity derived mainly from th e domain of the secular. Children of 
immigrants foun d Ol d World Judaism obscur e an d oppressive . Lik e 
other ethni c an d religiou s groups , Jew s embrace d th e value s o f 
pluralism an d toleration . The openness of American society consti -
tuted a  threa t t o Jewish identity . Th e individua l Jew, i n searc h o f 
life's meaning , wa s free t o mov e i n almos t an y direction , an d thi s 
freedom ofte n le d t o a  fragmentation an d attenuatio n tha t endan -
gered th e Jewis h communa l cohesion . Som e Jews questione d th e 
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need fo r a  Jewish communit y altogethe r i n a  societ y wher e eco -
nomic and social opportunities were so great. Many of the function s 
of the traditional Jewish community had been appropriated b y gov-
ernment, makin g i t difficul t t o perceive what significan t function s 
were left t o the Jewish community . 

Kaplan's empath y wit h Jew s o f th e secon d generatio n flowed 
from persona l experience . Havin g arrive d i n 188 9 a t th e ag e o f 
eight, h e wa s educate d i n th e publi c school s an d yeshiva s o f th e 
Lower East Side and cam e into hi s maturity just befor e Worl d War 
I. B y th e 1920s , whe n mos t o f th e secon d generatio n o f Jewis h 
immigrants ha d reache d thei r adulthood , h e ha d worke d ou t hi s 
philosophy within the framework o f their special needs. 

Primarily concerne d wit h Jewis h survival , Kapla n cam e t o be -
lieve that a  thorough rethinkin g o f Judaism was necessary. He was 
deeply critical of both liberal and fundamentalist Jewis h views. On 
the one hand, th e Orthodox were rigid and intolerant; they revered 
the ceremonia l mor e highl y tha n th e ethica l an d frequentl y wer e 
"ruthless and unscrupulous" in their business dealings. On the other 
hand, Refor m Jew s seeme d t o disassociat e themselve s fro m thre e 
thousand years of Jewish nationhoo d i n order to turn Judaism int o 
an abstrac t religiou s philosophy . "Philosoph y fail s a s a  bon d o f 
unity becaus e of its static character ; .  .  .  that whic h influences th e 
conduct of people is not this or that philosophy, but the civilizatio n 
into which one is born, the complex of relationships and the sum of 
habits and ideals resulting from those relationships into which one's 
lot is cast when he comes into the world." 3 

Kaplan conclude d tha t ne w institution s wer e neede d t o insur e 
Jewish surviva l i n America . Thi s convictio n first  appeare d i n hi s 
writing while he was involved i n establishing the Jewish Cente r i n 
New Yor k Cit y betwee n 191 5 an d 1918 . H e wa s trouble d b y th e 
"thinness" o f contemporar y religiosity . Judais m ha d traditionall y 
been bound up with the life of the community as a whole but, since 
the Emancipation, th e Jewish religion had become for many Jews a 
"sometime" thing . Kapla n believe d tha t th e onl y wa y Judais m 
would surviv e wa s fo r th e Jews t o shar e muc h mor e tha n prayer . 
Community preceded religion and, indeed, gave rise to it; a thriving 
community inevitably craves religious articulation to give form an d 
context to its joys and its sorrows. 
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Insistence tha t Judaism was a  civilization rathe r tha n a  religio n 
carried wit h i t certai n implications . T o state fro m th e pulpi t tha t 
"we have n o beliefs tha t ar e fixed,  n o dogmas which ma y becom e 
the center of a new 'Orthodoxy' " mean t t o accept the implication s 
of Nietzsche' s assertio n tha t Go d i s dead . I f Judaism wa s a  livin g 
civilization, the n i t wa s constantl y changing ; n o singl e belie f o r 
dogma could be static. Especially in modern times, Kaplan held , 

We have learned t o regard no truth a s finished and final. Whatever 
the teaching be and whomever its authority, i t can never be above 
further researc h an d inquiry . Suc h a n attitud e towar d trut h i s en-
tirely unthinkable with regard to any teaching which is believed to 
come directly from God.4 

Kaplan was convinced that the values of Jewish civilization were 
perfectly compatibl e wit h thos e o f America n civilization . H e wa s 
the spokesperson fo r those who wanted t o be Jewish an d America n 
at the same time. There was a strong traditional element within th e 
parameters of his Americanism, just as there was a strong American 
element within hi s Jewish ideology . 

Of al l th e majo r ideologist s o f th e twentiet h century , Mordeca i 
Kaplan i s perhaps the most devoted t o America a s the embodimen t 
of democratic principles . These principles not only entai l a  trust i n 
the democrati c process , th e rul e o f la w an d th e idea l o f equality , 
but als o assum e th e valu e o f religion (t o be sure, religio n a s sepa-
rated fro m th e state ) i n it s ethica l dimension . Kaplan' s American -
ism wa s s o stron g tha t a t time s h e wa s read y t o shif t hi s mai n 
attention awa y fro m th e Jew s t o America n culture . I n th e 1920 s 
he confronte d th e realizatio n tha t i t wa s American , no t Jewis h 
civilization int o whic h mos t Jew s wer e bor n an d i n whic h the y 
lived. A t time s h e despaire d tha t Judaism a s a  civilization ha d n o 
real future i n America. Short of emigrating to Palestine—a possibil -
ity h e rejected—th e onl y optio n seeme d t o b e a  shif t o f contex t 
toward th e creatio n o f a  "religio n o f America n civilization. " I n 
light o f th e slo w progres s a t th e Societ y fo r th e Advancemen t o f 
Judaism, th e synagogue that he founded i n 1922 , he speculated tha t 
he wa s askin g too muc h o f it s members an d tha t perhap s the onl y 
way effectively t o influence th e behavior o f his congregants was t o 
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"utilize contemporar y America n need s t o develo p suc h spiritua l 
values a s migh t enabl e u s t o mee t thos e need s i n a  rationa l an d 
humane way." This change of direction would require transformin g 
the SA J int o "th e Societ y fo r th e Advancemen t o f th e Religio n 
of America. " Jews wer e abandonin g Judaism an d eve n thos e wh o 
continued t o suppor t Jewis h institution s di d s o i n a  perfunctor y 
way. "The more I  work, the less hope I  have of seeing Judaism tak e 
root in this country." He would continu e to adhere to Jewish prac-
tice in his own life but would cease to advocate the Jewish religio n 
as the primary carrier of ethical and spiritual ideals. 

In thes e statements , Kapla n wa s essentiall y advocatin g a  civi l 
religion fo r th e Unite d States . America n cultur e woul d becom e 
the primar y transmitte r o f religious values . Ethica l teaching s tha t 
appeared originall y i n th e Jewish contex t woul d b e transferre d t o 
general American culture . The American people would become the 
new people of God. "After all, " he wrote in his journal, "God wants 
to choos e Americ a a s th e instrumen t o f hi s wil l n o les s tha n h e 
wanted Israe l of old to act a s an instrument o f this kind." Americ a 
could becom e th e ne w Israel . "Woul d t o Go d tha t I  were grante d 
the opportunit y t o serv e th e America n peopl e b y demonstratin g 
even i n a  small wa y tha t i t ca n becom e chosen o f God a s Israel of 
old was chosen, an d even on a  more comprehensive and significan t 
scale."5 

The Americanism evidence d her e survived Kaplan' s periodi c de-
pressions an d wa s discernibl e throughou t hi s life . Hi s boo k The 
Faith of America, a n attempt to create a liturgy for the "Religion of 
American Civilization, " containe d readings , songs , an d prayers , 
mainly fro m non-Jewis h sources , fo r America n holiday s includin g 
Thanksgiving, Labo r Day , Unite d Nation s Day , an d Electio n Day . 
At the beginning of each section was a prayer, presumabl y writte n 
by the editors, emphasizing America a s a religious ideal. For exam-
ple, th e tex t fo r Ne w Year' s Da y open s wit h th e exhortation , " O 
God, we hav e assemble d her e a t th e beginning of the ne w year, t o 
rededicate ou r live s t o th e sacre d ideal s o f America . .  .  .  Disillu -
sioned wit h ourselve s an d wit h ou r failur e t o ris e to th e heigh t o f 
our nationa l ideal s i n th e servic e o f humanity , w e entrea t The e 
to hel p u s fulfil l th e promis e o f America." 6 I t wa s America , it s 
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government, an d its people who were the elect and the embodimen t 
of the divine plan. 

Kaplan's willingness t o embrac e non-Jew s a s the transmitter s o f 
religious ideals extended further . I n an unpublished Bibl e commen-
tary, h e discussed the Israelit e authors ' propensity to reify qualitie s 
of the realitie s they described . (H e himself advocate d a  return t o a 
theological focu s on qualities rather tha n objects , a  mode of think -
ing no w calle d predicat e theology. ) H e preferred , fo r example , t o 
discuss tha t whic h i s divine i n th e world , rathe r tha n concentrat e 
our thinking on God as an entity in and of itself. In certain passages 
of hi s commentar y Kapla n adopte d thi s notio n o f speakin g wit h 
adjectives rathe r tha n noun s t o Israe l an d th e Torah . "Divine  is , 
therefore, whateve r possesses the quality of furthering man' s perfec-
tion o r salvation . Torah-like  i s whateve r possesse s th e qualit y o f 
rendering th e Jewis h peopl e awar e o f it s functio n t o furthe r th e 
process o f man' s perfectio n o r salvation . Israel-like  i s th e peopl e 
that identifies with that process." Kaplan's universalism meant tha t 
the mean s t o attai n salvatio n ma y b e foun d almos t anywhere . I n 
fact, Kaplan' s interpretatio n o f Israe l dissolves the covenant : "Th e 
teaching tha t Israe l i s God's chosen people should mea n tha t God' s 
chosen people is any people  [m y emphasis] that i s consciously dedi-
cated t o th e purpos e o f furtherin g th e perfectio n o r salvatio n o f 
man."7 

Kaplan's lifelon g Zionis m complemente d an d sometime s contra -
dicted th e universalist notion s expressed above . Indeed , plague d by 
unconfessed doubt s tha t th e Zionis t enterpris e woul d eve r bea r 
fruit, h e occasionall y associate d lif e i n Palestin e wit h th e "preva -
lence o f Orthodo x Jew s o r hideboun d Zionists, " wherea s lif e i n 
America wa s associate d wit h freedo m an d democracy . Sometime s 
he fel t tha t t o migrat e t o Palestin e woul d b e "t o di e i n a  losin g 
battle with the worst obscurantism in the world." Kaplan's ambiva-
lence abou t Palestin e eve n surface d i n connectio n wit h hi s chil -
dren. He brought up his daughter Judith to be a "Lover of Zion," but 
when h e found he r enthusiasm runnin g to o deep, he became upset . 
Wanting he r t o "thin k o f herself " first,  i n a  momen t o f pani c h e 
began feedin g he r anti-Zionis t propaganda . " I though t tha t th e ar -
guments agains t Zionis m woul d shak e he r fait h i n Palestine, " h e 
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confided t o his journal. "Instead , she seemed as ardent in her faith 
as before. " H e console d himsel f tha t "o f course , i t i s to o soo n t o 
judge." His Zionist vision sometimes weakened, bu t his dedication 
to Americanism never wavered.8 

In Kaplan's integration of American and Jewish identity, especiall y 
in his views on democracy and cultural pluralism, he reminds us of 
his well-known contemporary , Horac e Kallen . Also , Kallen' s biog-
raphy resembles Kaplan's. 

The son of a rabbi, Kallen was born in 188 2 in a town in Silesia, 
a par t o f German y no w foun d i n Poland . Whil e Kalle n wa s stil l 
young, hi s family settle d i n Boston, wher e he was educated in the 
public school s an d eventuall y receive d a  doctorate i n philosoph y 
from Harvard . Alienate d fro m hi s father , h e di d not si t shiva  no r 
recite th e kaddish,  despit e a  deathbe d reconciliation . I t wa s no t 
only from his father that Kallen was alienated but also from Juda-
ism. He did, however, return to the fold in a secular sense: "[Kallen] 
did no t retur n t o hi s fathe r o r hi s father' s religion , bu t t o th e 
Jewish heritag e o f culture , thought , an d values , t o th e feelin g o f 
membership i n th e Jewis h people , t o a  livel y sensitivit y t o th e 
Jewish being and the Jewish experience."9 

Kallen is remembered primarily for his doctrine of cultural plu-
ralism. He believed that the Jew would not be free until he was free 
as a Jew an d that democracy did not mean sameness but the "union 
of th e different. " Th e metapho r h e advance d wa s no t tha t o f th e 
melting po t bu t of the orchestra , wher e each instrument (tha t is , 
each ethni c group ) retain s it s identit y whil e contributin g t o th e 
harmony of the whole. I f people were truly free, the resulting diver-
sity woul d enric h everyone . Fo r Kallen, Judaism was a  living cul -
ture tha t constantl y changed . Zionis m wa s a  logical extensio n o f 
the righ t o f th e Jews t o a  separate grou p life: h e did no t thin k o f 
Zion as an answer to persecution but as an opportunity to revive the 
Hebraic Spirit ( a notion that directly influenced Louis D. Brandeis). 

Kallen an d Kapla n wer e schoole d i n th e sam e pragmati c tradi -
tion, bot h drawin g heavil y fro m Willia m James an d Josiah Royc e 
and late r finding their idea s confirme d b y John Dewey . Bot h saw 
the ideal s o f Jefferson an d th e America n Enlightenmen t a s thei r 
own. Kalle n an d Kaplan believed i n th e freedom o f individuals to 
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live i n a  societ y tha t fostere d diversit y an d pluralism . Ye t thei r 
conclusions diverge d significantly . Kapla n was a  rabbi, a  religious 
man wh o sough t throughou t hi s lif e t o relat e hi s ideolog y t o hi s 
theological commitment s an d was concerned with th e theologica l 
implications o f hi s ideologica l categories . Kaplan' s religiou s con -
sciousness led him in directions absent from Kallen's worldview. An 
impulse towar d universalism , althoug h strong , wa s kep t i n chec k 
by Kaplan's passionate particularity. 

Not only was Kaplan's Jewish consciousness intense but the tra-
ditional componen t o f hi s mentality , s o powerfu l whe n h e wa s 
young, neve r left him. H e lived at home until he was twenty-eigh t 
and studied Talmu d regularl y wit h hi s father, wit h who m h e was 
very close . Israe l Kapla n wa s describe d b y hi s contemporarie s a s 
having a  brillian t min d an d considerabl e eruditio n i n traditiona l 
sources. The elder Kaplan had received rabbinical ordination from 
important rabbis of his day, including Rabbi Isaac Elhanan Specktor 
and Rabbi Naphtali Zvi Judah Berlin (called Ha-netziv) . 

The relationship o f Kaplan' s traditionalis m t o hi s Americanis m 
is evident in his ideas about democracy and the proper construction 
of th e Jewish communit y i n America . Kapla n first articulated hi s 
philosophy o f democracy in a n article published in 191 6 on Jewish 
education that stated that democracy did not call for the amalgam-
ation o f al l group s int o a  singl e genera l culture . H e rejecte d th e 
notion o f a  "melting pot " as "social tyranny " and self-segregatio n 
as a "menace to peace and progress," opting for a middle road that 
he calle d "partia l segregation. " The aim s an d function o f groups , 
especially religious ones, were analogous to those of families. "The 
main clai m tha t a  religious communit y ca n pu t fort h i s tha t i t i s 
serving th e same kin d of purpose in th e body politic a s the famil y 
group though on a larger scale."10 Such groups foster individual self-
fulfillment, teac h decency, an d maintain necessary social controls. 
Group life i s essential t o a  democratic societ y becaus e subculture s 
become th e bearer s of societal an d democratic values: the individ-
ual has a right to pursue his own happiness, which entails a right to 
organize to pursue a common goal. 

The right of any group to separate existence would be meaning-
less were that group not granted the right to perpetuate itself , an d 
this perpetuation take s place throug h education . Th e Jews should 
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use their educational agencie s and institutions to foster Jewish con-
sciousness. Kaplan hoped that the Jew would become "so integrated 
with th e Hous e o f Israe l tha t h e conceive s fo r i t a  loyalt y whic h 
gives meaning to his life and value to his personality." Such loyalty 
should not be construed as conflicting with the loyalty of the Jew to 
the large r society . Jewish consciousnes s would no t endure , Kapla n 
believed, unles s "b y mean s o f it , ou r childre n wil l mak e bette r 
citizens of the state , unless it will fit  them spiritually fo r the larger 
world in which they must live, [and] unless it will give them worth 
and character." The goal of Jewish education was to foster "adjust -
ment to environment an d not to abstract principles." It must create 
"in the child a  sense of warm intimac y wit h th e Jewish people .  .  . 
and a  sense of exaltation i n thos e experience s o f his people whic h 
have constituted fo r the human race the very footprints of God." u 

Traditional societie s exer t powerfu l pressure s o n individua l 
members because the sense of collective wil l i s so clear. Th e tradi -
tional Jewish communit y survive d precisel y becaus e i t was abl e t o 
enforce suc h a  collectiv e wil l o n eac h individua l Jew . Bu t tradi -
tional Judaism evinced a strong commitment to authoritarian struc-
tures. Neithe r th e Jewis h communit y no r it s ideolog y ha d eve r 
been democratic . Th e intellectua l an d economi c elite s tha t ra n 
the Jewish communitie s in pre-Emancipation Europ e used coercio n 
wherever they coul d an d certainly neve r submitted thei r rulings t o 
a plebiscite. 

Kaplan's proposal s fo r th e creatio n o f democratic , organi c com -
munities i n th e Unite d State s reflec t a n admiratio n fo r th e clarit y 
and disciplin e inheren t i n th e traditiona l Jewis h community . A n 
apostle of liberty an d freedom , Kapla n lamented th e passing of the 
institutions tha t clearl y expresse d th e collectiv e will . A t time s h e 
stood quite far from th e democratic individualism that some ascribe 
to him—al l th e mor e unexpected , considerin g hi s ow n nee d fo r 
freedom an d his belief in pluralism. He saw in the weakening of the 
collective wil l a  seriou s threat : "Throughou t th e centuries , wher -
ever the Jews were scattered, the y live d i n communitie s tha t wer e 
able to a  large exten t t o enforc e thei r wil l upo n th e individual . I f 
Judaism i s o n th e wan e i t i s becaus e ther e i s n o possibilit y o f 
resorting to the collective mind or the collective will, thus showing 
that the Jewish people are disintegrating." 12 

11
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Kaplan admire d th e cohesiveness of the Catholic Church , whic h 
enabled i t t o withstan d th e disintegratin g force s o f secularizatio n 
in th e moder n period . Indeed , h e sometime s fel t tha t th e Churc h 
could serv e a s a  mode l fo r th e Jewish community : "Th e Catholic s 
have, o f course , a n incomparabl y stronge r bon d o f unit y whic h i s 
re-enforced b y al l th e prestige , authorit y an d skil l i n organizatio n 
and educatio n characteristi c o f th e Churc h o f Rome. " Tha t thi s 
unity was in large part a  result of the Church's authoritarian struc -
ture di d no t see m t o dete r him . "[Catholics ] stil l operat e wit h a 
powerfully cohesiv e force , a  force whos e decline i n Jewish lif e ha s 
created th e presen t proble m o f Judaism."13 H e realized , o f course , 
that th e mos t effectiv e expressio n o f the collective wil l amon g th e 
Jews wa s th e instrumen t o f excommunication . Whil e h e di d no t 
advocate it s reintroduction , h e implore d Jew s t o imitat e certai n 
other features of the Church: "The Catholic Church is the outstand-
ing visible church, possessin g visible and tangible manifestations o f 
its internationa l solidarity ; .  .  .  becaus e visibilit y an d tangibilit y 
are essential to keep any group spirit alive , we Jews should strive to 
achieve a  communit y statu s whic h i s analogou s t o tha t o f th e 
Catholic Church." 14 

Kaplan foun d a  mode l fo r th e kin d o f communit y h e believe d 
viable i n Americ a i n th e Ne w Yor k Kehillah—wit h som e ver y 
significant modifications . Establishe d i n 190 9 under th e leadershi p 
of Judah Magnes , the Kehillah was an experiment in combining th e 
cohesiveness o f th e traditiona l Jewis h communit y wit h a  demo -
cratic structure . Kapla n wa s on e o f a  handfu l wh o continue d t o 
sing the praises of this unique adventure long after it s demise. 

In a  sense , Kaplan' s pla n wa s a n attemp t t o circumven t Ameri -
can voluntarism , a  novum i n Jewish history . I n the pre-Emancipa -
tion pas t mos t Jew s ha d n o choic e abou t bein g Jewish , bu t no w 
they ha d a  multitude o f options. Subcultura l grouping s in Americ a 
were associationa l i n structur e an d ther e wa s "littl e externa l o r 
internal compulsio n t o joi n o r affiliat e wit h th e Jewis h commu -
nity." Kapla n propose d reintroducin g element s o f th e traditiona l 
European Jewish communal structure into the American landscape , 
while creating a  substantially new kind of structure appropriate fo r 
the ne w context. 15 The Jewish communit y i n Americ a wa s fatall y 
flawed, h e asserted , becaus e i t was based on organizations, primar -
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ily synagogues , tha t wer e no t compulsory . I n bad economi c times , 
when th e individual ha d to reduce hi s or her budget, suppor t of th e 
Jewish communa l organization s wa s sacrifice d first.  I f th e Jew s 
were t o remai n a  distinct peopl e i n America , a  significant measur e 
of "involuntarism" must be introduced. I n Judaism as  a Civilization 
he stated tha t 

a person is a member of a nation not by choice, but by virtue of the 
pressure of the cultural group into which he is born. That pressure is 
exerted i n th e firs t instanc e throug h th e family . I f nationhood ha s 
played a  useful par t in the evolution of the race, it has been due, in 
no smal l degree , t o thi s involuntaris m whic h characterize s it . If , 
then, Jewish nationhood is to function i n the Diaspora, it s principal 
manifestation must be this very element of involuntarism character-
istic of national life. 16 

Kaplan propose d a  communa l structur e i n whic h th e overal l 
councils o r federations o r Kehillo t woul d b e more tha n mer e fund -
raising organizations . The y would b e quasigovernmental structure s 
controlling al l othe r organizations . A  Jew coul d no t belon g t o an y 
Jewish organizatio n unles s h e o r sh e wa s first a  membe r o f th e 
federated community . A  constitutio n woul d establis h wh o coul d 
belong t o th e Jewish communit y o r Kehilla h an d wha t th e obliga -
tions of each member would be . 

These might include .  . .  agreement to many within the faith, o r to 
proselytize th e non-Jewish partner to a  marriage, agreemen t to pro-
vide for such Jewish instruction a s the community may deem neces-
sary, willingness to pay such communal taxe s for Jewish purposes as 
the communit y ma y require . I n turn , th e membe r may the n clai m 
such privileges a s permission t o worship in an y of the community' s 
synagogues, religious education for his children, religious services in 
celebration of Brith Milah, Bar Mitzvah, marriage , burial in a Jewish 
cemetery and with Jewish rites . Al l these services would have to be 
denied to non-members.17 

There were thos e who believe d tha t th e Kehilla h experimen t faile d 
because i t went to o far in attemptin g t o impose itsel f on the Jewish 
community a s a  whole ; Kapla n believe d tha t th e Kehilla h di d no t 
go fa r enoug h an d wante d t o can y th e mode l muc h further . Th e 
Kehillah woul d pas s "laws " tha t woul d gover n th e qualification s 
for rabbis , cantors , teachers , an d socia l workers , an d tha t "woul d 
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authorize courts for adjusting violations of its rules and arbitrating 
conflicts for which no law exists." 

Nevertheless, h e remaine d a  genuin e pluralist . Hi s communa l 
structure woul d includ e ever y kin d o f Jewish organization , bot h 
religious and secular, a s well a s all Jewish denominations from the 
most sectaria n Orthodo x t o th e mos t libera l Reform . Jewis h la w 
would be reintroduced in the sensitive area of ritual, but congrega-
tions o f whatever strip e woul d se t thei r ow n rule s for their mem-
bers. I n the case of the Orthodox, th e traditional canon s would be 
in force ; eac h libera l grou p woul d hav e t o devis e it s ow n law s 
concerning its mix of old and new rituals. 

Thus, Kapla n desired the reinstitutio n o f Jewish la w within th e 
context of a democratic polity. Hi s ideology would take the Jewish 
community bac k t o th e Europea n mode l o f th e earl y nineteent h 
century and , i n som e regards , t o a  pre-Emancipation model . Th e 
Emancipation had seemed to mean that Jewish law was dethroned 
in the Diaspora. Although the term "Jewish law" continues to be in 
wide us e today , i t i s only i n Israe l tha t halakhah  ha s the force o f 
law. I n America , a s i n othe r contemporar y democrati c societies , 
religious organization s mus t b e voluntary . Ye t Kaplan' s ide a tha t 
the Jew s themselve s constitut e a  specia l polit y wa s no t i n itsel f 
illegal i n America . I t wa s no t undemocratic , either , becaus e a t 
every poin t th e rule s governin g th e Jewis h communit y wer e t o 
emerge from a majority vote of the representative bodies recognized 
by the community . No t onl y would Jewish law be reintroduced i n 
the cente r o f Jewish lif e bu t als o Jewish court s an d sanction s t o 
enforce their decisions. Kaplan , the most famous Jewish excommu-
nicant o f twentieth-centur y America , seeme d o n th e verg e o f ac -
cepting that the new Kehillah expel people who did not conform to 
its basic requirements. 

Kaplan's bizarre scheme appears to be a throwback to a structure 
of Jewish life that had all but disappeared since the Emancipation. 
It sacrificed a  considerable degree of freedom t o gain a remnant of 
the order of former times and to strengthen the collective consensus 
of the Jewish people. Kaplan proposed reinstating the sovereignty of 
the communit y a s a  significan t forc e i n Jewis h lif e i n orde r t o 
counterbalance th e sovereignty o f the "autonomou s individual." 18 

He was ready to accep t giving greater power to the communit y a t 
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the expens e o f limitin g individualis m a s th e pric e o f Jewish sur -
vival. For Kaplan, community was more basic than freedom . 

A fe w example s fro m Kaplan' s lif e a t th e Societ y fo r th e Ad -
vancement o f Judais m illustrat e hi s effort s t o restor e orde r an d 
authority to Jewish life in America. I n the early years of the SAJ he 
wanted t o creat e a  synagogu e boar d o f arbitration . I n traditiona l 
Jewish communities , th e rabbinica l court , o r bet  din,  deal t wit h 
conflicts involvin g marriage s an d divorce s an d othe r matter s o f 
personal status ; i t wa s also used a s a kind o f small-claims cour t i n 
arbitrating disputes . I n 192 5 Kaplan recommende d tha t a  boar d of 
arbitration o f seven members be established a t the SAJ to arbitrat e 
disputes betwee n partie s tha t consente d t o accep t it s authority . 
(According to the laws of the state of New York, any dispute could 
be submitted t o arbitratio n wit h th e writte n decisio n bein g "bind -
ing an d irrevocable " unde r th e law. ) Whe n Kapla n presente d th e 
proposal t o reconstruc t a  quintessentiall y Orthodo x institutio n 
within a  non-Orthodox context , h e described i t a s "a concret e em-
bodiment of the ethical concerns of the Society." Unfortunately w e 
have no records of how this experiment functioned no r the disputes 
it considered . 

Another exampl e o f Kaplan' s effor t t o make the Jewish commu -
nity mor e effective wa s hi s call, i n th e 1960 s and '70s , for a  world -
wide constitutiona l conventio n i n orde r t o resurrec t th e collectiv e 
Jewish will . Although hi s proposals regarding community structur e 
were no t adopte d b y th e Reconstructionis t movement , the y repre -
sent a n essentia l aspec t o f hi s worldview. H e longed fo r th e unit y 
that ha d characterize d a n earlie r perio d an d wa s unwillin g t o ac -
cept th e anarch y h e sa w a s th e rulin g principl e o f th e America n 
Jewish community . 

Kaplan's attraction t o the traditional functions o f religion is also 
reflected i n hi s theor y o f ethics , broadl y paralle l t o hi s theorie s 
about community . Th e formatio n o f virtuou s characte r ha s ofte n 
been considered one of the primary purposes of religion. Many con-
temporary liberal s have cease d t o regar d religio n a s only a  syste m 
of discipline an d have viewed i t as a means to self-realization, self -
discovery, an d persona l liberation . Kapla n believe d tha t religio n 
should help the individual function a t the highest level of his capa-
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bilities; i n addition , however , fait h shoul d creat e goo d characte r 
and foster self-control . 

Shifts towar d a  religio n o f self-expressio n o r self-realizatio n oc -
curred i n Americ a durin g th e 1920 s and agai n i n th e 1960s , periods 
characterized b y a  polarizatio n betwee n moralit y an d freedom . 
Such a  polarizatio n i s simplistic . Howeve r muc h on e value s free -
dom, th e nee d fo r self-restrain t an d th e suppressio n o f destructiv e 
behavior i s undeniable. 19 I n hi s discussio n o f ethica l problem s 
Kaplan treate d th e traditiona l functio n o f religio n a s characte r 
builder in the context o f the concept of the sovereignty of God. For 
Kaplan, acceptanc e o f thi s sovereignt y mean t acknowledgin g tha t 
personal needs and wants were not ultimate; will is subordinated t o 
a law higher than th e law of self-gratification. Fo r Kaplan, atheis m 
was the "conscious belief tha t lif e an d what i t brings to us are ours 
to d o wit h a s w e please. " Kapla n spok e t o th e inne r conflic t be-
tween th e urg e to be free an d t o do a s one pleases an d the need t o 
live effectivel y i n society . Believin g tha t th e individua l ca n forg e 
ahead t o higher levels of self-realization withou t renouncing socia l 
responsibility, Kapla n spurne d th e notio n tha t th e "indulgenc e o f 
the natural impulses is the only means to the realization an d devel-
opment o f th e individual. " Ther e wer e thos e wh o clai m tha t al l 
conventions stifle natura l instinct s toward goodness and creativity , 
but "thi s vie w identifie s al l moralit y wit h artificia l convention s 
which, b y hinderin g th e satisfaction s o f the appetites , preven t th e 
realization of one's true personality. " 

If the traditiona l theolog y tha t serve d a s the basi s of virtue an d 
character is discarded, what i s put in its place to support self-denia l 
and restraint? Kaplan urged the reinstatement o f religion a s builder 
of character. A  compensatory religious element should stand along -
side the ethic of self-realization tha t had become a defining elemen t 
of th e libera l heritage . Disciplin e an d self-realization , seemingl y 
contradictory, would harmoniously complement each other . 

In the past , fait h supplie d a  sufficient basi s for "altruism , gener -
osity, an d holiness. " What wil l be the contemporary libera l substi -
tute fo r suc h a  faith ? Peopl e ar e move d t o self-denia l an d self -
regulation throug h communit y pressure . I n traditiona l societies , 
where the collective wil l was clear and united , suc h pressure func -
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tioned effectively . I n a democratic society, directin g the collectiv e 
mind away from the exaltation of self-gratification towar d enlight-
ened self-denia l become s problematic . Ar e ther e mechanism s o f 
community pressure compatible with a liberal sensibility? Can ethi-
cal pressure allow people significant autonomy and independence? 

Kaplan confronted thi s difficulty i n various guises, especially i n 
the rabbi's relationship to the congregation. He acknowledged that 
rabbis lacked worldl y expertise . Th e rabbi was a  layman with re-
spect t o al l businesse s an d occupation s excep t thos e o f th e syna -
gogue. How can the rabbi legitimately advocate a particular behav-
ior in th e publi c workplace ? The first step was for the democrati c 
rabbi t o becom e a n impresari o rathe r tha n a n oracle . Th e rabb i 
should brin g congregant s togethe r i n smal l group s organize d ac -
cording to professions in order to draw up a list of ethical principles 
and practices to which they would adhere in their own lives. Then 
all synagogu e member s would assembl e t o explore ways in whic h 
they coul d pressur e thei r fellow s t o confor m t o thes e codes . Th e 
various groups would meet periodically to discuss their progress and 
problems. Traditional Jews have had little difficulty elaboratin g the 
rules by which people ought to live; these modern ethical codes are 
another example of Kaplan's desire to reintroduce aspects of Jewish 
law in a nontraditional setting. 

In common with young educated American Jews of the early twen-
tieth century, Mordeca i Kapla n believed in America and was opti-
mistic abou t it s future . H e accepted th e America n pragmati c an d 
functional idiom , a n approac h wel l suite d t o th e America n land -
scape o f change , growth , an d never-endin g opportunity . H e em -
braced an ethics of progress and was concerned mainl y with wha t 
would work, rather than with self-contained, theoretica l philosoph-
ical systems. He wanted a realistic religion and a God related to the 
actual experienc e o f a  twentieth-century person . He wanted Juda-
ism to embrace freedom but was ready to introduce law and regula-
tion i n orde r t o strengthe n Jewish tenacit y an d stamina . Kapla n 
believed that the community could survive only if people accepte d 
that thei r religion demande d actio n fro m them . Th e adven t o f a n 
open society di d not obviate the need for the individual t o submit 
to the commandment , th e mitzvah.  However , fo r Kaplan mitzvah 
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was not t o descend from on high. I t would be created through th e 
democratic processes of a modern society. 
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The America n Missio n o f 
Abraham Joshua Hesche l 

Edward K . Kapla n 

Because of his combination o f intellectual substanc e an d charisma , 
Abraham Joshua Hesche l (1907-1972 ) becam e a revered and notori-
ous public figure in the United States during the tumultuous 1960s. 1 

In 196 6 Newsweek wrote of him, "T o recover the prophetic message 
of ancient Judaism, Hesche l has built up a rich, contemporary Jew-
ish theolog y tha t ma y wel l b e the mos t significan t achievemen t o f 
modern Jewish thought, " confirming Reinhol d Niebuhr' s predictio n 
fifteen year s earlie r tha t "h e wil l becom e a  commandin g an d au -
thoritative voic e no t onl y i n th e Jewis h communit y bu t i n th e 
religious life of America." 2 

Heschel's uniqu e presenc e i n th e Unite d State s i s a  resul t o f hi s 
having personally integrated th e spiritual an d intellectual treasure s 
of three capitals of prewar Jewish Europe: Warsaw (hi s birthplace), 
Vilna ("th e Jerusalem o f Lithuania, " wher e h e received a  diplom a 
from the Yiddish-language Real-Gymnasium), an d Berlin (wher e he 
attended a  liberal rabbinic school and a  secular university). Reared 
in a  devout community , Hesche l was a child prodigy who mastere d 
the immens e bod y o f basi c Jewis h texts ; hi s yikhus,  hi s distin -
guished Hasidi c ancestry , i s vaguely know n an d stil l incompletel y 
studied.3 His astounding memory of the Bible, Talmud, an d Kabbal -
istic texts dates from hi s childhood i n Warsaw. Then he went on t o 
earn a doctorate in philosophy from the University of Berlin in 1933. 

Heschel cam e t o Americ a i n 194 0 havin g alread y bridge d th e 
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traditional an d moder n world s and havin g lived through th e Euro-
pean cultura l crisi s following th e Firs t Worl d War . H e knew first-
hand the Nazi rise to power but did not place in the Shoah a  source 
of Jewish energy , a s seem s t o hav e happene d t o man y America n 
Jews afte r th e war . Heschel' s theolog y represent s a  challenging al -
ternative t o Judaism redefine d b y th e Holocaus t an d th e Stat e o f 
Israel. (I t implie s tha t surviva l doe s not requir e Jews seeing them -
selves, eve n triumphally , a s victims.) 4 Hesche l recognize d tha t 
American Jewry , despit e it s struggl e wit h recen t historica l facts , 
could no t deriv e endurin g value s an d identit y fro m th e vicariou s 
experience of events essentially foreign to its daily reality. Heschel's 
Judaism insiste d upo n th e rea l presence of God and Torah , a s well 
as that of the Jewish people.5 

Heschel's majo r Englis h work s ar e addresse d t o observan t an d 
secular reader s alik e because he lived withi n th e tension s betwee n 
religious confidence an d a harsh moral imperative. With his charac-
teristic mixture o f philosophical polemi c an d lus h poetic prose , h e 
interpreted a t onc e universa l religiou s experienc e an d particula r 
Jewish tradition . Man  Is  Not  Alone  (1951 ) an d Go d in  Search  of 
Man (1955)  led him t o be viewed as "a zaddik (o r holy man) o f the 
1950s." The Prophets  (1962 ) an d The  Insecurity  of  Freedom  (1966 ) 
established th e theologica l source s of Heschel a s a "prophe t o f th e 
1960s." A Passion  for Truth  (1973) , published soo n afte r hi s death , 
with a n autobiographica l preface , outline s a  radica l an d realisti c 
post-Holocaust faith . 

Heschel acquire d hi s moder n scholarl y an d philosophica l creden -
tials at the Hochschule fur die Wissenschaft de s Judentums in Berlin 
and th e Friedric h Wilhel m (no w Humboldt ) University . O n Janu-
ary 30, 1933, Hitler became chancellor of Germany. On February n , 
1933, Heschel successfully complete d the oral defense of his doctoral 
dissertation o n propheti c consciousness , jus t week s befor e Jew s 
were expelled from th e German academic system.6 On February 27, 
the Reichsta g buildin g wa s se t o n fire  in th e cours e o f a n electio n 
campaign tha t wa s to enable the Nazis to seize total power in July 
of that year. That same year Heschel published his first and perhaps 
most intimat e book , a  collectio n o f Yiddis h poems , Der  Shem 
Ham'Forash—Mentsh (Mankind—God' s Ineffabl e Name) , express -
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ing the intense compassio n o f a  pious Jew who , despit e hi s moder -
nity, live s i n intimac y wit h th e biblica l God . Th e poe m "Ik h u n 
Du" ( I an d Thou ) proclaim s a n eve n mor e intimat e reciprocit y o f 
human an d divin e tha n th e dialogica l relatio n alread y celebrate d 
by Martin Buber : "My nerves' tendrils are intertwined with yours."7 

It ha s been observed tha t th e systemati c exclusio n o f Jews fro m 
Germany's bountifu l cultura l lif e afte r 193 3 stimulate d Germa n 
Jewish creativity. Many assimilated Jews returned to the synagogue 
and enrolle d i n adul t educatio n course s i n Judaism. 8 Publishin g 
houses owned b y Jews, forbidde n t o prin t "Aryan " authors , issue d 
an impressiv e ne w lis t o f book s i n Judaica . Wit h a  Ph.D . an d a 
liberal rabbinica l degre e (h e wa s ordaine d a t th e Hochschul e i n 
July 1934) , Heschel began to present his point of view to the general 
public in print and as a teacher . 

In 193 5 Heschel becam e a  reade r fo r th e Eric h Reis s Verla g i n 
Berlin and editor of its series on Jewish thought and history (Juden-
turn in Geschichte  und  Gegenwart) . Reis s published Heschel' s biog-
raphy o f Maimonide s i n 193 5 an d hi s biographica l essa y o n Do n 
Isaac Abravane l i n 1937. 9 Hesche l complemente d thes e inspira -
tional biographie s o f Jewis h thinker s an d activist s i n exil e wit h 
eight essay s o n Tannai m (fo r example , o n Yochana n be n Zakkai , 
Rabbi Gamlie l II , Rabb i Akiba , an d Rabb i Jehuda Hannassi ) pub -
lished i n th e Berli n Jewis h communit y newspaper , Judisches  Ge-
meindeblatt, i n 1936 , signe d "Dr . Abraha m Heschel." 10 H e gav e 
lectures a t th e Berli n Lehrhau s and , i n Marc h 1937 , Martin Bube r 
called hi m t o Frankfurt-am-Mai n t o succee d hi m a s codirecto r o f 
the Centra l Organizatio n fo r Jewis h Educatio n an d th e Judische s 
Lehrhaus; i t wa s ther e tha t th e young Frit z Rothschil d first  hear d 
Heschel lectur e o n th e Bibl e to a  skeptica l grou p of youth leaders . 
After thei r eventua l emigratio n t o the Unite d States , th e tw o me n 
formed a  lifelong professional tie. 11 

Heschel wa s expelle d fro m German y o n Octobe r 28 , 1938 , with 
about eightee n thousan d othe r Jews holding Polish passports. Afte r 
a short stay a t th e borde r town o f Zbaszyn he returned t o Warsaw. 
He lived with his mother and two of his sisters on Dzika Stree t and , 
from Novembe r 193 8 to June 1939 , taught a t th e Warsa w Institut e 
for Jewish Studies . I n th e sprin g o f 193 9 he receive d a n invitatio n 
from Presiden t Julian Morgenster n t o teac h a t Hebre w Unio n Col -
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lege.12 Awaiting approva l o f a  nonquota vis a t o the Unite d States , 
Heschel left Warsaw for London, writing to Dr. Morgenstern on July 
28, " I woul d lik e very muc h t o stud y th e Englis h languag e an d t o 
continue th e wor k o n a  philosophica l boo k o n th e praye r [sic] . 
Two chapter s therefro m wil l b e published befor e lon g i n th e boo k 
published in honour of Prof. Balaban .  .  .  and the Monatsschrift fur 
die Geschichte und  Wissenschaft  desjudentums." 

"Das Gebet al s Aeusserung und Einfulung" (Praye r as Expression 
and Empathy ) appeare d i n th e famou s swan-son g issu e of the Mo-
natsschrift, volum e 8 2 (1939) . Thi s elegan t essay , withou t foot -
notes, too k it s plac e amon g th e mor e conventionall y academi c 
monographs by leading German-speaking Jewish scholarly luminar -
ies. A  Hebre w essay , "A l mahu t ha-tefillah " (O n th e Essenc e o f 
Prayer), originally written for the Meir Balaban Jubilee Volume  (t o 
be publishe d i n Warsa w i n 1939 , bu t confiscate d an d destroye d 
by th e Nazis) , di d no t appea r unti l Februar y 194 1 in Bitzaron,  a 
Hebrew monthly. 13 

On March 21 , 1940, Heschel arrive d in New York appalled b y an 
intimate havoc . H e remaine d acutel y awar e tha t hi s famil y an d 
entire culture were being annihilated. Muc h later, in a 1965 lecture 
at the Union Theological Seminary of New York, he defined himsel f 
as a survivor: 

I am a brand plucked from the fire, in which my people was burned 
to death. I  am a brand plucked from th e fire of an altar to Satan on 
which million s of human live s were exterminated t o evil' s greater 
glory. [On this altar] so much else was consumed: the divine image of 
so many human beings, many people's faith in the God of justice and 
compassion, an d muc h o f th e secre t an d powe r o f attachmen t t o 
the Bibl e bred an d cherishe d i n th e heart s o f men fo r nearl y tw o 
thousand years.14 

At th e Hebre w Unio n Colleg e i n Cincinnat i Hesche l wa s per -
ceived a s a modern bu t religiousl y observan t schola r committed t o 
spiritual issues . I t was there tha t h e refined hi s American mission : 
"how t o shar e th e certaint y o f Israe l tha t th e Bibl e contains tha t 
which Go d want s u s t o kno w an d harke n to ; ho w t o attai n a 
collective sens e fo r th e presenc e o f Go d i n th e biblica l words." 15 

Heschel's perception of God's reality and his response to human evi l 
remained consisten t wit h tha t o f hi s years i n Berlin . Gratefu l fo r 
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their havin g rescue d him , Hesche l judged America n Jews a s bein g 
in th e throe s o f a  secon d Holocaust—wha t h e calle d "spiritua l 
absenteeism." H e woul d attemp t t o transplan t hi s stil l vibran t 
faith. 

Heschel's American caree r ca n b e divided int o three phases : (1 ) 
from 194 0 to 195 0 he dealt with philosophica l an d theologica l foun -
dations; (2 ) from 195 1 to 196 2 he elaborated a  critique of contempo-
rary Jewish philosophy and practice; and (3 ) from 196 2 to his death 
in 197 2 h e becam e a  propheti c activist. 16 Rathe r tha n summariz e 
Heschel's religious philosophy or analyze his main books , I  want t o 
explore how Heschel' s Jewish sou l too k root i n America . Heschel' s 
various writing s an d appearance s becam e lik e th e divin e tre e o f 
Kabbalistic legend : it s root s i n heaven , it s branche s an d leave s 
on earth . 

Heschel di d no t find  enoug h America n Jews struggling wit h th e 
reality o f God nor responding to divine imperatives . Afte r th e war , 
American Jews were relativel y saf e fro m antisemitism , gainin g so-
cial an d politica l power , movin g t o th e suburbs , buildin g syna -
gogues and schools , yet handicappe d b y reductionistic conception s 
of God and of the Jewish tradition. Fo r Heschel it was essential tha t 
the living God must not be cut down to mere symbols, nor halakhah 
(Jewish law ) t o "custom s an d ceremonies. " Accordingly , h e chal -
lenged the institutional version s of Judaism with biblica l standard s 
of truth, holiness , and justice. 

During hi s first fifteen  year s in thi s country (1940-1955) , Heschel' s 
publications focuse d o n praye r an d faith . H e sought , literally , t o 
save our soul (th e Jewish neshamah)  fro m oblivion. 17 I n Germany , 
he had alread y writte n o n th e spiritua l crisi s of the twentiet h cen -
tury and continued to see Nazism as but another, albei t an unspeak-
able, outbreak o f a prolonged cultural emergency . I n the HUC Bul-
letin o f March 194 3 he published a n Englis h version o f a  speech h e 
had delivere d t o a  Quake r grou p i n Frankfurt , Germany , i n 1938 . 
"The Meaning of This War" opened, "Emblazone d ove r the gates of 
the worl d i n whic h w e liv e i s th e escutcheo n o f th e demons . Th e 
mark o f Cai n i n th e fac e o f ma n ha s com e t o overshado w th e 
likeness of God." 18 Hesche l blame d secula r civilization—"us, " no t 
"them," includin g Americans—fo r distorte d value s an d a  feeble , 
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ineffective respons e t o events : "Th e outbrea k o f wa r wa s n o sur -
prise. I t cam e a s a  lon g expecte d seque l t o a  spiritua l disaster." 19 

Nazism was but an extreme perversion of the callousness of modern 
civilization: 

We did not sink into the pi t i n 1939 , or even in 1933 . We had de-
scended into it generations ago, and the snakes have sent their venom 
into the bloodstream of humanity, gradually paralyzing us, numbing 
nerve after nerve, dulling our minds, darkening our vision. . .. I n our 
every-day life we worshiped force, despised compassion, and obeyed 
no law but our unappeasable appetite . The vision of the sacred has 
all but died in the soul of man.20 

Heschel trie d unsuccessfull y durin g th e wa r t o hel p Europea n 
victims, and it became clear that his main impact would be through 
his writings. 21 Heschel' s first  article s writte n i n (impeccable ) En -
glish appeared between 194 2 and 1944 : "An Analysis of Piety," "The 
Holy Dimension, " an d "Faith." 22 Fo r a n articl e o n "Prayer, " pub -
lished i n 194s , th e autho r signe d hi s nam e a s "Abraha m Joshu a 
Heschel, Associat e Professo r o f Jewish Philosophy , Hebre w Unio n 
College"; b y signin g hi s ful l name , th e America n academi c ha d 
discreetly reappropriate d hi s Hasidic ancestry. 23 Soon afte r movin g 
from Hebre w Unio n Colleg e t o Jewis h Theologica l Seminar y i n 
1945, h e publishe d "Th e Mystica l Elemen t i n Judaism." 24 Thes e 
foundational article s anticipate Heschel's American program. 25 

Heschel's manner of marketing his ideas, even then, was quintes-
sential^ American . H e understood tha t hi s credibility would bene-
fit from recognitio n b y professional s outsid e a s well a s within th e 
Jewish community , s o h e publishe d article s i n Englis h wit h th e 
prestigious journals o f Columbi a Universit y an d th e Universit y o f 
Chicago an d i n Mordeca i Kaplan' s Reconstructionist,  whic h the n 
reached a  large , diverse readership. 26 Moreover, Heschel' s consum -
mate literary style was, by necessity, addresse d particularly t o out-
siders a s well a s insiders . Heschel' s goa l wa s t o unveil , an d mak e 
poetically concrete, life's fundamental holiness . He understood tha t 
American reader s could no t recogniz e hi s constant allusion s (most 
of them withou t direc t citation o f sources) t o traditional text s an d 
that thei r cultural experience was not very open to divine reality. 

The destructio n o f Europea n Jewr y mad e especiall y urgen t 
Heschel's commitment t o transplant th e Kabbalistic tree of heaven 
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in the New World . In a translation of a speech given in Yiddish to 
the YIV O annua l conferenc e i n Ne w Yor k i n Januar y 1945 , h e 
insisted that 

romantic portraiture o f Hasidism, nostalgia , an d piety, ar e merely 
ephemeral; they disappear with the first generation. We are in need 
of Jews whose life is a garden, not a hothouse. Only a living Judaism 
can survive. Books are no more than seeds; we must be both the soil 
and the atmosphere in which they grow.27 

His first American work of spiritual rescue, published in 1950 , is an 
expansion o f thi s speech i n Englis h title d The  Earth Is the  Lord's: 
The Inner World of the Jew in  East Europe. Illustrated with exqui-
site woodcuts by Ilya Schor, also a Jewish refugee from Poland, this 
book is more than a n idealization o f Heschel's heritage an d a  kad-
dish to a civilization lost; it challenges Jews to a prophetic task: 

We are God's stake in human history. .  . .  There is a  war to wage 
against the vulgar, against the glorification of the absurd, a war that 
is incessant, universal . Loya l to the presence of the ultimate in the 
common, we may be able to make it clear that man is more than 
man, that in doing the finite he may perceive the infinite.28 

Heschel's reputatio n a s th e spiritua l voic e o f America n Jewr y 
was established by 1951 , when tw o more books appeared: The Sab-
bath an d Man Is Not Alone. 29 I t was a t thi s time tha t th e autho r 
was lauded in the New York  Herald Tribune  by America's leading 
Protestant theologia n an d socia l activist , Reinhol d Niebuhr , a s a 
definitive authority on Judaism and religion. 

The polyphonic styl e of Man Is Not Alone,  a s well a s of God In 
Search of Man (1955 ) an d The Prophets (1962), combines poetically 
evocative metaphor, assonance , an d rhythm with a  sometimes sur-
gically incisiv e theologica l an d philosophica l polemic s t o conve y 
the authenti c religiou s experience . H e expecte d hi s words , ad -
dressed to religious and secular readers alike, t o open minds to the 
divine presence.30 

Having decide d tha t American s mus t a t first participate i n hi s 
spiritual reality vicariously, Hesche l had no choice but to exploit a 
rhetorical strateg y to stimulate readers ' intuitions. H e evokes inef-
fable experience beyond the limits of language so as to thrust read-
ers beyon d concept s t o God' s initiative . Readin g hi m become s a 
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religious odyssey. His writing can at times become a virtuoso perfor -
mance, verba l acrobatics . A t it s best , however , Heschel' s artistr y 
sensitizes us to holiness—in th e prayerbook, i n the Bible, and espe-
cially i n everyda y living . Hi s style supplies both for m an d conten t 
for readers who do not have the advantage of the author' s biblical , 
rabbinic, Kabbalistic , philosophical , literar y background. Fo r those 
who shar e Heschel' s dail y liturgica l observanc e an d training , hi s 
poetic rendition s infus e thei r act s wit h ne w kavvanah,  sacre d 
intention.31 

In 1953 , i n a  wee k o f intra-Jewis h shuttl e diplomacy , Hesche l 
delivered tw o addresse s withi n fou r day s t o th e (Conservative ) 
Rabbinical Assembl y o f Americ a meetin g i n Atlanti c Cit y an d t o 
the (Reform ) Centra l Conference o f American Rabbis at Estes Park, 
Colorado. H e warned hi s Conservativ e colleague s abou t th e spiri -
tual emptines s o f thei r well-ordere d services ; h e urge d th e Refor m 
rabbis no t t o abando n halakhah . Bot h audience s expresse d a  mix -
ture of outrage, embarrassment, an d veneration . 

Heschel's messag e t o th e Rabbinica l Assembly , "Th e Spiri t o f 
Jewish Prayer," began with a critique of current synagogue practice. 
"Has the synagogue become a graveyard where prayer is buried?" he 
asked. "We have developed the habit of praying by  proxy."12 Rabbi s 
must fac e honestl y th e frailty o f their religiou s faith: " I have bee n 
in the United States of America for thirteen years. I have not discov-
ered Americ a bu t I  hav e discovere d somethin g i n America . I t i s 
possible to be a rabbi and not believe in the God of Abraham, Isaa c 
and Jacob."33 

Heschel then pinpointed a  crisis in theology. He criticized (som e 
would sa y caricatured ) fou r contemporar y approache s t o religio n 
that subvert true prayer: (1 ) the agnosticism that claimed "that th e 
only way to revitalize the synagogue is to minimize the importanc e 
of prayer an d t o conver t th e synagogu e int o a  center" ; (2 ) a  reli -
gious behavioris m whos e "suprem e articl e o f fait h i s respect  for 
tradition"; (3 ) th e vie w tha t praye r wa s a  socia l act , "buil t o n a 
theology whic h regard s Go d a s a  symbo l o f socia l action , a s a n 
epitome o f the ideal s of the group"; 34 and (4 ) a  religious solipsism 
that "maintain s tha t th e individua l sel f o f th e worshippe r i s th e 
whole sphere of prayer life. The assumption [is] that God is an idea, 
a process, a source, a  fountain, a  spring, a  power." 
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The affirmativ e par t o f hi s addres s provide d a  demandin g stan -
dard. I t began with a  citation fro m a n earlie r work: "I t i s precisely 
the functio n o f praye r t o shif t th e cente r o f livin g fro m self-con -
sciousness to self-surrender." 35 Peopl e should striv e t o view realit y 
from God's perspective, a  way of thinking that the Hebrew prophets 
both evok e an d exemplify . Th e book s h e subsequentl y publishe d 
seek t o effec t a  religiou s Copernica n revolution ; the y compris e a 
vast apologetic s mean t t o recente r ou r consciousnes s fro m th e sel f 
to God.36 

At the same time, Heschel' s theology was fully awar e of modern 
anguish. I n respons e t o th e vie w tha t Judais m bestow s a  tranqui l 
"peace o f mind " an d tha t religio n make s u s fee l a t hom e i n th e 
universe, he insisted that "we could not but experience anxiety an d 
spiritual homelessnes s in the sight of so much suffering an d evil , i n 
countless example s o f failur e t o liv e u p t o th e wil l o f God . Tha t 
experience gaine d i n intensit y b y th e soul-stirrin g awarenes s tha t 
God Himsel f wa s no t a t hom e i n th e universe , wher e Hi s wil l i s 
defied, wher e Hi s kingshi p i s denied." 37 Religiou s observanc e ca n 
provide th e element s o f a  remedy : "T o pray, then , mean s t o brin g 
God back into the world. .  .  .  God is transcendent, bu t our worshi p 
makes Him immanent. " 

Heschel seems to have considered th e 1930 s and 1950 s as spiritu-
ally equivalent . Moder n skepticis m ha d undermine d th e abilit y t o 
recall God's self-revelation a t Sinai : "If [conviction in the reality of 
God] is lacking, if the presence of God is a myth, then prayer to God 
is a delusion. I f God is unable to listen t o us , then we are insane in 
talking to Him."38 (Heschel , of course, holds to the objective realit y 
of the biblica l God ; to many o f us , however , i f taken seriously , hi s 
shocking statement migh t temp t on e t o relinquish an y pretens e t o 
religious, as opposed to ethnic or political, identity. ) 

HescheFs admonitio n t o Refor m rabbi s two days later , "Towar d 
an Understandin g o f Halacha," als o confronts th e implici t agnosti -
cism or atheis m o f America n Judaism.39 Afte r expressin g hi s grati -
tude to Julian Morgenstern , wh o made Heschel' s emigration t o th e 
United State s possible , h e reassured hi s Reform colleagues : "I , too , 
have wrestled wit h th e difficulties inheren t i n our faith a s Jews."40 

Heschel described his own life as paradigmatic of the journey of the 
modern Jew . Scio n o f generation s o f rabbis , th e youn g ma n ha d 
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arrived i n Berli n in th e fal l o f 192 7 to study a t th e University ; on e 
day he "walks alone through the magnificent street s of Berlin" and 
suddenly notice s tha t th e sun ha s gon e down. H e had forgotte n t o 
pray! "I had forgotten God— I had forgotten Sinai— I had forgotte n 
that sunse t i s my business—that m y task is to 'restore the world t o 
the kingship of the Lord. ' "41 The East European hasid, nourished i n 
the hothous e o f German intellectualism , uproote d onc e agai n an d 
transplanted t o America , remind s America n rabbi s o f thei r tru e 
origin: "Ther e i s somethin g whic h i s fa r greate r tha n m y wil l t o 
believe. Namely, God's will that I  believe."42 

Rejecting th e secularism tha t define d Jewish observance a s "cus-
toms an d ceremonies, " Hesche l insiste d o n God' s realit y an d th e 
divine origi n o f the mitzvot.  H e challenged hi s Reform colleague s 
"to take a leap of action rathe r than a leap of thought." Th e current 
crisis of belie f result s from a  fals e premise , namely , tha t th e min d 
must first  kno w Go d befor e servin g God . Th e opposit e i s true : "I n 
carrying ou t th e wor d o f th e Tora h [ a Jew ] i s ushere d int o th e 
presence of spiritual meaning . Through the ecstasy of deeds [a Jew] 
learns t o b e certai n o f th e presenc e o f God. " Hesche l concluded , 
"For many years rabbis have in speeches delivered at conventions of 
the Centra l Conferenc e o f America n Rabbi s voice d thei r sens e o f 
shock an d grie f a t th e state o f religious chaos prevalent i n moder n 
congregations an d hav e urged  th e member s o f thi s Conferenc e t o 
return t o Jewish observance . Ma y i t b e a  return t o a  halakhic wa y 
of life, no t to customs and ceremonies." 43 

In 1953 , thirteen years afte r hi s arrival on our shores, Heschel cele-
brated his bar mitzvah a s a New American by denouncing vicarious 
Judaism. Fait h i n a  real God was an imperativ e an d must b e lived. 
Heschel demande d o f hi s reader s tha t the y emulat e th e Go d o f 
pathos, th e biblica l Go d wh o care s passionately abou t th e qualit y 
of huma n life . Go d i s th e sourc e o f Jewish energy—no t bi g syna -
gogues, communit y centers , money , o r deepl y fel t responsibilit y 
toward Israel . I n Man  Is  Not  Alone  Hesche l ha d name d th e 
standard: 

GOD. Not an emotion, a stir within us, but a power, a marvel beyond 
us, tearing the world apart. The word that means more than universe, 
more than eternity, holy , holy, holy; we cannot comprehend it. We 
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only know it means infinitely mor e than we are able to echo. Stag-
gered, embarrassed, we stammer and say: He, who is more than al l 
there is , who speaks through th e ineffable , whos e question i s more 
than our minds can answer; He to whom our life can be the spelling 
of an answer.44 

A full-scal e intellectua l an d cultura l biograph y woul d trac e i n 
detail what Hesche l meant b y "the spelling of an answer/ ' yet i t i s 
possible t o draw inference s fro m hi s works . Hi s study o f th e Bible , 
The Prophets,  define d th e source of his public activism, th e "theol -
ogy o f pathos " sketche d i n hi s 193 3 Berli n dissertatio n an d th e 
Yiddish poetr y tha t expresse d hi s hypersensitivit y t o evil. 45 "Th e 
prophet i s a ma n wh o feel s fiercely.  Go d has thrus t a  burden upo n 
his soul , an d h e i s bowe d an d stunne d b y man' s fierce  greed . .  .  . 
[The prophet makes] much ado about paltry things, lavishing exces-
sive language upon trifling subjects." 46 

At the height of the Cold War, a t the threshold of John Kennedy' s 
Camelot an d Lyndo n Johnson's "Grea t Society, " Hesche l becam e a 
prophetic figure, which, depending on the politics of his colleagues, 
either enhance d o r compromise d hi s reputation. 47 Hesche l first 
reached mass acclaim a t the i96 0 White House Conference on Chil-
dren and Youth , an d th e next year a t th e White House Conferenc e 
on Aging. In 1963 , he presented the opening address at the Nationa l 
Conference o n Religion and Race in Chicago, which began , "At th e 
first conferenc e o n religio n an d race , th e mai n participant s wer e 
Pharaoh an d Moses . .  .  .  The outcome o f that summi t meetin g ha s 
not ye t com e t o a n end . Pharao h i s no t read y t o capitulate . Th e 
exodus began , bu t i s fa r fro m havin g bee n completed." 48 A t th e 
Chicago conference Hesche l met the Reverend Marti n Luthe r King, 
Jr., beginning their close association in civil rights matters.49 

Heschel applied to all social and political dilemmas what I  call a 
"sacred humanism " tha t demande d reverenc e fo r th e individua l a s 
literally a n imag e o f God. 50 Thi s theolog y o f mankin d wa s a  re -
sponse t o th e livin g Go d o f concern , an d h e support s i t wit h cita -
tions from th e Bible, the Talmud, an d other rabbinic and Kabbalis -
tic sources . Th e prophets ' sympatheti c identificatio n wit h th e 
divine patho s mos t dramaticall y define d ou r social , political , an d 
religious standard. Fo r example, with regard to civil rights, "Racia l 
or religiou s bigotr y mus t b e recognize d fo r wha t i t is : satanism , 
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blasphemy."51 I n th e real m o f internationa l politic s (th e questio n 
was the war in Vietnam): "Oceans divide us, God's presence unite s 
us, and God is present wherever man i s afflicted, an d al l of human-
ity is embroiled in every agony wherever it may be."52 

In the 1960s , Heschel's increasing involvemen t i n interfaith dia -
logue an d cooperatio n mad e hi m a  veritabl e "apostl e t o th e gen -
tiles," in James Sanders's rather startling formulation.53 Two exam-
ples must suffice . Startin g in 1961 , as a consultant t o the America n 
Jewish Committee, Heschel established a  close working relationship 
with Cardina l Bea , who m Pop e John XXII I pu t i n charg e o f th e 
Declaration o n Non-Christia n Religion s a t th e Secon d Vatica n 
Council. Heschel' s conversation s i n Rome , includin g a  persona l 
interview wit h Pop e Pau l VI , contributed significantl y t o th e final 
version o f Nostra  Aetate. 54 Second , Heschel' s relation s wit h col -
leagues a t th e Protestan t Unio n Theologica l Seminar y culminate d 
in hi s appointment i n 196 5 as Harry Emerso n Fosdic k Visiting Pro-
fessor. B y the n Hesche l wa s perceive d a s a  Hebre w prophet—hi s 
activist friends  Willia m Sloan e Coffin , Jr. , an d Danie l Berriga n 
called him "Fathe r Abraham." Heschel' s unshakable defense o f th e 
autonomy of the Hebrew Bible, Judaism, Israel , the Jewish people— 
and th e Go d o f Israel—allowe d hi m bot h t o affir m th e spiritua l 
value of other traditions and to make demands on their integrity . 

Heschel's final  tw o books written i n English— Israel: Echo  of  Eter-
nity (1969 ) an d A  Passion  for  Truth  (1973)—bot h confron t th e 
disasters o f twentieth-centur y history . I n thei r ow n ways , thes e 
troubling an d incomplet e book s challeng e u s t o redefin e ou r rela -
tion t o th e Go d o f th e Bible . Heschel' s moder n theolog y face s th e 
inescapable discrepanc y betwee n religiou s ideal s an d th e fact s o f 
persistent barbarism . Heschel' s emphasi s o n huma n freedo m an d 
responsibility doe s no t contradic t hi s fait h i n a  carin g Go d wh o 
remains involved in a continuing human process of redemption. 

My view is that Heschel' s witness is valuable even for those who 
do no t shar e hi s vigorou s confidenc e i n God' s revelatio n a t Sinai , 
because hi s manner o f thinking keep s the relevan t question s alive . 
His "depth theology " strengthen s ou r driv e towar d fait h an d doe s 
not contradict a  commitment to harsh truth. Heschel's demand tha t 
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we live in a  manner compatibl e with God' s presence reinforces ou r 
resolve in the face of God's silence. 

Heschel's mos t explici t respons e t o th e nihilis m o f ou r ag e ap -
pears in Israel:  Echo of  Eternity. (It s publication, sponsore d b y th e 
Anti-Defamation Leagu e of B'nai B'rith , i s an attempt t o communi-
cate to key Christian leader s the preciousness of the Holy Land an d 
to hel p the m understan d Jewis h fear s o f annihilatio n durin g th e 
June 196 7 War.) Hesche l di d no t rationaliz e th e Naz i destructio n 
theologically b y interpretin g th e Jewis h stat e a s a n "atonement " 
either b y Go d o r b y th e Unite d Nations . Bu t th e existenc e o f th e 
State o f Israe l doe s confir m tha t th e Jewish peopl e ha s overcom e 
despair. Th e "rebirt h o f Israel " represent s a  partia l answe r t o th e 
question of faith afte r Auschwitz—bu t no t the definitive one . Faith 
is not static , like a  formulated creed , bu t a n unending challenge , a 
way o f thinking abou t unfinishe d redemption : "Ther e is no answe r 
to Auschwitz . . . . T o tr y t o provid e on e i s t o commi t a  suprem e 
blasphemy. On e ca n merel y sa y tha t Israe l enable s u s to bea r th e 
agony o f Auschwit z withou t radica l despair , t o sens e a  trac e o f 
God's radiance in the jungles of history." 55 

Heschel loyall y supporte d Israe l an d celebrate d th e reunio n i n 
1967 of new and old Jerusalem. Bu t he also thought critically abou t 
Israeli policies. In the late 1950s , he had warned against what migh t 
happen i f religiou s law , spiritua l authenticity , an d democrati c 
rights were to be confused: "I t would be a fatal distortio n to reduce 
Judaism t o individualism . . . . A t th e sam e time , i t woul d b e sui -
cidal to reduce Judaism to collectivism or nationalism. Jewish exis-
tence i s a  persona l situation." 56 Heschel' s ow n "passio n fo r truth " 
afflicted hi m wit h th e inabilit y t o accep t expedien t solution s o r 
pious rationales. 

Heschel pointed t o the prophets' "theology of pathos" as training 
us to view human event s from th e perspective of the Eternal. At the 
same time , h e insiste d tha t ultimat e meanin g remain s a  mystery , 
an unknown . Ther e i s no panacea. Hesche l did no t revea l hi s own 
irreducible conflic t unti l th e prefac e t o A  Vassion  for Truth,  deliv -
ered t o th e publishe r week s before hi s death. Tw o Hasidic extrem -
ists who guided hi s youth represente d hi s lifelong ethica l an d spiri -
tual tensions : 
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In a very strange way, I  found my soul a t home with the Baal Shem 
Tov but driven by the Kotzker . Was it good to live with one's heart 
torn between th e joy o f Mezbizh an d the anxiet y o f Kotzk? To live 
both i n aw e an d consternation , i n fervor an d horror, with m y con-
science o n merc y an d m y eye s o n Auschwitz , waverin g betwee n 
exaltation an d dismay? I  had no choice: my heart was in Mezbizh , 
my mind in Kotzk.57 

The Kotzke r rebb e reflect s Heschel' s agon y a t mora l decay , th e 
frailty o f conscience , th e trivializatio n o f religiou s an d ethica l de -
mands, i n contras t t o th e Baa l Shem' s uncritica l lov e fo r al l cre -
ation. The radical post-Holocaus t theolog y implici t in A Passion  for 
Truth accept s the challenge o f absolute contradiction: commitmen t 
to mora l integrit y an d fait h i n a  carin g Go d who , creatin g fre e 
human beings , allow s them the power to destroy themselves. 58 

We ca n gras p th e modernit y o f Hescher s apologetic s onl y i n it s 
dialectical relatio n t o mora l despair . Propheti c ethic s challenge s 
our callouse d conscience , jus t a s fait h challenge s ou r frai l confi -
dence i n th e Divine : "Dar k is the world t o me , fo r al l it s cities an d 
stars. I f not fo r m y fait h tha t Go d i n Hi s silence stil l listen s t o m y 
cry, who could stand such agony?" 59 

This i s no t a  reassurin g conclusion . Hesche l confront s th e ten -
sions tha t lacerat e moder n religion : th e secularizatio n o f reveale d 
Tradition, th e reductio n o f Go d t o symbols , th e shrinkin g o f pro -
phetic ethic s t o th e confine s o f institutiona l o r nationalisti c self -
interest. "Dept h theology " insist s tha t n o positio n take n b y th e 
mind is final.  Insight , h e reminded us , occurs within a n individual' s 
consciousness: but God meets the person equally in the heart and in 
the jungles of the world . 

Notes 

i. M y thanks to Samuel Dresner , Aharon Appelfeld, Jonathan Sarna, Ja-
cob Neusner , Frit z Rothschild , Arnol d Wolf , an d Byro n Sherwi n fo r 
conversations abou t issue s relatin g t o thi s paper . I  began thi s pape r 
before th e Unite d States started to bomb Iraq (Januar y 17 , 1991 ) an d 
before Ira q launche d missile s int o Israel . M y writin g an d revision s 
continued throughout the agonizing conflict. On e test of any theology 
must b e t o provid e a n authenti c an d relevan t mode l o f Judais m a t 
such times. 
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Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1982) ; Don Jizchak Abravanel  (Berlin : Reiss, 
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dawn or the doom" (ibid.); see ibid., 252-53. 
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Thought (Ne w York : Macmillan, 1985) , 103-19 . 

37. "Spiri t of Jewish Prayer," 163. 
38. Ibid. , 163 . 
39. "Towar d a n Understandin g o f Halacha, " CCAR  Yearbook  6 3 (1953) : 

386-409; revised slightl y a s "Continuit y I s the Way, " chap. 4  of Man's 
Quest for  God,  93-114 . 

40. "Towar d a n Understandin g o f Halacha, " 386 . The n follow s a  passag e 
about hi s studen t day s i n Berlin , whic h begins , " I cam e wit h grea t 
hunger t o th e Universit y o f Berli n t o study philosophy. " A n importan t 
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Modern Time s an d Jewish Assimilatio n 

Paul Ritterban d 

Sociologists o f the Jews hav e bee n classifie d a s accommodationist s 
or assimilationists—perhap s mor e simpl y an d explicitl y a s opti -
mists or pessimists . I  am amon g the assimilationists-pessimists , no t 
on ideologica l ground s but o n th e basi s of my reading of the socio-
demographic data . 

To be fair t o the optimists-accommodationists, w e should note a t 
the outset that no modern diaspora Jewish community has produced 
the quantity o f scholarship an d intellectua l produc t a s has Ameri -
can Jewry . W e nee d onl y contras t th e struggl e o f th e father s o f 
Judische Wissenschaft,  wh o sough t unsuccessfull y t o ente r th e 
mainstream o f German academi c life , wit h th e author s in this vol-
ume, wh o ar e almos t al l affiliate d wit h secula r universitie s an d 
enjoy th e unself-conscious , comfortabl e lif e o f American academe . 
Furthermore, ther e ar e mor e student s i n advance d yeshivot  i n 
America an d Israe l than ther e were a t the high point of the Lithua -
nian yeshivot durin g th e nineteent h century . One-thir d o f al l chil -
dren currentl y enrolle d i n Jewish school s i n th e Unite d State s ar e 
attending da y school s an d yeshivot.  O n a  secula r level , Jew s i n 
America ar e doing extraordinarily well . Of the four hundred riches t 
Americans annuall y liste d b y Forbes,  it i s estimated tha t approxi -
mately 25% are Jews, even though Jews constitute only 2.5% of the 
American population . 

Other examples abound. Fro m a barely tolerated minorit y whos e 
entrance t o high places was controlled b y a  numerus clausus,  Jew s 
have becom e majo r figures  i n America n academi c an d intellectua l 
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life. They are disproportionately employed in universities and, more 
significantly, th e more distinguished th e institution, th e higher th e 
proportion o f Jews . Jewis h professor s publis h mor e article s an d 
books, secure more grants; by every standard measur e o f success in 
academe, Jews have arrived. 1 Whil e for a  generation n o Jew served 
on the Unite d States Supreme Court (perhap s reflecting th e conser -
vative ben t o f the appointer s and th e libera l stance of most Ameri-
can Jews, includin g presumabl y Jewish jurists), tha t situatio n ha s 
now bee n corrected , an d th e Hous e o f Representative s an d Senat e 
have thre e time s a s many Jews proportionately a s their numbe r i n 
the populatio n woul d predict . Perhap s th e onl y significan t publi c 
arena i n whic h Jew s ar e underrepresente d i s sports , bu t tha t i s 
generally true of the urban, white middle class. 

If things are so good, why worry? First, the Jewish community of 
the Unite d State s i s becoming bimodal : th e distributio n o f Jewish 
behaviors, beliefs , an d attitude s i s moving away from th e commo n 
bell-shaped norma l curv e t o a  "camel-backed " two-humpe d curv e 
in whic h th e mor e committe d Jew s hav e increase d thei r commit -
ment while less committed Jews have more and more opened them-
selves u p t o th e force s o f assimilation . Thus , t o mi x metaphors , 
Jewish da y school s ar e burstin g a t th e seams , an d intermarriag e 
rates ar e going through th e roof. American Jewish institution s an d 
ideologies tha t grounde d themselve s i n "centrism " find  themselve s 
in increasing trouble . The inertial force of the culture of the immi-
grant generation has been all but lost . 

Second, individual success is not paralleled by collective success. 
Jewishness i s attenuating . Jew s ar e leader s i n modernizatio n an d 
secularization, processe s tha t inevitabl y lea d t o assimilatio n an d 
demographic decline . Th e structur e o f belief , i n whic h bot h Jew s 
and non-Jew s participated , a  structur e tha t effectivel y mad e th e 
Jews a n imperium  in  imperio  fo r s o many centuries , ha s withere d 
away, accompanied by serious decline in the viability of the Ameri-
can Jewish community . I n thi s essay , I  will focu s o n thre e demo -
graphic change s emblemati c o f th e devolutio n o f th e Jews i n ou r 
time: fertility, intermarriage , an d geographic location . 

Jewish commitment t o secularization an d economic rationality ha s 
contributed t o individual success but has wreaked havoc with Jew-
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ish collective life . Th e Jews of modernity ar e obsessed with moder -
nity. Eve n amon g first-generation  America n Jews, i t wa s a  matte r 
of pride to be considered modern and a  compliment to call someone 
modern, a s in "h e keep s shabbes  bu t h e i s modern." T o moderniz e 
their children, immigrant s gave their children "modern" names. No 
more Isaacs , bu t no w Irvings . Gone were the Mottels , Moshes , an d 
even Mordechais ; i n thei r stead cam e Mortons an d Murrays . Wha t 
Jews did not realize was that by transposing the surnames of WASPs 
into the first names (Christia n names? ) o f their children, the y wer e 
identifying the m a s Jews in WASP clothing. Another instance is the 
awkward ter m "Moder n Orthodoxy. " D o w e find  "Moder n Meth -
odism" or "Modern Islam " or "Modern Catholicism"? Why did Jerry 
Falwell cal l hi s televisio n progra m th e "Old-Fashione d Gospe l 
Hour"? Wh y doe s on e grou p o f religiou s traditionalist s cal l itself , 
with pride , "modern, " an d th e othe r wit h equa l prid e cal l itsel f 
"old-fashioned"? 

For Jews, modernit y ha s mean t th e sloughin g of f o f characteris -
tics that non-Jew s ha d define d a s negative attribute s o f Jews. A s a 
minority n o longe r protecte d b y communa l walls , Jew s cam e t o 
believe wha t gentile s sai d abou t them . The y internalize d th e cri -
tiques of their enemies and putative friends . "B e a Jew at home an d 
a human being abroad" became the watchword of Jewish enlighten -
ment. I f we coul d someho w sav e a  kerne l o f th e Jewish past , th e 
essence o f th e Jewish experience , w e woul d b e abl e t o eliminat e 
the excrescence s an d becom e acceptabl e t o non-Jewis h society . A 
secular Messia h ha d arrive d i n th e for m o f enlightenmen t an d 
emancipation. 

Jews did no t assimilat e t o generi c America : the y assimilate d t o 
an Americ a tha t exist s onl y i n th e mind s o f a  few , amon g the m 
most Jews. America i n the minds of the Jews is a culturally neutra l 
society, on e i n whic h th e publi c aren a i s secular , allowin g spac e 
for Jew s t o ente r no t a s Jews bu t a s citizens . Further , Jew s too k 
secularization beyon d th e publi c spher e int o thei r privat e lives . 
Thus, Jew s hav e becom e th e mos t secularize d o f al l th e ethni c 
groups i n Americ a o f Europea n origin. 2 Jew s becam e secular , a t 
least in part, so that they could become American. By doing so they 
became less American a s well as less Jewish. Fertility i s one critica l 
indicator of this metamorphosis . 
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The secularization an d modernizatio n (th e processes ar e insepara -
ble) o f th e ran k an d file  o f Jew s fo r almos t tw o centurie s hav e 
become a major threa t to diaspora Jewish continuity i n the twenti -
eth century. The demographic transition of the nineteenth century , 
in which birth rates plummeted, wa s led by Jews and was in part a 
consequence o f increase d secularity . I  us e th e ter m "led " no t t o 
indicate tha t th e Jews wer e activ e propagandist s fo r fertilit y con -
trol, leadin g Europ e into the er a o f the smal l family , bu t rathe r t o 
indicate tha t i n th e aggregate , Jewis h fertilit y decline d fa r mor e 
rapidly, mor e precipitously , an d muc h earlie r than di d the fertilit y 
of non-Jews . T o paraphrase Heinric h Heine : a s do the Jews, s o do 
the Christians. 

Low fertility , a  characteristi c o f Jew s whereve r the y becam e 
emancipated, wa s a  corollary o f their emergen t moder n statu s an d 
secular tur n o f mind . Durin g th e immediatel y premoder n perio d 
Jewish fertility wa s greater than tha t of the surrounding non-Jewish 
populations.3 The decline in fertility tha t becam e manifest fo r Jews 
in th e earl y nineteent h centur y i n German y (an d tha t precede d 
that o f Protestant s an d Catholic s b y on e an d tw o generations , re -
spectively) wa s concurren t wit h a  wid e variet y o f change s i n th e 
status an d cultur e o f th e Jews. Suc h change s include d a  rapi d de-
cline of Jewish religious observance and traditional Jewish culture.4 

Jewish fertilit y remaine d hig h i n th e village s o f Sout h German y 
long after i t had declined to subreplacement levels in urban centers. 
Within the villages, premodern patterns of fertility were to be found 
among th e mor e traditiona l element s i n th e community . Whil e 
we d o no t hav e compellin g evidenc e o f th e relationshi p betwee n 
secularity an d lo w fertilit y fo r nineteenth-centur y populations , 
such evidenc e doe s exis t fo r twentieth-centur y Jew s a s wel l a s 
Christians (particularl y Catholics) , an d ther e i s reason t o believ e 
that i t was true for the earlier period as well.5 

The Jewish lead in the demographic transformation continue s t o 
have serious consequences for Jewish continuity. Give n current lif e 
expectancies and marriage frequency, i t can be reasonably assume d 
that 2.1 children pe r Jewish woman ar e necessary for the biologica l 
continuity o f the Jewish peopl e (assumin g n o losses through inter -
marriage, o f which mor e below). Western societies are reproducin g 
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below replacemen t an d th e Jew s lea d th e way , a s the y hav e fo r 
more tha n a  century . Th e Unite d State s fertilit y rat e i n 198 0 was 
40% below what i t was in 1950 . Conforming t o the well-establishe d 
pattern, Jewis h fertilit y (an d nuptialit y a s well) wa s significantl y 
below that of non-Jews. The March 195 7 Current Population Survey 
reported tha t th e numbe r o f children bor n t o Jewish wome n forty -
five years o f ag e an d olde r wa s 29 % less than th e numbe r bor n t o 
Catholics an d 21 % less tha n th e numbe r bor n t o Protestants. 6 A 
study o f college freshme n o f th e clas s o f 197 4 found that , b y 1980 , 
42% of Jewish women wer e married, a s compared with 57 % of non-
Jewish women . Abou t on e in twent y Jews were parents , compare d 
with one in four o f non-Jews.7 Analysis of the 199 0 National Jewish 
Population Surve y showe d tha t th e fertilit y o f Jewis h wome n i s 
significantly belo w tha t o f non-Jewish white s an d significantl y be -
low replacement. 8 

A counterargument assert s tha t Jewish wome n d o not complet e 
their childbearin g year s wit h fewe r childre n tha n non-Jewis h 
women; rather , the y hav e thei r childre n late r i n life , s o that thei r 
total fertilit y i s underestimated . A  198 2 dat a collectio n reporte d 
that Jews expec t t o hav e abou t 2. 1 children , les s than Protestant s 
and Catholics bu t enoug h for replacement. 9 Both the 197 5 and 198 5 
Boston populatio n studie s repor t tha t currentl y marrie d Jewis h 
women expecte d t o hav e 2. 2 children . Close r analysi s o f th e 197 5 
Boston dat a show s tha t th e 1949-195 9 cohort expecte d t o have 2. 8 
children, whil e th e mos t recen t marriag e cohor t expecte d a  tota l 
completed fertilit y o f 1. 9 children. 10 Subjective fertilit y desire s an d 
expectations are , o f course , subjec t t o revisio n upwar d o r down -
ward. Pane l studies that I  have consulted show a  significant down -
ward tren d o f fertilit y desire s fo r Jew s an d non-Jews. 11 Tha t doe s 
not tak e int o accoun t wha t ha s bee n terme d "effectivel y Jewis h 
fertility"12 (raisin g childre n a s Jews, somethin g quit e problemati c 
in the instance of exogamy), no r does it tak e into accoun t infertil -
ity, divorce , death , an d othe r impediments . Therefore , th e actua l 
fertility o f ever-marrie d Bostonian , an d b y extensio n American , 
Jewish women i s likely t o be significantly belo w replacement (tak -
ing into account decreased rates of nuptiality). 

Jews have been committed t o modernity ( a mode of thought an d 
behavior that includes , inter alia, commitment to the small nuclea r 
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family) sinc e they stepped out of the ghettos and villages of Eastern 
and Centra l Europe . To be modern was the dream o f the ran k an d 
file o f Jews ove r th e pas t centur y o r more . Fo r mos t Jews , t o b e 
modern mean t t o becom e secula r an d t o b e secular mean t t o bea r 
few children . 

For a  lon g time , Jew s coul d fee l themselve s insulate d fro m th e 
sociological mode l in which acculturatio n inevitabl y led to assimi-
lation. Jews fel t tha t the y coul d tak e o n th e characteristic s o f th e 
public cultur e (styl e o f life , language , an d othe r ethni c markers ) 
without givin g u p th e Jewish neighborhood , Jewis h friendshi p cir -
cles, and , mos t significantly , endogamy . Jews saw themselves , an d 
were see n b y professiona l socia l scientists , a s su i generis. 13 Tha t 
sense o f immunit y fro m socia l force s wa s base d upo n reasonabl e 
evidence. Th e Marc h 195 7 Current Populatio n Surve y reporte d a n 
intermarriage rate among Jews of only 4%, one-third tha t of Catho-
lics and one-hal f tha t o f Protestants. 14 Yet , ther e wer e signs of th e 
breaching of the walls. A study of American college graduates, class 
of 1961 , reported o n religion-specifi c rate s o f intermarriage amon g 
those alumn i wh o wer e marrie d b y 1964 : whil e Jewish intermar -
riage rates were still relatively low (12 % as compared with 16 % for 
Protestants an d 34 % for Catholics) , on e coul d se e portents o f th e 
future. Eve n a t 12% , the vast majority o f Jews did not choose thei r 
mates withou t consideratio n o f Jewish criteria . Wit h 2.5 % of th e 
population (no t takin g int o accoun t ag e squeez e i n th e marriag e 
market) th e 12 % rat e wa s fa r belo w th e rat e tha t woul d hav e 
occurred if total randomness had obtained. Distance from the immi-
grant generatio n was a  powerful predicto r (an d probabl e cause) o f 
intermarriage. O f those Jews who had n o grandparents bor n in th e 
United States , 11 % intermarried; o f thos e wh o ha d on e t o thre e 
grandparents bor n i n th e Unite d States , 13 % intermarried; whil e 
among thos e with al l four grandparent s bor n i n th e Unite d States , 
33% reported bein g intermarried. Generatio n (numbe r of grandpar -
ents born in the United States) ha d little or no effect o n Protestant s 
and Catholics . Onc e again , fo r Jew s Americanizatio n ha s mean t 
secularization, a  phenomeno n no t foun d amon g Catholic s an d 
Protestants.15 

The proportio n o f America n Jew s wh o ar e third - an d fourth -
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generation American s has grown enormously and with tha t growt h 
there ha s bee n a  substantia l increas e i n rate s of intermarriage an d 
falling awa y fro m th e community . Concurrently , ther e ha s been a 
decline i n th e community' s inhibitio n abou t intermarriag e s o tha t 
we now have a joint ag e cohort and generational effec t o f intermar-
riage.16 Th e mos t recen t rat e reporte d fo r intermarriag e (tha t is , 
married betwee n 198 5 and 1990 ) wa s 52% , u p fro m 9 % fo r thos e 
married prior to 196s. 17 

While intermarriag e ma y reflec t disinhibitio n an d a  chang e i n 
priorities, i t nee d no t constitut e a  threa t t o grou p continuity . I f 
half o f th e childre n o f th e intermarrie d wer e t o b e reared withou t 
ambiguity a s Jews, then intermarriag e might be little more than a n 
interesting socia l fact . Som e scholar s essentiall y clai m tha t t o b e 
the case ; the y clai m tha t intermarriag e pe r s e doe s no t lea d t o 
Jewish populatio n declin e becaus e a  significan t fractio n o f th e in -
termarried rea r thei r childre n a s Jews. As I  interpret th e evidence , 
this i s no t so . Mos t intermarriages , a s recorde d i n communa l sur -
veys, lead t o syncretism o r religious neutrality i n the home, a  stat e 
of mind tha t almos t inevitabl y terminate s in cultura l Christianity . 
The growin g intermarriag e rat e i s accompanie d b y a  lo w rat e o f 
Jewish retentio n o f childre n o f suc h marriages . I n recen t mixe d 
marriages, 28% of the children ar e reported a s being reared a s Jews, 
31% a s bein g reare d wit h n o religion , an d 41 % as bein g reare d i n 
some non-Jewish religio n (i n mos t instances one can presume tha t 
the religion is the Christian fait h o f the non-Jewish parent) -18 If we 
examine th e Jewish educatio n an d socializatio n o f the childre n o f 
intermarried parents , w e ca n b e eve n mor e pessimisti c abou t th e 
Jewishness o f th e grandchildre n o f intermarriage . Eve n when the y 
are raise d a s Jews, thei r Jewish socializatio n i s weak. Thi s can b e 
shown b y th e report s o f Jewish educatio n give n t o th e childre n o f 
the intermarried . Wha t i s no t reported , becaus e i t i s not asked , i s 
the impac t o f th e child' s functionin g i n a  mixe d networ k o f rela -
tives. On e side of the famil y ma y observ e a  Passove r of sorts whil e 
the other side observes a  Christmas of sorts. The child receives tw o 
messages as to who he or she is and what i s expected of him or her . 
Moreover, becaus e o f th e wa y i n whic h th e questio n i s aske d i n 
most o f th e survey s (beginnin g wit h th e introductor y filter  ques -
tion, "I s anyone in the household Jewish?"), it is easy to miss those 
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households where one of the partners was born or reared Jewish and 
is no longer Jewish, eithe r through forma l conversio n t o Christian -
ity o r throug h informa l drift . Mor e on thi s issue wil l emerg e from 
the analysis of the 199 0 National Jewish Population Survey. 

While intermarriag e an d fertilit y ar e perhap s th e mos t dramati c 
indicators of Jewish decline, geographic location is an equally sensi-
tive, i f les s intrusive indicator . Jewish spatia l distributio n ha s un -
dergone massiv e change s i n th e pas t tw o centuries . Ther e wer e 
many form s o f such resettlement : th e mass migration t o the West -
ern hemisphere , th e migratio n fro m village s to large cities al l ove r 
Europe, migratio n withi n th e Unite d State s from  densel y Jewis h 
New York to less densely populated Jewish communities , an d loca l 
migration fro m area s o f firs t an d secon d settlemen t t o area s o f 
lessened Jewish population density . The last two forms of migration 
will be examined in detail . 

The significance o f religio-ethnic populatio n masse s and densit y 
is, o n th e fac e o f it , clear . It s apparen t simplicity , however , i s 
misleading. Fo r th e moder n period , densit y ha s bee n show n t o b e 
significant o n multiple levels , affecting th e rate of endogamy, affil -
iation wit h th e Jewish community , th e creatio n an d maintenanc e 
of Jewish communa l institutions , an d s o on . Difficul t t o measur e 
exactly is the extent t o which mass concentration o f Jews is condu-
cive t o th e creatio n o f a  publi c Jewishness, th e Jewishness o f th e 
street, a  Jewishness that a t least potentially gives Jews, particularl y 
youngsters, a  sens e o f wh o the y ar e an d tha t the y constitut e a 
significant group . I n premoder n society , fro m th e Middl e Age s t o 
the early nineteent h century , ther e were few large cities in Europ e 
and non e in which ther e were large Jewish populations . A s late a s 
the beginnin g o f th e nineteent h century , onl y thre e citie s i n th e 
world—Amsterdam, Salonika , an d Constantinople—ha d Jewis h 
populations o f a t leas t te n thousand . Th e vas t majorit y o f th e 
world's Jew s the n live d i n smal l town s an d provincia l citie s i n 
whatever countr y the y calle d home . (Remembe r tha t th e Rhenis h 
Jewish communities of the High Middle Ages numbered Jewish pop-
ulations in the tens , or a t most , th e hundreds, an d tha t th e famou s 
Gluckel of Hamelin's family wa s one of only two Jewish families i n 
town at the end of the seventeenth century. ) 
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Small an d scattere d communitie s ha d thei r problem s bu t wer e 
able t o maintai n basi c Jewish institutiona l life : a  schoo l fo r chil -
dren, a  buria l society , ofte n a  yeshiva. Despit e th e smal l number s 
of local eligibles , intermarriage was not a  problem because by defi-
nition an d commo n consent , marriag e with Christian s was neithe r 
desired nor feasible in the vast majority o f instances. 

That smal l Jewish communities (small , tha t is , by the standard s 
of th e twentiet h century ) coul d surviv e an d eve n flourish  demo -
graphically an d culturall y wa s a  functio n o f Jewry a s a n interna -
tional theocracy , tightl y regulate d b y th e reveale d law . Th e Jews 
constituted a  recognized corporate , self-regulating body . Modernit y 
shattered tha t idyll . A t leas t i n theory , Jew s becam e individua l 
citizens with fre e choic e of domicile, association , an d mate . Give n 
the freedo m offere d b y moder n society , geograph y too k o n mor e 
significance. I n th e absenc e o f communal cultura l an d psychologi -
cal walls , shee r densit y becam e a  crucia l facto r i n grou p 
maintenance. 

Jews poured into the major citie s of Europe and later of America, 
forming a  critical mass that permitte d a  semblance of Jewish life t o 
continue, albei t o n a  weakene d institutiona l basis . Concentratio n 
in majo r citie s mad e i t possibl e fo r Jews , eve n th e unbeliever s 
among them , t o interac t largel y wit h othe r Jew s an d t o choos e 
their mate s fro m amon g Jews, b y th e shee r forc e o f number s an d 
propinquity. I n th e America n case , Germa n Jewish immigrant s i n 
the middle nineteenth century spread across America rather evenly. 
With th e flood tide of East European migration , Jews became mor e 
concentrated i n the cities of the Northeast , particularl y Ne w York . 
I estimate tha t i n 1880 , 28% of America' s Jews live d i n Ne w Yor k 
City, a  proportio n tha t ros e t o 52 % by 1910 . Fro m 1920 , th e Ne w 
York fraction o f American Jewry decline d steadil y so that b y 1980, 
19% of America's Jews lived in New York City. 

Another way of viewing the same phenomenon i s to measure th e 
scatter of Jews over the inhabited are a of the United States. In 1880, 
the Jewish population o f the United States was more scattered tha n 
was the American population in toto. By 1910, the American Jewish 
population reache d th e lowes t poin t i n it s scatte r ove r th e one -
hundred-year perio d bein g examined , whil e th e America n popula -
tion continue d t o steadil y increas e it s scatter . Beginnin g wit h 
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World War I , whatever wa s keeping the Jews together spatially o n 
the nationa l leve l wa s weakening . B y 198 0 the Jewish populatio n 
was almost four times as dispersed as it was in 1910. 

In New York City, the largest single urban conglomeration in al l 
of Jewish history , a  similar story emerges . Taking a s our statistica l 
measure the proportion o f Jews who would hav e to move to secure 
a random spatia l distribution o f Jews, we find that, i n 1925 , 59% of 
the Jews woul d hav e ha d t o shif t residenc e i n orde r t o achiev e a 
random spatia l distribution . B y 1981 , that proportio n ha d droppe d 
more than half , to 27%. It could be argued that with the emergence 
of telecommunication, goo d roads, an d other forms of communica -
tion, spatia l propinquity i s not a s necessary for the maintenance of 
communal ties . Whil e thi s ma y b e tru e t o a  limite d extent , i t 
remains th e cas e that Jews were les s likely t o fee l th e nee d t o liv e 
with Jews in th e 1980 s than the y fel t i n th e 1920s . The power an d 
salience o f Jewish identit y hav e bee n weakened , allowin g fo r th e 
centrifugal forc e o f geographi c dispersion . Jew s hav e les s i n com -
mon wit h othe r Jews , nee d the m less , ar e mor e likel y t o choos e 
residence, friends , an d spous e base d upo n criteri a tha t giv e les s 
weight t o Jewishness. The densel y Jewish neighborhood s i n whic h 
Jews born befor e th e Secon d Worl d Wa r grew u p ar e largel y gone . 
The major exceptio n is the Orthodox settlements in Brooklyn. 19 

The declin e i n Jewis h populatio n density , a s i s th e cas e wit h 
intermarriage, i s a  two-edge d indicator . First , i t expresse s th e les -
sened interest Jews have in associating with other Jews. In choosing 
a neighborhood , a s in choosin g a  spouse , w e mak e ou r choice s i n 
accordance wit h a  scal e o f preference s tha t reflec t ou r priorities . 
Not choosin g t o liv e wit h Jew s an d no t choosin g t o marr y a  Je w 
both reflec t th e declining salienc e o f Jewishness. I n addition , the y 
also make i t significantl y les s likely tha t th e curren t Jews wil l ac t 
out thei r Jewishness and tha t thei r children will be raised within a 
Jewish milieu . Inte r alia , th e rate s o f exogam y ar e significantl y 
higher i n th e newe r area s o f Jewish settlemen t an d i n relativel y 
small settlements . I n th e absenc e o f stron g religio-cultura l walls , 
communal siz e has emerge d a s a  significan t facto r i n maintainin g 
the Jewishness of individual Jews and the Jewish household . 

. . .
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For the pas t tw o centuries , worl d Jewry ha s attempte d t o com e t o 
terms with modernity . Fo r the most part , i t ha s collectively failed , 
though Jews hav e prospere d individually , particularl y i n America . 
Modernity ha s produce d man y social , political , an d religiou s an -
swers to th e question s o f why an d ho w Jews shall remai n Jews. I n 
Eastern Europe , there were the movements of social reform, includ -
ing Yiddishism, Territorialism , an d Zionism, of which only the las t 
can b e considere d t o hav e bee n a t leas t partiall y successful . Dias -
pora nationalism failed , no t only because of the brutality an d thor -
oughness of the Germans and thei r many friends bu t also because i t 
was buil t upo n illusions , a s was mad e manifes t i n th e subsequen t 
history of East Central Europe . 

In the West, coming to terms with modernity generated religiou s 
movements t o whic h America n Jewr y ha s becom e heir . Althoug h 
American Jewr y i s overwhelmingl y Eas t Europea n i n origin , th e 
society i n whic h i t finds  itsel f i s multireligious rathe r tha n multi -
ethnic, havin g mor e i n commo n wit h Wester n Europ e tha n wit h 
Eastern Europe . Attempts to transfer Eas t European secularis t dias -
pora nationalis m i n an y of its forms have been noteworthy i n thei r 
failure t o attrac t a  significant fractio n o f second- an d third-genera -
tion American Jews. While American Jews are overwhelmingly sec-
ular i n tha t transcenden t religiou s idea s an d sentiment s pla y a 
small role in their lives, they are not ideologically or institutionall y 
secularist. The religious movements have been a success institution-
ally. On the level of individual commitment an d loyalty to Judaism 
in whateve r form , thes e movement s hav e bee n a  failure , despit e 
claims to the contrary . 

In th e first  generation , Orthodox y wa s th e defaul t o r residua l 
category fo r America n Jews ; i n th e secon d generation , Conserva -
tism; an d i n th e third , Reform . Fe w Jews o f th e first  generatio n 
were ideologicall y Orthodox , a s few second-generatio n Jew s wer e 
committed Conservativ e Jews , an d fe w third-generatio n Jew s ar e 
Reform b y conviction. Unlik e in the Christian denominations afte r 
which th e American Jewish pattern b y and larg e is modeled, ideol -
ogy has played a  very small role in American Jewish religious life— 
except fo r a  smal l laye r o f religiou s professional s an d a n eve n 
smaller proportion of the laity . 



388 PAU L RITTERBAN D 

The possibl e exceptio n t o th e rul e i s a  newl y aggressiv e an d 
self-confident Orthodoxy , which , whil e fe w i n numbe r (7 % of th e 
religiously self-identified America n Jewish population), constitute s 
a "fightin g force, " unlik e th e othe r denominations , whic h ar e ar -
mies o f general s withou t troops . Jacob Kat z ha s summarize d th e 
Orthodox experienc e i n two telling phrases . Rather tha n bein g th e 
totality o f the Jewish people , Orthodox y ha s become " a sectio n of 
Jewish society " i n whic h "loyalt y t o traditio n wa s th e resul t o f 
conscious decision." 20 I n becomin g a  wille d community , wit h a 
sense o f bein g besiege d an d needin g t o defen d itsel f no t onl y fro m 
an increasingly intrusiv e gentil e society but from Jewish society a s 
well, Orthodox y retreate d withi n th e four cubit s of the law, ignor -
ing or denying the messianic ferment tha t ultimatel y produce d th e 
third Jewish commonwealth . 

Conservatism initiall y sa w itsel f a s th e hei r t o th e mantl e o f 
tradition. A t th e tim e o f th e foundin g o f th e Conservativ e unio n 
of synagogue s (1913) , Solomo n Schechter , presiden t o f th e Jewis h 
Theological Seminary , referre d t o th e ne w bod y bot h a s Conserva -
tive and a s Orthodox. Schechter an d his colleagues hoped to create 
a unite d fron t o f traditionalist s tha t woul d oppos e th e radicalis m 
espoused b y Reform . Th e newl y founde d Orthodo x Unio n estab -
lished itself as the leader of the Americanizing traditionalists, while 
the Seminary remained traditionalis t an d so did many of its alumn i 
who served in Conservative pulpits. 21 For the mass of Conservativ e 
Jews, however, th e driving force of the movement was less a matter 
of ideolog y tha n o f nostalgia , albei t i n cleaned-u p an d decorou s 
form. A  leading Conservative rabbi remarked, "Th e suburban syna -
gogue i s no t a  shul,  an d i t ha s becom e a  servic e cente r fo r it s 
affiliate member s rather than a  communal center." 22 The function -
ing Conservative movement actuall y placed its bet—a be t that i t is 
coming t o lose—on th e forc e o f sentimentality fo r a n increasingl y 
passive lait y an d o n Wissenschaft  a s th e cor e o f th e rabbini c 
curriculum. 

The Refor m movemen t i s rapidl y becomin g th e moda l Jewis h 
religious identity fo r the mass of American Jews. However, lookin g 
beyond th e sheer weigh t o f numbers , on e finds thinness an d super -
ficiality. Thos e wh o identif y wit h th e Refor m movemen t ten d t o 
affiliate whe n thei r children ar e of an ag e to attend Sunda y School 
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and disaffiliate shortl y thereafter. (Thi s is true to a somewhat lesse r 
degree o f th e Conservativ e movemen t an d i s no t tru e o f Ortho -
doxy.) A s Leonard Fein has noted, "A s long as the young are 'take n 
care of, ' th e templ e is , t o mos t o f it s members , to o periphera l a n 
institution fo r the m t o ge t ver y excite d about." 23 A  child-centere d 
movement tha t i s not taken seriously by the parents will ultimatel y 
not be taken seriously by the children either . I n the New York area, 
one in seven males affiliated wit h a  Reform synagogu e attend s an y 
given Sabbat h service , a s compare d wit h on e i n fou r amon g th e 
Conservatives and fou r ou t o f five among the Orthodox. The costly 
services o f Refor m an d Conservativ e congregation s (hig h salarie s 
for rabbis , cantors , choi r leaders , ofte n professiona l choir s an d or -
ganists) captur e th e imaginatio n an d loyalt y o f fe w o f thei r sup -
porters, whil e th e stripped-down , bargain-priced , pipe-rac k Ortho -
dox minyan doe s much better . 

Thus, whil e there ar e some significant "survivalist " bright spots, 
the immediate prospect s are not to o bright. Philanthropy , onc e th e 
much-admired hallmar k o f th e Jewis h people , ha s bee n shiftin g 
away fro m Jewis h causes . A s Jews becom e wealthie r an d furthe r 
removed fro m th e immigran t period , a  large r proportio n o f thei r 
philanthropic dolla r goe s to non-Jewis h causes . Whil e th e propen -
sity of Jews to give remains constant , thei r target s have been shift -
ing away from Jewish purposes. 24 At one time, for the large fractio n 
of Jews wh o would giv e (an d stil l does) , Jewish communa l cause s 
were th e onl y gam e i n town . No w tha t Jew s ar e welcom e partici -
pants i n majo r cultura l an d educationa l institutions , recognitio n 
has becom e availabl e fro m thos e wh o coun t i n America . Jew s 
wanted to be integrated into American society, but that integratio n 
is exacting a  price. 

Several years ag o there wer e predictions o f a  Jewish populatio n 
in the United State s late in th e twenty-firs t centur y o f about 2 % of 
its present size. To be sure, extrapolation from curren t behavior is a 
dubious enterprise : given th e hig h fertilit y an d statistica l insignifi -
cance o f intermarriage amon g ultra-Orthodo x haredim  i n contras t 
to most o f the res t o f the Jews, i t woul d no t b e more unreasonabl e 
to predict that b y an arbitrarily chosen year, mos t American Jewish 
males wil l wea r peyot  an d al l marrie d America n Jewis h wome n 
will wea r wigs . With a  birt h rat e o f abou t five  t o six childre n pe r 
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woman (assumin g n o attritio n throug h assimilation) , th e ultra -
Orthodox population wil l doubl e in twenty t o twenty-five years.25 

Assuming that they now number about one hundred thousand, they 
would number about 3,200,000 by the year 2 no. 

With the historians , I  feel muc h safer i n predictin g th e past . I f 
forced t o becom e a  prophet , however , I  cannot wit h confidenc e 
predict a rosy future for American Jewry as a functioning collectiv -
ity.26 Thi s i s no t a  matte r o f bein g a  membe r o f th e "pessimis t 
school" a s oppose d t o th e "optimis t school " o r the "accommoda -
tionist school" as opposed to the "assimilationist school." The data 
themselves do not make one optimistic. I f the Jews are to be under-
stood a s a n ethni c group , the n i t i s likel y tha t the y wil l ente r 
into what Richar d Alba ha s so felicitously terme d the "twilight of 
ethnicity."27 The y wil l engag e i n episodi c act s o f "symboli c eth -
nicity" rather than a sustaining regimen of life.28 Jewish self-defini -
tion i s that o f a  religious group, but few Jews are believers in an y 
significant way . A s a  Reform rabb i stated, "Praye r is still th e pre-
text, bu t th e justificatio n o f th e act , th e rea l purpose , i s no w 
achievement o f community, th e sense of belonging."29 Prayer may 
lead t o community , bu t only fo r believers o r those capabl e o f be-
coming believers. When the latent function of prayer is made mani-
fest, its transforming power is lost. 

As Jews los t th e histori c stigmat a o f Jewishness, the y created a 
Jewish cultur e wit h ne w stigmat a tha t the y substituted , con -
sciously o r not , fo r th e old . Mor e concretely , a t on e tim e a  Jew 
could be recognized by what went into his stomach, the clothes on 
his back, the cut of his hair and beard, the language that came out 
of hi s mouth . Now , i f w e find a  grou p o f individual s wh o ar e 
politically liberal , resolutel y secula r i n values , well-educate d an d 
prosperous, patron s of the art s (member s of museums, ar t auctio n 
attenders, concer t goers) , devotees of the various forms of psycho-
therapy, ther e i s a  better-than-chanc e probabilit y tha t w e hav e 
come upo n a  group of Jews. Th e boundaries o f the newer forms of 
Jewishness ar e permeabl e t o a  fa r greate r degre e tha n wer e th e 
older. The holy community, th e building block of the larger Jewish 
society, ha s been shattered. Almos t gone is a sense of transcendent 
Jewish obligation, wha t the tradition terms mitzvah. Th e purposes 
for whic h Jew s gathe r ar e les s frequentl y peculiarl y Jewis h (les t 
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they be seen as parochial and not modern) and , ultimately, centrif -
ugal force spins them out of the Jewish orbit . Modernit y and secu-
larity, the great loves of modern Jewry, have turned to ashes. 
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Jewish Continuit y ove r Judaic Content : 
The Moderatel y Affiliate d America n Je w 

Steven M . Cohe n 

All American Jewry i s divisible into three parts. l On e part consist s 
of thos e mos t intensivel y involve d i n Jewis h life , amon g who m 
are th e religiousl y observan t an d pro-Israe l activists . A t th e othe r 
extreme ar e those who ar e most periphera l t o conventional Jewis h 
life, includin g man y wh o hav e marrie d non-Jews . Thi s grou p en -
gages only in occasiona l act s of Judaic involvemen t an d maintain s 
relatively fe w informa l link s t o othe r Jews an d fe w forma l tie s t o 
organized Jewry . Betwee n thes e tw o group s i s situate d th e vas t 
middle of American Jewry. They are formally affiliate d wit h Jewish 
institutions, engag e in a  variety o f Judaic practice s throughout th e 
year, bu t ar e not nearly a s active in organized Jewish life or Jewish 
ritual practic e a s those in th e most Jewishly activ e group. For con-
venience, the most active group may be termed the "Involved," and 
the leas t activ e ma y b e called th e "Peripheral. " I  will refe r t o th e 
intermediate grou p a s th e "Jewis h middle " o r th e "Moderatel y 
Affiliated."2 

The Moderatel y Affiliate d ar e a  pivota l group , especiall y wit h 
respect t o th e long-standin g debat e amon g scholar s an d prac -
titioners ove r th e vitalit y o f American Jewry.3 Participant s i n thi s 
debate rang e fro m optimis m t o pessimis m regardin g th e America n 
Jewish presen t an d future . A t on e pol e ar e thos e wh o projec t th e 
widespread "assimilation, " i n th e colloquia l sens e o f th e term , o f 
most America n Jews , exceptin g onl y th e Orthodo x an d a  smal l 
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number o f other highl y involve d Jewish families . A t the optimisti c 
end o f th e spectru m ar e thos e wh o se e man y sign s o f a  persistin g 
cohesive community . 

Most learned observer s of American Jewry would probably agre e 
that thos e wh o ar e mos t Jewishl y involve d stan d th e greates t 
chance o f producin g Jewishl y identifie d progen y thre e an d fou r 
generations hence . A t th e sam e time , eve n th e so-calle d optimist s 
concede that th e mixed-married an d others among the most periph-
eral Jew s stan d a  ver y goo d chanc e o f havin g thei r childre n an d 
grandchildren leave the Jewish group. Thus, one's projection fo r the 
future o f America n Jews essentiall y turn s o n a n assessmen t o f th e 
Jewish staying power of the American Jewish middle . 

We have some degree of confidence a s to why involve d Jews ar e 
committed an d wh y periphera l Jew s ar e relativel y indifferen t t o 
conventional Jewish ritual an d communal life . Far more enigmati c 
to mos t o f u s wh o closel y follo w development s amon g America n 
Jews is the natur e o f Jewish commitmen t amon g those i n th e mid -
dle. I f thes e Jew s reall y d o car e abou t bein g Jewish , ho w i s i t 
that the y ar e no t mor e involved ? Alternatively , i f the y ar e nearl y 
indifferent towar d thei r Jewishness , wh y d o the y eve n bothe r t o 
engage regularl y i n severa l act s o f Jewis h affirmation ? I n short , 
why i s there a  Jewish middle—wh y d o the Jews of the middle no t 
join th e rank s eithe r o f th e highl y involve d o r o f th e mor e 
peripheral? 

The debat e ove r th e America n Jewis h futur e ca n b e largel y re -
duced t o difference s ove r th e natur e an d strengt h o f th e Jewis h 
commitment o f the Moderatel y Affiliated . I s their Jewish commit -
ment, suc h a s it is , transmittable t o thei r childre n an d sustainabl e 
over several generations? Or are they living out a n eroding vestige , 
a progressivel y pale r reflectio n o f a  once intensive bu t no w fadin g 
ancestral Jewish past ? To addres s thes e an d relate d questions , thi s 
paper trie s to advanc e ou r understandin g o f the Moderatel y Affili -
ated, thos e situated in the middle of the Jewish identity spectrum. 

How do the Peripheral , the Moderately Affiliated, an d the Involve d 
Jews differ ? Th e answe r ma y b e foun d i n tw o simplifyin g catch -
words: commitment t o Judaic content  an d commitmen t t o Jewish 
continuity. 
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As the analysis below demonstrates, many of those in the Periph-
eral segmen t ma y b e nearl y indifferen t t o thei r families ' Jewis h 
continuity; b y definitio n thei r live s ar e relativel y devoi d o f wha t 
Judaic specialist s o f almos t al l ideologica l stripe s woul d regar d a s 
serious Judai c content . I n contrast , Involve d Jew s ar e certainl y 
deeply committe d t o Jewish continuity , bu t thei r commitmen t ex -
tends beyon d continuity . The y ar e als o committed t o a  particula r 
brand o f Jewish cultur e an d community , b e i t Orthodoxy , Conser -
vatism, Reform , Reconstructionism , Zionism , secularism , politica l 
liberalism, o r somethin g else . Often , thei r commitmen t t o thes e 
particular strand s i s so profound tha t the y regar d abandonmen t o f 
their ow n ideologica l cam p fo r anothe r a s a  betrayal . Passionat e 
members o f particula r communitie s ca n b e hear d t o remar k tha t 
they would prefe r tha t thei r children drop Judaism altogethe r tha n 
that the y defec t t o what the y woul d vie w a s a  particularly odiou s 
style of Jewish living . 

In contrast with the Peripheral, most of the Moderately Affiliate d 
Jews ar e committe d t o th e continuit y o f th e Jewish grou p an d t o 
their families ' connectio n t o tha t group . I n contras t wit h th e In -
volved segment o f the population , th e Moderately Affiliate d gener -
ally exhibi t fa r les s ideologically motivate d dedicatio n t o an y par -
ticular bran d o f Jewis h life . Hence , t o abbreviat e (an d t o 
overstate): the Peripheral ar e nearly indifferent t o both Jewish con-
tinuity an d Judaic content ; th e Moderatel y Affiliate d ar e commit -
ted t o continuit y bu t generall y no t t o a  specifi c content ; th e In -
volved ar e committe d bot h t o conten t an d t o continuity . Th e 
details follow . 

The issue s raise d abov e ar e explore d belo w usin g dat a base d o n 
a mail-bac k questionnair e complete d b y 94 4 Jewis h respondent s 
nationwide i n 1989 . The Jewish Communa l Affair s Departmen t o f 
the America n Jewis h Committe e sponsore d th e research , an d th e 
survey wa s fielded  b y th e Washingto n offic e o f Marke t Facts , Inc . 
These respondent s ar e member s o f th e company' s Consume r Mai l 
Panel, a  grou p o f 250,00 0 individual s wh o hav e agree d t o b e sur -
veyed from tim e to time on a  variety of concerns. After the data ar e 
weighted t o accoun t fo r th e underrepresentatio n o f the Orthodox , 
the frequenc y distribution s fo r th e majo r sociodemographi c an d 
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standard Jewish identit y variable s resembl e thos e foun d i n recen t 
population studies of major metropolitan Jewish communities.4 

The questionnair e wa s unusua l i n tha t i t containe d score s o f 
questions on Jewish beliefs and attitudes as well a s the usual num-
ber of questions on ritual practice, communal affiliation , an d other 
behaviors. Th e analysi s presente d is , i n effect , a n extrac t o f th e 
larger analysi s upo n whic h thi s pape r i s based . Thus , inference s 
below tha t ar e drawn from the answer s to just a  few surve y ques-
tions actuall y deriv e fro m a  much large r numbe r o f item s i n th e 
original analysis. 

The thrus t o f th e analyti c metho d i s t o discer n distinction s 
among the three key subpopulations: the Involved, the Moderately 
Affiliated, an d th e Peripheral . Fo r analyti c purposes , th e thre e 
groups wer e define d b y thei r answer s t o jus t a  few ke y indicato r 
survey questions . Th e Involve d grou p wa s define d a s thos e wh o 
meet any one of the following conditions . The Involved Jews 

i. atten d synagogue twice a month or more, or 
2. hav e visited Israel at least twice, or 
3. maintai n two sets of dishes at home for meat and dairy products 

(in accord with Jewish dietary laws). 

The Periphera l grou p consiste d o f thos e wh o mee t al l o f th e 
following qualifications. Th e Peripheral Jews 

1. atten d synagogue only on the High Holydays (i f then), and 
2. d o not fast on Yom Kippur, and 
3. hav e never been to Israel. 

Moderately Affiliated Jews are those who fail to meet the criteria 
of either th e Involve d o r the Peripheral . Thi s means that the y at -
tend synagogue less often than twice a month, that they have never 
visited Israel or have visited it only once, that none maintain meat 
and dairy dishes, and that most fast on Yom Kippur. Less than half 
of th e weighte d sampl e fel l int o th e Moderatel y Affiliate d group , 
about a  third ar e in th e Involve d group , an d a  quarter qualify a s 
Peripheral (firs t row, table 23.1 in the appendix). 

Table 23.2 in the appendix enlarges upon the description of these 
three groups by presenting measures not directly used to construct 
the boundaries among them. The Involved group is predominantly 
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Conservative (43% ) an d Orthodox (29%) . Almost al l attend a  Pass-
over seder, ligh t Hanukkah candles , and , i f married, ar e married t o 
a Jewish spouse . Substantial majoritie s (abou t two-third s t o three -
quarters) o f this group belong to synagogues, belong to other Jewish 
organizations, an d hav e clos e friends  wh o ar e almos t alway s Jew-
ish. Abou t two-fifth s giv e a t leas t on e hundred dollar s t o the loca l 
federation o r UJA campaign, an d a n equal number si t on the boar d 
or a  committee o f a  Jewish organization . A s a whole , thi s group is 
certainly activ e i n Jewis h life , bot h a t hom e an d i n th e publi c 
sphere. 

In contrast, mos t (58% ) i n the Periphera l group identify wit h n o 
major Jewish denomination . Majoritie s repor t marriage to a Jewish 
spouse (80%) , attending seders (59%) , and lighting Hanukkah can -
dles (67%),  bu t thes e ar e th e onl y Jewish identit y trait s i n tabl e 
23.2 tha t characteriz e mos t Periphera l Jews . Almos t hal f (46% ) 
report tha t mos t o f thei r closes t friend s ar e non-Jews . Jus t a  fe w 
belong t o synagogue s (16% ) o r othe r Jewish organization s (19%) , 
or giv e a t leas t on e hundre d dollar s t o th e UJ A (15%) . Onl y 3 % 
serve on any Jewish organizational boards or committees. Certainl y 
these are very inactive Jews. 

The large middle group is , in al l respects , intermediat e betwee n 
the Involve d an d Periphera l segments . Th e Moderatel y Affiliate d 
are almos t equall y divide d betwee n Conservativ e (37% ) an d Re -
form (34% ) identities . Thei r ritua l an d communa l activit y level s 
are no t quit e a s high a s thos e o f th e Involve d Jews, no r a s low a s 
those of the Peripheral Jews. Significantly, wit h th e lone exceptio n 
of th e near-absenc e o f th e Orthodox , th e Moderatel y Affiliate d 
group's characteristics ar e nearly identica l t o those reported b y th e 
entire sampl e (se e th e "total " colum n i n tabl e 23. 2 i n th e appen -
dix) . I n thi s sense , w e ma y spea k o f th e Moderatel y Affiliate d a s 
"typical" Conservative and Reform Jews. 

We may now proceed t o examine how the Involved , Moderatel y 
Affiliated, an d Periphera l groups differ wit h respec t to such critica l 
issues as belief in God, commitment t o Jewish law, ritualism, Zion -
ism, and Jewish learning. To measure these attitudes, I  constructed 
several indices , eac h buil t ou t o f just tw o surve y questions . Eac h 
pair o f question s use d t o construc t a n inde x consiste d o f a  "hard " 
and a n "easy " question. A n easy question i s one tha t elicite d affir -



400 STEVE N M . COHE N 

mative response s fro m abou t two-third s t o three-quarter s o f th e 
total sample; a hard question is one to which only about a  fifth to a 
quarter o f th e sampl e responde d affirmatively . A s a  genera l rule , 
easy question s distinguis h th e Moderatel y Affiliate d fro m th e Pe -
ripheral Jews; hard questions set off many of the Involved Jews from 
the vas t majorit y o f th e Moderatel y Affiliated . Th e five  indice s 
below consis t o f three levels : the highes t leve l answere d bot h har d 
and easy question affirmatively ; th e second level answered only the 
easy question; the lowest level answered neither question in a man-
ner signifying Judaic commitment of one sort or another . 

The questionnaire aske d respondents whether the y accep t o r rejec t 
nine statement s expressin g traditiona l belief s abou t God . Mos t re-
spondents said the y definitely believ e that Go d exists and tha t God 
is a  forc e fo r goo d i n th e world . However , onl y smal l minoritie s 
could express unqualified suppor t for such statements as "God inter-
venes in the course of human events " or speak of God as answering 
prayers, punishin g sin , rewardin g good deeds, an d having a  specia l 
relationship wit h th e Jewis h people . I n othe r words , whil e mos t 
American Jews believe God exists, only a  minority are sure He does 
anything. I t may be said that most American Jews (and , as we shall 
see, mos t Moderatel y Affiliate d Jews ) believ e i n wha t ha s bee n 
called th e "Watchmake r God, " a  Go d tha t constructe d th e worl d 
and set i t in motion bu t has little to do with keeping it in good and 
working order. 

From the answer s to two questions (on e hard, on e easy) , we ar e 
able t o distinguis h thre e sort s o f approache s t o God . Som e Jew s 
believe in an active God; others, labeled simple "believers," believe 
in God's existence but doubt that He has a special relationship with 
Jews (emblemati c of their doubts about an active and personal God, 
as expresse d i n thei r answer s t o severa l othe r surve y questions) . 
The "skeptics " doubt God' s existence , a s indicated b y thei r failur e 
to answer "definitely yes" when asked whether God exists. By these 
definitions, ove r a  thir d o f the Involve d grou p believe in a n activ e 
God, a s opposed t o hal f a s many amon g th e Moderatel y Affiliate d 
and hardl y an y Periphera l Jews (tabl e 23. 3 in the appendix) . Mos t 
Moderately Affiliate d Jew s believ e Go d exist s bu t ar e doubtfu l 
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about God' s activ e involvement . I n contrast , Periphera l Jew s ar e 
almost evenl y divide d betwee n simpl e "believers " an d outrigh t 
"skeptics." 

In short, Moderatel y Affiliate d Jew s tend t o believe in God more 
than Periphera l Jews . Compare d wit h th e Involve d Jews, fewe r o f 
the Moderately Affiliated believ e God is active in the contemporar y 
world. We may infer that for many of the Moderately Affiliated, Go d 
exists, but, for much of the time God does not matter very much. 

Traditional Judaism i s a legal system. Obedience to the ancient la w 
as given to the Jewish people a t Moun t Sina i an d a s interpreted b y 
the ancien t rabbi s i s the cornerston e o f the traditiona l conceptio n 
of what bein g Jewish means . I n contrast , moder n Wester n notion s 
of religion (heavil y influence d b y the Protestan t model ) emphasiz e 
such concept s a s individua l autonom y an d persona l fait h rathe r 
than active obedience to an obligatory law. For many modern Jews, 
the traditiona l custom s an d ritual s hav e becom e voluntar y rathe r 
than mandatory , presentin g availabl e options to be exercised whe n 
and if they are personally meaningful . 

Two surve y question s ar e especiall y relevan t t o thes e sort s o f 
distinctions. On e asks whether respondent s are committed t o keep-
ing a t leas t some Jewish tradition s (53 % feel thi s commitment t o a 
great extent) ; th e othe r ask s abou t thei r commitmen t t o obeyin g 
Jewish la w (jus t 25 % fee l thi s commitmen t t o a  grea t extent) . 
Nearly hal f (45% ) o f th e Involve d Jew s ar e committe d t o bot h 
keeping tradition s an d obeyin g th e law , a s opposed t o just 16 % of 
the Moderately Affiliate d an d hardl y an y Periphera l Jews. The me-
dian or typical Moderately Affiliated Jew proclaims commitment t o 
Jewish tradition s bu t reject s commitmen t t o Jewish law . I n con -
trast, a  large majority o f Periphera l Jews express commitment nei -
ther to Jewish law nor to keeping Jewish traditions . 

The rejection o f obligation occur s elsewhere in the survey. Full y 
90% o f th e tota l sampl e (thoug h les s amon g th e Involved ) agre e 
that " a Je w ca n b e religiou s eve n i f h e o r sh e i s no t particularl y 
observant." Just 20% of the sample (an d more among the Involved ) 
see Jewish la w a s "extremel y important " t o thei r sens e o f bein g 
Jewish. Les s than a  quarter regar d keepin g kosher , a  key indicatio n 
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of complianc e wit h traditiona l Jewis h law , a s eve n desirabl e t o 
being a good Jew. 

As Charles Liebma n ha s observed , th e emphasi s o f voluntaris m 
over obligatio n closel y parallel s anothe r distinction : celebratio n 
over ritual. To the extent that American Jews view the tradition a s 
a collectio n o f custom s an d symbol s tha t the y ma y voluntaril y 
appropriate when personall y meaningfu l rathe r than a s a corpus of 
Divinely ordaine d obligations , the y als o will b e more attracte d t o 
acts of celebration tha n t o ritua l performance . Th e very ter m "rit -
ual" connote s action s tha t ar e repeated , obligatory , an d precisel y 
defined an d regulated . "Celebration " connote s voluntar y activit y 
with a  very broad definition of which sorts of actions are acceptable 
or meaningful . 

Not surprisingly, fa r more American Jews profess a  commitmen t 
to celebratin g Jewis h holiday s tha n t o practicin g Jewis h ritual . 
Moreover, amon g Involved , Moderatel y Affiliated , an d Periphera l 
Jews the distribution o f these commitments varies predictably. Th e 
Involved divide almost evenly between thos e who are just commit -
ted t o celebrating Jewish holiday s and thos e who ar e also commit -
ted t o practicin g Jewish ritual . Amon g th e Moderatel y Affiliated , 
only a  minority (20% ) ar e ritually committed , an d a  sizable major -
ity (76%)  fee l committe d t o celebratin g Jewis h holidays . Hardl y 
any Periphera l Jews are committed t o ritual practice ; the vas t ma -
jority fee l committe d t o celebrate certain holiday s and a  small bu t 
notable numbe r ar e no t eve n strongl y committe d t o celebratin g 
Jewish holidays. 

In broad terms, the Involved Jewish population segment includes 
a substantia l numbe r (perhap s nearly half ) wh o feel strongly com -
mitted t o obligation , Jewis h law , ritua l commandments , an d re -
lated traditiona l Jewis h principles . Th e Moderatel y Affiliate d seg -
ment contain s fe w suc h people . B y an d large , an d mor e tha n 
Peripheral Jews, th e Moderatel y Affiliate d fee l attracte d t o Jewish 
customs, traditions, and holidays. 

Traditional Jewish norm s emphasized frequen t an d intensive stud y 
of religious texts . Ideally , Jewish me n were t o maximize th e tim e 
devoted t o text study ; moreover , i n the premodern Jewish commu -
nity, thos e who were especially proficien t i n the ar t achieve d pres-
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tige, socia l status , an d wealth . Fo r today' s America n Jews , th e 
contemporary understandin g o f wha t i t mean s t o b e a  Jew main -
tains th e importanc e o f som e study , som e learning , an d som e 
knowledge o f Judaism. Bu t a s with th e other dimension s presente d 
above, we can distinguish differen t sort s of commitment o f varying 
degrees of magnitude. 

To elaborate , mos t respondent s plac e som e valu e o n Jewis h 
learning. Thus , almos t al l (88% ) thin k tha t i n order to be regarded 
as a good Jew, i t i s at leas t desirable (i f not essential ) t o give one's 
children a  Jewish education . Abou t th e same number (90% ) thin k 
it desirable t o know th e fundamentals o f Judaism. Almos t a s many 
(78%) say it is very important for their children to understand wha t 
it mean s t o b e a  Jew . Two-third s (68% ) sa y i t i s a t leas t ver y 
important fo r them to give their children a  Jewish education . 

These finding s ar e evidenc e o f hig h level s o f suppor t fo r state -
ments expressin g a  broa d commitmen t t o Jewis h educatio n an d 
learning, albei t loosel y conceived . I n contrast , fa r fewe r respon -
dents endors e mor e specific , narrower , an d mor e intensiv e state -
ments of commitment t o Jewish learning . Thus, just ove r a  quarte r 
(28%) sa y i t i s very importan t fo r the m t o engage in some form o f 
adult Jewis h education . Les s tha n hal f (41% ) sa y i t i s a t leas t 
desirable fo r a  goo d Jew t o stud y Jewis h texts ; jus t 21 % say i t i s 
even desirabl e fo r goo d Jew s t o sen d thei r childre n t o a  Jewis h 
day school. 

These result s sugges t tha t mos t America n Jew s recogniz e th e 
importance o f some amoun t o f learning , schooling , study , an d Ju-
daic familiarity. O n the other hand, only a minority even approac h 
the traditionalis t principl e o f a  maximalis t commitmen t t o inten -
sive Jewish study for its own sake. 

As with th e dimension s presente d earlier , w e divide th e respon -
dents int o thre e groups , usin g tw o key indicato r surve y questions . 
The group most intensively committe d t o Judaic study is defined a s 
those who regard giving one's children a  Jewish education a s essen-
tial an d who regard th e study o f Jewish text s a s desirable or essen-
tial. Th e middl e grou p accep t thei r children' s Jewish educatio n a s 
essential bu t rejec t tex t stud y a s desirable. Thos e leas t committe d 
to Jewis h educatio n ar e thos e wh o d o no t eve n regar d children' s 
Jewish education a s essential. 
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Using these operationa l definitions , almos t hal f o f the Involve d 
group i s highly committe d t o Jewish learning . Thi s compares wit h 
only a  fifth  o f the Moderately Affiliate d an d onl y a  handfu l o f th e 
Peripheral group . Th e Moderatel y Affiliate d respondent s ar e mos t 
typically committed t o their children's Jewish education bu t not t o 
text study. In contrast, most Peripheral Jews are not highly commit-
ted even to giving their children a  Jewish education . 

Once again, we observe clear distinctions among Involved, Mod-
erately Affiliated, an d Peripheral Jews. 

It i s certainl y correc t tha t th e Stat e o f Israe l enjoy s widesprea d 
support amon g America n Jews. 5 I n severa l survey s o f America n 
Jews, roughly two-thirds say, in various ways, that they care deeply 
about Israel . Israel is undoubtedly the major mobilizing issue in th e 
American Jewish political domain . 

Yet, severa l analyse s hav e argue d fo r a  mor e qualifie d vie w o f 
the plac e o f Israe l i n th e America n Jewis h psyche. 6 They sugges t 
that whil e Israe l ma y dominat e th e publi c spher e o f America n 
Jewish life , i t is largely marginal in the private sphere. The cause of 
Israel certainly pervades Jewish organizational life , but i t has little 
real impac t o n the mor e intimate activitie s conducted with famil y 
and friends. Fo r most American Jews, Israel plays little or no role in 
the celebratio n o f Passover , Hig h Holydays , Hanukkah , ba r mitz -
vahs, marriages , bab y namings , an d brit  milah  ceremonies . (I t i s 
hard t o imagin e tha t mos t Jew s relat e seriousl y t o th e frequen t 
mention o f Israel , Zion , an d Jerusale m i n muc h o f th e liturgica l 
material connecte d wit h th e holiday s an d famil y life-cycl e event s 
that the y d o celebrat e o r tha t the y ar e eve n awar e o f suc h refer -
ences.) Th e art, literature, and music of Israel remain unfamiliar t o 
the vas t majorit y o f America n Jews . I n th e everyda y conduc t o f 
their Jewish lives , America n Jews maintain littl e substantive con -
nection with Israel . 

Parallel with thi s distinction betwee n Israel' s importance i n th e 
public an d private spheres, several observers have noted tha t whil e 
American Jew s ma y b e pro-Israel , no t man y ar e Zionist s i n th e 
classical sense. 7 Zionists ar e distinguished fro m pro-Israe l Jews no t 
merely in the depth an d intensity of their passion for Israe l but also 
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in thei r understandin g o f th e meanin g o f Israel . Mor e tha n thos e 
who ar e merel y pro-Israel , Zionist s (1 ) se e contemporar y Israel i 
society a s presentin g a  challeng e t o thei r Jewish lif e i n th e Dias -
pora; (2 ) believ e Israe l offer s a  greate r chanc e o f a  fulfillin g an d 
secure Jewis h life ; an d (3 ) ar e confronte d wit h th e possibilit y o f 
settling i n Israe l an d attracte d t o it . Thus , whil e mos t America n 
Jews are pro-Israel, far fewer ar e Zionists in the classical sense. 

The widesprea d suppor t fo r Israe l i s demonstrabl e b y th e larg e 
majority (73% ) wh o say support o f Israe l i s at leas t "desirable " fo r 
their conception of a good Jew. Evidence of the far smaller minority 
who car e mos t deepl y abou t Israe l i s foun d i n th e muc h smalle r 
number (19% ) who regard such support as essential to their concep-
tion of a good Jew. 

The operationa l distinction s betwee n Zionist , pro-Israel , an d 
those relatively indifferent t o Israel are drawn by way of answers to 
two questions . Zionist s ar e defined a s those who migh t hav e give n 
some though t t o livin g i n Israe l (t o makin g aliyah)  an d wh o sa y 
that carin g abou t Israe l i s a n importan t par t o f thei r bein g a  Jew. 
The pro-Israe l segmen t ar e thos e wh o car e abou t Israe l withou t 
having thought of aliyah. Th e indifferent grou p does not even claim 
to care strongly about Israel . 

While mos t Involve d Jew s ca n b e classifie d a s merel y "pro-Is -
rael," it is only among them that we find a sizable minority (almos t 
a third ) wh o qualif y a s aliyah-oriented  Zionists . Amon g th e Mar -
ginally Affiliate d jus t 10 % are Zionists , an d amon g th e Periphera l 
the figure drops to 5%. Using the definitions outlined above , most of 
the Moderately Affiliated ar e pro-Israel while most of the Periphera l 
are relatively indifferent t o Israel . 

We have see n severa l way s i n whic h th e Involve d segmen t differ s 
from th e Moderately Affiliated. Mor e than the latter, Involve d Jews 
believe in an active and personal God , accep t Jewish law a s obliga-
tory, fee l committe d t o Jewish ritua l life , valu e Jewish tex t study , 
and maintain a  Zionist orientation t o Israel. The Marginally Affili -
ated als o differ fro m th e Periphera l segment . Mor e than th e latter , 
the Marginall y Affiliate d believ e i n God , fee l attracte d t o Jewis h 
traditions an d customs , ar e attache d t o Jewish holiday s an d cele -
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brations, believ e in the importance o f some familiarity wit h Jewish 
life, an d care about Israel . 

At th e sam e time , mos t America n Jews , n o matte r wha t thei r 
level o f involvement , shar e certain elements i n thei r Jewish identi -
ties. Fo r example , Involved , Moderatel y Affiliated , an d eve n Pe -
ripheral Jew s al l avo w a  certai n prid e i n an d stubbor n connected -
ness t o thei r identit y a s Jews . Vas t majoritie s o f th e respondent s 
agree with th e following statements : 

I am proud to be a Jew (97%) . 

Jews are my people, th e people of my ancestors (95%) . 

Jews hav e ha d a n especiall y ric h an d distinctive history , on e wit h 
special meanin g for our lives today (94%) . 

Being Jewish is so much a  part of me that even if I stopped observing 
Jewish tradition s an d customs , I  stil l couldn' t sto p bein g Jewis h 
(91%). 
Being Jewish is something special (87%) . 

Even amon g Periphera l Jews , agreemen t wit h thes e statement s 
reaches rather high levels , rangin g from 74 % to 93% (se e tabl e 23. 4 
in the appendix) . Moreover , wit h respec t t o the proportions simpl y 
agreeing with these views, th e Moderately Affiliate d an d the highl y 
Involved hardly differ . 

The three segments do differ considerably , however , wit h respec t 
to th e numbe r wh o "agre e strongly " wit h thes e views . Fo r eac h 
measure of strong agreement with a n expression of ethnic pride, th e 
Involved significantl y outscor e th e Moderatel y Affiliated , who , i n 
turn, excee d the Periphera l segment . 

"Agree strongly " answer s sugges t a  mor e passionat e expressio n 
of Jewish prid e an d attachmen t tha n th e simpl e "agree " answers . 
Accordingly, w e ma y conclud e tha t les s involve d Jew s shar e wit h 
their mor e involve d counterpart s a t leas t som e measur e o f pride i n 
their ethnic heritage . However , th e salience of that identity and the 
potency of that pride climbs with increasing Jewish involvement. I n 
short, almos t al l Jews ar e proud of being Jewish; th e more involve d 
are simply prouder . 

. . .
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Aside from a generalized pride in being Jewish, the vast majority of 
Jews fro m al l thre e level s o f involvemen t als o expres s a  kee n af -
fection fo r Jewish holidays , family , an d food. Moreover , th e thre e 
objects of their affection ar e often intertwined. 

Thus, a t least 80% of the respondents agree d with each of these 
statements (tabl e 23.5): 

The major Jewish holiday s mak e m e fee l connecte d t o m y Jewish 
heritage and traditions (92%). 
I find the religiou s significanc e o f th e majo r Jewish holiday s ver y 
meaningful (80%) . 
For me, Jewish holidays are a time to be with the family (92%) . 
During majo r Jewis h holidays , I  fee l a  desir e t o mak e sur e m y 
children feel connected to Jewish traditions (86%). 
Certain Jewis h holiday s evok e i n m e som e ver y fon d childhoo d 
memories (85%). 
Some of my best feelings abou t the major Jewish holidays are con-
nected with certain foods (80%). 

Holidays are meaningful i n part because they connect Jews with 
their curren t immediat e family , thei r famil y memorie s (parents) , 
and their family aspiration s (children) . The appeal of special foods 
consumed around holiday seasons derives to some extent from their 
consumption in emotionally charged family settings. This interplay 
of family, food , an d holidays characterizes other American ethni c 
groups a s well. 8 Slavic , Italian , German , an d Iris h interviewee s 
report special feeling s connecte d wit h certai n foods once prepare d 
by their mothers and grandmothers during major holidays. Eve n if 
they were unsure whether the foods were genuinely associated with 
their particula r ethni c group , the y repor t a  specia l affectio n fo r 
dishes linked i n thei r memories with famil y celebration s o f major 
holidays. 

While family,  food , an d holidays enjoy affection amon g majori-
ties of al l thre e Jewish involvement segments , th e extent t o which 
such emotions are reported varies along familiar lines, ranging from 
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Involved t o Moderatel y Affiliate d t o Periphera l Jews. For the mos t 
part, with respect to affection fo r Jewish holidays, family, an d food, 
the Moderately Affiliate d mor e closely resemble the Involve d tha n 
the Peripheral segment . 

Feelings about historic Jewish persecution, the Holocaust, an d con-
temporary antisemitism constitute yet another important feature i n 
the grou p identit y o f America n Jews on al l level s of involvement . 
Peripheral Jews appear to feel quite strongly about these issues. 

American Jew s ar e nearl y unanimou s i n thei r recognitio n o f 
historic Jewish victimizatio n an d i n believing that prio r victimiza -
tion influences Jews today (tabl e 23.6 in the appendix). As many as 
99% agre e tha t "Jew s hav e bee n persecute d throughou t history, " 
and almos t a s man y (93% ) agre e tha t "Jew s ar e unite d b y thei r 
history of persecution." When given a  list of thirteen diverse Judaic 
concepts an d symbol s an d aske d t o state thei r importanc e t o thei r 
sense o f bein g a  Jew, respondent s ranke d th e Holocaus t first  an d 
American antisemitis m third , just behind Rosh Hashanah an d Yom 
Kippur an d jus t ahea d o f God . Full y 85 % regard th e Holocaus t a s 
very o r extremel y importan t t o thei r sens e o f bein g Jewis h an d 
80% fee l likewis e abou t America n antisemitism . Th e sensitivit y 
to persecutio n an d antisemitis m i s hardl y les s widesprea d amon g 
Peripheral than among Involved Jews. Even the most Peripheral Jew 
who ha s "forgotten " a n erstwhil e attachmen t t o Jewis h family , 
people, and holidays "remembers" the centrality of victimization t o 
the Jewish experience . 

We return t o the question pose d a t th e outset . Wh o are the Moder -
ately Affiliate d Jews , an d wha t constitute s thei r Jewish conscious -
ness? The results presented above suggest the outline of an answer . 

The Moderatel y Affiliate d consis t o f thos e Jews situate d i n th e 
vast middl e o f th e America n Jewis h identit y spectrum . The y ar e 
neither th e mos t involve d no r th e leas t involve d i n Jewish lif e a t 
home or in th e wider community . Fo r the mos t part , the y identif y 
as Reform an d Conservative Jews who, by and large, attend services 
only o n th e Hig h Holyday s an d fo r famil y life-cycl e celebrations . 
They celebrat e Rosh Hashanah, Yo m Kippur, Hanukkah , an d Pass-
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over i n som e fashion , whil e generall y ignorin g mos t o f th e othe r 
holidays o n th e Jewish calendar . Th e grea t majorit y o f thei r clos e 
friends an d (i f married) thei r spouses are Jewish. 

By and large , the y refrai n from  adoptin g th e commitment s tha t 
typify th e mor e involve d Jews. Moderatel y Affiliate d Jew s ten d t o 
believe in God , bu t the y ten d t o fee l Go d is inactive an d noninter -
ventionist. The y esche w th e traditionalis t religiou s conceptions of 
obligatory law and punctilious ritual observance. Instead, the y fee l 
attracted t o a body of available religious activities from which the y 
feel fre e t o selec t i n accor d wit h thei r sens e of persona l relevanc e 
and meaningfulness . Th e histori c emphasi s o n maxima l stud y o f 
religious text s ha s littl e appea l fo r them . Instead , the y espous e a 
modicum of familiarity wit h what the y regard as the fundamental s 
of Judaism , bot h fo r themselve s an d thei r children . Whil e mos t 
Moderately Affiliated ar e certainly pro-Israel , very few have a vivid 
conception o f Israe l presenting a n option fo r a  fuller, riche r Jewish 
life. 

Certainly th e Moderatel y Affiliate d par t compan y fro m th e In -
volved Jews in man y feature s o f Jewish identity . Yet , a t th e sam e 
time, i n severa l importan t area s th e Moderatel y Affiliate d shar e 
some thing s i n commo n wit h thei r mor e involve d Jewish counter -
parts. Perhaps most fundamentally, the y express great pride in thei r 
group identity . I n th e privat e sphere , th e ke y element s fo r Moder -
ately Affiliate d Jew s revolv e aroun d family , food , an d celebratio n 
of certai n majo r holidays . I n th e publi c sphere , thei r ke y issu e i s 
antisemitism, th e lon g history o f Jewish persecution , an d respons e 
to contemporary threat s to Jewish survival and security . 

In short , the y ar e dedicated t o the continuit y o f Jewish identit y 
both in their families an d among the Jewish people generally. How-
ever, the y ten d t o lac k a  commitmen t t o a  well-define d Judai c 
ideology. Hence , w e ma y arriv e a t th e catchwor d expressio n o f 
"continuity over content. " 

Is the Jewish identity o f the Moderately Affiliated , suc h a s it ha s 
been described, ric h and attractive , o r shallow an d unappealing ? I s 
it sustainable and , i f so, for how long? Certainly these questions ar e 
interesting an d intriguing . Bu t ultimately thei r answer s li e beyon d 
the scope of this paper. 
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Appendix 

TABLE 23. I 
Variables Used to Define Involved, Moderately  Affiliated,  and 

Peripheral Jewish Groups 
(Entries Are Percentages) 

Distribution 
Visited Israe l 

Twice + 
Once 
Never 

Attends Service 
2+/month 
Once/month 
5-10/year 
1-4/year 
Never 

Fasts on Yom Kippu r 
Owns Meat & 

Dairy Dishe s 

Involved 

36 

35 
24 
41 

100 

56 
4 

19 
18 
2 

100 
82 
60 

Moderately 
Affiliated 

41 

0 
38 
62 

100 

0 
9 

33 
46 
12 

100 
76 
0 

Peripheral 

23 

0 
0 

100 
100 

0 
0 
0 

52 
48 

100 
0 
0 

Total 

100 

12 
24 
63 

100 

20 
5 

21 
37 
17 

100 
60 
22 

Key: Involve d Jews: Visited Israel twice or attend services at least twice a  month 
or own separate dishes for meat and dairy products. 

Peripheral Jews: Never visited Israel , atten d services only on High Holydays or less 
often, do not fast on Yom Kippur, and do not own meat and dairy dishes. 

Moderately Affiliated: Qualify neither as Involved nor as Peripheral Jews. 
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TABLE 2 3 . 2 
Denomination and  Selected  Jewish Identity  Activities  by  Jewish 

Involvement Classification 
(Entries Are  Percentages) 

Identifies a s .  .  * 
Orthodox 
Conservative 
Reform 
Just Jewish 

Attends a  Seder 
Lights Candles Hanukka h 
Synagogue Membe r 
Jewish Org'n Membe r 
Gave $100+ t o the UJ A 
Jewish Org'n Committe e 

or Board Member 
Closest Friend s Who Are Jewish 

Almost al l 
Most 
Half or fewe r 

Involved 

29 
43 
16 
12 

100 

96 
95 
78 
71 
41 
37 

63 
26 
10 

100 

Moderately 
Affiliated 

2 
37 
34 
27 

100 

85 
86 
52 
44 
29 
17 

47 
29 
24 

100 

Peripheral 

3 
11 
28 
58 

100 

59 
67 
16 
19 
15 
3 

29 
25 
46 

100 

Total 

12 
33 
26 
29 

100 

83 
85 
53 
48 
30 
21 

48 
27 
25 

100 

Spouse Is Now Jewish 97 89 80 90 
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TABLE 23. 3 
Major Dimensions  of  Jewish Attitudes  by  Jewish Involvement 

Classification 
(Entries Are  Percentages) 

Moderately 
Involved Affiliate d Periphera l Tota l 

Faith in God 
Active God 
Believer 
Skeptic 

35 
44 
21 
100 

17 
58 
25 

100 

6 
52 
42 

100 

21 
52 
27 

100 

16 
40 
44 

100 

6 
19 
75 
100 

24 
31 
45 
100 

Key: D o you believe that there is a God? (Definitely yes.) D o you believe that God 
has a special relationship with the Jewish people? (Definitely yes.) 

Keeps Traditions vs. Obeys Jewish Law 
Both 4 5 
Traditions 2 8 
Neither J7_ 

100 

Key: T o wha t exten t d o you fee l a  commitmen t t o kee p a t leas t som e Jewis h 
traditions? ( A great extent. ) T o what exten t d o you fee l a  commitment to obey 
Jewish law? (A great extent.) 

Celebrates Holidays vs . Practice s Ritual s 
Both 5 1 
Celebrates 4 9 
Neither __ 0 

100 

Key: T o what extent do you fee l a  commitment t o celebrate Jewish holidays? ( A 
great extent. ) T o wha t exten t d o yo u fee l a  commitmen t t o practic e Jewis h 
religious rituals? ( A great extent.) 

Children's Jewish Educatio n vs . Adul t Study of Text s 
Both 4 7 2 0 
Children only 3 3 4 1 
Neither _2 0 _3 9 

100 10 0 

20 
76 
4 

100 

5 
81 
14 
100 

28 
67 
5 

100 

7 
37 
56 
100 

27 
37 
36 
100 

Key: T o be a good Jew one must give one's children a Jewish education. (Essential. ) 
Study Jewish texts. (Essentia l or desirable.) 
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Attitude toward Israe l 
"Zionist" 
Pro-Israel 
Neither 

32 
55 
13 

100 

10 
65 
25 

100 

5 
45 
50 

100 

16 
57 
17 

100 

Key: Carin g abou t Israe l i s a n important par t of m y bein g a  Jew. (Agree. ) Hav e 
you ever seriously considered living in Israel? (Yes; not sure.) 

TABLE 23. 4 
Expressions of  Pride in Being  Jewish by  Jewish Involvement 

Classification 
(Upper entries  are  the  percentages who  "agree"  or  "agree 
strongly"; lower  entries  are  the  percentages who  "agree 

strongly") 

Proud to Be a Jew 

Jews Are My Peopl e 

Jews Have a  Rich Histor y 

Couldn't Stop Being Jewish 

Being Jewish I s Special 

Involved 

99 
81 

96 
62 

96 
58 

95 
52 

93 
70 

Moderately 
Affiliated 

97 
69 

95 
44 

93 
45 

93 
44 

88 
56 

Peripheral 

93 
47 

93 
31 

90 
35 

83 
36 

74 
36 

Total 

97 
68 

95 
47 

94 
47 

91 
45 

87 
56 

Key: I  am proud to be a Jew. 
Jews are my people, the people of my ancestors. 
Jews have had an especially rich and distinctive history, one with special meanin g 

for our lives today. 
Being Jewis h i s s o muc h a  par t o f m e tha t eve n i f I  stoppe d observin g Jewis h 

traditions and customs, I still couldn't stop being Jewish. 
Being Jewish is something special. 
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TABLE 2 3 . 5 
Expressions of Affection for  Major Jewish Holidays  by  Jewish 

Involvement Classification 
(Upper entries are  the percentages who  "agree"  or  "agree 
strongly"; lower entries  are  the percentages who  "agree 

strongly") 

Make Me Feel 
Connected 

Meaningful 

A Time to Be 
with Famil y 

Make Sure Kids 
Are Connecte d 

Fond Childhoo d 
Memories 

Best Feelings 
about Food s 

Involved 

97 
64 

91 
56 

97 
67 

94 
57 

87 
43 

69 
21 

Moderately 
Affiliated 

85 
50 

82 
40 

94 
52 

89 
46 

86 
45 

72 
26 

Peripheral 

81 
20 

60 
14 

80 
25 

68 
18 

79 
30 

68 
18 

Total 

92 
48 

80 
39 

92 
51 

86 
43 

85 
41 

80 
23 

Key: Th e majo r Jewish holiday s mak e m e fee l connecte d t o m y Jewish heritag e 
and traditions. 

I find the religious significance of the major Jewish holidays very meaningful. 
For me, Jewish holidays are a time to be with the family. 
During major Jewish holidays, I feel a desire to make sure my children feel connected 

to Jewish traditions. 
Certain Jewish holidays evoke in me some very fond childhood memories. 
Some of my best feelings abou t th e major Jewish holidays are connected with cer-

tain foods. 
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TABLE 23.6 
Expressions ofCentrality  of  Jewish Persecution  by  Jewish 

Involvement Classification 
Moderately 

Involved Affiliate d Periphera l Tota l 

Persecuted 9 8 10 0 9 9 9 9 
Jews United 9 2 9 5 8 9 9 3 
Holocaust Important 8 9 8 6 77  8 5 
Antisemitism Important 8 3 8 3 7 2 8 0 

Key: Jew s have been persecuted throughout history. 
Jews are united by their history of persecution. 
"The Holocaust" is very or extremely important to your sense of being Jewish. 
"American antisemitism " is ver y or extremely importan t t o your sense of being 

Jewish. 

Notes 

1. Someon e once quipped that there are two types of people—those wh o 
divide the world into two and those who do not. For most analytic and 
policy-oriented purposes , i t usuall y make s mor e sens e t o divid e th e 
world into three. The usual practice of distinguishing "affiliated" Jews 
from "unaffiliated," or "religious" from "secular," erroneously suggests 
a rigid  bifurcatio n o f America n Jewry . A  three-par t divisio n mor e 
readily connotes the dynamic quality of the identity an d involvement 
of most American Jews. 

2. I n earlie r work s I  called thi s grou p "marginall y affiliated " Jews. Se e 
Steven M . Cohen , "Outreac h t o th e Marginall y Affiliated : Evidenc e 
and Implication s fo r Policymaker s i n Jewis h Education, " Journal of 
Jewish Communal  Service  62, no. 2 (Winter 1985): 147-57. 

3. Fo r contrasting views on this matter, see Charles Silberman, A Certain 
People: American Jews  and  Their  Lives  Today  (Ne w York : Summit , 
1985); Calvin Goldscheider, Jewish Continuity  and  Change: Emerging 
Patterns in  America  (Bloomington : Indian a Universit y Press , 1986) ; 
Calvin Goldscheider, "American Jewish Marriages: Erosion or Transfor-
mation?" i n Israel:  State  and  Society,  1948-1988,  vol. 5 , Studie s i n 
Contemporary Jewry, Pete r Medding , ed . (Ne w York : Oxford Univer -
sity Press, 1989) , 201-8; U. O. Schmelz and Sergio DellaPergola, "Basic 
Trends in American Jewish Demography," in Facing the Future: Essays 
on Contemporary Jewish Life,  Steven Bayme, ed. (Ne w York: Ktav and 
American Jewish Committee, 1989) , 72-1 n; Steven M. Cohen, "Reason 
for Optimism, " i n The  Quality  of  American  Jewish Life:  Two View s 
(New York : America n Jewis h Committee , 1987) ; Steve n M . Cohen , 
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American Assimilation or  Jewish Revival?  (Bloomington: Indiana Uni-
versity Press , 1988) ; Charle s Liebman , Deceptive  Images:  Toward  a 
Redefinition of American Judaism (Ne w Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction, 
1988). Als o see Steven M. Cohen and Leonard J. Fein , "Fro m Integra-
tion t o Survival : America n Jewis h Anxietie s i n Transition, " Annals 
(July 1985) :75-88. 

4. Fo r more details, see Steven M. Cohen, "Content or Continuity? Alter-
native Bases for Commitment" (Ne w York: American Jewish Commit-
tee, 1991) . 

5. Se e the following works by Steven M. Cohen: American Modernity and 
Jewish Identity  (Ne w Yor k and London : Tavistock, 1983) ; "Attitudes 
of American Jews toward Israel and Israelis: The 1983 National Survey 
of American Jews and Jewish Communal Leaders " (New York: Ameri-
can Jewish Committee, 1983) ; "The 1981-82 National Survey of Ameri-
can Jews," American Jewish Year  Book (1983): 89-110; "From Roman-
tic Idealist s t o Lovin g Realists : Th e Changin g Plac e o f Israe l i n th e 
Consciousness of American Jews," in Survey of Jewish Affairs, 1985, W. 
Frankel, ed . (Rutherford , N.J. : Fairleig h Dickinso n Universit y Press) , 
169-82; "Ties and Tensions: The 198 6 Survey of American Jewish Atti-
tudes toward Israe l an d Israelis " (Ne w York : American Jewish Com-
mittee, 1987). 

6. Steve n M . Cohen , "Ar e America n an d Israel i Jew s Driftin g Apart? " 
(New York: American Jewish Committee, 1988) ; Charles Liebman and 
Steven M. Cohen , Tw o Worlds  of Judaism: The  Israeli and American 
Experiences (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1990). 

7. Fo r example , Steve n M . Cohe n i n American  Modernity  and  Jewish 
Identity. 

8. Mar y Waters, Ethnic Options (Berkeley : University of California Press, 
1990). 
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From a n Externa l t o a n Interna l Agend a 

Egon Maye r 

What might American Judaism look like in the twenty-first century ? 
Who will be America's Jews a generation from now , say in the year 
2015? How many Jews wil l ther e be ? What wil l be thei r manne r o f 
communal an d religiou s organization ? Thes e ar e bu t a  fe w o f th e 
questions tha t lea p t o min d a s on e trie s t o imagin e th e futur e o f 
American Jewis h identificatio n an d affiliatio n i n th e decade s 
ahead.1 

In developin g a  profil e o f th e America n Jewis h future , severa l 
caveats loom large . First , th e chastening words of Rabbi Yochana n 
in the Talmud: "Fro m the time that th e Temple was destroyed, th e 
gift o f prophecy wa s taken awa y fro m th e prophet s an d give n ove r 
to fool s an d children " (Bav a Kam a 12b) . Ther e i s a n elemen t o f 
childishness i n believin g tha t jus t becaus e on e woul d lik e desper -
ately to "envision the future," one can do so. 

Then ther e i s th e cavea t taugh t b y history . I n 1938 , we woul d 
have made poor visionaries attempting t o imagine the Judaism an d 
Jewries of 1948 or 195:8 or 1995 . There is no reason to expect that w e 
would b e an y bette r a t envisionin g ho w ou r communit y wil l loo k 
in 2015 . 

I a m mindfu l tha t i n 1938 , jus t a  littl e ove r fifty  year s ago , 
neither m y parent s no r m y grandparent s imagine d tha t thei r live s 
would b e radically altere d i n a  fe w shor t years , first  b y th e Holo -
caust, the n b y th e birt h o f th e Stat e o f Israel . The y were deporte d 
by the Nazi s from Budapes t i n th e spring of 1944 , just month s afte r 
my parents married . Afte r a  stint i n a  displaced person s compoun d 

4i7 
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in Switzerland , m y parent s returne d t o Hungary , onl y t o b e 
stranded behind the Iron Curtain until 1956 , while my grandparents 
emigrated to Israel. 

Had eve n mor e o f Easter n Europea n Jewr y followe d th e "pro -
phetic" vision s o f th e Orthodo x rabbini c leadershi p wh o ha d ad -
monished agains t emigratio n i n th e earlie r decades of the century , 
even more Jews would hav e perished i n th e shtetlach  an d ghettos , 
and America n Jewry woul d neve r have assume d it s present impor -
tance. An d Israe l migh t neve r hav e bee n reborn . Th e visio n o f 
the radica l Reformer s o f th e lat e nineteent h an d earl y twentiet h 
centuries fare d n o better : witnes s thei r stand s on Zionism , th e us e 
of Hebrew in prayer , an d th e rol e of ritual an d spiritualit y i n Jew-
ish life . 

There i s als o th e cavea t tha t warn s u s agains t thinkin g tha t 
the meaning of terms like "religion," "community," an d "identity " 
remains constant ove r long periods of time. In fact, the y do not. A t 
least par t o f our difficulty i n imaging th e Jewish future stem s fro m 
our inability t o know what thes e concepts will mean t o our grand-
children twenty years from now . 

As a  Jewish sociologis t involve d fo r nearl y twent y year s i n th e 
empirical observation of the demography, conduct, and public opin-
ion of America's Jews, I  project a  vision of the future o f America n 
Jewry tha t i s rooted partl y i n availabl e researc h an d partl y i n m y 
(somewhat wishful) interpretatio n o f that research. I  took the invi-
tation t o prepar e thi s pape r a s a n opportunit y t o b e imaginativ e 
within th e parameter s of sociological realities , because I  recognize 
that th e presen t momen t ca n resul t i n ver y differen t futures . I 
consider som e o f thos e alternative s mor e desirabl e tha n others . 
Most important, I  believe that in the forecasting of social character , 
culture, an d identity , sof  ma'aseh bemahshavah  tehilah:  rea l out -
comes ar e ofte n th e functio n o f wha t wa s imagine d i n th e first 
place. 

My thesis i s that th e cultura l an d institutiona l configuratio n o f 
contemporary American Jewry represents a successful adaptatio n t o 
the challenge s t o surviva l unde r th e condition s o f th e lat e nine -
teenth an d earl y twentiet h century , includin g violen t antisemi -
tism, mas s migration , rapi d technologica l an d economi c change , 
and a  shif t o f venu e fro m monolithi c an d authoritaria n societie s 
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to a  pluralistic an d egalitaria n one . Meetin g thes e challenge s ha s 
resulted i n a  Jewish survivalis t agend a oriente d essentiall y t o th e 
hazards o f th e externa l environmen t an d th e publi c domai n o f 
community life . Bu t whether Judaism can survive as successfully in 
the America o f the next century will depend on its ability to over-
come the unanticipated consequences of its successes in the current 
century. Therefore, a  survivalist agenda may well be inadequate to 
the tasks of the next generation. Those tasks appear to be framed by 
challenges within the private domain. 

It is within th e contex t o f these reflections tha t I  will examin e 
the socia l trend s o f th e recen t pas t an d attemp t t o projec t th e 
complexion of American Jewry in 2015. I turn first to intermarriage 
and outreach. 

The proportion o f Jews who man y gentile s ha s increased withou t 
letup over the pas t tw o generations , a s shown in tabl e 24.1 in th e 
appendix.2 Wit h th e almos t unlimite d opportunitie s fo r assimila -
tion in America, group survival i s challenged in a  uniquely intrac-
table manne r b y intermarriage . Th e privat e natur e o f marriage , 
along wit h th e fac t tha t i t seem s to sprin g from subjectiv e value s 
such as love, the desire for personal fulfillment, an d a commitment 
to egalitarianis m deepl y cherishe d b y contemporar y America n 
Jews, ha s mad e intermarriag e a  far mor e difficul t challeng e tha n 
the more familiar ones that Jews have had to face in their previous 
struggles for survival. 

One o f th e findings  o f a  stud y I  conducte d o f Jewish identit y 
patterns among 450 intermarried couples , publishe d b y the Ameri -
can Jewish Committee in 1979 , was that, rather than intermarriage 
causing assimilatio n (an d thereb y threatenin g Jewis h survival) , 
assimilation cause s intermarriage . Jew s wit h a  weakl y grounde d 
sense of Jewish identity ar e especially likel y t o intermarry an d are 
often unabl e t o transmi t Jewish identit y t o thei r children . On e of 
the ke y problem s involvin g intermarriage , therefore , i s tha t thos e 
American Jews wh o ar e doin g mos t o f th e intermarryin g ar e ill -
prepared t o perpetuat e Jewishnes s i n thei r ow n families . B y th e 
same token,  th e Jewis h communit y i s ill-prepare d t o hel p the m 
with tha t challenge , havin g devoted mos t o f it s (failed ) effort s t o 
trying to prevent such marriages from taking place. 
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More tha n a  dozen years o f my ow n researc h o n intermarriage , 
as well a s research b y others , hav e shown tha t intermarriag e doe s 
not erode Jewish identity an d family lif e in the simple, linear fash -
ion tha t figure d s o prominently i n th e alarmis t literatur e o f earlie r 
decades. I t i s probabl y fai r t o sa y tha t i n jus t a  fe w year s thes e 
studies hav e helpe d chang e th e climat e o f Jewish opinio n abou t 
intermarriage from outrage to outreach. 

Changes in the perception of intermarriage have gradually led to 
changes i n th e Jewish communa l respons e t o it . I n 197 9 the Tas k 
Force (subsequentl y th e Commission ) o n Refor m Jewish Outreac h 
was create d b y th e Unio n o f America n Hebre w Congregation s a s 
the first  modern attemp t t o alter th e course of what ha d seemed , a 
decade earlier , t o b e th e inexorabl e directio n o f America n Jewis h 
history. B y the mid-1980s a  variety o f Jewish outreac h program s t o 
the intermarrie d ha d begu n t o b e develope d i n suc h institutiona l 
contexts a s Refor m temples , Jewis h famil y servic e agencies , an d 
Jewish community centers . 

As outreac h ha s becom e a  mor e commo n respons e t o Jewis h 
intermarriage, i t raise s numerou s question s o f strategy , practice , 
purpose, an d method . Doe s outreac h serv e a s a  legitimatio n o f 
intermarriage, thereb y increasing its likelihood? Does it threaten t o 
dilute th e integrit y o f th e communit y b y includin g thos e Jews-by-
choice whos e Jewis h authenticit y i s no t universall y accepted ? 
Should outreach be undertaken with the explicit goal of converting 
the non-Jewis h partner s i n intermarriages ? Regardles s o f th e an -
swers t o thes e an d othe r questions , al l curren t form s o f outreac h 
have bee n marke d b y a  commo n focu s o n a  Jewis h "interna l 
agenda" (tha t is , o n Jewis h surviva l an d issue s o f institutiona l 
strategy). Regardles s o f sponsorship o r purpose , the y hav e concen -
trated o n program an d curriculu m (fo r example , ho w to introduc e 
the non-Je w o r Jew-by-choic e t o Jewis h life-cycl e an d hol y da y 
celebrations, t o synagogu e practic e an d etiquette) . O r thes e out -
reach effort s hav e devote d considerabl e attentio n t o matters o f re-
cruitment, personnel , and methods and settings for instruction. Bu t 
none ha s really addresse d th e broade r bu t crucia l questio n o f ho w 
outreach relate s t o the long-standin g commitmen t o f most Jews t o 
public invisibility , th e usua l wa y America n Jew s a s individual s 
comport themselve s vis-a-vi s thei r gentil e neighbors , an d th e wa y 
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the organize d Jewis h communit y ha s tende d t o represen t itsel f i n 
public. 

I believ e tha t i f Jewish outreac h i s to hav e mor e tha n episodi c 
relevance t o a  limite d numbe r o f individuals , i t mus t rejec t th e 
posture o f Jewish socia l an d cultura l invisibilit y tha t ha s been th e 
lot o f Jewry i n moder n America . I t mus t tak e public bot h Judaism 
as a religion an d Jewishness as a civilization; i t must energeticall y 
articulate its claim to a fair share of the public's attention . 

Some o f th e way s tha t Judais m migh t b e take n publi c ar e sug -
gested by recent struggles of Blacks, Hispanics, and gays to improve 
their image. Pressures brought to bear on advertising agencies, media 
executives, publishers , an d educationa l policymaker s hav e clearl y 
borne fruit i n changing the public image of those communities in the 
last fe w years. Jews might wel l conside r advocatin g th e following : 
(1) mor e positive , identifiabl y Jewis h characters , themes , an d im -
ages in televisio n an d radi o program s develope d b y th e majo r net -
works (particularl y i n urba n market s wher e Jews constitut e a  sig-
nificant segmen t o f th e consume r population) ; (2 ) greate r Jewis h 
content in high school and college textbooks and courses in the hu-
manities and social sciences; (3) restoration of Hebrew as a language 
option in high schools and colleges; (4 ) more inclusion of Judaica i n 
the holdings of local libraries , i n the exhibition schedule s of muse-
ums, and in the programs of community-sponsored theaters and sym-
phonies; (5 ) greater cultural exchange with Israe l and other signifi -
cant Jewish centers around the world. 

It i s unlikel y tha t thes e strategie s woul d hav e a n effec t o n th e 
rate of intermarriage, bu t the y ar e likely to enhance the self-imag e 
of Jews in ways that ar e public an d accessibl e to non-Jews as well. 
Thus, i n th e lon g ru n the y wil l constitut e a n ope n doo r t o Jewish 
civilization throug h which those who wish to enter may do so. 

Even though th e soaring intermarriag e rat e amon g America' s Jews 
since th e en d o f th e 1960 s ha s wrough t a  veritabl e demographi c 
revolution i n th e Jewis h community , intermarriag e ha s no t bee n 
the onl y forc e transformin g th e America n Jewis h population . A t 
the dawn of the twentieth century , America n Jewry was character -
ized b y a  growin g homogeneit y a s a  resul t o f th e mas s migration s 
from Easter n Europe. The rapid resettlement betwee n 188 0 and 1924 
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of approximatel y tw o millio n Jew s fro m th e Russia n Pal e t o th e 
urban ghetto s o f Ne w York , Chicago , Philadelphia , Boston , an d 
other citie s resulte d i n configurin g a n America n Jewry whos e pri -
mary concerns were economic survival , socia l acceptance , an d th e 
perpetuation of an ethnic culture with a  religious core. The relative 
homogeneity o f the communit y wa s insured b y a  low incidence of 
intermarriage, dens e Jewish settlement , an d share d experience s o f 
economic, social, and geographic mobility . 

The grandchildren o f immigrants, however , gre w up with a  high 
degree o f securit y an d materia l advantage , togethe r wit h a  lo w 
degree of personal familiarity wit h th e social, cultural , o r religious 
concerns o f thei r forebears . Thei r comin g o f ag e i s producin g a 
community whos e basi c Jewish homogeneity—wit h al l th e com -
monalities that such homogeneity implies—can no longer be taken 
for granted . Th e socia l an d geographi c mobilit y o f American Jews 
has resulte d i n a n America n Jewry whos e tastes , ideas , an d ideal s 
are becoming as heterogeneous as that of Americans in general. 

One o f th e distinctiv e feature s o f America n Jewis h identit y i s 
its denominationa l character . Unlik e prewa r Europea n Jews , wh o 
classified themselve s eithe r alon g a  continuu m o f greate r o r lesse r 
religious observance o r a s Hasidim o r a s secular Zionists , Commu -
nists, o r universalisti c "fre e thinkers, " an d unlik e contemporar y 
Israelis, wh o continu e t o identif y themselve s alon g thes e line s 
(with a  fe w additiona l politica l wrinkles) , America n Jew s hav e 
identified themselve s overwhelmingl y a s Orthodox , Conservative , 
or Reform (a s well a s with th e Hasidim and the Reconstructionist s 
and other small religious groups). 

In a  195 4 report o n America n Jews in suburbi a presente d t o th e 
Conference o n Jewis h Relations , Marshal l Sklar e conclude d tha t 
80% describe d thei r grandparent s a s Orthodox , bu t onl y 20 % de-
scribed thei r parent s a s Orthodox. 3 I n 1970 , th e authoritativ e Na -
tional Jewis h Populatio n Stud y (NJPS ) showe d tha t abou t 10 % of 
America's Jew s identifie d themselve s a s Orthodox , abou t 30 % as 
Reform, an d abou t 40 % as Conservative . (Th e balanc e identifie d 
themselves a s havin g a  preferenc e othe r tha n th e thre e mai n 
branches o f America n Judais m o r a s havin g n o denominationa l 
preference a t all. ) I n 1986 , in a  widely cited publi c opinion surve y 
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of American Jews , base d upo n a  larg e nationa l sample , Steve n M . 
Cohen foun d tha t 11 % of th e respondent s identifie d themselve s a s 
Orthodox, 25 % as Reform, 33 % as Conservative, an d 1 % as Recon-
structionist; nearl y one-thir d o f th e respondent s (31% ) reporte d 
themselves a s "just Jewish"—without an y specific denominationa l 
preference.4 

If one compares th e late r Cohe n survey with th e earlie r NJPS, it 
appears tha t th e Orthodo x branc h ha s managed t o stem th e defec -
tions characterizing it for the first six decades of this century; statis-
tics confir m th e widel y hel d impressio n tha t Orthodox y ha s bee n 
enjoying a  degree of unexpected hardiness . On the other hand , th e 
data show little more than tha t Orthodoxy has stopped hemorrhag -
ing. I t is still the smallest branch of American Jewry (no t countin g 
the Reconstructionis t movement , whic h i n origin i s mainly a n off -
shoot o f Conservatism) . Orthodox y i s certainly fa r fro m becomin g 
a major forc e in the life of the overwhelming majority o f American 
Jews, no r doe s Orthodox y sho w sign s o f becomin g tha t ove r th e 
next twenty years. 

At th e sam e time , however , th e dat a o n denominationa l trend s 
show a  startlin g declin e i n th e percentag e o f America n Jew s wh o 
continue t o identif y themselve s wit h th e tw o larges t branches . I f 
one compare s Cohen' s 198 6 figures  wit h th e 197 0 NJPS figures,  i t 
appears tha t th e greates t growt h ha s occurre d amon g thos e wh o 
regard themselve s a s "jus t Jewish" an d identif y wit h n o particula r 
branch o f Judaism. Les t these figures be taken t o suggest a n overal l 
decline in the willingness of America's Jews to identify themselve s 
as such, i t shoul d b e note d tha t n o surve y indicate s an y evidenc e 
that ther e has been a  general tren d towar d apostas y or disaffectio n 
from generi c Jewishness . Rather , ther e appear s t o b e disen -
chantment amon g a  larg e an d growin g segmen t o f th e America n 
Jewish public with th e denominational label s that serve d as identi-
ficational referenc e point s for their parents and grandparents . 

This decline in associationa l Jewishness, a s expressed in lowere d 
denominational identification , seem s t o correspon d t o a  tren d t o 
"invisible Jewishness": a privatized sense of longing, belonging, an d 
meaning that i s more psychological than communal , more felt tha n 
articulated i n word s an d deeds . "Invisibl e religion, " i n Thoma s 
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Luckmann's concept , draw s o n th e sam e wellsprin g o f collectiv e 
symbols an d memorie s a s institutionalize d religion . Bu t i t refuse s 
to b e constraine d b y th e boundarie s an d socia l control s o f forma l 
institutions, suc h a s synagogues, Jewish organizations , an d Jewish 
schools, that claim to specialize in the perpetuation of a particula r 
(Jewish) system. 5 

Equally importan t a s a  socia l tren d i s th e growin g divergenc e 
between th e officia l position s o f th e majo r branche s o f America n 
Judaism on key issues of Jewish identity and the opinions expressed 
by large segments of their members. 

In a  followu p analysi s o f hi s 198 6 survey sample , Steve n Cohe n 
looked int o th e opinion s o f America n Jew s o n th e much-debate d 
issue of "patrilineal descent." 6 The Reform an d the Reconstruction -
ist movement s hav e decide d tha t a  chil d o f a  mixe d marriag e i s 
presumed t o b e Jewish eve n i f th e mothe r i s no t Jewis h an d th e 
child did not underg o formal conversio n t o Judaism, a s long as the 
father i s Jewish and the child is reared as a Jew. Both the Orthodox 
and Conservativ e movement s hav e vigorousl y oppose d thi s posi -
tion. Th e percentag e o f peopl e wh o indicate d acceptanc e o f th e 
patrilineal definitio n o f Jewish identit y were as follows: 83% of the 
Reform, 47 % of the Conservatives , 12 % of the Orthodox. Note tha t 
almost hal f th e Conservativ e respondent s d o no t subscrib e t o th e 
standard o f thei r movemen t o n th e issue . Whe n Cohe n asked , 
"Would you be upset i f your child married a  non-Jew?" the affirma -
tive response was as follows: 39 % for th e Reform, 68 % for the Con-
servative, 85 % for th e Orthodox . However , whe n Cohe n phrase d 
the question, "Woul d you b e upset i f your child married a  patrilin -
eal Jew?" the affirmative respons e was 11 % for the Reform, 33 % for 
the Conservative s (a n eve n greate r divergenc e fro m th e officia l 
standards of the movement than in the previous question), and 78% 
for the Orthodox (indicatin g a high degree of consistency). 

Noting tha t 70 % of the nondenominationa l Jews in Cohen' s sur-
vey accep t th e patrilinea l definition , i t appear s that , excep t fo r 
the Orthodo x (wh o ar e a  smal l minority) , mos t America n Jews— 
including many Conservative Jews—accept patrilineal descent as a 
legitimate basis of Jewish identity . Thus , Conservative Judaism ha s 
to face the prospect that clos e to half its members are voting differ -
ently i n thei r hearts , an d thei r childre n ar e voting very differentl y 
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in thei r ultimate matin g choices , fro m the official ideolog y o f th e 
movement. 

The Refor m movemen t i s in a  similar situation wit h respec t t o 
rabbis officiating a t marriages between a  Jew an d a  non-Jew. I n a 
1987 study of some twenty-seven hundred delegates to the biennia l 
convention of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, inves-
tigators found that the respondents to their survey were evenly split 
on whether they agreed with th e statement " A rabbi should offici -
ate only if the prospective bride and groom are both Jewish."7 (Th e 
Central Conference of American Rabbis, the rabbinical body of the 
Reform movement , ha s gon e o n recor d a s disapprovin g o f rabbi s 
officiating a t mixe d marriages. ) Upo n further questioning , th e re-
search foun d tha t whil e th e grea t majorit y o f respondent s wer e 
opposed t o rabbi s officiatin g a t a  mixe d marriag e i f th e weddin g 
were t o be held i n a  church (90 % were opposed) , o r if the coupl e 
said that they want to expose their children to both religious tradi-
tions (63 % were opposed), the majority of the respondents approved 
of rabbis officiating i f the couple joined the temple (53 % approved) 
or promised to rear their children as Jews (58% approved). 

A large-scal e surve y o f America n Jewish leaders , conducte d b y 
this write r i n th e summe r o f 199 0 unde r th e sponsorshi p o f th e 
Jewish Outreac h Institute , confirme d bot h o f th e abov e points , a s 
shown in tables 24.2 and 24.3 in the appendix. 

A questio n o n whethe r respondent s woul d conside r thei r ow n 
grandchildren Jewish if their son married a non-Jewish woman and 
the grandchildre n wer e bein g reare d a s Jews produce d th e result s 
shown i n tabl e 24.2 , indicatin g tha t overwhelmin g sentimen t i n 
the American Jewish community—except fo r the Orthodox—is t o 
consider children Jewish if one parent is Jewish by birth and if the 
children are , i n fact , bein g reare d a s Jews. (On e ca n speculate , 
however, that these results indicate the profound desire on the part 
of America n Jewish parent s t o den y th e possibl e consequence s o f 
intermarriage, on the one hand, and to assure themselves of Jewish 
grandchildren, on the other.) 

While th e grea t majority o f Orthodox gav e a  negative (tha t is , 
the traditional ) respons e to the question, an d while th e great ma-
jority o f Refor m gav e a n affirmativ e answe r (a n answe r i n thi s 
case consistent with the ideological stance of their movement), th e 
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Conservatives appea r t o b e deepl y divide d amon g themselves , a 
division tha t reflect s a  spli t betwee n thei r leadershi p an d laity a s 
well. 

The survey also asked respondents in what type of ceremony they 
would prefe r t o se e th e coupl e marry : a  civi l ceremon y onl y o r 
one i n which a  rabbi officiates . (Se e table 24. 3 in th e appendix. ) 
Moreover, they were asked whether, if they did prefer to see a rabbi 
officiate, th e ceremony should be conditional o n a commitment to 
rear th e offsprin g a s Jew s o r whethe r n o condition s shoul d b e 
attached to the rabbi's agreement to officiate. Thos e who preferred 
a civi l ceremon y wer e querie d a s t o whether the y woul d hel p t o 
give th e ceremon y som e Jewish content . (I t should b e noted tha t 
both th e Orthodo x an d th e Conservativ e movement s hav e bee n 
steadfast i n thei r oppositio n t o rabbini c officiatio n a t a  marriag e 
between a  Je w an d a  gentile , regardles s o f whethe r th e Je w i n 
question i s a  man o r a women an d regardles s of whether th e pro-
spective coupl e hav e mad e a  commitmen t t o rea r thei r childre n 
as Jews.) 

In order to put the issue of intermariage in an even more personal 
context, respondent s were then asked, if they themselves were rab-
bis wh o ha d bee n approache d b y a  coupl e lik e "Ruth " an d he r 
gentile fiance or by "Michael" and his gentile fiancee,  would the y 
officiate (o r would they like their own rabbi to do so)? The response 
alternatives wer e (1 ) no , unde r an y circumstances ; (2 ) no , bu t I 
would hel p wit h a  civi l ceremony ; (3 ) no , bu t I  would refe r th e 
couple t o anothe r rabbi ; (4 ) yes , i f childre n wer e t o b e reare d 
Jewish; (5 ) yes, without any conditions. 

Although intermarriage is contrary to the Jewish tradition, onl y 
about 31% of the sample would refuse any rabbinic involvement at 
all with the marriage of the hypothetical couple. About 16 % would 
recommend a  civil marriag e ceremony with "some Jewish cultura l 
content." About 15 % would refer the couple to another rabbi who 
might officiate. Nearl y a quarter of the respondents would officiat e 
themselves, or they would want their own rabbi to officiate i f there 
was a  commitmen t b y th e coupl e t o rea r thei r childre n Jewish . 
Finally, 14 % favored officiatio n withou t an y conditions . (Tabl e 
24.3 in th e appendi x explore s thes e response s in furthe r detai l b y 
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distinguishing between rabbis and nonrabbis among the three majo r 
denominational bodies. ) 

Here, a s elsewhere , on e see s a  hig h degree of consistency i n th e 
responses of the Orthodox , b e they rabbi s or lay leaders . However , 
such i s not th e cas e amon g Conservativ e an d Refor m respondents . 
About 36 % of Refor m rabbi s woul d officiat e a t a n intermarriage . 
(Twenty-four percen t stipulat e the y woul d d o so only i f there i s a 
commitment t o rea r th e childre n a s Jews.) Nearl y 62 % of Refor m 
lay leader s wan t the m t o officiat e i n suc h a  situation . Likewise , 
only 4 % o f Conservativ e rabbi s sai d the y woul d officiat e a t a n 
intermarriage (an d the n onl y i f ther e wer e a  commitmen t t o rea r 
the childre n a s Jews). Ye t nearl y 38 % of Conservativ e la y leader s 
would prefer to have their rabbis officiate a t such marriages. 

In short , th e popula r attitude s o f members of both majo r move -
ments of American Judaism reveal serious departures not only fro m 
historic concept s o f Jewis h identit y bu t als o fro m th e currentl y 
professed positions of those movements. Over the course of the nex t 
twenty years, these departures will very likely increase disaffectio n 
from th e existin g pattern s o f denominationa l Jewishness , exertin g 
great pressur e o n th e majo r movement s fo r chang e i n thei r under -
standing o f Jewis h identificatio n towar d mor e acceptanc e o f th e 
social proces s alread y underway , an d fo r greate r syncretism . Bu t 
such departures may also pave the way for the emergence of schism, 
new movements, and countermovements . 

Currently, onl y abou t hal f o f America' s Jew s repor t themselve s 
as bein g affiliate d wit h synagogue s an d temple s o r othe r Jewis h 
organizations. Thi s patter n seem s t o hav e bee n wel l fixed  fo r th e 
past forty years. 

Citing figures from  1953 , Will Herber g note d tha t abou t 50 % of 
American Jews replied affirmativel y i n a  nationwide surve y t o th e 
question, "D o yo u happe n a t th e presen t tim e t o b e a n activ e 
member o f a  churc h o r a  religiou s group? " Th e Nationa l Jewis h 
Population Study of 1970 found tha t 47% of its respondents reported 
belonging t o a  synagogue . I n th e 198 6 Cohe n survey , abou t 51% 
of th e respondent s indicate d belongin g t o a  synagogue . Give n th e 
apparent stabilit y o f the rat e o f synagogue affiliation ove r the pas t 
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forty years , ther e i s littl e reaso n t o doub t tha t abou t th e sam e 
proportion (approximatel y 50%) of America's Jews will continue to 
maintain som e type of formal affiliatio n wit h th e organized Jewish 
community. There is also little reason to expect any significant ris e 
in tha t proportion . Give n th e curren t demographi c revolution , th e 
mixture of people who constitute th e Jewishly affiliated familie s of 
America wil l probabl y includ e eve r greate r number s o f intermar -
rieds, non-Jews, half-Jews, an d patrilineal Jews. 

Attendance a t synagogu e services , lik e affiliation , ha s als o 
shown constanc y ove r th e pas t thirt y years . A  Gallup pol l dealin g 
with attendanc e a t religious services in January 195 6 asked a  cross-
section o f Americans , "Di d yo u happe n t o atten d an y Sunda y o r 
Sabbath service s during th e las t twelv e weeks? " Forty-four percen t 
of Jews answered in the affirmative. 8 

In 1970 , th e NJP S repor t showe d tha t 18 % of America' s Jew s 
attend synagogu e servic e "regularly" ; 28 % indicated tha t the y at -
tend onl y o n th e Hig h Holydays ; anothe r 26 % indicated tha t the y 
"attend occasionally " an d th e remainin g 28 % indicated tha t the y 
"never attend."9 The 1986 Cohen study found tha t abou t 26% of the 
nationwide sample of American Jews reported attendin g synagogue 
service "at least once a month." 

While synagogu e attendanc e migh t hav e bee n somewha t mor e 
common among America's Jews in the mid-1950s (perhap s owing to 
the postwar baby boom), i t was certainly lower than th e incidenc e 
of affiliation. Th e decline from th e 44% reported by Gallup in 195 6 
to the 26% figure reported b y Cohen in 198 6 may be more apparen t 
than rea l becaus e o f th e phrasin g o f th e questions . Th e Gallu p 
question tha t generate d th e 44 % figure inquired int o religiou s ser -
vice attendance "during the last twelve weeks." When Gallup asked 
the questio n i n term s o f religiou s service attendanc e "i n a  typica l 
week durin g th e las t year, " th e patter n o f respons e wa s 27 % fo r 
Jews—a figure that i s virtually identica l to the Cohen finding some 
thirty years later . 

With synagogu e attendanc e low , th e mai n foru m fo r Jewish ex -
pression will probably continue to be the Jewish home, and centra l 
acts of identification ar e likely to be carried out within th e privat e 
lives o f thos e wh o conside r themselve s Jewish . A s w e shal l se e 
below, however , thos e act s ar e mor e likel y t o b e of th e hear t an d 
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thought rathe r tha n deed s linke d t o th e forma l mitzva h syste m o f 
institutionalized Judaism. 

Studies of Jewish practice indicate a  greatly diminished sphere of 
Jewish activity within th e daily lives of most American Jews. In his 
1986 survey, Cohe n foun d tha t 84 % of hi s respondent s attende d a 
Passover seder in the past year an d 82% reported lighting Hanukka h 
candles. Only 20% use separate dishes for meat and dairy ( a require-
ment for a  kosher home). In his 1983 survey, Cohen also found tha t 
34% of respondents have Sabbath candles lit in their homes. 

Lest one jump t o conclusion s abou t th e recenc y o f a  declin e i n 
the leve l o f observance amon g America' s Jews, i t i s worthwhile t o 
recall som e of the earlie r studie s of American Jewry. Fo r example , 
a 195 5 study of the Orthodox communit y o f Milwaukee found tha t 
66% had Sabbath candles lit in their home on Friday nights and 62% 
had separat e dishe s for mea t an d dairy . I n th e same sample i t wa s 
found tha t 66%  ate mea t i n nonkoshe r restaurant s an d 88 % would 
handle mone y on th e Sabbath. Moreover , onl y abou t 2 % indicated 
that thei r married sons are as observant as they.10 

One Jewis h activit y tha t seem s t o hav e increase d appreciabl y 
over the las t twenty years is travel t o Israel . According to the 197 0 
NJPS, about 16 % of America's Jews had visited Israe l a t leas t once . 
According t o th e 198 6 Cohen survey , abou t 33 % of America's Jews 
have visited Israe l a t leas t once. Though the current crisi s in Israel , 
coupled wit h th e declinin g valu e o f th e dollar , ha s cu t int o th e 
travel o f America n Jew s t o Israel , ther e i s reaso n t o expec t tha t 
over the next twenty years larger proportions of American Jews will 
visit there . Th e declinin g significanc e o f Easter n Europ e a s th e 
reference poin t o f Jewish ethnicit y wil l hel p t o bolste r th e ethni c 
magnetism of Israel as the homeland o f the Jews. 

Change i s perhaps mos t likel y i n certai n observance s tha t hav e 
not yet surfaced i n Jewish community surveys , including such cere-
monials a s bab y namin g (fo r daughter s especially) , adul t ba t an d 
bar mitzva h (particularl y fo r wome n wh o cam e o f ag e a t a  tim e 
when the bat mitzvah ceremony was not yet popular) , an d conver -
sion to Judaism. Anothe r area o f future stud y is consumption habit s 
of America n Jew s aime d specificall y a t expressin g an d enhancin g 
identificational impulses . A n erstwhil e preferenc e fo r kosher-styl e 
foods and Yiddish humor has been supplemented, i f not supplanted , 
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by some of the following: acquisitio n o f Jewish ceremonia l an d ar t 
objects (largel y fro m Israel) , frequentin g o f restaurant s ru n b y Is -
raeli and Russian immigrants, political activism on behalf of Israel, 
foreign trave l to sites of Jewish interes t in the Old World as well a s 
the New, an d allocatin g tim e t o films,  theatrical productions , an d 
TV productions of Jewish cultural relevance . These forms of Jewish 
self-expression build upon the consumerist tendencies of a gentrified 
Jewry seekin g t o expres s it s commitment s no t merel y wit h a  bo w 
toward tradition but also with the elan of educated good taste. This 
is o f relevanc e t o a  populatio n whos e majorit y withi n th e nex t 
twenty year s wil l hav e th e benefi t o f considerabl e postsecondar y 
education, hig h levels of discretionary income, and a relatively low 
birthrate, makin g investmen t i n lif e qualit y a  ke y persona l an d 
family value . 

Up to this point, the "futurology" i n this presentation has remained 
close to the shoreline of available data concernin g patterns of Jew-
ish identification. Th e remainder of this paper suggests a more spec-
ulative loo k a t som e wide r socia l forces , bot h structura l an d cul -
tural, a s t o thei r possibl e impac t o n Jewis h identificatio n i n th e 
next twenty years. I  refer first to the changing roles of women. 

Probably n o social force ha s had a  greater impac t o n our under -
standing of human identity than the growing equalization of gender 
roles. With th e large-scale entry of the postwar baby-boom genera -
tion o f women first  int o highe r educatio n an d the n int o th e labo r 
force, al l Americans have had to adjust thei r gender-based expecta -
tions. Give n th e hig h mobilit y aspiration s o f Jewish women , thi s 
aspect of the sexual revolutio n ha s resulted i n a n influx o f women 
into the rabbinate to the point where some now refer to the femini -
zation o f that profession , muc h a s education an d social work were 
feminized severa l decades earlier. Yet the number of women seeking 
to ente r th e rabbinat e i s minuscule compare d wit h th e numbe r of 
their sister s wh o hav e sough t career s i n th e profession s suc h a s 
medicine, law , accounting , an d busines s management . Whil e thi s 
trend ha s produced considerable stress within th e American Jewish 
family, a s well a s in th e synagogue , ove r the nex t twent y years i t 
may have a salutary effect upo n the American Jewish identity . 

Large-scale entry of Jewish women into the labor force has meant 
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that mor e Jewish childre n ar e exposed t o a greate r amoun t o f Jew-
ish fathering . Whateve r advantag e i n Jewish educatio n Jewis h fa -
thers have had ove r Jewish mother s (ther e i s evidence of some), i t 
can b e expecte d tha t children' s greate r exposur e t o thei r Jewis h 
fathers may yet have a  positive effect o n their children's Jewishness 
twenty years hence. The large-scale entry of Jewish women into the 
labor forc e ha s als o compelle d moder n Jewis h familie s t o mak e 
greater use of child-care services (includin g Jewish child-care facili -
ties) an d o f availabl e Jewish grandparents . Ther e i s reason t o ex -
pect a correspondingly favorable impac t upon the Jewish identifica -
tion of the grandchildren over the course of the next generation . 

The equalizatio n o f th e rol e o f wome n i n th e synagogue , mos t 
notably th e emergenc e o f a  significan t bod y o f femal e congrega -
tional leader s an d rabbis , ha s gon e han d i n han d wit h greate r 
involvement b y women i n seriou s Jewish learnin g an d ha s opene d 
up new modes and opportunities for their Jewish self-expression. A t 
the ver y least , th e tren d ha s double d th e number s o f Jew s wh o 
engage in th e social productio n o f Jewish identification , b e it fro m 
the pulpit , i n th e classroom, o r from othe r venues we have not ye t 
even imagined . 

Second only to the changing role of women among current socia l 
trends i s th e expande d marke t deman d o n leisur e time . Th e in -
creased educatio n an d economi c well-bein g o f America n Jews ha s 
made them an ever-growing target of merchants of leisure-time use. 
Jews ar e susceptible , a s a n elit e marke t segment , t o th e genera l 
purveyors o f product s an d services , fro m healt h club s t o uniqu e 
cultural programs to exotic vacations. As an aging community wit h 
high disposabl e income , the y ar e muc h sough t afte r b y thos e wh o 
market t o th e retiremen t population . Th e changin g Jewish socio -
economic profil e i s boun d t o presen t a  seriou s challeng e t o tradi -
tional Jewish institution s (Jewis h centers , synagogues , clubs , fra -
ternal organizations , an d th e like) , whic h mus t no w compete , 
as neve r before , fo r th e time , money , an d loyalt y o f thei r 
constitutents. 

Each o f th e challenge s face d b y America n Jews—ne w educa -
tional opportunities , caree r possibilites , an d residentia l options — 
has bee n pose d t o Jew s a s individual s b y th e non-Jewis h world . 
Having successfull y me t thes e variou s persona l challenges , man y 
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thought tha t th e collectiv e well-bein g o f Jewry wa s als o secured . 
Perhaps for th e bette r par t o f the pas t fort y years tha t equatio n o f 
the persona l an d collective ha s held fast . Anothe r elemen t reshap -
ing collective Jewish lif e a t presen t i s the growt h o f the electroni c 
frontier. 

With th e tremendou s diffusio n o f television , VCRs , computers , 
and othe r form s o f electronic technology , th e challenges t o Jewish 
identity are no longer merely the encounters between tradition an d 
modernity, betwee n science and religion, o r between ethnicit y an d 
mobility. The coming twenty years will test the Jewish communit y 
on anothe r level . Abov e all , i t wil l involv e integratin g th e visua l 
and soun d image s an d dat a neede d t o perpetuat e Jewishnes s int o 
the massiv e flows  o f informatio n t o whic h al l moder n Jew s no w 
have access. 

The prospect that people born or reared in American Jewish familie s 
in th e closin g decade s o f th e twentiet h centur y wil l constitut e a 
vital America n Jewr y i n th e twenty-firs t centur y ar e excellent . 
Even as associational and denominational tie s have become attenu-
ated fo r s o man y o f America' s Jews , ther e i s reaso n t o believ e 
that ther e remains a  powerful appetit e for the symbolic universe of 
Judaism an d fo r th e textur e an d value s of Yidishkayt.  W e see thi s 
longing for Jewishness reflected tim e and again in Jews who flock to 
Woody Allen movie s or to films with mor e explici t Jewish conten t 
like Crossing  Delancey o r t o th e wildl y popula r one-ma n sho w of 
Jackie Mason . W e se e i t i n th e haltin g move s o f young me n an d 
women intrigue d b y th e Lubavitc h "mitzva h tanks " an d i n th e 
emotionally charge d conversation s o f Jew s wh o com e wit h thei r 
gentile spouses into "self-help " workshop s t o understan d wh y the y 
feel stresse d abou t ho w the y wil l rea r thei r children . W e recognize 
the longing s tha t thes e an d othe r huma n expression s mirror , eve n 
though w e canno t se e the form s o f social belongin g tha t the y wil l 
engender. Bu t thos e wh o shar e th e sam e longing s an d expression s 
constitute a  community that perpetuates itself. 

I believ e tha t fro m dee p an d ancien t stoc k fres h branche s o f 
Jewishness sprout in each generation in response to the ever-chang-
ing Jewis h milieu . Th e branche s ar e foreve r tearin g throug h th e 
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now-threadbare canop y o f th e past . Lookin g a t th e tears , som e 
lament tha t th e sk y i s falling . Others , throug h th e openings , se e a 
reaching towar d ne w form s o f a  common an d ancien t destiny . Th e 
outer tip s o f th e branche s ar e slowly intertwining , alread y formin g 
the contours of the canopy of the future . 

Appendix 

TABLE 24. 1 
Percentage of  Currently  Married  Jews-by-Birth  Marrying  Various 

Categories of  Spouses,  by  Year  of  Marriage 

Year Persons Got Married 
Pre-1965 1965-7 4 1975-8 4 Sinc e 1985 

Jew-by-Birth 8 9 6 9 4 9 4 3 
Jew-by-Choice 2  5  7  5 
Non-Jew 5  1 9 3 7 4 7 
*(A) Non-Je w 4  6  8  5 

100 10 0 10 0 10 0 

* Refers to marriages of apostate Jews to non-Jews 
Source: 1990 NJPS; calculations by author. 

TABLE 24. 2 
"Would You  Consider  Your  Own  Grandchildren  Jewish?" 

(Father Jewish-Mother  Gentile) 
(By Role  and  Denomination;  Numbers  Are  Percentages) 

Category of Responden t 

Rabbi 
Synagogue La y Leaders 
Communal Professional s 
Communal Boar d Member s 
Laity 

Orthodox 
Yes 

7 
5 
7 

17 
10 

No 

93 
95 
93 
83 
90 

Conservative 
Yes 

41 
49 
62 
79 
78 

No 

59 
51 
38 
21 
22 

Reform 
Yes N o 

94 6 
93 7 
94 6 
96 4 

100 0 
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TABLE 24.3 
Would Respondent  Officiate?  By  Role  and  Denomination 

(Numbers Are  Percentages) 

No, under Any 
Circumstances 

No, bu t Help 
with Civil 
Ceremony 

No, Refer to 
Another Rabbi 

Yes, If 
Children 
Jewish 

Yes, without 
Conditions 

Orthodox 

94.2 

5.8 

Rabbi 
Conservative 

58.3 

26.0 

11.5 

4.2 

Reform 

21.3 

13.2 

27.6 

24.5 

13.4 

Orthodox 

85.1 

9.4 

3.3 

1.1 

1.1 

Not Rabbi 
Conservative 

24.9 

23.3 

14.1 

29.2 

8.5 

Refon 

9.9 

14.2 

14.2 

37.2 

24.5 

Notes 

1. Sinc e this essay was completed before the publication of the 199 0 Na-
tional Jewis h Populatio n Survey , th e dat a referre d t o herei n d o no t 
include th e mos t curren t findings.  However , thi s autho r ha s foun d 
nothing in the recent NJPS that would contradic t th e trends outlined 
in the present paper. 

2. O n this and other issues discussed in this paper see the following: Barry 
A. Kosmin, Nava Lerer , and Egon Mayer, Intermarriage, Divorce,  and 
Remarriage among American  Jews, 1982-87,  Family Researc h Series , 
no. 1  (Ne w York : Nort h America n Jewis h Dat a Bank , 1989) ; Ego n 
Mayer, Intermarriage  and  the  Jewish Future  (Ne w York : America n 
Jewish Committee , 1979) ; Ego n Mayer , Children  of  Intermarriage 
(New York: American Jewish Committee, 1983) ; Egon Mayer, Conver-
sion among the Intermarried (Ne w York: American Jewish Committee, 
1987); Marshall Sklare , "Intermarriag e an d the Jewish Future," Com-
mentary (Apri l 1965) : 37, 46-52; Marshall Sklare , "Intermarriag e and 
Jewish Survival," Commentary (Marc h 1970): 43> 5I-S&-

3. Marshal l Sklare , "Form s an d Expression s o f Jewis h Identification, " 
cited in Will Herberg, Protestant-Catholic-Jew (New York: Doubleday, 
1955), 204. 

4. Steve n M . Cohen , Ties  and  Tensions:  The 1986  Survey  of  American 
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Jewish Attitudes  toward  Israel  and Israelis (Ne w York: American Jew-
ish Committee, 1987) . 

5. Thoma s Luckmann , The  Invisible  Religion  (Ne w York : Macmillan , 
1967). 

6. Steve n M . Cohen , "Jewis h Attitude s t o Issue s o f Jewis h Unit y an d 
Diversity," unpublishe d repor t t o th e America n Jewis h Committee , 
November 1987. 

7. Mar k L . Winer , Sanfor d Seltzer , an d Steve n J. Schwager , Leaders  of 
Reform Judaism: A  Study  of  Jewish Identity  (Ne w York : Unio n o f 
American Hebrew Congregations, 1987) , 55. 

8. Cite d in Herberg, Vrotestant-Catholic-Jew, 49. 
9. Gar y A. Tobin and Alvin Chenkin, "Recent Jewish Community Popula-

tion Studies: A Roundup," American Jewish Year  Book (1985). 
10. Howar d W. Polsky, "A Study of Orthodoxy in Milwaukee," in Marshall 

Sklare, ed., The  Jews (Ne w York: Free Press, 1958) , 325-35. 



C H A P T E R 2 5 

Jewish Survival , Antisemitism , 
and Negotiatio n wit h th e Traditio n 

Charles S . Liebma n 

The recor d o f socia l scientist s i n predictin g th e futur e i s no t a 
reassuring one . Th e concludin g chapte r o f my boo k Deceptive Im-
ages elaborates on the inadequacies of my profession in this regard.1 

Nevertheless, I  am led to offer som e thoughts abou t the future, no t 
out of any conviction tha t what I  predict will come to pass but as a 
way o f explorin g th e presen t conditio n o f America n Jew s a s i t 
affects th e prospects for their survival . 

I understan d Jewis h surviva l i n th e Unite d State s t o mea n th e 
continued presence in the United States of a group that defines itself 
as Jewish an d that i s recognizably Jewish. I  encapsulate Judaism in 
my definitio n o f Jewis h survival . I  defin e Jewis h surviva l a s th e 
survival o f a  grou p whos e Judaism exhibit s significan t continuit y 
with th e Judaism o f previous generations an d wit h th e Judaism o f 
Jews throughout th e world. I  would not only exclude Jews for Jesus 
and Blac k Jews claimin g t o b e th e onl y tru e Jews an d Christian s 
claiming to be the true Israel ; I  would als o argue that ther e will be 
no Jewish survival if American Jews continue to identify themselve s 
as Jews bu t th e tie s tha t bin d the m t o th e Jewish traditio n an d t o 
Jews i n th e res t o f th e worl d becom e attenuate d beyon d a  certai n 
point. I n othe r words , w e hav e t o conside r th e possibilit y tha t a 
collective grou p o f Jew s migh t retai n thei r identit y a s Jews— a 
variety o f politica l o r socia l o r economic reason s migh t encourag e 

436 
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the maintenanc e o f ethni c ties—bu t becom e s o assimilate d tha t 
they are culturally unrecognizable a s Jews. 

In m y boo k Deceptive  Images,  I  have suggeste d tha t thi s i s th e 
direction i n whic h America n Judaism i s moving a t present , whic h 
is not the same as saying that thi s will finally  occur . I  now want t o 
suggest tha t certai n contrar y tendencie s ar e likel y t o becom e evi -
dent i n th e nex t generation . Thes e tendencie s ar e th e outcom e o f 
what I  fear wil l be growing antisemitism i n the United States and a 
continued dro p in th e percentag e o f Jews within th e tota l popula -
tion of the United States . 

I think tha t w e are likely t o see rising levels of antisemitism i n th e 
United State s ove r th e cours e o f th e nex t decad e o r two . I  hazar d 
this guess on the following basis . First , Blacks are likely t o becom e 
increasingly antisemitic a s their level of resentment and frustratio n 
continues to rise. A rise in the level of their frustration i s inevitable, 
given th e conviction , reinforce d b y th e medi a an d virtuall y al l 
political leaders , tha t th e caus e o f thei r relativ e disabilit y stem s 
from prejudic e an d discriminatio n i n America n societ y a t large . 
Since, a s far a s I  can tell , th e basi c cause for th e relative disabilit y 
of Black s come s fro m a n unwillingnes s o r inabilit y t o orde r thei r 
own lives , no amount o f lessened prejudice an d discrimination wil l 
resolve thei r problems . Ye t th e politica l fact s o f lif e ar e tha t fe w 
Blacks and even fewer Whites will speak openly abou t this . Indeed , 
I gathe r that , outsid e th e circle s o f th e politica l Right , th e ver y 
discussion o f th e issu e i s ground s fo r bein g charge d wit h racia l 
prejudice. Th e resul t i s an accumulatio n o f grievances, grievance s 
likely t o b e directed increasingl y a t Jews, since the y ar e relativel y 
easy target s fo r Blacks . Furthermore , I  thin k tha t Black s sense , 
rightly o r wrongly, tha t Jews are hypocritical abou t th e black con -
dition an d ho w i t ca n b e ameliorated . Jew s pa y li p servic e t o th e 
notion that black disability is the result of prejudice, bu t Jews insist 
on maintaining independen t structures and institutions an d in pur-
suing thei r ow n interest s eve n whe n thes e interest s conflic t wit h 
those o f Blacks . Blacks , therefore , fee l tha t Jew s ar e les s eage r t o 
accommodate Black s than the y proclaim. I  suspect that th e success 
and hig h statu s tha t Jew s presentl y enjo y undermine s th e convic -
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tions of the black community abou t the prejudiced nature of Ameri-
can society . Tha t Jewish leader s scrupulously avoi d callin g thi s t o 
the attention of black leaders, or for tha t matte r to anyone else, is, 
I suspect, viewe d a s another instanc e o f Jewish paternalis m rathe r 
than an y appreciatio n fo r Jewis h sensitivit y t o th e conditio n o f 
American Blacks. 

Black antisemitis m i s especiall y significan t becaus e Blacks , un -
like, for example, Hispanic-Americans or Asian-Americans, occup y 
the specia l positio n tha t Jew s onc e occupie d i n tha t attitude s to -
ward the m ar e deemed t o be litmus test s of one's humaneness an d 
morality. Hence , a s others have alread y noted , blac k antisemitis m 
legitimates hostility toward Jews on the part of other Americans— 
at leas t a s long a s black spokesmen ar e clever enough t o moderat e 
raw expression s o f Jew-hatred. Thi s seems to me to have been th e 
lesson that Jesse Jackson learned between 198 4 and 1988. 

No less important in explaining the projected growth of antisem-
itism is the breakdown of the center, a  characteristic of modern lif e 
in genera l an d America n lif e i n particular . I  am consciou s o f ho w 
often thi s has been said—not only about American society but also 
about th e modern world since the French Revolution. Historians of 
the classica l worl d probabl y find  thes e sam e sentiment s expresse d 
in ancien t Greece ; I  kno w the y ar e t o b e hear d i n th e classica l 
literature o f ancien t Rome. 2 So I must trea t m y own prophecie s of 
gloom wit h a  touc h o f skepticism . Bu t I  respon d t o wha t I  se e 
around me , filtered, I  readily admit , throug h m y subjective vision . 
And wha t I  see around me , i n my extended visit s of a  few month s 
in th e Unite d State s ever y thre e o r fou r years , i s a  societ y tha t 
increasingly lack s a  sens e o f collectiv e purpose , a  visio n o f th e 
future, an d eve n self-conscious root s in th e past . The overthrow of 
Communist regimes in Eastern Europe and the disappearance of the 
Soviet Unio n a s a  threa t t o America n securit y wil l onl y quicke n 
this process . Anticommunis m di d provid e a  focus , a  convenien t 
symbol aroun d whic h on e could mobiliz e energy an d effor t o n be-
half o f some larger goal . The disappearance o f this focus o f collec-
tive purpos e wil l furthe r enhanc e centrifuga l force s i n America n 
society an d further undermin e images of order that protec t u s fro m 
our baser instincts. I  doubt if such domestic threats as drugs, AIDS, 
or problems of the homeless are adequate substitutes (althoug h th e 
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environment migh t end up filling the bill) becaus e the definition o f 
the problem and the solutions that have been offered ar e so divisive. 
It migh t b e argued agains t m e tha t th e reall y divisiv e opinions o n 
AIDS, drugs , an d th e homeles s ar e effectivel y silence d i n publi c 
debate. Wherea s thi s silenc e reduce s th e leve l o f divisiveness , i t 
may make solutions more difficult t o achieve. 

The breakdown of the center is enhanced by increased politiciza -
tion o f subgroups—the assertivenes s o f various ethnic , racial , reli -
gious, professional , environmental , an d othe r group s demandin g 
recognition an d affirmin g thei r ow n interests , no t onl y a s par t o f 
what was once defined a s an American national interes t but also as 
alternatives t o it . I n a  mode l society , a n overarchin g sens e o f na -
tional purpose moderates the demands that subgroups raise. But the 
very ter m "nationa l interest " seem s t o hav e los t symboli c legiti -
macy. Th e declin e o f a  sense o f nationa l purpose , therefore , raise s 
the specter of increased politica l unres t in which Jews provide con-
venient target s becaus e o f thei r disproportionat e presenc e i n th e 
most visible arenas of power and status in the United States. 

Social forces of this nature engender their own counterreactions . 
My fear i s not onl y tha t th e increase d los s of a  sense o f order an d 
moral purpos e i n America n societ y wil l occasio n antisemitis m bu t 
also tha t th e effor t t o recaptur e a  sens e o f purpos e wil l d o s o a s 
well. I  do not believ e tha t th e increase d leve l o f antisemitism wil l 
endanger Jewish live s or property in more than a  marginal sense. I t 
is it s effec t o n th e natur e o f Jewis h lif e an d America n Judais m 
about which I  will speculate . 

Is antisemitism a  help or a hindrance to strong Jewish identity? The 
question i s not easil y answered . Observer s a s disparate a s Schneu r 
Zalman o f Lyady 3 and Jean-Paul Sartre 4 were convinced tha t anti -
semitism strengthene d Jewis h identit y an d religiou s sensitivities . 
The former , commentin g o n th e likel y consequence s o f a  Frenc h 
victory ove r Tsa r Alexander , observe d tha t "riche s wil l increas e 
among the Jews .  .  .  but the y will be estranged from God, " whereas 
if th e Russia n tsa r won , "th e Jew s wil l becom e impoverishe d bu t 
their hear t wil l b e joine d wit h God." 5 Experienc e i n th e Unite d 
States ha s bee n tha t antisemitis m abroa d strengthen s America n 
Jewish identit y an d a  sense of collective Jewish purpose . Antisemi -
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tism, or perceived threats of antisemitism within the United States, 
is a n importan t instrumen t fo r mobilizin g America n Jewr y an d 
generating political and financial energies on behalf of Jewish needs 
and organizations. Thus it can serve as a stimulus for Jewish unity. 

On th e othe r hand , Charle s Silberma n ha s mad e th e opposit e 
case.6 He argue s tha t th e declin e o f prejudic e an d discriminatio n 
against Jews in th e Unite d State s and their acceptanc e int o virtu-
ally every stratum of society removed the disabilities to being Jew-
ish an d thereb y encourage d America n Jew s t o strengthe n thei r 
Jewish identity , albei t i n ne w forms . H e remind s u s tha t man y 
Jews prominen t i n America n lif e sough t t o concea l thei r Jewish 
identity. I t is not far-fetched to attribute the growth and support of 
classical Reform Judaism in the United States—especially it s effort 
to excise elements of Jewish particularism an d to stress the notion 
of a  universa l Jewis h peopl e lackin g ethnopolitica l interests , it s 
slavish imitation and acceptance of upper-middle-class liberal Prot-
estant norm s an d values , an d it s alienatio n fro m th e masse s o f 
Jewish immigrant s t o th e Unite d State s an d thei r traditions—t o 
fears of antisemitism. I n accordance with this notion, at least some 
Reform Jews believe d tha t b y disassociatin g themselve s fro m th e 
Russian Jewish immigrant s a t th e tur n o f th e centur y the y coul d 
protect themselves from the force of antisemitism.7 My view is that 
the relationshi p betwee n antisemitis m an d Jewis h commitmen t 
has no t bee n satisfactoril y resolve d and , a s I  hope t o show , ma y 
never be. 

Assumptions tha t th e relationshi p betwee n antisemitis m an d 
Jewish identit y i s unidirectiona l ma y b e too simplistic. 8 I  suspect 
that antisemitism may strengthen Jewish commitment among some 
Jews and weaken i t amon g others. 9 Levels of expectation with re-
gard to antisemitism , one' s prior Jewish identity , an d one's socia l 
goals could be all keys to the difference. I n other words, the conse-
quences of antisemitism o n Jewish identity may be a polarization. 
In a  more profound sense , th e question abou t th e relationship be-
tween antisemitism and Jewish identity is, perhaps, the wrong ques-
tion t o ask . Jewis h identit y o r commitmen t ma y b e sustaine d 
independently o f antisemitism , o r alternately , th e impac t o f anti -
semitism o n Jewis h identit y ma y b e indirec t rathe r tha n direct . 
Two better questions are the following: D o different form s of anti-
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semitism (pogroms , mass slaughter, sporadic physical attacks , legal 
discrimination, economi c exclusion, social prejudice, an d so forth) 
affect Jewis h identit y i n differen t ways ? What image s o f Judaism 
and the Jewish tradition ar e reinforced b y the presence or absence 
of antisemitism ? I  a m concerne d i n particula r wit h th e secon d 
question. 

I believe that American Jews will experience rising levels of hostil-
ity a s a  resul t o f increase d polarization  withi n America n society . 
This ne w antisemitis m i s roote d i n grou p rivalr y rathe r tha n a n 
image of the Jew as estranged from the central elements of a domi-
nant America n cultur e o r a t leas t periphera l t o them . Th e ne w 
antisemitism project s th e Jew a s competitor rathe r tha n outsider . 
In this respect, th e hostility tha t I  foresee i s a  less dangerous form 
of antisemitism in two ways. First, it is less likely to insist upon the 
destruction o f Jews o r even thei r remova l fro m America n societ y 
than might, for example, a n antisemitism arising out of fundamen-
talist Protestantism . Second , thi s for m o f antisemitis m i s mor e 
likely t o strengthe n Jewish identity , a t leas t amon g a  significan t 
number of America n Jews. Th e alternativ e form , characteristi c o f 
Europe, pictured the Jew as alienated from the dominant culture. It 
not only heaped disabilities on the Jew but also imposed a negative 
image tha t man y Jews als o internalized—th e imag e o f th e alien , 
inferior Jew who could overcome his or her disabilities if he or she 
adopted th e dominan t culture . I t wa s thi s antisemitis m tha t 
tempted individua l Jew s wit h assimilatio n an d collectiv e Jewr y 
with self-refor m i n th e imag e o f th e dominan t culture . Assumin g 
that my prognosis is correct, the new antisemitism reminds the Jew 
of hi s or her Jewish origins but holds out littl e hop e for collectiv e 
acculturation becaus e ther e i s no dominant cultur e into which t o 
acculturate. I n fact, I  suspect that one focus of resentment amon g 
some America n minoritie s ma y b e that wha t passe s for the domi -
nant American culture has become so Judaized. On the other hand, 
the possibility of individual assimilatio n is likely to remain viable, 
a partial tribute to the impact of Jews on American society. Despite 
my prognosi s o f assertiv e minorit y group s increasingl y hostil e t o 
one another, I  do not believe that al l other types of identity groups 
will disappear . Jew s wh o wis h t o avoi d th e constraint s o f ethni c 
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identity wil l continu e t o find tha t man y professiona l societie s an d 
certain occupationa l group s offe r a n alternativ e mod e o f identity . 
The notion o f the "wor k grou p a s family" ma y seem absur d t o th e 
vast majorit y o f American s bu t no t t o thos e engage d i n highl y 
specialized occupations , especiall y occupation s lik e th e medi a o r 
the academic world, with thei r espousal of cosmopolitan moralis m 
and self-expression a s the ultimate virtue. In other words, Jews will 
not b e force d t o b e Jews. Bu t thos e wh o d o choos e t o b e Jewish 
are likel y t o for m image s o f Judaism based  o n th e experienc e o f 
antisemitism. Amon g thos e who retain thei r Jewish identity , anti -
semitism wil l shif t thei r prioritie s i n th e matte r o f privat e versu s 
public concerns. In the private realm antisemitism i s likely to rein-
force Jewis h particularism , ethnocentrism , an d ritualism . I  no w 
want t o conside r bot h thes e matter s i n greate r detail , bu t I  mus t 
first dea l briefl y wit h th e fallin g proportio n o f Jews i n th e tota l 
population. 

I assum e tha t th e numbe r o f Jew s a s a  percentag e o f th e tota l 
American populatio n wil l continu e t o declin e a s a  resul t o f rela -
tively lo w birthrate s an d hig h rate s o f mixe d marriag e leadin g t o 
assimilation. Th e mos t importan t consequenc e o f thi s decline , I 
suspect, wil l b e tha t Jews and issue s of Jewish concer n wil l play a 
lessened rol e i n th e America n publi c agenda . Th e mos t importan t 
consequence, fo r ou r purposes , i s a  decreased statu s fo r Jews; tha t 
is, bein g Jewish wil l n o longe r confe r th e honorifi c statu s tha t i t 
presently does . Furthermore , decrease d attentio n pai d Jews i n th e 
media wil l mean tha t a  major sourc e of Jewish identity in contem -
porary America will taper off. Medi a attention reinforces the Jewish 
identity o f man y America n Jews . Bringin g Jewish label s an d con -
cerns to their attention reminds American Jews that they are Jewish 
and tha t bein g Jewish i s no t a  trivia l matter—afte r all , eve n th e 
mass media make note of it. 

There are two models or paradigms to explain the Jew's relationship 
to Judaism in the modern era . I  mean to suggest not tha t these two 
modes of relationship ar e mutually exclusiv e bu t rathe r tha t the y 
are conceptually distinct . Furthermore , I  believe that w e can iden -
tify mos t Jews b y th e mode l o r paradig m tha t bes t describe s thei r 
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relationship t o Judaism . Elsewher e I  hav e referre d t o thes e tw o 
models a s "public " an d "private. " B y "public " Judaism I  mean th e 
Judaism tha t conceive s o f th e Jew a s par t o f a  collectiv e entity — 
the Jewis h people—wit h obligation s an d responsibilitie s towar d 
other Jews an d toward the collectiv e interest s of the Jewish people . 
Most nonsectaria n Jewis h organization s defin e thei r Judais m i n 
public terms . Concer n for Israel, Sovie t Jewry, o r the political inter -
ests o f America n Judaism i s a  reflectio n o f publi c Judaism. Privat e 
Judaism, o n th e other hand , reflect s a  regard for the meanin g Juda-
ism ha s fo r th e individua l Jew . Th e Je w wh o define s hi s o r he r 
Judaism i n privat e term s i s concerne d wit h wha t pattern s o r an -
swers Judais m provide s fo r stage s o f life , fo r calende r events , fo r 
personal crises , an d fo r a  need t o celebrat e aspect s o f life . Th e Je w 
who sees his or her Judaism in personal term s is more likely to thin k 
of Judaism i n religiou s terms , wherea s th e Jew wh o define s hi s o r 
her Judaism in primarily public terms is more readily categorized a s 
an "ethnic" Jew. 

The 1970 s and especially th e 1980 s witnessed th e surg e of privat e 
Judaism a t th e expens e o f publi c Judaism fo r a  number o f reasons . 
First, privat e Judaism, mor e concerne d wit h self , i s mor e compati -
ble wit h th e styl e o f modernit y i n genera l an d America n lif e i n 
particular; second , fro m a n objectiv e poin t o f vie w th e publi c con -
cerns of th e Jewish peopl e i n th e 1980 s (whethe r o f Israel , o f Sovie t 
Jews, o r withi n th e Unite d States ) wer e les s tha n rivetin g an d th e 
solutions for them by no means clear. Th e problems that confronte d 
the Jewis h peopl e i n th e 1980 s di d no t compar e i n magnitud e o r 
severity t o th e problem s tha t confronte d othe r groups abou t who m 
American Jews fel t a t least some responsibility . I n addition, assum -
ing one fel t a  sense of responsibility t o the collective Jewish people , 
and assumin g tha t on e wante d t o do what i s best for that collectiv -
ity, i t was by no means clear what one ought t o do or what positio n 
one ought t o adopt with respec t in the 1980 s to the two major issue s 
of Jewish publi c concern : Israe l an d Sovie t Jewry. I  anticipate tha t 
the growth (o r even a  perceived growth ) o f antisemitis m wil l shif t 
the balanc e betwee n privat e an d publi c Judaism agai n towar d th e 
greater importanc e o f th e latter . Furthermore , thi s ma y hav e a n 
impact on the intermarriage rate. ( I will return to this at the close. ) 

. . .
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I suggest not only that the present emphasis on private as contrasted 
with publi c Judaism ma y shif t bu t als o that , i n a  relate d develop -
ment, th e very nature of Judaism, a s it is interpreted i n the privat e 
realm, i s likel y t o underg o reformulation . I n th e volum e I  coau -
thored with Steve n Cohen , Two  Worlds  of Judaism,10 I  argued tha t 
those American Jews who chose to retain their links to the tradition 
had reinterprete d i t i n accordanc e wit h value s o f individualism , 
voluntarism, universalism , an d moralism. I t was inevitable, Cohe n 
and I  asserted, tha t Jews would reinterpre t th e tradition, give n th e 
markedly differen t condition s under which America n Jews lived i n 
comparison wit h thos e unde r whic h th e traditio n emerged . I n th e 
concluding chapte r o f th e book , therefore , w e wer e no t s o con -
cerned tha t th e contemporar y interpretatio n o f Judais m i n th e 
United State s constitute d a  radica l departur e fro m tha t traditio n 
(although we made no secret of our unhappiness—mine in particu -
lar—on thi s point) , bu t rathe r tha t i t seeme d t o se t America n 
Judaism on a  trajectory tha t was distancing it from Israel i interpre-
tations o f Judaism . I  wan t t o retur n t o tha t point . I  ben t ove r 
backwards, perhap s a t the prodding of my coauthor, i n distinguish -
ing m y preference s fro m m y analysis . I n doin g so , I  concede d a 
survival capacit y t o American Judaism o f the 1970 s and 1980 s tha t 
it may no t merit . I  can bes t explain wha t I  think is likely to occur 
in the next few decades by elaborating upon my image of American 
Judaism at the present moment . 

Jews relate to or accommodate themselves to or reappropriate the 
Jewish tradition in one of three ways. The tradition can constitute a 
kind of museum. Artifacts o f the tradition ar e admired and enjoye d 
at one' s pleasure bu t withou t makin g demand s upo n one' s life . I n 
that case , aspect s of the tradition ar e culled ou t and relocated i n a 
setting that facilitates a  purely object-subject relationship . 

A secon d mod e o f relationshi p i s bes t describe d b y th e ter m 
"submission." Accordin g t o thi s relationship th e traditio n i s imag-
ined a s a series of commandments a s well a s customs to which th e 
Jew i s require d t o submit . Tha t no t al l Jew s wh o relat e t o th e 
tradition submissivel y d o i n fac t observ e everythin g th e traditio n 
demands of them is immaterial, a s long as they assume that submis-
sion i s th e appropriat e nor m an d d o no t projec t deviation s fro m 
this nor m a s legitimate . Th e relationshi p o f "submission " raise s 
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questions about the proper interpretation of the tradition and there 
are differences o f opinion on thi s score. Bu t characteristic o f those 
Jews who relate through the mode of "submission," that is , mostly 
Orthodox Jews, is that none believe they can interpret the tradition 
merely a s they see fit.  Authoritativ e interpretatio n i s a matter for 
those wh o ar e master s o f sacre d text s an d ar e verse d i n it s 
interpretation. 

The third mode of relationship t o the tradition i s best described 
as "negotiation." 11 I n thi s mod e o f relationshi p th e traditio n i s 
conceded a s having a  certain degree of authority bu t a n authorit y 
limited in a  number of ways. I t is limited, i n the first instance, b y 
what th e individua l o r his community member s know. Fo r exam-
ple, most Conservative Jews do not choose to violate laws of family 
purity; they simply do not know they exist. Second, it is limited by 
what th e individua l o r hi s communit y rejects . Conservativ e Jews 
are aware of the role s that th e traditio n allot s exclusively t o men 
but have rejected this gender differentiation. Third , it is limited by 
the manne r i n which th e individua l o r his community choose s t o 
interpret those aspects of the tradition that are accepted, especiall y 
by perception s a s t o wh o ha s th e righ t t o interpret . Unlik e th e 
Orthodox, th e "negotiators " d o no t necessaril y pa y deferenc e i n 
matters of interpretation to the masters of sacred text. 

I take "negotiation " t o b e th e mod e o f relationshi p wort h dis -
cussing in greater detail not only because it is the most complex but 
also becaus e I  suspect tha t i t characterize s th e wa y i n which th e 
majority of committed Jews in the United States would define their 
relationship to Judaism. As indicated earlier, I  am less interested in 
the noncommitted , th e roughl y 2 5 percent o f American Jews wh o 
define themselves as "just Jewish" and display no interest in Jewish 
life, publi c or private; they may or may not be lost to Judaism, but 
their behavior has only an indirect effect on the collectivity of Jews 
in the United States. The same is true of "museum" Jews. They are 
an important segment of American Jews and include the wealthiest 
and most successful Jews in the United States. It is not coincidenta l 
that Jewish museum s enjo y grea t succes s i n thei r fundraisin g ef -
forts, wherea s mos t Jewish organizations , rabbinica l schools , an d 
schools of Jewish education are in financial straits. But the category 
of "museum " Jew i s not , I  believe , a  stabl e one . T o expan d th e 
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metaphor, eithe r th e "museum " Jew i s likel y t o becom e obsesse d 
with hi s collection , i n whic h cas e i t wil l begi n t o affec t othe r 
aspects o f hi s lif e an d h e wil l relat e t o th e traditio n eithe r a s a 
negotiator or as submissive, or the "museum" Jew will devote him-
self to other collections . The "submissives," at the other end of the 
continuum, ar e a  numerica l minority . I  have sympath y fo r the m 
and I  think tha t thei r passio n an d dedicatio n ca n serv e a s models 
for othe r kind s o f Jews. Unde r prope r conditio n the y wil l inspir e 
twinges of guilt among the rest of us. But I do not believe that thei r 
mode o f relationshi p i s suitable t o th e vas t majorit y o f America n 
Jews even unde r condition s o f moderate antisemitis m an d a  subtl e 
retreat fro m th e acceptanc e t o which America n Jews have becom e 
accustomed. Therefore , i t is "negotiation" as a mode of relationship 
to which I  turn my attention . 

First, Judaism itself , o r th e traditio n tha t I  take a s synonymou s 
with Judaism, i s not neutra l abou t ho w on e relates to it . Negotia -
tion a s a  self-consciou s mod e o f relationshi p automaticall y rede -
fines th e natur e o f th e tradition . I t impose s a  flexibility  o n th e 
tradition, especiall y on th e structure of authority within th e tradi -
tion an d o n th e centralit y o f sacred texts , tha t undermine s one of 
its central pillars. Negotiation assumes that the tradition is negotia-
ble. This posits a very different imag e from that which the model of 
submission suggests . The tradition ha s always been negotiated an d 
the modern era is not unique in thi s respect; what i s unique is that 
this is happening in a self-conscious manner . 

Second, "negotiation" as it has proceeded in the past two decades 
subverts th e traditio n b y th e term s unde r whic h i t take s place . I 
would single out three principles (thoug h one can surely find more) 
by which increasing numbers of American Jews in the seventies and 
eighties negotiate d th e tradition . Thes e principles ar e anchore d i n 
the styles and mores that characterize the professional an d intellec-
tual strat a o f America , an d the y ma y hav e a  deepe r basi s i n th e 
nature o f th e moder n experience . Bu t the y als o reflec t peculiarl y 
Jewish roots , becaus e the y ca n b e understoo d a s a  revol t agains t 
the patterns o f synagogue lif e an d ritua l code s that ha d heretofor e 
dominated America n religiou s life . On e finds them i n ful l flourish 
in th e havurah  movement , bu t the y hav e increasingl y penetrate d 
Conservative an d Refor m synagogue s (an d eve n som e Orthodo x 
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synagogues) a s wel l a s thei r rabbinica l seminaries . Th e principle s 
to which I  refer are informality, egalitarianism , an d ethicism . 

Informality i s a  style , bu t i t i s als o a  mod e o f consciousness . 
It include s th e manne r i n whic h Jew s ente r th e synagogue , sea t 
themselves, approac h th e Torah an d th e ark , an d eve n addres s th e 
rabbi. It s mos t obviou s reflectio n i s th e wa y i n whic h increasin g 
numbers of Jews dress during synagogue services. This constitutes, I 
believe, a  statemen t abou t th e meanin g o f th e servic e withi n th e 
synagogue: tha t th e Jew ha s no t com e t o th e synagogu e t o stan d 
before Go d th e King , bu t t o joi n hi s o r he r peer s i n som e share d 
enterprise. I t i s consisten t wit h anothe r observatio n abou t syna -
gogue services—the increase d emphasi s on communa l singin g an d 
the decreased time devoted to silent prayer . 

The second principl e b y which Jews in th e Unite d State s negoti -
ate the tradition i s "egalitarianism," which i s related t o the princi-
ple of informality. Egalitarianis m refer s t o more than th e equality , 
really th e interchangeability , o f the sexes. Not only ar e difference s 
between me n an d women t o be ignored for purposes of observing or 
celebrating th e folkways o f Judaism bu t differences betwee n youn g 
and old , marrie d an d unmarried , knowledgeabl e an d ignorant , pi -
ous and impious , observant an d nonobservan t ar e also ignored. Al l 
these ar e categorie s t o which th e traditio n ascribe s significance i n 
the assignment of roles but that American Jews disregard. 

This i n tur n relate s t o th e thir d principle , "ethicism, " whic h i s 
the opposit e o f ritualism . I t matter s no t whethe r th e folkway s o f 
Judaism are or are not observed in the proper manner; what matter s 
is the prope r intention . I t doe s no t matte r whethe r th e individua l 
called upo n t o lea d th e congregatio n i n praye r o r deliver a  homil y 
or read from the Torah knows how to do it properly ; al l that count s 
is that th e person, male or female, young or old, married or unmar -
ried, indeed, a t its most extreme Jew or gentile, wants to participate 
in the service and wants to play a role in the synagogue. 

What I  find  threatenin g t o Jewis h surviva l i n al l thi s i s no t 
the deviatio n fro m traditio n bu t rathe r th e directio n i n whic h th e 
tradition i s moving—the term s under which i t i s being negotiated . 
Each of these three principles , especiall y whe n the y ar e combined , 
undermines th e centra l pilla r o f the Jewish tradition , th e awesom e 
and authoritative Go d whom Jews are obliged to obey. They substi-
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tute a Judaism focused upon the legitimation of self and the kind of 
lives American Jews have chosen to lead. They serve to strengthen 
the nuclear Jewish family an d foster small communities of mutual 
support base d o n thos e wh o hav e mad e simila r choices . Main -
taining family and building community are necessary conditions for 
Jewish survival but are not substitutes for Judaism. What is emerg-
ing is a "religion" suitable for highly educated an d materially suc-
cessful young professionals who ar e unwilling to compromise thei r 
own mora l assumption s an d politica l worldview—indeed , wh o 
never eve n conside r assessin g th e validit y o f thes e assumptions . 
This "religion " provides , i n a  sense , a  foundatio n ston e fo r th e 
construction of American Judaism. But its focus on self-legitimation 
and it s refusa l t o recogniz e a n authorit y beyon d th e sel f carrie s 
within it the seeds of Jewish (Judaic ) destruction . 

A rise of antisemitism an d a  situation where Jews are less than 
the high-status people tha t recent years have accustomed the m to 
being may undermine this version of Judaism. First , a s I indicated, 
it will probabl y shift th e focus of Jewish attention (a t least among 
those Jew s wh o continu e t o identif y wit h Judaism ) bac k t o th e 
public realm. Second, i t wil l probably restrain the universalist and 
ethicist componen t o f Judaism an d restor e greate r sensitivit y to -
ward Jewish particularis m an d ritualism . A  worldvie w tha t i s a 
product of perceived gentile hostility is no longer a worldview that 
conceives th e cosmo s a s open ende d wit h unlimite d choices . Th e 
world is now a place where, at least to some extent, destiny plays a 
role an d ascribe d characteristic s determin e one' s status. Thi s kind 
of worldview is more sensitive to formality rather than informality , 
status rather than egalitarianism, ritualis m rather than ethicism. I 
do no t fo r on e momen t believ e tha t th e peculia r formulatio n o f 
American Judais m i n th e 1970 s an d 1980 s wil l b e entirel y over -
turned, bu t I  do hol d tha t i t wil l b e reformulated i n a  way mor e 
compatible with the thrust of the tradition itself. 

Finally, th e growth of antisemitism i s likely t o lessen the desir-
ability o f Jews a s marriag e partners . Par t o f th e impetu s fo r th e 
growth o f privat e Judaism ma y hav e bee n tha t publi c Judaism i s 
less meaningful t o the intermarried Jew and especially t o the non-
Jewish partner , whethe r tha t partne r does or does no t conver t t o 
Judaism. The shift i n emphasis from public to private Judaism and 
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the reformulation o f Judaism in more traditional o r particularistic 
terms will also make Judaism less desirable to the non-Jew and may 
influence th e abilit y an d desirability o f th e Jewish communit y t o 
absorb intermarried couples . Thi s wil l certainl y strengthe n it s ca-
pacity for survival. 

As indicated a t the outset, I  am wary of making predictions, bu t I 
am very concerned about the state of American Jewish life. I  do not 
believe that anything now taking place forestalls the disappearance 
of American Jews as a numerically significant an d Jewishly identi -
fiable collectivity. I  do hold that something important will have to 
change i f Judaism i s to survive substantively i n th e United States. 
My essay suggest s tha t a n increas e o f antisemitis m i n th e Unite d 
States might constitute one such change. What other social-cultural 
fluctuations migh t reduc e th e attractivenes s o f Jews a s marriag e 
partners to non-Jews (o r vice versa) an d might lead American Jews 
to strengthen their Jewish commitments an d reorient their notions 
about the nature of Judaism? That is a question I  have difficulty i n 
answering. I f enough Jews wer e disturbe d abou t th e fundamenta l 
issues, th e situatio n woul d b e better . I  worry abou t th e attitud e 
that a basically sound Jewish community in the United States need 
only introduce thi s organizational chang e or that tactica l strateg y 
in order to "reach out" to the intermarried or coopt greater numbers 
of young Jews. The popularity of such a doctrine signals the contin-
uing decline of Judaism in the United States. 
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American Jewry i n th e Twenty-Firs t 
Century: Strategie s o f Fait h 

Arnold Eise n 

I a m no t quit e sur e jus t ho w propheti c I  a m mean t t o be . Th e 
twenty-first century , afte r all , i s almos t upo n us , an d w e ca n pre -
sumably hang on tight i n the nineties ; the end of the next century , 
especially give n th e enormou s change s tha t hav e overtake n u s i n 
this one, seems far awa y indeed—and certainl y beyond my meager 
powers o f imagination . Wit h God , fo r God , concernin g God , al l 
things are possible—so how i s one possibly to predict them ? I  have 
decided to focus on faith and , a s a Conservative Jew ever in searc h 
of elusiv e middl e ground , I  wil l direc t m y attentio n halfwa y be -
tween the immediate and the far off, th e forecast tha t is doable and 
that whic h migh t b e interesting . I  will dra w upo n recen t researc h 
into th e state o f American Judaism durin g th e pas t fe w decade s i n 
order to guess at what ma y lie ahead i n the next few. I  am far fro m 
alarmed abou t ou r prospects , a s you wil l soon see , but neithe r do I 
discern much cause for celebration . 

Let m e begi n b y notin g tha t ou r them e i s American  Judais m 
rather tha n Judais m i n general . I  se e littl e hop e o f convergenc e 
with patterns of faith i n either Europe or Israel, even if I agree with 
Charles Liebma n an d Stev e Cohen tha t i t i s premature, eve n silly , 
to speak of Israel i Judaism a s a  separate entit y altogether. 1 I f Max 
Weber ha d anythin g a t al l t o teac h us , i t i s tha t th e shap e o f a 
society an d polit y impinge s heavil y o n th e configuratio n o f it s 
faiths. Th e Stat e o f Israel—soo n t o posses s a  majorit y o f worl d 

45i 



452 ARNOL D EISE N 

Jewry, perhaps , an d certainl y mor e Jews than America—wil l con -
tinue t o develo p th e holines s o f space , whil e w e insis t tha t Jew s 
sanctify onl y time . Messianism wil l continu e to agitat e heart s an d 
minds there, an d only terrify u s from afar. Th e attempt t o have the 
social orde r directe d i n som e wa y b y Torah, eve n i f i t b e throug h 
the notion of mishpat ivri 2 rathe r than halakhah per se, will remain 
high on thei r religiou s agenda an d b e kept of f ours by the commit -
ment t o separat e churc h an d state . Finally , th e denominationa l 
dynamics o f th e tw o Jewrie s wil l likel y remai n distinct , an d th e 
theological development s tha t I  a m abou t t o predic t fo r Americ a 
will likel y no t appea r amon g Israel i Jews , o r hardl y faz e them . 
Having sai d that , le t m e ad d a t onc e tha t Israel i an d America n 
Orthodox Jews especially will still have much in common, tha t th e 
Reform an d Conservative footholds in Israel will likely remain, an d 
that Israe l wil l n o doub t continu e t o b e existentiall y crucia l t o 
committed America n Jews—even a s it grows more problematic po-
litically an d mor e distan t culturally . W e are set upo n distinc t bu t 
intersecting paths, in religion as in so much else. 

I take it, second, tha t we in America have already emerged from 
the perio d i n whic h Jewis h though t wa s dominate d b y th e tw o 
themes tha t hav e preoccupie d i t fo r mos t o f th e post-196 7 period : 
covenant theolog y an d confrontatio n wit h th e Holocaust. 3 A  new 
generation o f theologians is already upon the scene, declaring, lik e 
the previou s one , it s intentio n t o reorien t theologica l discours e 
substantially. Covenant , fo r reason s I  hav e discusse d elsewhere, 4 

has prove n a  difficul t vehicl e fo r theolog y i n a  communit y disin -
clined t o submit t o the "yoke of Torah," however liberally defined , 
and beref t o f an y satisfactor y notio n o f revelation , particularl y 
"after Auschwitz. " The theologians who have made the Holocaus t 
central, meanwhile—Emi l Fackenheim , Irvin g Greenberg , Arthu r 
Cohen—have themselve s urged the move from o r through encoun -
ter wit h th e "rupture " o r "caesura " o f "Auschwitz " t o tikkun:  re -
newed Jewish commitment , "th e Jewish way." 5 Th e questio n be -
comes what sor t of commitment—and, increasingly , th e nature of 
Jewish community . Tw o examples o f recent though t illustrat e th e 
point rather nicely . 

Arthur Green, a  student o f Abraham Hesche l and expert on Has-
idism who assume d th e mantle o f Mordecai Kapla n a s president of 
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the Reconstructionist Rabbinica l College , i s working on a synthesis 
that put s th e emphasi s upo n persona l religiou s experienc e o r 
"awareness." Jews mus t admi t th e ga p tha t separate s the m fro m 
traditional symbols and beliefs, but they can, like countless genera-
tions of their predecessors, particularly the Hasidim, seek "spiritual 
wakefulness and awareness, .  .  .  cultivation of the inner life." Juda-
ism demands intensity of vision, searchings of the soul. Mitzvot ar e 
the way Jews live a life "in constant striving for . .  .  relation to the 
transcendent an d i n respons e t o th e demand s mad e b y it. " Th e 
search is undertaken with others of similar commitment—in othe r 
words, in Jewish communities.6 

For Judith Plaskow, autho r of a groundbreaking effort t o formu-
late a  feminis t Judaism , th e wa y aroun d th e tradition' s genera l 
exclusion o f women's concerns an d consciousness i s for contempo-
rary Jewish wome n t o "stand on the ground of our experience, o n 
the certaint y o f ou r membershi p i n ou r ow n people. " Not e tha t 
authority rests with the experience of a particular community, an d 
its "God-wrestling. " Feminist history , midrash , an d ritual mus t be 
created t o provide forms an d content for that search. The effort i s 
revolutionary, Plasko w argues , bu t s o wa s th e transformatio n o f 
biblical Judais m accomplishe d b y th e rabbi s o f ol d followin g th e 
cataclysmic destruction of the Second Temple.7 

This i s no t th e plac e fo r a  detaile d revie w o f eithe r thinker' s 
work. I  only wan t t o sugges t tha t th e trend s tha t th e tw o repre -
sent—experiential, communal , spiritual , feminist—wil l b e long -
lasting if the atomization of our communities, our liberal suspicion 
of authority , ou r search for individual meaning , an d the successe s 
of the women's movement in recent decades prove enduring. Femi-
nist reinterpretatio n o f th e traditio n i s part an d parcel o f moder n 
revision more generally, and even attacks on "patriarchalism" seem 
tied t o th e democratizatio n o f "god-talk " eviden t throughou t th e 
modern period , neve r more so than i n Americ a i n recen t decades . 
Tocqueville woul d hardl y hav e bee n surprise d b y thes e develop -
ments, an d neither shoul d w e be. 8 Our theological direction s wil l 
keep pace with the social changes that underlie them. 

In a  sense , thes e direction s provid e a  framewor k rathe r tha n 
specific content . The y describe a  kind of thinking, a n approach t o 
thought, rathe r than supplying hard-and-firm answer s to questions 
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about Go d an d God' s plan s fo r th e world . America n Jew s hav e 
never seeme d particularl y intereste d i n theology , an d no t muc h 
systematic Jewis h religiou s though t ha s bee n produce d here— a 
trend likel y t o continue . Conside r th e variou s strategie s o f fait h 
that predominat e amon g us : (i ) "compartmentalization, " whic h 
thrives by separating issues of faith from daily life and the scientifi c 
perspective that organize s it ; (2 ) th e parallel division of faith fro m 
reason a s Martin Buber' s I-Tho u i s divided fro m I-It , a s Abraha m 
Heschel's real m o f wonde r an d myster y i s divided fro m th e worl d 
in whic h w e "measur e an d weigh, " an d a s Joseph Soloveitchik' s 
"covenantal man " Ada m th e Second i s divided fro m hi s Adam th e 
First of mastery an d honor; 9 (3 ) translatio n o f traditional concept s 
such as Jewish chosenness into images that move us not by the logic 
of belief but by the pictures they present to the mind and heart; and 
(4) mos t prevalen t o f all , th e move from question s of what i s true 
to considerations of what i s meaningful, whic h I  call the strategy of 
tradition. W e fee l fre e t o participat e i n ritual s an d textua l stud y 
without feelin g compelle d t o giv e assen t t o th e word s w e utter . 
"Blessed ar e you , Lor d ou r God , Kin g o f th e Universe , wh o ha s 
commanded us " need not dete r those who do not believe in a  com-
manding God , o r in God' s ordinance o f this particular observance , 
so long as they can supply a n interpretation t o thei r behavio r tha t 
seems both meaningful an d authentic . 

I tak e thi s t o b e th e mos t widel y practice d strateg y o f fait h i n 
current employ , outsid e o f traditiona l Orthodoxy , an d it—eve n 
more tha n th e othe r strategie s just named—set s theologica l ques -
tions aside in favor o f the experience of transcendence, profundity , 
and community. I t will likely remain such. The elites of the various 
movements seem disinclined to focus on age-old questions of belief, 
let alon e resolve them with an y consensus, while Jewish laypeopl e 
seem quite happy with the notion tha t tradition is a legacy for them 
to us e as they se e fit, eve n piecemeal , rathe r tha n a  coheren t an d 
binding set of obligations—let alon e a  belie f system to which the y 
must assent . I  would b e willin g t o be t tha t thi s emphasi s o n th e 
flexibility an d pluralism o f tradition an d the de facto autonom y of 
the individua l Je w wil l gro w i n comin g decades . A  communit y 
with our intermarriage rate, our internalized concern with the good 
opinion o f certain highl y secularized gentil e Americans, ou r desire 
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to balanc e particularis t "survival " wit h harmon y an d integratio n 
and not , Go d forbid, t o go too far i n eithe r direction—this i s not a 
community abou t t o undertak e a  theologica l mov e t o th e "right. " 
Even insid e moder n Orthodoxy , wher e th e behaviora l norm s see m 
ever more demanding , Jewish belie f coexist s precariousl y wit h th e 
demands o f the worl d beyon d an d insid e th e walls . The source s of 
strain i n tha t situation , an d i n America n Judais m generally , ar e 
far mor e eviden t tha n an y tendenc y t o abando n secula r Americ a 
wholesale—or adap t i t i n a  ne w an d convincin g Maimonidea n 
synthesis. 

There i s perhap s on e exceptio n t o thi s rule : w e ma y wel l find 
Jewish mysticis m eve r mor e appealin g i n comin g decades , bot h 
because people ar e more an d mor e comfortable wit h myth , havin g 
learned t o read i t i n a  way tha t doe s not make literal claim s abou t 
what i s true , an d becaus e th e scienc e o f th e comin g centur y ma y 
converge decisivel y wit h th e mos t mythic , leas t rationa l element s 
of ou r tradition . On e read s Stephe n Hawking' s Brief  History  of 
Time, perhap s a  sig n o f thing s t o come , an d th e affinitie s wit h 
Kabbalah ar e striking . Ther e i s littl e roo m anymor e fo r Mordeca i 
Kaplan's judgmen t o f ou r inheritanc e b y a  rationalist , scientisti c 
standard. Th e scientist s themselve s increasingl y hav e recours e t o 
mythic languag e (e.g. , th e bi g bang) , an d th e belie f tha t scienc e 
can master nature, le t alone harness it for the benefit o f the species, 
seems a t century' s en d naiv e a t bes t an d a t wors t a  cruel delusion . 
Theological symbols that hav e cosmic rather than socia l reference , 
spiritual rathe r tha n politica l implications , ma y experienc e a  re -
naissance of meaning. I n this respect, we may have license to think 
boldly. Our grandchildren ma y look back at u s as having inhabite d 
a tim e of conflict betwee n religio n an d science tha t the y n o longe r 
know. They may have the luxury of other problems. 

In conclusion , I  cannot escap e noticin g tha t w e me t t o discus s 
the America n Jewis h futur e i n th e relativel y humdru m wee k o f 
Tazri'a-Metzora, interpose d betwee n the eternally terrifyin g dram a 
of th e death s o f Nada v an d Avih u i n Shemini  ( a parasha  tha t 
always coincide s wit h Yom  ha-Shoah)  an d th e eterna l challenge s 
of Aharei-Mot  an d Kedoshirn.  On e mus t choos e a  standpoint , i n 
faith a s in sociology . I  find  tha t thes e weekly Tora h reading s fro m 
Leviticus provide me with a  landmark o f sorts from which t o view 
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our present—indeed, an y Jewish present . The y tel l m e wher e I  a m 
and hav e bee n (lik e Aaron , relativel y "silent " abou t th e awfu l 
events just behin d us , an d mainly concerne d t o get on with th e job 
of bein g a  hol y people) . The y remin d me , too , wher e w e a s a 
community nee d t o go , eve n i f non e o f u s eve r get s ther e entirel y 
and many of us do not ge t there a t all . I t is also extremely comfort -
ing, whe n doin g Jewish futurolog y a  mer e forty-si x year s afte r th e 
Holocaust, t o hav e n o fea r fo r th e surviva l o f th e Jewis h people ; 
and, forty-thre e years after the creation o f the Jewish state, t o hav e 
no fear fo r the existenc e o f Israel ; and , afte r decade s of prediction s 
about th e imminen t demis e o f America n Jewry , t o worr y no t a 
bit tha t ou r descendant s wil l no t b e abl e t o conven e i n scholarl y 
conferences a  hundre d year s fro m no w an d worr y abou t their  de -
scendants. A  fe w decade s ago , I  could hardl y hav e bee n thi s opti -
mistic. Perhaps , then , we should conclude each rehearsal of anxiet y 
for what migh t com e i n a  ton e o f blessin g fo r what i s already her e 
and has not been lost . 

Notes 

i. Charle s S. Liebman and Steven M. Cohen, Two  Worlds of Judaism: The 
Israeli and American Experience  (Ne w Haven, Conn.: Yale University 
Press, 1990) . See in particular chapter 7. 

2. Literally , "Hebre w law"—i.e. , th e entir e histor y o f Jewish lega l prac -
tice, no w the name of a movement t o align current Israel i legislatio n 
with that precedent. 

3. I  draw here upon my survey, "Jewish Theology in North America: Notes 
on Two Decades," American Jewish Year  Book (1991): 3-33. 

4. Ibid . 
5. "Tikkun " is Fackenheim' s phrase ; see Emi l Fackenheim , To  Mend the 

World (Ne w York : Schocken, 1982) . The  Jewish Way  i s the titl e o f a 
volume by Irving Greenberg (New York: Summit, 1988) . 

6. Arthu r Green, "Rethinkin g Theology: Language , Experience , an d Real-
ity," Reconstructionist (Septembe r 1988) : 8-11. See also his book Seek 
My Face, Speak My Name (Northvale , N.J.: Jason Aronson, 1992). 

7. Judit h Plaskow, Standing  Again at  Sinai:  Judaism from a Feminist Per-
spective (Sa n Francisco: Harper & Row, 1990) . I  have cited a n article 
that serves as a precis of the book: Judith Plaskow, "Standing Again at 
Sinai: Jewish Memor y fro m a  Feminis t Perspective, " Tikkun  1 , no . 2 
(1986): 28. 



AMERICAN JEWR Y I N TH E TWENTY-FIRS T CENTUR Y 45 7 

8. I  refer o f cours e t o th e grea t nineteenth-centur y surve y o f America n 
mores and institutions: Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in  America, 
2 vols. (Ne w York: Schocken, 1961). 

9. Se e Marti n Buber , /  and  Thou,  trans . Walte r Kaufman n (Ne w York : 
Scribner's, 1970) ; Abraha m Heschel , Man  Is  Not  Alone  (Ne w York : 
Harper Torchbooks, 1966) ; and Joseph Soloveitchik, "Th e Lonely Man 
of Faith," Tradition (Summe r 1965): 5-67. 





Index 

Abel, Lionel, 73 
Acculturation, concept of, 5 , 10 , 11, 13 , 

62, 76, 312, 331, 382, 441 
Ackerman, Paula, 269-70, 280 
Adler, Felix, 224 
Adorno, Theodor, 32 
Affirmative action , 108 , 109, 112, 113, 

116, 137, 146 
African Americans and American Jews, 

111-13,438 
Agudat Israel, 313, 316, 321, 324. See 

also Council of Tor ah Sages 
Agunah, 290 
Ahad Ha-am, 152 , 154, 165, 168, 207 
Aliyah (t o the land of Israel), 43, 44, 45, 

156, 160, 405 
Allen, Woody, 81, 86, 92, 432 
Allgemeine Zeitung  desjudentums, 20 , 

25, 26, 27, 37n. 36 
American Council for Judaism, 164n . 16 
American culture, Jewish contribution 

to, 9, 92, 441 
American Friends of Israeli Universities, 

160 
American Hebrew, 232, 235-36, 237, 240 
Americanism, Mordecai Kaplan's views 

on, 342 
American-Israel Public Affairs Commit-

tee (AIPAC) , 160 
American Jewish Committee, 102 , 154, 

170, 179, 182, 366, 397, 419 
American Jewish Congress, 102, 114, 

155, 179, 182. See also World Jewish 
Congress 

American Jewish history, overviews of: 
in the eighteenth century, 6, 7, 217— 

18; in the nineteenth century, 6, 7, 8, 
218-23; in the twentieth century, 8 -
10, 12, 13, 14, 223-25 

American revolution, 217-18 
American Zionist Emergency Council, 

160 
Am Olam  movement, 46-47, 48, 53 
Annie Hall (movie) , 86-87, 91 
Anti-Defamation League , 367 
Antisemitic stereotypes, 82, 90. See also 

Stereotypes 
Antisemitism, 8, 9, 30, 31, 35n. 17, 38n. 

41, 43, 45, 63-76 passim, 136 , 152, 155, 
163n. 3, 174-75, 180, 193, 196, 208, 
339, 359, 408, 409, 418, 437-42, 443, 
446, 448, 449, 450n. 9; and African 
Americans, 112-13 , 437-38 

Arab riots of 1929, 177. See also Jaffa ri-
ots of 1921 

Arendt, Hannah, 110 
Ashkenazim, 220 
Assimilation, 5, 10 , 12, 14, 15, 85, 146, 

292, 378, 379, 382, 395, 419, 437, 441, 
442 

Association for Jewish Studies (AJS), 
289 

Autonomy, personal , 401. See also Indi-
vidualism; Self-realization 

Avalon (movie) , 88 

Baby-naming ceremonies, 274, 288 
Baerwald, Paul, 186 
Balaban, Meir, 358 
Balfour Declaration, 155 , 156, 165, 170, 

171, 172 , 175, 176, 202 
Bavli, Hillel, 187 

459 



460 I N D E X 

Belkind, Israel , 4 7 
Bell, Daniel , 7 3 
Bellah, Rober t N., 7 
Bellow, Saul , 7 3 
Ben-Gurion, David , 159 , 191n . 48, 202 
Berlin (Bar-Han) , Meyer , 15 2 
Berlin, Naphtal i Zv i Judah (Ha-Netziv), 

345 
Bernstein, Ze v Hirsch, 43 
Besser, Chaskel , 325 , 329 
Bet Din,  303 , 350 
Beth Medrash Govoha (Yeshiv a o f Lake-

wood, Ne w Jersey), 326 , 327 
Bible, 358 , 366 
Biltmore program, 16 5 
Bilu, 47 
Bitzaron, 35 8 
Blaustein, Auser , 5 5 
B'nai B'rith, 39n . 51, 221 
B'nai Jeshurun (Ne w York) , 21 9 
Board of Jewish Ministers (Ne w York) , 

230, 232-33 , 238-40 , 242-4 3 
Body and  Soul  (movie) , 80 , 91 
Boerne, Ludwig , 36n . 1 6 
Borochov, Ber , 15 2 
Borowitz, Eugen e B. , 282n. 41 
Brandeis, Loui s D., 102 , 145 , 152 , 154, 

155, 156 , 157 , 160 , 165 , 169-70 , 194 , 
196, 344 

Brandstaetter, David , 5 3 
Braudes, Reuben Asher, 5 3 
Brecht, Bertolt , 32 , 39n. 47 
Brice, Fanny, 9 2 
British Jew Bil l of 1753 , 34n. 2 
Broadway Danny  Rose  (movie) , 87 
Buber, Martin , 110 , 123 , 125 , 126 , 187 , 

357, 454 
Bundism, 3 

Cahan, Abraham , 47 , 67-68, 6 9 
Campe, Joachim Heinrich , 49 , 50 
Cantorate, 29 , 37n. 36 , 233 , 292, 302, 389 
Cantors, women as , 271 , 290, 302 
Cantors' Institute of JTS, 30 3 
Catholicism, 1 3 
Central Conferenc e o f American Rabbi s 

(CCAR), 179 , 195 , 208, 268-69, 273 , 
276, 277-79 t 362 , 364, 425 

Central Organization for Jewish Educa -
tion (Germany) , 35 7 

Chaim Berlin Yeshiva, 32 6 
Charleston, Sout h Carolina , Reforme d 

Society of Israelite s in, 219 , 226, 
228n. 9 

Chissin, Chaim , 47 
Chosen, The  (movie) , 81 , 93 
Chosen people , 12 5 
Christianity, 6 , 233 , 347, 366. See also  In -

terfaith dialogue; Protestan t 
Christianity 

Civil religion , Mordeca i Kaplan' s view s 
on,342 

Civil rights,  Jewis h support for, 138 , 
16S-66. See  also  Socia l actio n 

Cohen, Arthur , 45 2 
Cohen, Gerso n D. , 123 , 301 
Cohen, Naom i W „ 19 4 
Cohn, Harry , 80 , 81, 82 
Cold War, 10 8 
Columbus Platform (o f the Central Con -

ference of American Rabbis) , 19 5 
Commission o n Reform Jewish Out-

reach, 42 0 
Committee on Jewish Law and Stan-

dards (CJLS ) o f the Rabbinical Assem -
bly, 298-9 9 

Committee on Socia l Justice of the Rab-
binical Assembly , 17 9 

Communism, 70 , 71, 108 , 120-21 , 13 9 
Communist Party , 106 , 10 7 
Community, Jewish, 8 , 287 , 346-50, 390 , 

418, 419 , 420, 422, 431, 445, 448, 452, 
453, 456 

Conference o n Jewish Relations, 42 2 
Congress, U.S. , Jews in, 10 3 
Conservatism (political) , 99 , 134 , 14 4 
Conservative Jews, 12 , 13 , 399, 422, 423, 

425, 427, 445, 452 
Conservative Judaism, 114 , 186 , 187 , 

242, 245n . 31 , 289, 297-308, 362 , 387, 
388, 389 , 397, 423, 424, 446. See also 
Positive-Historical Judais m 

Conservative Judaism an d feminism , 
297-308; women a s rabbis in, 271, 
300-302 

Conservative Judaism and Zionism , 
194-201 



I N D E X 46 1 

Continuity, Jewish , 396-97 , 409, 436 
Cookbooks, Jewish, 256-5 7 
Council o f Jewish Federation s (CJF) , 

289 
Council o f Presidents of Major Jewis h 

Organizations, 160 , 16 1 
Council o f Torah Sage s (Mo'etze t Gedo -

lay ha-Torah ) o f the America n Agu -
dat Israel , 316 , 326, 327 

Crimes and  Misdemeanors  (movie) , 8 7 
C.V. Zeitung,  30 , 38n. 40, 48n. 4 1 

Dafyomi movement , 313-18 , 320, 321, 
331, 335 , 337n. 8 

Dahlberg, Edward , 77n . 1 1 
Davis, Sammy , Jr., 8 1 
Dembitz, Lewi s N„ 23 6 
Democracy, 127 , 341, 345, 346, 347, 351, 

353 
Democratic Party , 135-3 6 
Demography, Jewish , 9 , 378 , 380, 384-

85, 386 , 392n. 8 , 421, 441, 442 
De Sola Pool , David , 201- 2 
Dewey, John, 34 4 
Diaspora, 2 , 3 , 7, 10 , 11 , 12, 14 , 15 , 92, 

148, 159 , 183 , 185 , 348, 349 
Diaspora nationalism , 3 , 387 
Dik, Isaa c Meir , 53-5 4 
Drachman, Bernard , 231 , 241, 242 
Dubinsky, David , 10 6 
Dubnow, Simon , 45 , 16 5 
Dunner, Aharon , 328 , 333 

Eastern Europea n Jews, 3 , 5, 11 , 12, 21, 
29, 33 , 34n. 6 , 41-59, 147 , \55-56 t 
160n. 3 , 168 , 193 , 195, 223, 237, 385, 
387, 418 , 421, 450n. 7 

Education, higher , Jews in , 377-7 8 
Education, Jewish, acquiring , 383 , 402-

4. See also  Talmu d stud y 
Egalitarianism, i n America , 98-9 9 
Einhorn, David , 37n . 21 , 37n. 35 , 267 
Einstein, Albert , 12 1 
Eisenstein, Judah David , 44-45 , 237 
Eisenstein, Judith Kaplan , 343-4 4 
Emancipation, 2 , 151 , 171, 311, 340, 349, 

379, 38 0 
Emanu-El (Ne w York) , 230 , 232-33, 

238-39, 243 , 244n. 6 

Emigration, populatio n figures  for , 34n . 
6 

Endogamy rate , Jewish, 382 , 384 
Enlightenment, 64 , 144 , 193 . See also 

Haskalah 
Ephron, Nora , 8 8 
Ethnicity, 39 0 
Ethnocentrism, 44 2 
Ethnography an d th e stud y o f Jewish 

life, 31 8 
Ettinger, Shloyme , 5 4 
Exile (galut),  15 , 64, 92, 181 , 328; nega-

tion of , 16 9 
Existentialism, i n America n religiou s 

thought, 12 6 
Ezrat Nashim , 285-95 , 298 , 299, 300, 

303, 306n . 6 , 308n . 2 6 

Fackenheim, Emil , 45 2 
Family, Jewish, 407-8 , 409, 430-31, 44 8 
Federation o f American Zionists , 153 -

54, 166 , 167 . See also  Zionis t Organiza -
tion o f Americ a 

Federation o f Jewish Philanthropies , 10 2 
Fein, Leonard , 38 9 
Felsenthal, Bernard , 4 3 
Feminism, Jewish, 10 , 13 , 225, 267-308, 

430-31, 45 3 
Fertility, Jewish , 9 , 378 , 380, 381, 389-

90, 391n . 3 , 392n. 8 , 393n . 18 , 394n. 25, 
442 

Film, 11,79-9 4 
Finkelstein, Louis , 166 , 177-78 , 180-83 , 

185-87, 191n . 42, 19in . 5 1 
Fishberg, Maurice , 25 2 
Fisher, Elya , 333-3 4 
Flexner, Bernard , 15 4 
Foods, Jewish, 88 , 247-64, 407-8 , 409, 

429. See also  Kashru t 
Ford, Henry , 36n . 41 , 82, 10 4 
Fragmentation, communal , 8 
Frankfurt, Mose s Mendelsohn, 4 9 
Frankfurter, Felix , 154 , 17 9 
Freud, Sigmund , 12 1 
Friedlaender, Israel , 165-7 4 passim, 177 , 

189n. 20 , 231 
Friesel, Evyatar , 194 , 209 
Fuchs, Daniel , 60-63 , 76 
Funny Girl  (movie) , 8 8 



462 I N D E X 

Gans, Eduard , 22 
Garfield, John, 8 0 
Gender-based religious language, 276 , 

291 
Gender roles, an d kashrut, 24 9 
German Jews, 3 , 5, 11 , 19-40 , 153-54 , 

155, 163n . 3 , 195 , 357, 385, 450n. 7 
Gersoni, Henry , 4 4 
Get, 30 3 
Ginzberg, Louis , 231, 237 
Glatstein, Jacob, 74-7 5 
Glueck, Nelson , 27 0 
God, Jewish ideas of, 1 , 2, 64, 125 , 151, 

196-97, 276-77,  282n . 41, 291, 312, 
329, 332 , 335-36, 343 , 351, 356-68 pas-
sim, 399 , 400-401, 409, 439, 447, 454 

Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von , 21 
Gold, Michael , 7 1 
Goldbaum, Meshulu m Feitel , 4 9 
Goldman, Solomon , 187 , 19 4 
Goldstein, Israel , 18 7 
Goldwyn, Samuel , 80 , 82 
Goodbye, Columbus  (movie) , 81 , 88, 89 
Gordon, David , 4 6 
Gordon, Issacha r Baer, 5 0 
Gordon, Judah Leib , 46, 50-5 1 
Gottheill, Richard , 16 7 
Gottloeber, Abraha m Baer , 50, 52 
Gottschalk, Alfred , 27 0 
Green, Arthur, 291 , 452 
Greenberg, Clement , 7 3 
Greenberg, Irving , 45 2 
Greenberg, Simon, 18 7 
Greenfeld, Osher , 327-28 , 33 3 
Gulf War, 16 1 
Gunzberg, Mordeca i Aaron , 5 0 

Hadassah, 157 , 159 , 160 , 285 
Hafetz Hayyi m (Israe l Mei r Ha-Kohen) , 

56 
Haganah, 18 5 
Halakhah, 202 , 290, 297, 300, 302, 303, 

330, 349 , 359 , 361, 362, 364, 401-2, 
409, 451 

Halakhah, Conservative , an d feminism , 
297-98, 299 , 300, 302, 304, 306n. 8 

Ha-Levanon, 56 
Halpern, Abraham , 200-201 , 204, 205 
Halpern, Ben , 165 , 195 , 209 

Halpern, Moishe Leib , 68-6 9 
Ha-Maggid, 42 , 43, 45, 46, 52 
Ha-Melitz, 42 , 43, 44, 45, 50 
Handlin, Oscar , 19 3 
Haredim (Ultra-Orthodox) , 389-90 , 

394n. 25 
Harkavy, Alexander , 47-4 8 
Ha-Shahar, 44 , 46 
Hasidism, 3 , 27, 324-25, 326 , 330 , 355, 

360, 364 , 367-68, 422 , 452, 453 
Hasidism, varietie s of: Bluzhover , 324 -

25; Gerrer, 333-34; Skver, 325; Vizh-
nitzer, 32 8 

Haskalah, 3 , 46, 151 , 379. See also 
Enlightenment 

Havurot, 13 , 225, 446 
Ha-Zefirah, 42 , 45, 46 
Ha-Zeman, 5 3 
Ha-Zofeh ba-Aretz  ha-Hadashah,  4 3 
Heartburn (movie) , 8 8 
Hebrew Benevolent Society , 22 1 
Hebrew Unio n College (afte r 1950 , He-

brew Union College-Jewish Institut e 
of Religion), 38n . 36 , 38n. 41, 209, 
268-70, 272 , 357, 358, 360; admission 
of gays and lesbians to and their ordi-
nation by, 278-7 9 

Hebrew Universit y of Jerusalem, 17 7 
Hecht, Ben , 74 
Heilbut, Anthony , 3 2 
Heine, Heinrich , 22 , 34n. 4, 36n. 19 , 247, 

380 
Herberg, Will , 12 , 120-32 , 193 , 427 
Herzl, Theodor , 152 , 196 , 197 , 202, 208, 

209 
Heschel, Abraha m Joshua, 13-14 , 355 -

74, 452 , 454 
Hibbat Tsiyyon, 51 , 55 
Hillel Foundations , 27 4 
Hillquit, Morris , 10 6 
Hirshbein, Peretz , 6 8 
Hochschule fu r die Wissenschaft de s Ju-

dentums, 356 , 357 
Holidays, Jewish, 261 , 399, 402, 404, 

407-8, 40 9 
Holocaust, 9 , 74 , 110 , 125 , 147 , 157-58 , 

159, 162 , 196 , 312, 316, 332, 334, 356, 
367, 369n . 4 , 373n. 55,  408, 417, 452, 
456 



I N D E X 46 3 

Homosexuality an d American Judaism, 
278-79 

Hook, Sidney , 7 3 
Horkheimer, Max , 3 2 
Horowitz, Leon , 43-4 4 
Howe, Irving , 7 3 
Hurwitz, Chai m Haykl , 5 0 

Identity, Jewish, 395-41 6 passim 
ILGWU (Internationa l Ladie s Garmen t 

Workers Union) , 106 , 107 , 12 3 
Image of Jews in media, 421 , 442 
Immigration: to America fro m Tsaris t 

Russia, 63 ; post-World War II, t o 
America, 312 . See also  Easter n Euro-
pean Jews; German Jews; Rumania n 
Jews 

Individualism, an d it s impact on Jewry, 
91, 444 . See also  Autonomy ; Self -
realization 

Institute for Jewish Affairs , 17 9 
Institute for Jewish Studies (Warsaw) , 

357 
Interfaith dialogue , 36 6 
Intermarriage, 9 , 10 , 82, 146 , 378-86 pas-

sim, 392n . 8, 393nn . 16 , 17 , 18 , 381, 
386, 393n . 17 , 396, 419-21, 422, 424 -
27, 428 , 442, 443, 448, 449, 45 4 

Israel, peopl e of , 181 , 201, 203-8 passim, 
342, 343 , 346, 358, 36 6 

Israel, Stat e of , 3 , 75 , 153 , 155 , 159-62 , 
177, 185 , 187 , 200, 203-7 passim, 2 1 In. 
25, 349 , 356 , 367, 369n. 4, 373n . 55, 
377, 398 , 404-5, 409 , 417, 421, 422, 429, 
430, 443 , 444, 451-52, 456; Jewish sup-
port for, 9 , 12 , 110 , 138-39 , 140-43 , 
146-48. See also  Yishu v 

Jaffa riot s of 1921 , 176 , 189n . 20 
Jaffe, Mordeca i Gimpel , 56 
James, Henry , 93 ; on th e Jews, 79-8 0 
James, William, 34 4 
Jazz Singer  (movie) , 81 , 84, 85, 89 
Jessel, George , 8 5 
Jewish Cente r (Ne w York) , 34 0 
Jewish Endeavo r Society (JES) , 230-42 , 

243n. 3 , 245n. 31 
Jewish Feminis t Organization, 28 9 
Jewish Institut e of Religion, 39n . 41, 

195; merger with th e Hebrew Unio n 
College (1950) , 269 , 27 0 

Jewish Nationa l Fund , 154 , 15 9 
Jewish Teacher,  354n . 1 0 
Jewish Teachers Association o f Ne w 

York, 354n . 1 0 
Jewish Theological Seminar y o f 

America (JTS) , 165 , 166 , 177 , 186 , 
187, 191n . 51 , 194 , 196 , 230-32, 236, 
241-42, 243n . 3 , 287 , 289 , 300-302 , 
360, 360n . 11,38 8 

Jews-by-choice, 42 0 
Joint Distributio n Committe e (JDC) , 

186; resettlement o f Jews in the Cri-
mea by , 10 5 

Jolson, Al , 84-86 , 9 2 
Judische Rundschau,  30 , 38n. 41 
Jiidisches Gemeindeblatt,  35 7 
Judisches Lehrhaus (Frankfurt) , 35 7 
Jung, Leo , 21 In. 2 5 

Kahal Adat h Jeshurun of Washingto n 
Heights (Ne w York) , 326 , 337n . 21 

Kahaneman, Joseph, 31 4 
Kallen, Horace , 344-4 5 
Kampelman, Max , 139 , 14 0 
Kaplan, Israel , 34 5 
Kaplan, Mordecai , 13-14 , 124 , 125 , 165 , 

166, 168 , 177-78 , 183-87 , 194 , 224, 231, 
236, 241-42 , 245n . 31 , 257-58, 264n . 
50, 339-54 , 360 , 371n. 22 , 372n. 34, 
452, 45 4 

Kashrut, 13 , 248-64, 316 , 398, 402, 429; 
hygienic argument s for , 252-55 . See 
also Food s 

Kasovich, Israe l Isser , 47, 48 
Katz, Jacob, 38 7 
Kavvanah, ide a of , 36 2 
Kazin, Alfred , 73 , 88 
Kehillah, th e New York , 102 , 165 , 172 , 

246n. 33 , 347-4 9 
Kehillah movement , 167 , 348-4 9 
King, Marti n Luther , Jr., 365 , 373n. 49 
Klein, A . M. , 74 , 78n. 1 1 
Kohler, Kaufmann , 209 , 267-6 8 
Kohn, Abraham , 36n . 26 
Kompert, Leopold , 22-2 3 
Kook, Abraha m Isaac , 152 , 19 7 
Kotler, Aaron , 33 1 



464 INDE X 

Labor movement, Jewish, in America, 
103, 114 

Landsmanshaften, 8, 103 , 223 
Lazarus, Emma, 65 
Leivick, H., 75 
Lesser, Isaac, 221-22 
Levin, Meyer, 74 
Levine, Yehudah Leib, 46 
Levinson, Barry, 88 
Levinthal, Israel , 187 , 198-200 
Levitsky, Louis, 197-98 
Levy, Felix, 205, 208 
Lewisohn, Ludwig, 74 
Liberalism, 9, 12 , 13, 76, 97-118, 124, 

128, 133-43, 144-48, 286, 296, 351-52, 
390, 397; libertarian, 108- 9 

Liberal Party (in New York), 107 , 114 
Lichtenstein, Tehilla, 269 
Lieberman, Saul, 301, 303, 308n. 20 
Liebman, Joshua Loth, 224 
Lilienblum, Moshe Leib, 45, 46, 51 
Lilienthal, Max, 23 
With, 28 9 
Lipsky, Louis, 39n. 41, 157 
Literature, American Jewish, 11 , 60-78 
Liturgy, Jewish, impact of feminism on, 

274, 276-77, 281n. 26, 281n. 27, 288, 
292, 303-4. See also Prayer 

Livneh, Eliezer, 194 
London, Meyer, 103 
Lookstein, Joseph, 202, 209 
Lovestone, Jay, 121 
Lower East Side, 80, 230-46. See also 

New York, Jews in 

Mack, Julian, 154 
Magiddim, 234 
Magnes, Judah, 103 , 110, 165-79 passim, 

185, 187, 188n. 7, 347 
Magnin, Edgar F., 82 
Malachowky, Hillel , 43 
Malamud, Bernard, 72-73 
Manhattan (movie) , 87 
Marcuse, Ludwig, 32 
Marder, Janet, 271-72 
Marjorie Morningstar (movie), 83, 88, 

89-90 
Marshall, Louis, 111, 174 
Marxism, 73, 120-22, 124 

May, Karl, 31 
Mayer, Louis B, 82 
Mehitzah, 267,  290, 298. See also Mixed 

seating 
Meisel, Eliyahu Chaim, 56 
Mendel, David, 23 
Mendelssohn, Moses, 3 
Messianism, Jewish, 351 
Midrash, feminist, 277, 283n. 42, 291 
Mikveh Israel (Philadelphia) , 218, 219, 

222 
Mishpat Ivri, 452, 456n. 2 
Mission, Jewish idea of, 197 , 199, 200, 

202, 206, 207 
Mixed seating in synagogue, 267, 286, 

287, 306n. 5. See also Mehitzah 
Mizrachi movement, 160 , 202. See also 

Zionism, varieties of 
Modernity, Jews and, 379-82, 385, 387, 

391 
Mohiliver, Shmuel, 56 
Monatsschrift fur die Geschichte und 

Wissenschaft desjudentums, 35 8 
Morgenstern, Julian, 38n. 41, 357-58, 

363 
Morris, Max, 202-3 
Moses, Robert, 104 
Moskowitz, Belle, 103 
Moskowitz, Henry, 103 , 232, 233 
My Favorite Year (movie), 81 
Mysticism, 455 

National Association of Temple Educa-
tors (NATE)» 275 

National Council of Jewish Women, 285 
National Jewish Population Survey 

(1990), 381, 384, 393n. 17, 393n. 18, 
422-23, 427, 428, 429, 434n. 1. See also 
Population surveys 

Neoconservatism, 145 
Neo-Orthodox Judaism, 3, 144, 326 
Neuschloss, Moshe, 325, 329-30 
Neusner, Jacob, 369n. 4 
New Amsterdam, Jews in, 217 
New Deal, 9, 12 , 100, 107, 134, 135, 145; 

"Second New Deal" (1937), 100 , 108, 
116. See also Roosevelt, Franklin 
Delano 

Newman, Louis I., 205-7, 209 



INDEX 46 5 

New York, Jews in, 385-86. See also 
Lower East Side 

New York intellectuals, Jewish, 74 
Niebuhr, Reinhold, 14 , 122-27, 180 , 355, 

361 
Noah, Mordecai, 27 
Nordau, Max, 196 
North American Jewish Students' Net-

work, 286 
Nuptiality rate, Jewish, 381 
Nussbaum, Max, 205, 207-8 

Odets, Clifford, 72 
Orthodox Jews, 12 , 13, 288, 290-91, 333, 

340, 386, 395, 399, 422, 423, 425, 427, 
445, 452, 454, 455. See also Haredim 

Orthodox Judaism, 114 , 195, 225, 230-
46, 287-88, 301, 312-38, 349, 387-88, 
389, 397, 423, 424, 425, 446. See also 
Neo-Orthodox Judaism 

Orthodox Judaism and feminism, 290-
91, 297 

Orthodox Judaism and Zionism, 201-5, 
21 In. 25 

Orthodox rabbis, 55-57, 234, 418 
Orthodox Union, 388 
Outreach, 419-21, 425 
Ozick, Cynthia, 75 

Particularism, 442 
Partisan Review, 73 
Patrilineal descent, 277-78,  424, 425 
Pawnbroker (movie), 90-91 
People's Relief Committee, 175 
Perelman, S.J., 8 0 
Perlow, Yaakov, the Novominsker 

Rebbe, 326, 330 
Philadelphia Yeshiva, 327 
Philanthropy, 389 
Philippson, Ludwig, 23-24, 25, 27, 28 
Philipson, David, 267 
Pitt Street Synagogue (Agudat h Achim 

Cracow, New York), 234, 240 
Plaskow, Judith, 453 
Pluralism, cultural, 344 
Pluralism, Jewish, 15 , 220, 223, 346, 349, 

454 
Pogroms, 66, 69 
Population surveys, 381, 382, 384, 393nn. 

17, 18, 423, 424, 427-28, 429. See also 
National Jewish Population Survey 

Positive-Historical Judaism, 3 
Pragmatism, 344 
Prayer, 390. See also Liturgy 
Price, George, 48 
Priesand, Sally, 270, 271, 287 
Prophetism and prophetic conscious-

ness, 181-82 , 356 
Prophets (biblical) , 180 , 202, 363, 365, 

367 
Proskauer, Joseph, 103 
Protestant Christianity, 7, 12, 13, 269, 

270. See also Christianity; Interfaith 
dialogue 

Quotas: in education, 8; in immigra-
tion, 8, 70 

Rabbinate, in America, 12 , 13, 23, 28, 
33, 37n. 6, 171 , 186, 217, 223, 352, 362, 
364, 389, 425, 427, 447; women in, 
268-74, 290, 292, 307n. 10 , 430-31 

Rabbinate, support for Zionism: among 
Conservative rabbis, 194-201, 209; 
among Orthodox rabbis, 201-5, 209, 
21 In. 25; among Reform rabbis, 205-9 

Rabbinical Assembly (RA) , 179, 187, 
197, 286, 298-99, 362, 373n. 49 

Rabbinical Council of America (RCA) , 
202 

Rabinowitz, Saul Pinhas, 46 
Race relations, 109 , 137 
Radio Days (movie) , 81 
Raful, Yosef Hariri, 325, 330 
Rahv, Philip, 73 
Raisin, Mordecai Zev, 49 
Ramah camp system, 287 
Razsvet, 45 
Reconstructionism, 14 , 125, 177, 277, 

290, 291, 306n. 3, 350, 397, 422, 423, 
424 

Reconstructionist, 360 
Reconstructionist Rabbinical College 

(RRC),452 
Redemption, idea of, 114 , 198, 329, 334-

35 
Reform Jews, 12 , 13, 154, 340, 399, 422, 

423, 425, 427, 440, 452 



466 INDE X 

Reform Judaism, 33 , 37n. 35, 55, 114, 
125, 151 , 169, 170 , 175 , 181 , 195, 197, 
219, 221 , 222, 230-46 passim, 267-8 3 
passim, 289 , 313, 349, 362, 363, 364, 
372n. 40 , 387, 388, 389, 397, 418, 420, 
424, 425, 440, 446, 450n. 7 

Reform Judaism, classical , 3 , 232, 267-
68 

Reform Judaism, social-actio n compo -
nent of , 103 , 145 

Reform Judaism an d feminism , 267-83 , 
297, 307n.1 0 

Reform Judaism an d Zionism , 205- 9 
Reines, Isaa c Jacob, 15 2 
Republican Party , 136 , 137 
Research Institut e o n Peac e an d Post -

War Problems , 17 9 
Revelation, 125 , 363 
Richler, Mordecai , 7 2 
Ritualism, 399 , 442 
Rodeph Sholo m (Ne w York) , 21 9 
Roosevelt, Frankli n Delano , an d th e 

Jews, 104 , 107 , 112 , 115 , 135 , 145 , 199. 
See also  Ne w Dea l 

Rosenberg, Harold , 7 3 
Rosenblatt, Bernar d A. , 191n . 48 
Rosenfeld, Isaac , 7 3 
Rosenfeld, Morris , 5 3 
Rosenman, Sam , 103- 4 
Rosenzweig, Franz , 3 , 123 , 125, 126 
Rostow, Eugene , 139 , 14 0 
Roth, Henry , 7 2 
Roth, Joel, 300-30 1 
Roth, Philip , 82 
Rothschild, Fritz , 357 , 369n. 1 1 
Royce, Josiah, 34 4 
Rubin, Harris , 48 
Rumanian Jews, immigration of , t o 

America, 43-44 . See also  Immigratio n 
Russian revolution , 10 5 

Sabbath observance , 42 9 
Samuel, Maurice , 7 4 
San Rem o conference o f 1920 , 17 6 
Saphir, Morit z Gottlieb , 36n . 1 9 
Sartre, Jean-Paul, 43 9 
Schapiro, Meir , 313-1 4 
Schapiro, Meyer , 7 3 

Schechter, Solomon , 126 , 166 , 168 , 188n . 
7, 194 , 196 , 231-33, 237, 388 

Schneurson, Hayyi m Zvi , 43 
Schrenzel, Moses , 46 
Schulberg, Budd , 7 2 
Schulhoff, Ignaz , 2 4 
Schwab, Simon , 326-27 , 330-31 , 337n . 

21 
Schwartz, Delmore , 73 , 248 
Secularity an d secularism , Jewish, 379 -

80, 382 , 391 , 391n . 2 , 397 
Seder, an d Passove r observance, 88 , 259, 

399, 429 
Self-image, Jewish, 42 1 
Self-realization, ide a of , 350-51 . See  also 

Autonomy; Individualis m 
Separation o f church an d state , 7 , 21, 

111, 128-29 , 141 , 161, 193, 218, 311, 
341, 45 1 

Sephardim, 5 , 217 , 220 
Shapiro, Lamed , 65-66 , 71-7 2 
Shapiro, Tuvia h Pesach , 4 2 
Sharett, Moshe , 185 , 186 
Shearith Israe l (Spanish-Portugues e Syn -

agogue of New York) , 217 , 218 
Shneur Zalma n o f Lyady, 43 9 
Sholem Aleichem , 7 1 
Shulman, Kalman , 5 0 
Siegel, Seymour , 12 3 
Silberman, Charles , 44 0 
Silver, Abb a Hillel , 103 , 158, 159 , 160, 

164n. 15 , 195 
Silverman, Joseph, 232-34 , 23 8 
Simon, Neal , 87-8 8 
Sirkis, Israe l Joseph, 5 2 
Sisterhoods, synagogue , 285 . See also 

Women o f Reform Judais m 
Siyum, 313 , 314, 316, 335 
Sklare, Marshall , 250 , 258, 422 
Smith, Al , Jewish suppor t of , 10 3 
Smolenskin, Peretz , 44 , 46, 51-5 2 
Soble, James, 4 4 
Social action , synagogu e involvemen t 

in, 224 , 226. See also  Civi l rights;  Re -
form Judaism, social-actio n compo -
nent o f 

Socialism, 21 , 47, 71, 76f 102 , 106 , 120, 
135, 152 , 154 ; and th e Jews, 13 6 



INDEX 46 7 

Society for the Advancement of Judaism 
(New York), 341, 450 

Society of Jewish Science, 269 
Solomon, Elias L., 230-35, 237-42 
Soloveichik, Josef Baer, 56 
Soloveitchik, Joseph, 454 
Specktor, Isaac Elhanan, 345 
Spielberg, Steven, 79, 92 
Spira, Zvi, the Bluzhover Rebbe, 324, 

329, 334 
Stalin-Hitler Nonaggression Pact of 

1939, 121 
Stalinism, 125 
Stein, Gertrude, 70 
Steinberg, Milton, 123 , 126 
Stereotypes, 89; Jewish American prin-

cess, as stereotype, 89. See also Antise-
mitism; Antisemitic stereotypes 

Streisand, Barbra, 92 
Stroock, Alan, 186 
Sulzberger, Arthur Hays, 186 
Survival, Jewish, 148 , 292, 389, 418-19, 

420, 436 
Svei, Elya, 327, 331-32 
Synagogue, 12 , 13, 26, 28, 42, 215-29, 

347, 348, 350, 352, 357, 362, 364, 388 , 
398, 399, 420, 424, 427-28, 430, 431, 
446-47, 450n. 7; as paradigm for evolv-
ing American Jewish community, 
215-16 

Synagogue, role of women in, 222, 285; 
impact of women rabbis on, 273-74 

Synagogue, use of English language in, 
28, 221-22, 223, 230, 232, 233, 235-37, 
239, 241 

Synagogue Council of America, 201-2 
Syrkin, Nahman, 152 
Szold, Robert, 157 

Tabak, Israel , 203-5 
Talmud, 65t 301, 345 
Talmud study, 313-16, 330-31, 334, 335. 

See also Education, Jewish, acquiring 
Teller, Judd, 74 
Theology, covenantal, 282n . 41, 452 
Theology, predicate , 343 
Thomas, Norman, 107 

Tikkun, concept of, 452 , 456n. 5 
Tocqueville, Alexi s de, 7, 91, 453 
Torah, 2, 203, 211n. 25, 299, 329, 330, 

332, 343, 356, 364, 451, 452 
Transformationists (accommoda -

tionists) versu s assimilationists, 
among American Jewish sociologists, 
10, 377 

Treiger, Baruch, 196-97 
Trilling, Diana, 73 
Trilling, Lionel, 73 
Tschlenow, Yehiel , 47 

Union for Traditional (Conservative ) 
Judaism, 304 

Union of American Hebrew Congrega-
tions (UAHC), 275, 290, 420, 425 

Union of Orthodox Hebrew Congrega-
tions of Great Britain (Hisachdu s Ke-
hillos Ha-Haredim), 328 

Union of Orthodox Jewish Congrega-
tions, 233, 236 

Union of Orthodox Rabbis of the United 
States and Canada (Agudat h ha-Rab-
banim), 234, 237 

United Jewish Appeal (UJA) , 159 , 160, 
399 

United Nations, 159 , 178, 185, 186, 200, 
205, 367 

United Synagogue Youth (USY) , 287 
Universalism, 444 
Urbanization, Jewish, 384, 385 
Urofsky, Melvin, 170 
Ussishkin, Menahem Mendel, 47 

Vladeck, Baruch, 106 
Voluntarism, 8, 15 , 27, 347-48, 402, 444 
Voskhod, 47, 48 

Wald, Lillian, 232, 233 
Waldman, Morris, 182 
Warner, Jack, 80, 82 
Warshow, Robert, 73 
Weber, Max, 451 
Weidman, Jerome, 72 
Weinreich, Max, 54 



468 INDE X 

Weisbrem, Israel , 52 
Weizmann, Chaim, 156-57 , 164n. 15 
Welfare programs, Jewish attitudes to-

ward, 101 
West, Nathanael, 72 
White Valace (movie), 83 
White Paper of 1939, 163n. 13 
Wise, Isaac Mayer, 27-28, 219, 267 
Wise, Stephen S., 39n. 41, 101 , 153, 154, 

155, 157, 157, 160, 164n. 15, 195, 242 , 
246n. 33, 269 

Wissenschaft desjudentums, 3 , 22, 23, 
377, 388; Society for Culture and Sci-
ence of Judaism, 22 

Wolffcohn, David , 167 
Women, involvement in synagogue, 222, 

225. See also Feminism 
Women of Reform Judaism (formerly , 

the National Federation of Temple Sis-
terhoods), 275, 282n. 30, 285 

Workmen's Circle, 114 
World Jewish Congress, 179 . See also 

American Jewish Congress 
World Zionist Organization (WZO) , 

167. See also Zionist Organization of 
America 

Wouk, Herman, 83, 89, 92 

Yakhnut, Ch. A., 54-55 
Yeshivah tradition of Lithuania, 327-28 
Yeshiva University, 21 In. 25 
Yeshivot, in America, 326, 327, 336n. 6, 

377, 385 

Yezierska, Anzia, 71 , 73 
Yiddishes Tageblatt, 237, 241 
Yiddish schools in America, 102 
Yishuv, 3, 158, 159, 160, 163n. 13, 

178, 182-87 passim. See also Israel, 
State of 

Young People's Synagogue of the Lower 
East Side of New York, 230-46 

Zamenhof, Mark, 45 
Zamosc, David, 50 
Zederbaum, Alexander Zvi, 44 
Zhitlovsky, Chaim, 105 
Zionism, 21, 30, 39n. 41, 70, 75t 111, 

151-64, 193-212 passim, 343 , 344, 387, 
397, 399, 404-5, 418, 422 

Zionism, Christian support of, 155 , 156, 
199-200 

Zionism, varieties of: Labor , 2; Political, 
3, 152, 153, 165, 198; Religious, 152; Re-
visionist, 3; Socialist, 188n . 7; Spiri-
tual or Cultural, 3 , 164-65, 166, 167, 
168, 170, 177, 194, 195, 210. See also 
Mizrachi movement 

Zionism and the Arabs, 173-74 
Zionist Bank, 154 
Zionist Organization of America 

(ZOA), 155 , 156-57, 159, 160, 171 , 
173, 180. See also Federation of Ameri-
can Zionists; World Zionist 
Organization 

Zunser, Eliakum, 55 
Zunz, Leopold, 22 









Printed in the United States 
33954LVS00004B/37-54 • I  I I I I I B I I I I  I I I I I • I B I I I I B I I 

9 "780814 780015 11 




	Cover
	Title Page
	Copyright Page
	Contents
	Foreword
	Contributors
	CHAPTER 1 Introduction: The Ironies of American Jewish History
	PART ONE Imagining America
	CHAPTER 2 The View from the Old World: German-Jewish Perspectives
	CHAPTER 3 The View from the Old World: East European Jewish Perspectives
	CHAPTER 4 Jewish Writers on the New Diaspora
	CHAPTER 5 Movies in America as Paradigms of Accommodation

	PART TWO Jews and the American Liberal Tradition
	CHAPTER 6 From Equality to Liberty: The Changing Political Culture of American Jews
	CHAPTER 7 Will Herberg's Path from Marxism to Judaism: A Case Study in the Transformation of Jewish Belief
	CHAPTER 8 The Anomalous Liberalism of American Jews
	CHAPTER 9 Liberalism, Judaism, and American Jews: A Response

	PART THREE Zionism in an American Setting
	CHAPTER 10 Zionism and American Politics
	CHAPTER 11 Spiritual Zionists and Jewish Sovereignty
	CHAPTER 12 Zion in the Mind of the American Rabbinate during the 1940s

	PART FOUR Traditional Religion in an American Setting
	CHAPTER 13 The Evolution of the American Synagogue
	CHAPTER 14 Consensus Building and Conflict over Creating the Young People's Synagogue of the Lower East Side
	CHAPTER 15 Jewish in Dishes: Kashrut in the New World

	PART FIVE The Impact of the Women's Movement
	CHAPTER 16 Feminism and American Reform Judaism
	CHAPTER 17 Ezrat Nashim and the Emergence of a New Jewish Feminism
	CHAPTER 18 Conservative Judaism: The Ethical Challenge of Feminist Change

	PART SIX Three Modes of Religiosity
	CHAPTER 19 The Ninth Siyum Ha-Shas: A Case Study in Orthodox Contra-Acculturation
	CHAPTER 20 Americanism and Judaism in the Thought of Mordecai M. Kaplan
	CHAPTER 21 The American Mission of Abraham Joshua Heschel

	PART SEVEN Surviving as Jews in Twenty-First-Century America
	CHAPTER 22 Modern Times and Jewish Assimilation
	CHAPTER 23 Jewish Continuity over Judaic Content: The Moderately Affiliated American Jew
	CHAPTER 24 From an External to an Internal Agenda
	CHAPTER 25 Jewish Survival, Antisemitism, and Negotiation with the Tradition
	CHAPTER 26 American Jewry in the Twenty-First Century: Strategies of Faith

	Index



