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Their disagreement was due, above all, to the difference between
their lifetimes. If Zionism had existed in Isaac's early years and if he

had come under the sway of a Theodor Herzl -- as Stephen did -- he

might have been a Zionist, too.

There was, however, total agreement between the two that Ameri-
ca was to play a crucial role in saving the Jewish people.

A major effort of their respective rabbinates, Isaac's in the 19th,
Stephen's in the 20th century, was to enlist American power to protect
Jews from Russia's czars and commissars and from Germany's Nazis, as
well as to open America for Jewish refugees.

Both men were exceedingly proud to. call themselves Americans.
Isaac wrote that he became an American in his native Bohemia by reading
the words of the founders of our Republic. Stephen never wavered in
his American patriotism from his youth to the end of his life. Soon after
the founding of modern Israel, and shortly before his death, he wrote:
"As a citizen I belong wholly to America. America is my country and I

have no other." (Challenging Years, 79)

Both men spent their lives developing the American Jewish communi-
ty's organizational strength. Isaac established the pattern eventually |
followed by Conservative and Orthodox institutions when he structured
Reform's Union of Congregations, Seminary and Rabbinical Conference.
Stephen worked unceasingly for the democratization of Jewish life by
forming not only the Jewish Institute of Religion, but the American and
World Jewish Congress.

Their first concern may have been to bring order out of chaos. In
effect, they prepared the ground for American Jewry becoming guardians
of the Jewish future during one of the most critical transition periods
in world Jewish history.

Isaac Mayer Wise lived long enough to realize that U.S. Jewry would
have to at least share responsibility for Jewish survival with Europe's
Jews. He could not anticipate the horror which destroyed that center of
Jewish life.

Stephen became one of the most involved witnesses to Europe's trag-

edy and also one of the architects of Israel's rebuilding as an independent

state and as a reborn center for Judaism. Thus they did the groundwork
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for our generation to take on the crucial role played first by Babylonian

Jewry from the sixth pre-Christian century to about the year 1000 of
our era. |
As Babylon received the tradition from Israel, the U.S. obtained
it frvom Europe.
As Babylon gave support to the remaining community in Israel,
the U.S. is now giving encouragement and aid to Europe's remaining Jewries.
More than Babylon assisted the young Jewish communities in Spain
and Italy and, less directly, in France and Germany, the U.S. is now
backing the young State of Israel. For our support of Israel is not
only financial, nor are we a major source for aliyah. We are living in
an open society. We are the first major Jewish community ever to take
the long-term test of survival in, what Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel
called, "the insecurity of freedom." Therefore, our pioneering experi-
ence in democracy should profit not only us and our descendants, but
our people everywhere, esp'ecially in Israel and in the Soviet Union.
Both Wises showed us life patterns wfrich ought to be helpful in
this task. Let me mention three areas of concern to us which also were
on their agendas: religious commitment, unity among Jeéws, and harmony
with the non-Jewish world. |
Religious commitment was basic to their lives. Neither of them
could conceive of a Jewish people without a Jewish faith responsive
to the realities of their time. For neither of them could Judaism be
confined to the four cubits of halakha. They were not satisfied with a
Judaism preserved in the forms it had attained by the 16th century.
Knowing history, they understood that the ability to change, to
grow, was integral to the life of Judaism, that our religious civilization
had become enriched by adapting to itself much of the cultures it en-
countered on its wanderings through the continents and through the ages.
To Isaac M. Wise, Reform Judaism was to be "an expression of the
'spirit of the age'...to be a continuation of the practice and tradition
of the rabbis and Jewish sages...while holding that all laws are subject
to change...It is to be an effort to rescue Judaism from indifferentism,
desertion and ignorance, by inspiring Israelites with a love of Judaism."
(James G. Heller: Isaac M. Wise, His Life, Work and Thought, U.A.H.C.,
1965, pp. 78.)




















































