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Studles j_n the Development of Conservative and Reform 

Judaism ln the United States: A Comparison of the Views 

of Isaac Leeser and Isaae Mayer W1se. with Respect to the 

Messiah and Mission of Israel. 

Few doctJ:-::1.nes lend themselves better to a study of 

the development of Conservative and Reform Judaism in the 

Unlted Strates than a compari.son of tb.e respective views 

with regard to the Messiah and Mission of Israele Isaec 

Leeser, nineteenth century exponent of orthodoxy ln 

America, looked forward to th0) redemptlo:n of his people 

and the salvation of mankind through a Messiah. Isaac 

Mayer Wise, nineteenth century leader of reform, could 

not reconcile the Messianlc conceDt to a democratic 

world. He believed in the Mission of.all Israel, wherein 

Israel 02n a people would continue to preach end seek a 

better wor•ld through d:'Lv:'Lne truth. 

Isaac Leeser re~arded the Messianic belief to be a 

"matter of credence, 11 11 orda:lned as the will of' God. 11 Both 

Scripture and pra·,y-er book testify to hls coming. Isaac 

Mayer. W:tse, on the other• hand., asserted trwt a nmlitica1 

v:'Lew of one age is not an article of f~lith for another~ 

It is inconceivable, he declares, how on(➔ ca.n bel:teve 

that the Mission of Israel is the function of onA man. 
-· .. 

goth Wise and Leeser emphasized the value of' c~remonies 

in Jewish life. But wh:Lle expre ssinp; agr•eement w:lth ·the 
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doctr,ine that Israel has a destiny as e. neople, Isa.1:1.c 

l.ieeser bitterly a:ttacked refor•mers who would str1.p Judaism 

of its forms ln order to convert the world. Rather, he 

declared, let the nations adopt the forms of Judaism. 

Whereas W:i se be l:teved that when the nat:l ons would accept 

divine truth as preached throup.;h Juda:'Lmn, the Jewish 

people could dispense with its distinctive religious 

forms, Lee ser termed this a heresy. A Mis s:I.011. of Israel 

must recognize the dist:tnctiveness of Judeism in contra­

distinction to the pagan world. 

Isaac Leeser took the Bible as his final auhhority 

in Judaism. Wise, though willing to argue on Scrintural 

grounds, recognized the snlri t of the age as the deter­

mining factor in the adjustment of Judalsm to the Am.er:tean 

scene. Therein lies the basic difference between these 

leaderfl.l in Jude,.ism. Ther•ein exists the basic dif:ferenee 

in the orthodox. and reform approach to the Messiah and 

Mission of Israel. 
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Studies in the .Development of. Conservative ftnd Reform 
Judl.aism in the Uni·!;ed States. 

11 A Comparison of th,e Views of Isaac Lesser and r,saac M:. Wise 
With Respect ·to the Messiah and Mission of Israel". 

Pref a o e. 

In undertaking "Studies in the Development of vonservative and 

Reform Judaism in the Unitecl States 11
, our first task was to confine 

this subj eot to a manageable scope. Xt was therefore decided ·to se­

lect exponents of the various philosophies of J'udai,sm,present ·!;heir 

f:views, .and indicate wherein they agreed and wherein they disagreed. 

[.:This writer chose, after a survey of the. field, .to oompa,re. the views 

·. of those arch foes of 19th century .1,~1erican Juclaism, Isaaoe Lees er and 

Isaac Mayer Wise. Isaac Leeser, the ohazan of an orthodox congrega­

!tion in ~hiladelphia, is al·pernately referred to by historians as 
! 

; orthodox and conservative. The differenceu i:n the terminology were 

;vague in thia period, and we shall not discuss this queation,except 

[ . f t th L f d f J i h .inao.ar as we trea . e kind of reform eeser ·avore. or ew s 

life. Both Le,eser and Wise, who launched the. battle of reform 

'Judaism in .America, interested themselves in every aspect of the 

American Jewish picture. W/e have therefore felt compelled to lim-

it ourselves to one specific phase of their controversy - their 

views of the Messiah -and Miss1cm of Israel. All of the per·tinent 

~nglish writings of Leeser and Wise on this subject during the life 

time of the former have been read. We trust therefore that this study 

ill be of benefit and interest ·l;o the reader not onl~'_::-insofar 

as it offers an insight into orthodox and reform views on the 

illl:tessiah and 1srael's Mission, but also to the e:x:ten·h that it sheds 

light upon Jewish adjustment to an enlightened environment and the 
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problem of establishing criteria of a.uthoritY' in American Jewish 

life. 

'l'he 19th centurY' was an epoch pervaded by the spirit of revo­

lution and freedom. The divine right of kings was constantly being 

challenged. The rights of the -rrnople to self-government were freely 

asserted.o 'J?he Jew:i.sh immigrant to America found himself blesfrnd 

with freedom of re1.igion and freedom of speech. America was his home. 

He was a citizen and• was entitled to all of the rig:hts and privileges 

j attached thereto~ 

It is no wonder then,amidst such an enlightened atmosphere fol­

lowing centur:i. es of }Duropean oppression, that :many of our people felt 

the need of a change in our doctrine,l view of life. ~l1he ~3anhedrin 

ln ]'ranee had already blazed the trail in. pleclging Jewish alleg:La:nce 

to the State and in rejecting the hope of a Messianic restoration to 

Pal0rnti:1.1e .. Amidst the new birth of freedom it was oons:Ldered by some 

not only senseless and sinful but actually dangerous for the Jew to 

mouth ·prayers for redemption. from exile., 

11he struggle therefore developed between those who would elinlinate 

the Iviessianic belief from Jewish doctrine and those who adhered. to the 

traditional view7Joint., 130th sideB sought to establish sanction for 

their J)oint of v-iew. Their vigorous, stimulating broadsides markE~d the 

opening volleys in a battle which rae;es unto th:l s day in Am.er:ioan 

.Jewish life. Perhaps a study of their bitter arguments may enable us 
.,_ 

to observe our p:Loture 1Nith a more calm and. objeotive,._ey;s. It :i.s 

with th:i.s hope in mind that we prei::ient a "Compariso11,::·of the Theo­

logical Vie-ws of Isaac Leeser and Isaac Mayer Wise with respect to 

the Messiah and Mission of Israel~ 



The Views of Isaac Leeser, 

Isaac Leaser waa the banner nearer of Jewish conservatism in tha 

nineteentlt century. He lived. :i.n an America that was turning away :from 

t:r.adition,i:n a Jewish community which was torn be·t·ween traditional 

ordinanoes and the lure o:f. ~nvironmental license& Isaac Leeser's 

answer ·l;o the Jew,who wished to alter tradition in conformity with 

U1e New w·orld, was that every Jew is required to adhere to the letter 

of the la,w. The Jew who does not conform to this formula is not only 

not orthodo:x,Me is 11 unJe-vdsh". We shall S'ee in the course of this 

stuc.ly that his belief was not altogether irratione,l. He dicl not J.lOS­

sess a blind faith in Scripture;s, He too, from the Conservative point 

, of view, endeavored to adjust Judais~ to nineteenth century America. 

~fo do so,he was quite willing to draw· upon the f'orces of' reason and. 

of science,. But in the last analysis,Scriptur-e was his authority.The 

following study of Isaac Leeser's Messiah conoept - but one phase of 

the Cq.nservative-Heform conflict - will enable us to document Leeser's 

convictions as exp:eessecl in hiB literary effort. 
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Cb.apter One: 
Nature of the Messiah. 

I:saac Lees er' s Messiah is quite vivid.ly pictured in his Discourses. 

'.L1his is the only source where he depicts the Messiah in such vivid 

; terms. More often than he treats the nature of the Messiah, we he,ve 

. founcl him to attack the Anti-Mesa:ianists • 1~his is quite natural and 

·••understandable. 1fost Jews knew what the Messiah "was~ and ·.1,vhat lie meant 

iin Jewish life. During the centuries of persecution ~heir fathers had 

: prayed desperately for the .scion of David. But now i1n an II enlighten-

. ed 11 world and in an even more enlightened America the question wns 

:be:i.ng raised repeatedly as to the necessity and wisdom of a ]\[essiah. 

: It is therefore understandable that Isaac Leaser wrote much more pro­

. li:ficly in attacld.ng the new "heresy" th.an in positively stating the 

· nature o:f the Messiah, whose function was almost self-underBtood in 

Jewish J.if'e., 

Accorcling to Isaac Leeser, the chief personal characteristic of 

the Mf;l,\J!.Siah is his linearl descent from David,the son o:f Jesse of 

l1ethlehemi. Wh:i.le the :Sible refers to the !,1essiah as Davi cl, prince or 
1 

king,he is never referred to as god or son of god. The m1:;m Mes,siah, 

Leeser indicates,wtth Scriptural analysis,must be eminent in all the 

virtue:s which adorn man. Ris mental ability will corres:pond with his 

high office. One of' the Bibli.cai passages which ascribes untn him 

SJ,1.ch a oha:racter is the extract fr om the eleventh chapter of I.saiah, 

wherein we learn that upon the Messiah shall rest the "spirit of the 
"1 ... , 

Lord ••• o:f wisdom and understanding •• eof counsel and of mj_ght ••• of 
> • 

knowledge and. of fear of the Lord." The Redeemer will-rinot be an ordi-

nary man, not merely as wise: as others are, but particularly :fitted for 

the requirement.s of his glorious m:l.ssion. He is to hav-e three 
2 

characteristics : 



1). :mxtensi ve k:nowlede;e • vVhat ever any one knows o:r. can acquire shall 

be familiar to him. 

2). The spirit of urophecy or knowledge of hidden things. 

3) • He shall be eminently wise and a dispenser of Justice. ]Jvml 

doers will :find in him an unflinching ;judge,and he will fear 

neither the great,nor be ter:r.ifj_ed by the mighty. 

"Such a one has not as yet been seen on earth," declares Leeser, 
3 

"and consequently we yet expect his coming". 

T'aunted by his opponents with expecting a me:r.e temporary king, 
4 

a warrior and a conqueror,the exponent of tfonservatism replies, 

11we expect in the Messiah a two fold. character, - the one is pu.rel;y­

spiritual, as has been sb.own already • .,..but tb.e other characteristic 

is certainly- tempora:ry,and no one ... oan be the Messiah,who d.oes not 

unite both in his own person,. - JJ'rom Ezekiel especialJ.y, and also 

Obadio,h and Zaoha:ria,h,ii; ap·pears that great wa,rs will be waged il'P. 

Palestine at the time of the end;and farther than this will be a 

period of great tribulation to If;rs,el. 11 0u:r peonle will,by the aid of 

God., escape from the threatened ex.tirpation.1'his aid. of God will be 

rendered through an ti.gent,who is the Messiah. He will be a warrie>:re 

Such a characteristic doe:s not detract from his high dignity, but 

offers further uroof of the goodness of' G-od,in ·protecting his neople 

from destruction. 

After presenting these two cha:r.aeteristj.cs of the Messiah, Isaac 

Leeser remi.nds his readers that the pronhet also depic•:Gs. the Me:rniah 

as II lovrly and :ridine on an ass. 11 For he wil.1 be humb:(e and te1:1.ch 

humility and love of God.., And then,after the wE1.rs are over,pe€1.ce 

shall reign and man ,shall disperrne with the:i.:r weauons. "So that the 

temuoral actions 0:f our future hone fJlw,11 redound e,s much to the 
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benefit of mankind as hiB spi:ri tu.al gifts will 'be: for those wi11 

pave the way for 1)eaoe and ha-ppiness, -- these will establish the 
5 

sam,e on a :foundat1on which shall never be moved~ Isaac Leeser's 

Messia.h :ls thus an exoePtionally gifted personali ty,who will not 

only benefit Israel,but bring peace on earth through his temporal 
• 

achievementr:i. Leeser e:x:-o:r:esses the hope that these opinions re­

garding the Messiah will urove to be "altogether founded on the 

j word of God,and e,re conformable to tr1e dictateH of reairnn." J?or in. 

dispatchtng t,he Messiah God "works through natural means and natu­

ral agen-t;s,ancl consequently these will always be resorted to in 

some measure, even at the performing of great miriicle s., 11 

Leeser' s view of the nature of the lfoesiah must not ·be considered 

to be the theoretical proi:>erty o:E' one man's whims. Leeser, as the 

repreErnnta ti ve of the orthodox poiimt o:f view, esta°Qlished his premises 

through Scrintural internretation.He was thus justified in :formulating 

them into a catechism. And this he dj_cL.il-Ii s catechism rei tera:tes 

in simple terms his beliefs. '.Ve read,for e::x:A.mple: 
ti ) 
5. Through whose agency will the Divine reign on earth be 

7 
es tab 1 i shed? 

'I'hrough the Mess:Lah,or the anointed of God,whm is to descend 

from the family of David; it is therefore also called the reign 

of or kingclom of the Messiah. ( Isaiah 11 :J.-10). 
8 

6). Vihat do you understand by ~t;he king Messiah'? 

The Messiah is to be a person,a human being, sent.J?Y _God to do 

those acts vrhich he purpoEies Bhould be (.lone on ~~arth at the time 

of the :red.emption., •• his go-vernment is to be terrible only to 

the wicked, but ·peaceful and benevolent to the ju£1t,no matter 

how poor or humble they may be~ 
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The Messiah and God's law: 

11 n1e Messiah is to be entirely the servant of the Lord,u.nder 

the law,just as every other Israelite; he is to do nothing which 

the others are not permitted to do; and his duties will be point­

ed out and strictly defined. As such therefore he is hims~lf ac­

countable, and can accordingly have no power to be a mediator 

between, God and man, farther than Moses and. the other prophets ancl. 

f 1 ti (·"1 l ' 1 3ri 24) pious men o·: our peop e were •. u,,ze,ne ,:_, • 
g 

During reign o:f Messiah: 

'
1 The only pure faith, the law 1n·omulga ted by God, will spread, 

itself in its utmost purity,free from all admixture which, in 

process of time,may have been mixed up with its precepts,over 

all the earth,and be the only governing principle of al1 hearts: 

all men will then ac1cnowledge the Only One, the everlasting God 

as the sole subject of their worship,and love each other as 

friends and brothers." (Joel ;3:1-2). This point that the law will 

be spread II free fr om all admixture" was to be perverted by the 

extreme reformers who b9lieved that theJ kingdom of God was al­

ready at hand. 

Messiah and Israel: 

11 IIe will be the means o:f the making o:F. a new covenant between 

the Lord. and Lsrael, and through his agency the con-version of the 

whole people to righteousness will be ef:f:ected,in consequenoe-of' 

which the Lord will forgive their sins, e,nd be no more angry w:L th 

them for their former mlsconcluc·t,. 11 (Isaiah 54:7,8)., 

Other consequences to Israel: 

,, :-..,. 

"~rhe people of Israel,now scattered over all the earth,En~e to 

be assembled again into one state in the land. of Palefftine,where 
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·they are to ·be governed by the king Messi.ah,under the rule of ·the 

divine law ... The divisions and the quarrels of the dj_fferent sec­

tions of the country are to cease forever; and the outcasts even 

of the nation,they who have lost the name of Israel,no matter 

where sca~tered, shall be brought back from the most di.st ant coun­

tries ·to the land of Canaan,which shall tl1.en be free from the 

;J ·olague of ferocious beasts and noxious reptiles, and be 'bless eel. 

with frui·tfulness and plenty,and no one shall mak:e afro,id or dis­

turb the people I who ha:v-e so often been the obj eot of scorn and 

contempt to their enemies: for these too will e,cknovv·ledge that 

the children of Israel are indeed ·the beloved of the Lo:r.<1 11
• 

(Deto 30:J. .. 5)., 
10 

'C) 1·' .• ·f •l-h B '"bl • 'T'h · ' . 1 'R 1 · . · • .t1.e. 1g.Lon o. v .. e .L J. e. -~ e uni versa .. e 1g1on. 

IITo judge from. pro'bability~lone • ., .the law made known at Sinai 

would be the law of all the world at the time of the divine rule 

on earth. For in the Lord there is no change of pur:pose.,.no want 

of firmness; and v1hat he therefore declares to be right at one 

time ·must be so alwt-ws. But Scripture a.ctually declares that our 

religion, at lecwt a part thereof, shall be the sole law ancJ. re­

ligion of all men; and it is this chiefly which will make the 

time of the Messiah the per:Lod of urdversaJ. blessing and peaoe. 11 

(I . 'J... q 'Z. 4) sa:i.alJ. ,., : d, . ,,,, 
11 

The 11ime of the Messiah: 

11 ':r.he prophets speak of the tj_me at~ surely coming, but have not 
'1~. 

given us sufficient means to fi:x: the preoj_se poriocl; ~the day is 
s • -~ 

known to the Lord alone; but it is in our power to hasten its 

coming, throue;h virtue and the fear of the Lord., Du.t even if 1,,ve 

shou1cl perBevere in our wi cikedne1::1s and be under~ erv:tng : still. 

God will bring about the fulfilment o:f his wo:r.·cl at the time 
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beyond which the :redemption of the world is not to be delayed. 11 

(Isaiah 56:1,2). 
12 

AdYent of ·(;he Mer:.rniah: How are we to recognize when he does 

arrive? 

"Whenever all the signs given by the prophets take place, 

and all the predictions are f1Ccom1)lished,then,and on1y then,has 

the Messiah actually come; and the person who is gifted with the 

sniri t of God as laid clovm by Isaiah will be knovm as the true 

anointed •• ,But the time of the Messiah will also be distinguished 

' by the PrevlJlous coming o:f lTilija:.h the urophet,who vviJ.1. prepare 

· the wi::i:y for the renovation of mankind. 11 (Malachi ~1:J.) (Ma,lachi 

23:24). 

'.l'hus we may conclude that Isaac Leese:r. believed in a man 

Messiah,in contradistinction to the Christian view,a Messiah 

who would bring peace on earth, through war if'. nee es sary, a 'l[ess:iah 

who would. restore Israel to Palestine where he would govern as 

king. Through him,at least a nart of our religion would become 

the tniversal religion. (This moderate statement is an uninten­

tioned invitation to reform,for it leaves the question open as to 

which are the eternal ancl .wh1ch the temporary precepts.) 

Righteousnes:s would speed the comine of the Mesr::d.ah,,ibut, even if 

Israel is wioked,the Messiah is destined to come by a certain 

time. And so, among hi.s Thirteen Princi -ple,s of Faith, Isaac Lees er 

reasserts: "I 'believe ·with a firm faith in the com.ing of the Mese 

siah; and though he ta:r.ry, still will I daily wait for his 
13 · ~ 

coming. 11 
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Chanter Two: 

:ehe lfos:siah and the Law. 

JTixtremely im.por'l;ant to the discussion of' the Messiah is the 

emphasiis to be ·placed on Scriptural authority. Isaac Leeser was 

not opposed to Reform as sucho He did not believe ·!;hat reforms 

should be introduced by "-people i.:mder suspi.cion" ,nor to keep 

"doubtful converts" and thereby lose many others. H.eforms,to be 

useful ancl pernit'tnent, must be first lawrfu.1, universally so acknow­

ledged; second1y,they must be eradual; and third,they must be ad-
14: 

mitted only by general consent,. If they fail of either of these 

requisites,they produce oontests,schisms,and. alienation of feel­

ings. "To intr0duoe reforms,therefore,merely to satisfy the 

clamour of some ni.alcontents,is the worst possible policY'; and 

this :Ldea, policy, is unfortunately one which many under stand ·better 
14 

than -pt:Lnci-r.ile. 11 

15 
Leeser maintained the:t "no reform can ever be successful 

which does not prooeecl from within. 11 H.e:form,he contended,must 

proceed out of the center of ,Tudai sm, based u-oon the law and trad:L~· 

tion; and whatev·er miJ.i ta.tes EJ .. gainst jher;e is error. ·when will 
16 

such re_forn.t take place? "f~he exponent of Conservatism re:plj.e,s: 

"it i['3 gradually tald.ng pli:i,oe novv-; it iB the silent working of 

reason ac·ting in concert with religion.; many unsightly though 

·innocent cus.toms have already disappeared, and. all the;!; can be 

dispensed. with will ·be left unobserved as fast as thi_r;:i me;,y- be 

safe and :practicable." 

A legi•timate question at this point is: What may be dispensed 

with? What reforms are a.cceptable,safe and practicable? Leeser en­

dorsed the reforms of Rabbi Adler, ch:i.ef rab1)i of Great Bri tai:n, 
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to increase the decorum in the Synagogue11 Dr., Adler had abridged 

the time of the duration of the service,not by cutting down the 

prayers themsel-ves 9 but by abolishing the sale of the Mi tzvot a,ncl 

the limitation of the ]lisheberach to a single person,except on 
17 

special occas:i.on2h. Le·eser decl1:1.red, "Dr,. Adler has bi1,sed his 

reformri upon adr.a:i.tted legal princinles of ,Tc:wd.r~h polity ctnd. 

anclent cu.st om; he har1 endeavored to 01;1,rry back tb.e ~>ynagogue 

to its simplioity,and thereby taken an energetic Btep to stop 

the mania for mere change,whioh has taken such cleep root in many 

c omrn.uni ti es• 11 

Adler 1 s reformfJ were therefore acceptable becau13e they con ... 

formed with custom and legal urinciple. 
18" 

Leeser later writes:"If ou:r. Reformers would take their stand 

on Seri ptures, look into the 1l1almucl for au tho rt ty, gnd tb.e:n endeavor 

to decide the question of the day accordine to Scr:i.pture e.nd tradi .. 

tion: there can be no doubt but that t-:tbsurdities and trifles wb.ich 

have crE'rnt in du,rj.ng the course of i:1,ges imperceptibly i11to oui .. 

practice,and were nerhaus unconsciously borrowed from the various 

systems which have borne rule over us, could be easily laid aside 

without exci·ting opp0J3i tion from an:v quarter, except perha;ps from 

the unthinking to whom everyth:!..ng is sacred which is the product 

of' by-gone ages, though i ·t me,y have been s,n in.nova ti on only a :few 

centuries ago,and this introduced against the advice of men of 

undou·bted learning and n:Let;y. 11 

J3ut :r.e:form.,we are rend.11.ded,has its limits. Judais.m· is not a 
-,. 

creature of circumstance; it is a nosi·tive fact,a revelation. 'lfo 

have -ancestral customs which are inseparE1,bJ,y- connected vvi th our 

dutier1. 'I'hese too must stancl. Thus it is possible to determine 

at once, th.011g·rn' we .... . are :for p:rogress, what reforms we wJ!J.11 always 
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b.e opposed to. 11 

18 
Le•eser says unl1.esitatingly, 11 the whole of the Ha;rriJ:m.r-g temple, 

its musio,its ban~shing the reading of the law duri:mg the cycle 

of twelve months, its German bymns, its pree,ching of an icleal Mes­

siah, its opposition to the bodily coming of t:he son of :David, 

t·ts viewing Germany as our Jfatherland in a permanent sense, its 

repudiation of the gathering of the captive.s •• ,.are rank heresiffs, 

which we,in. common with millions of IHrael,cond.emn e.s inimical 

~to -~he religion of Israel." 

Among hj.l3 list of heresies Isaac Leeser includes non-belief 

in a Davidio Messia,h. In vo.J.ume eighteen of the Occid.ent he re­

affirms the relatj_onship between Messianism and di vine legisla-
20 

t~on. As he says:"the Messianic doctrine is one intimately con-

nected with the belief in the supremacy of the divine legisla­

tion,its rejection identical with a desire for the extinction 

of Israel, and the cessation of the "Bible laws asn the chief 

arbiter of human rights." The implice,tion of this statement 

is clear: the Mef.Hlianic belief is sanctioned and ordained by 

Sao red Scripture. By rej eating this belief, one renounc 01:J respect 

for scriptural authority. 

'rhi s point is emphasized j_n an editorial II Jewish Creecll", where 

Le,eser declares tha·t; faith in Scripture demands adherence to the 
21 

1\/Iessianic belie:f. One may not d.oubt the Messiah if he believes 

in the Bible. "~rhe God who revealed Himself to man •••. ~lso ma.de 

known through his accredited messengers these his in;_~entions; 

and consequently thc9y have become a matter concerning whj_ch no 

one can cons~stently entertain any doubt who truly believes in 

the truth of the Biblical records." It will not do,we are informed 
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to assert that because the Jewish religion might be true withou·t 

the coming of the l[essiah,we vid.11 not believe in his coming; for 

since the promise has been made,it has become an integral portion 

of the things concerning which we have been instructed, and. as 

such it has become a matter of credence ••• just as the Sabbath and 

other commandments ••• from no other reason than tha:t; they have 

been ordained as the will of God." To presume even to cast a 

shadow of' a doubt upon the hope of Israel in the ultimate ful ... 

filment of all t;f}e goorl the Lord has promised unto His people 

through meant, of the son of David, simply because this mJssj_on 

is not an event absolutel3-r necesoary to the existence o:f the 

divine law," is a refusal to be taught by the Lord.,the only 
21 

source of all wisdom and truth." 

Isaac Leeser's assumption that rejection of the Messiah is e, 

concurrent rejection o:E' Sacred Scripture must be predicated on 

the assump''"''tion the;t there is adequate Scriptural proof for the 

advent of the llfossiah. Some of this proof has a,lready been ci tsd. 

Additional proof of a minute textual character may be found in 
22 

Leeser 1 s Discourses. 

Let us now,however,turn to various other Scriptural and tradi­

tional proofs offered by Leeser wj_th regard. to the Messiah., 
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Ghapte r 'l1hree: 

Scriptural and. Traclitional Pro.of for the JHessiah. 

In September, 1850, Isaac Leen-,er formulated his views on 

11 Juda:i.sm and Its Princ:l,ples" in an edJ.torinl article in the Oc-
23 

cident,, One o:f the stated purposes of this &,:rticle was to il-

lustrate the idea of the Messiah on Scriptural grounds.Leeser 
24 

said: "We mean to take our stand on Scriptural groundf3 soleiy, 

in which mode of arguing neither philosophical knowledge nor a 

deep acquaintanc~ with antiquarian lore is required." Leeser 

failed to abide :faiilthfully by this pro:rn:l.se, but there is never­

theless an attempt made throughout his writings to base his views, 

if no·t on Scriptur,e itself ,.at least on the prayer booko Lees er, for 
. 25 

example, asserts: 11 Botr1 his·t.ory and the Scriptures support our 

bel:ief in a Messiah.," He then proceeds to illustrate: the prayers 

"Val ken nekav-eh", 11 hakol yoduchoh" e,nd the formula 11 :rns Zemach 

David" .. 'rhese prayers,he writes, maintain three ideas: 

1). that there must come a chane;e over the spirit of the world,so 

that all will acknowledge God as their sovereign; 

2). thf.),t this w:1.11, be done through a s1rncial mesBenger whom we 

call, for distinction's sake,the Messiah; 

3). that this same anointed one shall be scion o:f Dav-id's royal 

line, a descendant of the king of Israel, who had. been chosen 

to feed the flock of the Lord, and whose kingdom ws1s ;never 

to cease while the lnws o:f. day and night should ~~nd.ureo 

These were the prayers and. hopes of the children of Israel 

for 2,000 years. Let the Anti ... ].fossianists, challenges Lees er, 

try to deny that the Jewish people for 2,000 years did so :inter­

pret the f:3c:dptures, so a.s to evoke therefrom the expectati-cm of 
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a personal redeemer, a descendant of Dav.id, under whose sway tb.,e 

entire earth was to be brought to a l<:nowledge of~:rruth, while 
' 2l!f: 

Israel, as a I)eople, was to be especially benefittede 'l~he masses 

of tll.e people were not satisfied. with ,Jesus i1-s a ]/[essiah., :Zather 

than accept .Jesus, our ancesters suffered .. And still they con­

tinued to pray throughout the centuries for the conversion of 

the world, the coming of the recfoemer, and the appearance of 

the son of .David, to grant the.m liberty, and open to mankind the 

:portals of everlasting truth. 1~hls belief in the Messiah, contrary 

to what our opponents may say, did not lead the people to em­

brace Christianity in any of 1ts phases, shapes or sects. Our 

ancesters were persecuted but they surv:l.ved. "Our memory is not 

blotted out from the nations." 

On April 5, 1860 a Milwau)ree Jew, a member of Rabbi Isadore 

Kalisch 1 s congregation, complained to the Occident that a convert 

was lost to ,Tudaism when Kalisch told him that he did not believe 
27 

:ln a :personal Jlfessiah. Leeser immediately took Kal.i.sch to task 

and expressed surprise that one who bel.i eves "in the 1:i. teral :m.ean­

ing of the Sori:ptures" could be a party to e, _prayer book (Minhag 

America) wh:Lch re,j ects the hoJ)e of a, Messiah. In a subsequent ex­

change of views, Lees er refuted KP,lisch' s charge that the doctrine 

of- the MeBsiah ben David is not ment:Lonecl in the Pentateuch and 
28 

prophets. He referred the Milwaukee rabbi to De~t. 30:3 and 41. 

'Ph· 1 · · ... - 1s s1ows,he said, that the Pentateuch means to predi6t the future 
~· 

catherine toc;ether of Israel, That the P entateuch t~·aches Xib-

buts Galuyoth, rmd that Hoses cU.d not refer to America, }Gne;J.and 

or Ger:mrmy as the ·_p. lace o:f redemp·!;i' on, if. b d · d f' .i.t ma",, e eri ve ·· r om Dew. • 

3oz5. "And the Lord thy God will bring thee into the land which 
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thy fathers possessed." This verse may be interp1;;eted to mean 

Palestine,in accordance with the promise to the fathers of Is­

rael in Genesis (Gen. 13:17). 

':l1<b Kalisch' s charge that the Pentateuch speaks of e.n event 

which :may be accomrilishecl with or without 13en David, Leesei~ 

answers that it the :pro:phe ~s 

34:24, for example, reads, 

their midst. 0 

speak of David by name. 11 1Dz eki el 
--~y,',1. 

"my servant srHlll be a prince in 
;<. 

Rabbi Kalisch thE~n terms as incorrect Leeser' s statement 

that the "restorat:.i.on o-f Isra,el to }?alei3tine as a people,one 

and entire,is more clearly laid down than reward and punishment 

after death; for the lci,tter is taught by :inference and. the for-
29 

mer in cl:Lrect ter:rru:1, 11 Leeser's evidence (Deuto 35:3 ... 5), he asserts, 

does :not actually mean that Israel will be restored one and entireo 

Fo:r. Rabbi. Aldb~t ("'lf-l.nhed:d:n P. 110) believed that the ten tribes 
30 

of Israel will never be restored to Palestine. 

Leaser answers Kalisch's attack point by pointo ~ith regard 

to the restoration of the entire people of Israel to Palestine: 

Such a restoration is not so impossible as it would s eemo J?or 

though many cri:~ics may be distu;rbed. as to the whereaboutB of 

the ten tribes, :i.t is probable that 11 munerouf.:l members 11 of the 

ten tribes may return, since many of them "were incorporated 

with the kingdom of :J°udah,and were thus among thost:1 carried to 
. 31 

Babylon when Jerusalem WB,s destroyed .• " ( llc, Ch1~onic'J:,es. 30: f5, 
31 

· 11) • Leaser therefore concludes that "under the mos~C unf'a:vorable 

circumstances, as now exist, the remnant of ,Tudah rmd Israel 

cam be restored. to fo:l'.'m a peoJ;:ile one and entire; since the 

mass of Jews, now knovm as such, embraces men of Ell tribes, 
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and perhaps, for all any one c<=m know, of every :family., .that 

ever descended from the loins of Jacob." 

'Yi th ree;ard to Rabb:i. Aldba' s po:i.nt of view, Leekrnr o:ffers 

a two fold reply: not only did AJ:d.ba not mean in Sanhedrin that 

t.:he ten tribes of Isreal would never be restored to Palestine, 

·bu·t four teachers, Rabbi JTilazar, Simeon ·ben Judah, Re,bbi Simeon 
32 

and Rabbi ,Tudah "controverted ·Rabbi Akibe, 1 s assu:m;ption." Rabbi 

.Akiba did believe :ln the restoration, "though he erred in 

regard:lng t.:he pseudo-J:.fossiah, Bar Cochba, as the God chosen 
33 . 

instrument to effect this." He trusted in the maintenance of the 

identity of Israel through the part then contending for its in­

depend.ence, while Rabbi Elazar, for example, placed. the :E'ul-
34 

filment in the"distant, yet unrealized period. 11 o Various ]:Tidra-

shira in Hakoth confirm Aki ba' s faith in the temple restorati ono 
35 

Consequently, Leeser conclucles, 0 .AJd.ba did believe in a third 

temple, with the son of Davm.d as God's messenger; ahd in his 

coming, too, all faithful Israelites believe, and do not acknowledgj 

as Mr@ Kalisch avers, that Zerubabel's rule represented the 

fpl:f· J'.lme.nt of' tb.e prophec1· e"" ~" ·J·.nc:,.1te::•d o·f" "'ti ck1' n 1,. to 0 cri·n·t·ur"' ,. · · ""• ~ _., · ,;:, '" b a) · .c' ,.,, 

for from Scripture only he wished. to prove the truth of the 

Messianic doctrine, 11 Lees er r.:iay.s, Kalisch 11 :r.un1:1 off to Haggad.oth 
36 

which only prove that certa:l.n men thought so and i:-io .. " I:a1isch's 

references, Leeser sue;gests, also have been v,rroncly stated. His 

Anti-Messianism me,y not be eonsiclered valid. His frtterpretations 
~. 

are erroneous, his authority not Scriptural. For 1ioth Prayer 
. .., .. ' 

Book and Sacred Scripture, Leeser avers, supj/ort ·t;his the.sis: 

Israel shall be restored to Palestine as a people through the 

intervention of the Messiah ben David. 
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Chapter Four: 

, Leeser: 'rhe Mission of Israel and tJ:1e Spirit of the Age,. 

_., 

A. The Mission of Israel and Ceremonies. 

It b.ad ·been claimed by the extreme reformers that, in order 

to aoh:Leve the Misslon of Isreal, it would be neces'Sfc1,:ry for I~-;­

rael to purify itseltf, to be cleansed of the accumulation o-r 
'\ 

centuries of ceremonial 1:-md practice. Only thus, it was asserted 

would the peoples of the world be intrigued by Judaism. Only 

in its pure state could ,Tudaism appeal to them. 

Isaac Leeser, who advoce1,ted both belief in a Messiah and 

a Mission of Israel, opposed this extreme point of viewe Con­

scious of the destiny of Israel as God's witness and extc1.mple 

to the nations, he declares, 11 the destiny.of Isreal has always 

been, and can never be nny other, than to be witnesse,s of God's 

existence and power • .,. ... wherever the professing Israelite turns 

his steps, he carries with him the tokens of his being evidence, 

in the observance of the ceremonial precept.s, no less than in 

the confession o:f his religious ideas,.. 11 Leeser regarded. the 

Mission's fulfilment as possible only if Isre,el were held to-
·3s 

gether by ceremonial precepts. He argued: If the Israelite 

"values h:l.s hereditary mission, and is conscious of the value 

of the part assigned to him to Ewt, he will no·t be aF3hamed to 
:<r. 

show himself in all his peculiarities before the goy"f) of the 
~~-.;f..1<-l 

world. It is his 11rovince to prove by hie➔ outward condue:t that 

he maintaJ.ns the same relative pos:i tl on to other nati onali ti es 

Which his :fathers occupic:id .• In other words, the various cb.ange:s 
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of civilization, however thay may have modified the manners 

and customF.:l of other peoples, 11.ave o:f right no influence on the 

Jmv; and he is precisely what he was, or rather he should be 

what his forefathers were, when tb.e rest of manldnd were ei th.er 

idolaters or savages. 11 If viii tnesses were needed to prove to 

·others the existence of the Almighty, it is not :for us to 

say thRt th:ls necess:i,ty is done e;i..,ve,y with by any event in 

ancient o:r modern times; for, in the fi:r.i:1t place, we are not 

certain that the whole family of man e,s yet acknowledge God 

alone, as the sole goverrd.ng and saving Power; and, secondly, 

we had never yet heard the voice of Authority,:, which had sRid 

that we are no longer required tp pursue our oourse separately 

and independently of other sons of Adam., Ceremonies will be 

necessary so long as God is not ~:tcJ.mowledged,Israel, in her 

divine mission, must pursue a, separate course. 

And yet, "the men of modern progress he,Ye, under cover 

o:f.' proposing reforms in the externals of' the Synagogue service, 

endeavored to i:1trike a deadly blow against the creed of Israel, 

and this in two main IJ01nts; ••• the permanence of the oblige;tor·" 

iness of the precepts, and secondly to the idea of a personal 

Messiah; and the den:tal of both points is based upon the assump­

tion wh:i.ch has been ad.vane ed ••• that the Israeli tish nation 

themselves were to be the Messiah, or rather the Messianic 

people who were destined to reform the world, and. introd.uce 

a sort of hea·verlJ.Jr millenium on earth, where an :lmP,~·oved. Judaism, 
-~ 

on the modern reform pattern,,wae to perfect a certain change, 

and bring the rest of :manldncl to an acknowledgment of the pure 
39 

Unity. 11 

There is no question in Leaser's mind that the "people 

'\ 
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of Israel, as an entire mass, is destined to enact the most 

important part in the history of the world, which'has yet been 
40 

witnessed*" He says this not because we conceive ourselves 

to be "mu.ch wiser and better than other ~.rtions of mank:ind, 

but only because the prophets have predicted it. The faction 

which now endeavors to obtaln the mastery over the mind.s of 

Israelites, and calls i tsel:f the true expound.ere of Judaism, 

aan, in his opinion, have no other reason for its belief in the 

glorious destiny of' our people than the➔ same prophets. 

"Why," he asks, 11 did the Lord impart to us ordinances? 

'rhe ordinances imparted ... ,. had another tendency besides im.par­

ting to us a good moral guide. On the contrary, to judge from 

the many distinctive precepts, e,nd the ideals of the early 

fa,ther:s and teachers down to lfoses a.nc.l onward, "the uppermost 

principle :in the whole legislation confided to our cr:i,re, was 

to erect an insuperable barrier between Israel nncl all other 

natiom:i, so that whatever might be the mornl elevation wr.lich 

the latter were to attain, the former should have ceremonial 
41 

marks by which they should at once be distinguish.able." And so 

w~Ul was this principle recogniz,ecl in the earlier ages, that 

Jacob a.nd hir:1 sons declared it a disgrace to give a daughter 

Of• t,,1e•1' ""'S ' i 1• ,r, d 'd t b tb . l .... in marr e,ge ·i.;o one wi10 .J. no ear ... e impress 

of the covenant of Abre,ham. Ceremonial precepts were thus to 

serve e,s o,n instrument of separating Israel from other· people:s. 

In the early ages there was need to restrain, ~~by a str:tot 

code of moral la-i.,vs, our re·bellious nature, a,nd prevent us from 

becoming contaminated br the opinions and acts prevailing around 

us. Still what does this prove? Leeser's ansvrer to hii:1 own 
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42 
rhetorical question is blunt and revealing: 11 Not that Israelites 

should recede fr om their past, giYe up their practices, yield 

their opinions and hopes; but that if any 'Change is t<i> be prod­

uced, :it is only to be obtained by a movement cm the part of 

the unJewish world in the r:l.ght direction of the law of Moses~ 

to adopt theref~lltm all thf~ necessary practices and to enable 

them to join leasurebly the "kingdom of priests and the holy ~--- . 
people", which the Israelites have been chosen to become, 

rr.his, f.'Jays Leeser, 11 ir:J 8, part of what we comprehend under 

the government of a personal Messiah, the conversion of all 

manldnd to a law of the Universal God"• This could. never ta,ke 

place if we ~,tripped. ourselves gradually of our peoulia,r laws, 

and endeavored to resemble the gentile world., Instead. we would 

find that those who cast off the distinntive garb of our faith 

would assimilate with the gentile and our Faith would lose 

the strength of their support. 

The JTicli tor of the Occident demom:1trates through hist<Drical 

example that the reduction of external prece:ptB may actueJ.ly 

lead to assimilation and the wenkening of ou:r faith. "'.Vhore", 
4;3 

he inqu:i.res, 11 8,re the enlightened men of Spain and l,ortugal? 

the philoi:rnphers of Germany? the politicians of Enghmd, Ji\•anee 

and America? even the singers,dancers,painters,actors,lawyers, 

mathematiciansu.who ... thougb:t it best to asslmU.ate to the 

world? have they :preBerved for their fam.i.J.ies the d,irstinctive 
!..I,. • 

faith in which they were born? No; even if they th.~mselves re-
-,. 

mained nominal Jews, their families are not known smong us; 

they are •e• utter strangers to the belief in one God, and as 

inimical to 01.u· race and its hopes as the veriest enemy to Is­

rael can well be under the prsent circumstances of the world. 
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In a word, it is impossible to meJ.nt;ai.n a J"ewish faith vrithout 

E.t practiaa:J,. demonstration thereof by outward acts; and therefore 

vrre should inculcate the necessity of observing the :precepts, 

if we are true to our God and faithful to His law 11
• 

Isaac Leaser distrusted reform in America because he feare-d 

that it intended to conform entirely with the spi:r.i t of the. age. 

Reformers, he Ft.sserted, "have an idea that they will be e,ble to 

effect a new o onve rsi on o:f.' mankind from Chri stiE:1,:ni ty, :Mohamedan­

i sm, and the various Pagan superstitions, to such a form of tr.te 

J"ewish faith as they suppose to be in consonance with the F3pirif 

of the age,. Hence, they_ imagine themselves called. upon to strip 

it of all its repulsive features, so as t.o transform it into a 

religion of ·the world ••• eine Welt-religion. ~rhe idea is certain­

ly _a great one.•• only there is one thing wb.ich tb.ey la.ck, the 

needful reverence for the word of God to fit them for their 

apostolic work". 

In another article on "Union of Israelites", Leeser reit-
45 

erates his condemnation 9f reform. 'l'o maintain the word of G·od., 

he asserts, requires no pruning process of the moral reformers, 

and will not suffer their mutilating it to render it :pale,table 

to the outside world. We are not called upon to les;sen the 1:rnm 

of observances to render them acceptable to those for whom. they 

were not intended ••• If others join us, it does not lessen our 

duty; and if they do not, this does not augment our''•·obligation 
~· 

•••• as t;o the allegation that the spirit of the agti is a sort 

of pope capable of "binding and loosening , of :prohi"bi ting and 

permitting, we ha,re not d.iscoi/ered. any- scriptura.1 grounds for 

·the assumption; it is the creature of some excited or fanciful 

brain, Rnd. deserves no more notice a,s a moral Ilrinciple, than 
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would be the revenge of a :maniac •••• " 

In an article entitled 11 'J!he Doctrine of the Tvfossiah", 

Leeser eontinuer.:J his attack concerning the concept the:t 

teaches "'che more mankind approached our standard. o:f acknowl­

edging the unity of God., the more might we freely lessen the 

number of duties, which would gre,dually lose their m.ee,ning;, 

and therefore their obli~a:boriness e • ., .Men, according to this 

assumption, can be very e;ood Jews without bei.ng practical Jews 

at all; in fact, they would show their IJiety to the greateBt 

extent, the more they exhibtted an outward course of conduct 

which gentiles would find no difficult~in. adopting and :follow~­

ing. In other words, it would be a, duty to have but few obser­

vances , say Sabbath anf perha.pi::-1 circumcision, and reject :prayer, 

fasting, the prohibitions as regards food, the onerous restrictions 

of e. rabbinical Sabbe;ch, Shop~1~ Tephilin, Lulab, Sukkah, and, 

in brief', whR,twver could show us to be a separa·te people ..... ,, 

we would requ:i.re no research to learn the ni.ce d.i.stinctions 

as to where the pe:1'.'mitted. thing commences and. the prohibi tioh 

ends; ..... no J:'los~ekirn, no Te,lmud, no Hishnah, and, for_ that, 

matter, no part of 1:fhe "F3ible, 11 except for a few pc1.,ssageB11 "::'his 

would be reducing religion to a sim:_ple base, without a creed., 

without dutieBo .Another benefit would spring from iteooethe 
46 

greatest ignoramus would be the best ,Tew ••• • is being 

consistent, Leeser assertse \Ve reject theoretically- what we 
~· 

had rejected practically. It will be claimed that~~;ire have mis-

represented and exaggerated the views of the "mffl.n of I>rogress", 

But to what will their constnnt appeals to our convenience lead, 

if not ·!;o an abandonment of' p:r.acti cal religion? . . . the:re is only 
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one legitimate result of such teaching, ' that with an incree,Be 

of enlightenment and the clorJer the gentiles approach to the 

doctrine of the Un:i.ty, the lt3SS will the observance of the 

precepts become necessary.' It j_s alleged that Judaism is to 

convert the world; hut, just as by· the apostles of old it is 

held that ,rudaiE1m, with its Sa.bhatJ::i.s, festivals, onerous re­

striations and d.ut:l.es, is not fi i.; to become the world-religion, 

wherefore its modification is a duty, so that it ma:y· be reduced 

to such a shape as to make it universally aoceptableo Now •••• 

in what mEmne r is Ju.dai sm to remain what it always has been, 

if the du.ties ita,equired hitherto are struek away as uselesB 
4? 

and burdensome'? 11 Though many a nominal Christian might 'be ad-

mitted to Judaism, who would have no hesitation coming to Syn­

agogue if nothing distinctively Jewish were ar3ked or needed, 

what, 'l.eeser demands, becomes of the Jews under such oircum­

stanoe:s? could they retain their identity when they· are no 

longer ciistingu.j.shable from the other men who surround them? 

Let us not be deluded into thj.nldng, he warns, that uniform­

ity of doctrine is possible :i.n our day; "the world is as diverse 

in the ODinion ente:r.tained of' the Godhead as ever~ and the 

rate of progression now pursued would.~•• require an indefinite 

number of generations to nroduce the least approach to a unLform­

ity. 'N'.hat, 1;hen, is to become of the Jewish religion i.n the 
48 

meanwhile, when you str:Lp it of :lts externals?" Thi'~ question 

i,s amswered vri th a quotatmon from Levi ti ~u;s 20: 26 ;::-·God says: 

"And I have sens.rated you from the mrtions that you should be 

mine. 11 :tifow, then, can we remain God's own, .if we are not separated, 
I, 



so long as the others are not like u.,31 accepted and acknowledged 

as being in the same pos:ltion towards the Creator? Externals 

are needed. Obsolete? No. Our religious customs, he remarks, 
48 'I) 

are not obsolete. "We know not one which can be dispensed with.•·· 

But what, in the meanwhile, it may be aslred., is ·co become 

of the·world? LeErne:r does "not in the least doubt, that the 

world vdll ultimately be reformed by arnl to Judaism, though 
49 

not to all the observances • • ·• incunibent on us• 11 I3u.t II reformed 

Judaism ••• can not be the means to egfect the regeneration of 

mank:ind, since not a prophet has ever ·liJ.~nt us that a naked 

belief in the highest truth is the chosen divine instrument •••• 

We have no sympathy", he confesses, 11 w.ith any effort.s which are 
50 

mainly callzulated to influence others outside of our pale," Is 

it likely or p:r.obabl~, at any rate, that this lessening process, 

this reducing of the whole Law ... to win the gentile - to eleven, 

seven, three principles, or one, will induce otb.ers to join us? 

Experience, on the contrary, has shown, he says, th~t ; Jews 
51.-

lapse into infilelity or apostasy by lessening their duties. In 

ad.di tion, it may be stated: Reform, can not show a greater prop-

ortion of converts tlw,n orthodo::cy-. 
52 

"Is it our business," asks the exponent of Coservatism, 

11 to shape our religion to make it a favorite one for those who 

seek a t}:eofession of faith? • 
Is Judaism in any wise 9alculated :.. . 

to become a popular system? And if it be possible t9 render it 
-,. 

so, have we any Divine warrant to clo it?" ••• It :Ls evident thst 

the proceeding of the reducers of Judaism is umva:r.ranted on 

the ground of common sense no less than ancient pra.ctioe.n 



Isaac Leeser relates Et story to illustrate h:ls belief 

11hat Israel has been entrusted. w:l th a treasure that must not 

be squandered piecemeal. "We shn,11 not relieve the mental dis-
53 

t:r.ess o:f the world,"concludes Isaac Leeser,"by giving to one 

proselyte the BRbbath,to another the Passover,to another some 

third precept as the sole emblem of J"ud.aism, and so dismember the 

religion, that we, the true descendants of the guardians 

of God's treasure, have nothing distinctive left by which 

we can be known anwng mankind., lfothine; le1:m than the VJ'hole 

line of :Biblical duties will distinguish u0; we mu.st have 

prayer, 'P.ephil.in, Bhophar, Lulab, Sctbbath, ]Utzvot, with Circum­

cision, and Day of Atonemerrt to render our l)re~rnnce evident 

in the world; and if we give up these, we shall, in inducing 

mankind to adopt a part of our religion, lettVe them still 

in a state of spiritual destitution, and we would, at the same 

time, be nothing but heathen amo:ne: them all.., •• 1/Vhen the time 

com.es :f:'or the gree,t fine,l develomnent of the divine scheme of 

the world's regeneration, the :many will be summoned to guard 

with us the J)ivine gift, not to dismember it, but to hold it 

sacred for ever as the richest bestowal of God to his creatures~ 

There can be no qu~stion, in the conservative leader's mind,that 

the main body of ·preceTJts is constituted as an everlastlne; ob-
54 

ligation to be kent forever. ':P.ho f', ,~ ,,<1hil ri,c:: :"'Dt ,Turl.ai ~1m must tri.ere-

fore accept these precepts. Jud2.imn. may not reduce 'ltse1f to 

win their loyalty. 
55 

In a fine,l plea Isaac Lees er declares: "TVe wa11.-t no Jbnerican 

sect, no new reform, no new fangled doctrines indigenous to tha 

soul; the 'banner of Judaism ir.=, broad. enough to wave over all tts 
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@hild:r.en, and i t;s shield wide enough to protect all of them 

against the assaults of creeds differing from :U;sel:f. If we 

have been able to struggle against the persecutions of 

eighteen centuri.es, ·w-i th the belief in the coming of t:he son 

of David as the fixed hone of our life, we need not now hasten 

to throw it aside as a sacrifice to the advancing civilization 

of the age, in or<ier ·to vrard off the imaginary dange1· of our 

being gradually absorbed thereby into Chri ~1tiani ty. This fear, 

though aclvanced with arguments against the l)OSBi bili ty of a 

MesBis,h, is however nothing but a porticim of the plan of intro­

ducing the new mongrel reli.gion, whereby both Jud.aism and IDJ.:r.ist­

iani ty are to be forced out of existence,. Le,eser says, we have 

110 time or means 11 to spare on the fancies of humanitarian re ... 

formers, who desire to enibrace all mankind in their wide spread ... 

ing scheme:s, while we have so much to do to consolidate our 

own affairs." 

'_l1he exr)Onent o:f Oon.servatism wa.f:1 thus opposed to any scb.eme 

which would inv-olve the change of ·a1 e precepts of Judaism in 

order to attain the conversion of mankind. 
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B. Isaac Leeser; 'J~he Mei:-rniah and Patriotism. 

Isa~c Le~ser, with the same forcefulness with which he 
I 

orrposed. any· "Mission of Israel" which entails depriving Israel 

of her distinctive gar·b, defenclet) the right of the Israelites 

to hope for a Messiah.- Belief in a Jfossiah would no:t, he claim­

ed, prejudice the patriotism of the Jewi8h peoplee 

Leeser asserts that there is no conflict between 
56 

looking forward to a Mes1:1iah and. patriotism for four reasons: 

1). The Mefrniah may not come for thousands of years. Mean­

while IEiraeli tes mRy continue to serve the countries 

wherein they dwell and contribute to thwir progress. 

2). ··,ve are not responsible for our doctrines to any civil 

authority. 

3). IGxperience proves that J'ews who hc:we bel:i.eved in the 

Messiah bf1,ve se:r•ved theiJ:' country well. 

4). As hl story :proves that no form of government is perfect, 

and as all is subject to change, the Jew can not be accusecl 

of a cr:lme for thinJ:d.ng that in all IJrobabili ty no mere 

human ingenuity will ever succeed in perfecting a system 

in whmch injustice shall not lie heavily on some };JOrtlon 
5'7 

of the governed. 
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1. Day of t;he J\[essiah. 

Some of our faint snirits allege that Israelites would 

be ungrateful if they wished to be considered otherwise than 

finally incorporated with the states in which they live, 

"wherefore they must yield the hope of a l,Tessiah, not to 

mention the expectation of our being gathered fr-om the various 

oountr:ies lnto Paler.:rt,j_ne, to form age,in an independero:t and. 
58 

sovereign .state, governed by the Divine Law which vre now posses,s~ 

Wh.ere, Lees er challenges, 1 s the evidenee for ingrat:i. tude 

in this? Such an assumption would seem to :presume that Jews 

who enjoy the rights of citizenship, for :instance in :fi'rance, 

cannot love 1J1rance enough or be sufficiently grateful :f.or the 

rights thus enjoyed, "if they believe that a tim.e wi11 come, 

sooner or later, but p~rhaos distant one or two :bhousa.ncl years 

or more or le:ss, vihen it will "Please the AJ.mie;hty to convoke 
58 

by m.oans known to himself', and. at e, time known to b.imself only 11 

all those who profess the Mosaic religion, and act according 

to its precepts. "Observe", Lees er reminds us, "Jews do. not 

say that this restoration •will,,,., take place this year, or in 

twenty years, or n, hundred years hence, simply because they 

have no knowledge according to their belief of the period fixed 

dl:ore their return to their former stateo 11 · Ji1or a.11, therefore, 

our sojourn "in all countries under the sun may endu,re. longer 

than any now ex:istim,r:i_: for.m o·.f r:o·vern1.·ner1·t 1w1' lJ. 1°,~·'" ~· And ·1·1·] l • - c:,,, 1.i'.fi , S v .. 

we look forward to the time when Israel shall again be a nation 
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w1<...<. 59 
among nations, as a matter which to:'· a suret;y1"take J)lace~ 

If it then depended on the Jew's. idea of the restoration 

of the God-governed commonwealth, }!'ranee, :for instance, loses 

nothing of his services as long as she makes use of them in 

her present eircumstances11 Consequently she has no right to 

withhold any privileges f~'om him which other citizen. enjoy, 

because of his hope th.at II either in his life, if God so wills 

it, or after his death, 11 the J"ewish descendants dhall be brough·t· 

by acts d:trectly ew1nating from the Creator, to be again whe,t 

they were before France existed, a people one and undivided, 

"in a land to which they have the same right as the J?rench 
60 

have to lfrance; and the JiJhglish to .B]ngls,nd •••• 11 

'fhough it is :i;>orrni'ble ·chat thousand. of years rnay elapse 

before the son of' David corneB, Lees er admit::.,: it may be this 

or the next ~rear; no l'.ll[. .. i,n knows o 13ut up to the moment • of the 

occurrence of this mighty event vve are required by our religion 

"to seek the peace of the city where we .sojourn11 11 Preparation 

for the Messiah's advent will not interfere with our usefulness 

to our country" For 1)repa:bation "should be only in the Sl)i:rit, 

in virtue, in good deeds; in other resnects, we should plant 

vineyards, -nlough fields, build houses, though we may be comti 

palled to leave them to others. This does not concern us. We 

are direated to follow out the plan of Heaven, and whatsoever 

be the way this leads us to is :eight; and. whv,tsoever we have 

"been taught on the subject is tru.e ... o. 11 
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2. Jewi~h Doctrine and the State~ 

'J:he e:X:1Jerience of the IPrench Jew with Na·poleon. e,ncl the 

eagerness of the }?rench Jew.i sh Sanhedr:i.n to placEi,t e the J:Grnperor 

were :fresh in Isaac Leeser's mind. He was conscious of t\b.t;J rapid 

change of JJ1rench governments and the consequent alteration in 

the condltion of the J]uro-pean Jevr. '!{hile modern governments 

were mutable, Leeser looked u-pon Judaism as something eternal-

ly true an.cl stable. One could not know today what the government 

would tomorrow decree. One cou1cl not know vrho woulcl tomorrow 

be enthroneGI. or deth.roned. And so, Leese:r could not sympathiZle 

with those vrho regarded service to the state as their hir;hest 

duty, everi:1 ·paramount to thei:t· relizion. On the contrary, he 
61 

could " r;;ee nothing sdi :fixed in anythine;, which human ingenuity· 

can deviErn to believe in its ·permanency, 11 

':L1his ·Doint ir3 bo:n1e out by history~ When Napoleon came to l~htii 

throne of France, the Jews thougJ1t that the J:':.essic-),h had ftrrivedo 

·They vowed with other French citizens true and devoted attach­

ment to h:i s imperial 1\/Iaj es ty, and they e.xp:ress ed. :fond hopef3 

for the future prosperity of the infant kine of Rome~ "Of course~ 
61 

Lees er sarcastically writes, 0 our modern reformers neerled no 

•. ]Kessiah, when tmch a hero as Nanoleon the }!11:bst :ruled over them, 

a11cl they desired none for the time ·iiihen the Becond of that nnm.e 

should assume the purnle.,. 11 But tho c;reat conqueror had to yield. 

···the .scentre to the restored Bourbons, and LouJ.,13 XVJ;lI. ,.ve,s 
I~ •. .~ • ~-· ~ 

hailed king of France. The king of Rome was sent to Vienna. But, 
-)rtl::.,· - . 

Of_oourse, our ueople had a new Messiah in the restored Lcruis; 
)l~t~::. .. 

a_nd. th · - · air uarasitical praises of the dethroned Corsican had to 



32 

be transferred to a new ola.J.mant of their ardent love. Depicting 

the changine; course of events, the asceni:don of' Louis Philippe 

to the throne, Leeser decJ.1;-1,res, "no matter what Nere his meo,riures 

of policy, for church or state, our reformers decreed no other 

Messiah than the king of the French. rn1ey hacl under the tri­

color flag all that they desired, our :Palestine had no charms 

for them, the commonwealth of Israel in Asie, was a dre1.o1m they 

di4 not wish :for themselves, nor desired to see realized for 

o'tl1ers. 

Then Louis' government fell .. WitJ:.dn a period. of forty 

years flatterers of governments basecl on human invention ha,re 

seen their uhantbm appear and disaupear; and each time ·it was 

such as left them nothing to desire, nothing to hope for beyond 

that of being French subjects or ~rench citizens as the case 
', 6?. 

happened to ·be. 'Jhat we mm-3t have, Leeser asserts, is a npure 

Judaism unconnected vvi th and not asldng anything from govern­

ments beyond being left alone, a favour which it has not en-

,j oyed in any part oaf the world except Arneri.ca, since it oeased 

to rule in Palestine. W~ contend, Rcoordingly, that we are not 

responsible for our doctrines to any ci-vil. 8,utho:dty; we are 

em.nowered to beli.eve or disbelieve in Et restoration as our 

convlctj_ons may teach us; and if we think, as we individually 

do, and nearly all Israel with us, that we shall be restored 

as a ueoule, the state has no right to concern itseii'with it 
~· ., . 

in the lear:it .... ,our sojourn in nll countries under lhe sun 

may endure J..onger than any existing form of government will 

last; and Btill we look forward to the time when Israel shall 

again be a nation araong nations as a matter which will of a 

surety take place~" 



Messiah and Publie Service. 

}l];x:perience proves that Jew~1 who have believed in the ch1;311ge 

o:f. worldly things comprised in the idea of the advent of the 

son of Davicl, have been brave defenders of their na.o1Jtecl country 

on the :fielcl of br1.ttle; t:t1.ey have served. it faithfully in council; 

they hav-e o.:Lde~l it cheerfully with li'be:re,J. loans fr om thei :r hard. 

earnings. '.ehey have enriched it 'by the:i.r commerce, been kind 

to all its sects by tl1eir beneficence., "If such can be the 

course of men thus thinking and beLi.eving, the state has the 

safest guarantee tlmt they are :friends to public ord.er, enemie.r:1 

only to vice and its fruits; and that they are able to serve 

their country, i:f only their services are required, without 

attaching to their admissibility to equal :rights the degrading 

condition of renouncine; any }.)Ortion of that vrhich they 'believe 
fj 3 

is a part of their faith." 

i 

i : 

'1,1 

I', 

I; 
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4. Messiah and Government. 

Many Israelites seem to think tr.mt they would be guilty 

of a species of traasom, especially to the liberal governments 

of Euro-pe and America, to look :fc;irward to the reesta'bl:ishment 
64 

o:f the Jewish statei, They perhans :fancy t;hat if they d.o not 

disclaim all right and inhed.t,ance in J)avid the son of Jesse, 

tlrn var:i.ouf.:; governments would deny them ·perchance the rieht 

of citizenshin and an equnlity of privilegest rL'hey ought to 

realize that the utmost limit~:; of good government have been 

nowhere attatned. '.lr.ry, therefore, a Jew should trn,y, from a mere 

·spirit of complaissance, that he does not believe :in a bodily 

Messiah, and does not wish such a one to be sent on earth, is 

beyond our comprehen(d.on; o •• it only argues that he would sooner 

sever his connection with the present and future Judaism, than 

forego a single adva,ntage wh1ch a confo1·mity to t.he opinions 

of the world mi:i,y by chance provide for him-. .. $., these facti.onists 

throw away their heavenly hones, fancing that they w:lll meet 
..,..,,,_~••r-

a po:u. ti cal, natiom::1,1 death, inasmuoh 8,s the l~,.nds o:f our exile 

will never see the captives return to thetr ancient home .. 



c. The Messiah and Reason., 

It is evid_ent from the ev:i._d.ep_cs:1 thus far presented that 
~--- t;,-- •=· 

though Isaac Leeser based his '.Messianic ·belief on Sacred 

Scriptures, he also called upon reason and history to point 

1oint out the deficiencies in his opponent~s arguments., But 

though he felt justified in meeting his attackers with their 

own weapons - just as they called Scripture to witness against 

him ... neverthele,ss Isa,ac Leeser had a :scorn for those who would 

establish rea~rnn and philosophy as tb.e predominant standard 
65 

f6r the acceptance or rejection of Jewish doctrine .. He ridi-

culed those who claimed that the TJiessiah was to be an instrument 

of mercy for the Jewish peo1')le in their misery, source of hope 

i.n days of persecution, to be cast aside in the rebirth of 

freedom. 'rhe Scri·ptures foretell a Messiah - no matter what 

the state of the Jew, this prophecy will be ~ulfilled: "it 

w·ould be difficult ••• if not impossible., •• to expound the 

Scriptures so as to exclude the doctrine of the redeemer and 
66 

the restoration of Israel". 'ro say· thn.t we should only view 

J\1daism as compatible with vacillatory reason, or the changing 

s:piri t of the O..{?,e, •wou1d be to strip i:t at once of its permanence 
. 6'7 

and :porsLstent characterc. 11 ~Je do not say that we wish to 

strip religion of the sanction of reason, or that we desire 

to prevent its harm,nizing with the outward state of progress 

of society, where this is T)OSBible without doing v:~~).lence to 
-~ 

great and l)ermanent prinoi·ples ti But we boldly maintain, says 

Isaac Leeser, that relicious truths do not depend upon the 
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circumstances which influence mere human inventions; but 

11 even these at last are true, if rirovecl by experience, vvhat­

ever theoriBts may· advance to the contrtu·y$ 11 



Summation(, 

Isaac Leeser believes firmly in the a,d.vent of the T,fo:::Hliah, 

as nredicted in Sacred Scri~tureea There is no conflict between 

sucl.1. a lrnlief and our res:pomlibilities to our c,rnuntry. ''.V'e may 

believe in the Mesf.d.ah ancl still be goocl c:L tizens, cleserving 

of all the priv:i.leges and. riGhts of ci tizem3hip,; 'ro those v✓.ho 

believe that Israel has a d,~stiny - w:L th wldcJ:1 premise we 

agree - v,rn vrnuld say: let UD not endeavor to disseminate 

.Tudfl,ir-nn or to vr:in aonverta to our lJlaith by unacceptable nlter-

ationse The Mjssion of Israel to win the world to recognise 

the One God rn.ay be achieved only through an i:rrnistence u-rion 

the retention of most of the tfori ptural commands o '.Co s1)eed the 

d:ay of the world's conver1;:lion and, in conformity with the 

prophecy of Scrintures, we look forward to the coming of the 

Messiah bon David. Nothing has occurred - not even the recent 

events :ln America show us freedom :L1;;1 advancing - that woulc1 
68 

l'estrain us from praying for the Mes.s:Lo,h ben Davido 'We look 

to him for reclemntion f1~om the mir➔ rule of the :proud. and insolent11 

J?or us the sun of righteousness has not arisen; and though 

our bonds may be 1:Lghter, stilI our fnith is suffer:i.ng from. 

the d:LF,crimj.nation of those wJ10 clo:r1ina,te us" 

7ith the vehemence that characterises his style Isaac 

Le .. ese~·r concJ.1 1 cl•O,Q ttJ."R 12·~ 0 -Lona 'bR~~·1e~ 0 a 0 'Ln°·[-~ .-< ~ .,, ,,L -,. t:., c., u l,.. c•, 0 u. , . ,c, ,p 

serting: 11 Let others follow· the idols of the hour, a~ncl quit 

the fold where our neople so lon8 found security; we are for 

Judaism, that brave olcl stoek of Heo.:ven' s own planting; we 
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are for orthodoxy, the true exposition of the Worcl. of God; we 

are :fo:r. the lm1J as it was given to us from Sinai; we e,re for 

all the hones of our race, trustinG in its regeneration, in 

the :restoration o:f the. temple, tJJ.e rebuilding of the 2,ltar, 

ancl in the reie;n of universal peace only and. alone, under the 
68 

beneficient sway· o:f Mos~htach hen Daviclq ... ,, 11 

' ! 



'I'he Views of Isaac Mo '7ise with Respect to the 

Messiah and ~Usdion of Israelo 

Isaac Mayor Wise, the e:Jq)Onent of Heform Judaism. in 

America, was so enthused w:i.th the spirit of' America that 

he could not in11:1,3ine why 1:my one would wish. to pray for a 

Messiah to restore the Jewish -r:ieople to I)alestinee \Vise plar.med 
1 

to reform the worlda As he confesses in his Reminiscences, 

"I need not say that as id.eD .. li st, d.:rea:mer ,3,ncl enthus:i8,fJ t I 

hF.;1.,d nhn .. :ped P..11 thinc,:s r, .. s the:r ought to have been., 'I'he \Vorld 

a1Joeared to 1ne r:tost excellent, ,jur3t as I vdsb.ed it to bee 'I'he 

refo;r.ming spiri-t; was innate in men Hin adcUt:Lon to this, I 

vvas an enthusiast on the subject of AmoricD, 2,nd freedom, and 

was convinced. that everyone thought and felt ,juDt e,s I cU.d .. 

Consequently I could. begin to reform and. td> irnprove the vvo:rlcl." 

It was when Isaae Mayer.· 'Yif1G discovered ·tJ:-.1.e.t everyone 

did. not think ancl feel junt as he clicl thnt he undertook the 

task of answerin3 his onponente and preaching reform to the 

,1hat he believed, but what he o·pJosed., oompelled to lffi{.::ht hin 

while 1::-1rgu:.ln@ that Jevdsh life must be reculated :i..n 2.ccord.ance 

with science and reason, he WD,s careful to JuBtLfy hi'B beliefs 
~· ., . 

and d.eeds on the lnwis of 3cri:pture .. He realized th&tt he WEJ .. s 

in the minority n,nd t.hc.t reform .mie;ht s:pl.i t the Ameri1:.mn Jevd.Bh 

n · t · 1·r 1 1 ,. t t ·1 1 t ·i· • 1 .. • .,.. 11 · '-' c ommu J. · y Q • ·.e ·;;,rnrcn ot•e cons · El,n·· .• y s oug.'1·, , ew1 f.:LJ. un.1 ,,ye J. ,_, 
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plan was not to destroy tf1e 11utho.,,·i ty of 3criritures or Tl1,lmucl, 

but to create a modern Synod to perpetuate ana reinterpret 

the teachings of our fatherso 

In the SJ)ecific question of the Mesr:d.ah and Jl'(is::don of 

Israel, we shall note that these general questions of 

authority and pr:Lncrirples of ,Jewish o..djustment to the environ-· 

ment are raised. U-pon what basis may 1.ive disbelieve in a Hes­

siah? 'Vhy do we believe in a lUsoion? Is the lti.ss:Lon of Israel 

actually a result of God's r.mnishment? ':.'hese 1:1,re but a few 

of the questions to be answered, as we take up our first topic 

of '.'J'ise' s attitude towarcl the 1'tessiah11 

I, I ,, ' ,, 
I', 
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'ehe MeBsiah, the anointed one~ denotes virherever the term 

occurs in the Bible the political head, the king of the Is-
8 

raelitish nationo There is no uassaee in the Bible where this 

volume four of the Israeliteo Cyrus is called by the rrophet 

"IUs :Meosiah", becauee he vras then the kine~ over Israel .. The 

Alexandrian school, ancl gfterward.s Christianity and Co.beJ.i.Bm 

attache,i td> the term e:x:traord.inary and extravage,nt i(leas of a 

supernatur,JJ. stamno The 'r.n.J.nmd, hovrnv_or, always k":lOber in its 

commentaries on the Tlible, knows of no other Jfoss:i.ah· than the 

p oli t:i. cal heacl, the king of I s:rae.l and of no other nati orrn,l 

red.enrption than the 1)0litical restoration of Israel to o,n in­

de1)endent nc:1, t:i. o:n., So J~aimonides and other au thori ti es understcmd 

the teachine;s o:f the '.1:eJ .. mud in th:Ls resTJect Q 

The ~upearance of 3ar Cochba in the timo of R~bbi t~iba, 

nnd his claim tn tho Jiesr3ialu_:il'd.-p then ac':nowledc.;ed by l:.ho ~;reaterst 

men o:f Israel, notw·i thst anc.U.nt3 1d. i::i na ture,l and ;;,o:rl(lly character 

only, and hir3 m.ifrnion to restore politicnlly the ;re·.vish 

m1tion, is a historical fact, and demonstrates vrhE!.t the :3.ab-

bis thought of the J/Cessiah .. rrhe orthod.ox Jew· ean not believe in 

any other Mesr:Jiah thctn the political head, the king ,of Isro,el, .... . 

for C1---;,.balism j_s no ;ruc.laism as little as Christianit·u•. isa 
,1J~ ·,. 

Thi: -is ·71se's TJ:icture of the nature-) of the Mess:i.ah -

a political head, a king of Israel. This is how he conce:i.ves 

Ii 

I 
'' 
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tt1e orthodox view to 'bEq this is the:i~efore the connotation 

the term has for h:l:rn, 11 3urprisingJ.y~' 7ise writes, 11 ue do not 

remem1::,er, t;hat anybody investic;atecl into the histo:ricr:1 1 bookB 

of the Bible, in order to ascertain the merits or demerits of 

a claim which reli.gious creed.B ascribe to the DEwidian dynasty, 
::s 

'V'iz. to rule forever over Israel~ (130th Christ:itm and. Hebrev; 

doctrine of a personal Messiah are founded on this beliei~) 

','Tise rirorJOses to D1ake such a stucly., Ari a basis, he me,kes ;3 
tw-o noints: 

1). '.Che :r1iBtorict,,l boo 1cn of t 1:w Dible murd; be understood 

literally, ancl 

2), The historical records of the Bible are unqueotionably 

correct. 

Jie thus intends to meet hie opponents on their own grounds 

by using Scriuture as his Ruthority. 

'' 

' 

'' 

i '' 

, I 

! ! 
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A., The Davidic Dynasty's Claim to the ~,T.essiahshi:p. 

In di.scur3sing the subject of the clcd.ms of the :Oavidic 

dynasty to tl1e Messiahshi-p, there are three questions which 

:must be answered; and\ which· we Bha11 discuss individw~J.ly. 

lo \Vas David promised a, hereditary crown; also, if 

his successors violate the laws of God? 

'l'he fact stated in I. Samuel 16 :13 that the ~rophet 

- Samuel anointed Dnv:Ld to be king of Israel, gives no right 

to the dynasty; for the same J:irophet anointed Saul in the 
4 

same manner. (Ibid. 10:10). Scripture gives us no more than 

the promise, t1w,t navicl and ~)olomon should. be kings over 

Israel, that God's grace should not depart from them as it 

did :from Gaul d.uring his lifetime, c1,nd that the immediate 

successor of David should. build a temple. 1~here is no r'.!tore to 

j_ t -~han th:l s"' 

The promise of a hereditary crown to David was made only-

on oond.i tion that the descendants of Dt:w:Lcl observe strictly 

the laws of J\l[oses, j,.e., govern the people n.coord.ing to the 

will of God ex::)resr::rnd in His Lawo And so reD,ds the Law pre­

cisely, when speaking of the k:lng, 11 In order that he (the kine) 

may learn to fear God his Lord, to ob.serve e,11 the 'iv'Ordo of 

this law ancl thecse statutes to do them; that h:l.s heart lift 

itself not up above his brothers, and. th1:1,t he depci,rt not from 

the comma:ndment,to the right hand or the left - in ,;order that 
~-

his days may be prolonged µpon his Kingdom, he and': h;Ls sorH-3 

among Israel. 

11 This M however, is no 'he.·re-di ·'·a· ry :monarcJ y r ·> '.) r f · 1• , v . . . c .1 p ·. c J. e .. , or :1 ·v 

; 11 

1
:1 

'I· 
'i 
I 
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is bound to a concli tion, which if not fulfilled, gives the 

people a right to depose the king or his heir, for if it 

shoullt not grant this right, we do not see to what purpose a 

condition was at all." 

And then lsaao Mayer Wise oites the historical books 

of the Bible ·to prov~ tha·t the people had a right to depose 

the King or his heir, if they violated the laws of Moses. 
~7 5. 

11 flistory 11 , he declares, "informs us,that the people of Is1~ael 

have deposed several dynasties, when their representatives 

became derogai~ory to the interests of the peo:ple by violations 

of the national law. This was done almost invariably with thie 

consent and not infrequently by the instigation of the prophei;s, 

so that the divine sanction was not missing. The dynasty of. 

Saul was deposed with the sanction of Samuel~ 

Solomom was told by God, "I will surely tear the lcingdom 

from thee and I will give it to thy servant". {I.Kings 11:11). 

Only after the prophet Ahijah. tells .Jeroboam in the name of 

God (Ibid. Verse 37) that he shall b,e king over Israel in place 

of David, only then do the people deser·t the house of Da:vid . . . 

and anoint another king. In the kingdom of Israel several dynasties 

were deposed in the same way. vJe therefore may justly say, it 

was customary in Israel to depose a dynasty, if its representative 

became derogatory to the interests of the people by hts viola­

tion of the na·~ional law; furthermore, that this custom was con­

sidered just and right, as the prophets sanctioned i·t. in the name 

of God. 

The law sanctions no violent revolutions. It provide-a legal 

means for deposing a ruler. The K~ng was subject to two high 

1. \ 
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iauthorit:lea.: a, supreme tribunal (Deut,. XVII,3-13) e,nd the 

prophet who speaks in the name of God. The king is not excepted 
~ -· ' -- . . 

from the laws. W'ise asserts, "if the supreme tribunal and the 

prophet concurred in oor1demning a king and d,iposing his successors 

from the royal office, there was no legal power in Israel to 

annul this decision, nor does the Bible contain any provision 
5 

to the effect that such a decision should or could be annulled." 

Isaac Mayer Wise therefore concludes, "we.;tu•e warranted in sa:yinlf, 

the law grants the power of deposing tJjl.e king and his sons ·to 

the supreme tribunal and ·the prophet, or ra.ther to the pro11het 

the right was granted to, ,a,pe.!:\:lf publicly of the king's misdemeanor, 
5 

and to the supreme ·t;ri burial to render judgment on it. 11 

On the basis of these premises, "if we a:r.e oorreot,the 

claims of the Davidian dynasty ·W'ere forfe1 ted, and legally 

declared to be so, during the reign of King Solomon; and im-
5 

mediately after his d,ecease. 11 

This brings us to our second question which is based upon 

the principle of the first regarding the forfeiture of the crown 

upon the violation of the laws of God,. 

2. 15id Solomon not violate the principle and fund.9.mental 

laws of God? 

Wise illustrates. how King Solomon violated the law; for 
~,. 

example, with regard to wives and horses. fie had too nmcy of 

both. "However wise and great King Solomon was, it can ·not be 
(,!; ~' 

denied, that he violated evry law which the organicF law pre-

scribes to the king, hence also every condition, made to David 

according to his own words, to secure him a hereditary crown. 
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The people ·therefore ha(l a right granted to them by God and 

oommon sense, to annul the claims of the Df>.,Vidian dynEtsty, ,as 

the conc\itiona by which this prerogative~, was claimed were violat ... 

ed." With an obvious reference to Isaac LeeseJ) Wise writes: 

"None who admits the veracity of the historical books of the 
5 . 

Bible can gainsay this." 

3. Did not the vast majority of Israel reject the Davidian 

heir? Did the people annul the claims of the David.ian 

dynasty? For if they did not, the successors of Solomon 

held their rights de facto, to which they were not en­

titled de jure. 

The people• ·with the exception of Benjamin and .Judah, 

appointed J'erobea.m king over all Israel. According to the words 

of God, the message oif the prophet and the will of the people, 

( it is a dj_vine law that the majority should rule) the Davidian 

dynasty was legally deposed "de jure 11 and "de faoto" by our three 

authorities ... God, tb,e prophet, and the representatives of 
6 

the people. 

This aooounts for th:e faot, that during the next two 

centuries we hear no more the voice of a prophet in Judah, all 

the prophets are in Israel. 

"Another and most remarkable fac·t is also that none of the 

suoceasora of David was called an;t more the Measiah of tpe Lord, 

until four centuries after Solomon, Jeremiah 01.3,lled {Ung Joa.sh 
6 

the Messiah of the Lord .. " 

Therefore, "the historical books prove beyond a, doubt tha't 

I, 

II 

I 
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the Davidian dynasty had forfeited all its claims on the crown 
6 

of Israel with the transgressions of Solomon." _ The vasy,)maj ori ty 

of Israelites had rej eoted the DavicHc dynasty. IIAeharei Rabim 

Lh.atos" being ·the law of God, it is obvious that the pro1~ise 

of a hereditary crown to David could not be fulfilled be-,zause 
• • v'', 

Solomon violated its condition, and this viol~tion could not be 

forgiven by the people. Thus we have proven, according to Isaac 

lJia.yer Wise, that the Davidic stock is not necessarily the kingly 

stock in Iara.el, and hopes for a "Messiah the son of David" are 

not congruent with the facts of Jewiohhistory as revealed through 

Soripture - namely that the people of Israel had reJe.oted the son 

of David ... and not in accord with the law of {lo-d., whose precepts 

the House of David had transgressed. 

Ii' 
II 

I 
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The Fifty Third Chapter of Isaiah. 

The 53rd chapter of Isaiah was looked upon by Christians 

as referring; to the alleged sufferings of Jesus, and by the 

Caba.lists and some rabbis as referring to the supposed. Messiah 

from the tribe of Joseph, who would die previous to the advent . . . 6 , . . 

of the right Messiah. The greatest commentators of the Bible,_ 

laaao Mayer Wise asserts, Rasfhi, Ibn Ezra. and Redak maintaint 

this cha~ter does not r~fer to the Messiah son of David, but 

to the people of Israel. 

Jise indicates that the author of 1 aaiah from chapter 40-

66 regarded Israel as the "servant of the Lord" ... the "chosen 

of God" whose mission it is to bring salvation to the nations 

in the three-fold. form of "truth, Justice, and virtue" (Jer. 4:rf1) 

The honorable epitlaph of the "servant of the Lord", formerly 

given to Moses only, is applied by this prophet to all Iara.el 

to such an exten·t that it becomes evident, wherever he says 

plainly, "my servant",_ or "my chosen one", he o ould meanron..,­

less excep~ the nation of Israel, the "covenant people, the light 

of nations~ 

After a pre~entation of further evidence, Wise arrives at 

the following conclusions: 

1. "My servant" can not refer to a Messiah, Christ, Redeemer, 

or to any one who died for the iniquity of others; whereas all 

these ideas are foreign to the prophet. (Is. 44:6) (~s. 43:11) 

(Is. 45:19). 

2. This prophet calling "nw servant'', either himself or 

Israel, he could refer only t.o either. 

• i 

I

i 
t; 
I,. 
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'.3i, Israel appearing to the prophet suffering in the oe,pti v·i ty, 

and, being the messenger of God to the nations, and sinoe it can 

not be expeoted that the prophet would speak of himself~ in a 

manner •afilJ.1.e does in the three oonoluding vers•ea - "my servant 11 

can refer to 1srael only. (Is. 53:1-9). 
1

saac M'ayer Wise thus pi,ovea to his ,atiafe,ction that the 

prophecies in Isaiah 53 refer not to a Messie.h, but to the 

people of Isra!;)l. Aml the editor of' the Iara.ell te bases his 

proof on Scripture. 



The Maimonidean Oreedcy 

In 1862 Isaac llayer Wise wrote an important article in the 

Israelite setting forth his objections to the fundamental doctrines 

of the Maimonidean Creed. In this article the editor of the 

Israelite ohallenges the twelfth artiale of faith by Maimonides, 
.'9 

wherw h,e requifes of the orthodox l.sraeli te, 

11 1. 'ro believe that the Messiah of the homHi of Davi<l 

will corne; 

2. That this .doctrine is ta~ght in the Pentateuch; 

3. To pr,a,y for the coming of the Messiah; 

4. That the Messiah must be a descendant of David and 

S&lomon. 11 

Whoever denies any part of this ar_tiol'e of fait;tt is "One 

who denies the Lord and the words of his prophete,""he has no 

part in the future world, 11 ,"he is excluded frmn the commu:ni ty 

of Israel," 11 he is damned here and hereafter." 

Wise profoupdly disagrees with this article of faith: 
10 

He declares: 11 If one believes the whole Bible, practices its 

laws and lives conscientiously according to its precepts all 

the days of his life; but unfor,tunately he does not expect 

;~ Messiah, e.s the Iarael.i tes at all times of polj. tioal 
• I . 

prosperity did not; or he does no.t. prey for hia ooming, C\tS our 

ta. there never did e,a long as the temple o(. W:eruE'Hi1.lem. lasted, or 

he believes not that the Messia~ must be a descend~ht of David 

by S@lomon, ,as the people of •• • Israel and the Mao<,H.1.beee together 

with the people to the period of the destruction of the seoond 

temple did; that poor man together with millions of our foref,athere 

r 
11.11, 

I 
·1 



is excluded from the community of Israel and ia lost here and 

hereafter. Gould one", demands the leader of i\merioan Reform 

Judaism, "advance a more unjust doctrine? History and the J 1ewieh 

ooncevtion of the grace and justice of God protest revolt against 

it. 11 

·Maimonides, Wise reminds us, states the Messiah doctrine 

is contained in Numbers 23 and 24 and Deut. 30.,. without rega.rd 

to the words of' HiJ.lE~l. (Hillel. had saig., "Israel has no Me;s• 

si1ah11 
• To which Rasfhi i:emarks, as Is.aiah said, "But God him-

self redeems them"). Ibn Ezra, Wise states, was of the ·opinion 

that Numbers 24 speaks of no Measieih. DeuteronoJJW' 30 "contains 

not one word that oould be expounded by inference even to 

p:ro-pheoy ~he coming of the Messia.h. There it says in :plain terms. 

if Israel on account of i ta s.ins shall be dispersed in foreign 

lands; repent its sins m.ncl return to God; He a.hall 'bring them back 

to their own land and bless them again more than their fathers. 

The regathering of Iara.el and the coming of the Meesia,h from the 

house of David and Sl,lomon, are evidently two different doctrine;s 

which oan not be confoundei without admitting that God is the 

Mesaia,h and the Messieth is God, a doctrine which Maimonides was 
10 

far from admi ttimg. '1 

Maimonides' article of faith, Wise asserts, ie sanctioned 

by nei:bher Pentateuch nor Talmud. '.rhe "Pentateuch i ta elf saJfe .. 
. no thing at all of a Messiah, especially not of a D~yidian prince• 

If the Law imposes no such duty on Israel, who had a right 

to do it, if the prophets themselv·ea were not allowed to add. ;a, 

commandment to it? But this be as it may, how so is one a.n atheist 
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if he does not believe in the Messiei,h of t;he houee off David.? 

neither the Bfble nor the Talmud says any such thing." 

A political view of one age,. cJ.,e_cla,res the editor of the 
. 

Israelite, is not an article of fa,i th _for another generation. 

Acoord1ng to both the prophets and the riabbis of the 1?almud., 

·!;he Messiah is a political personality. Maimonides also take.e 
a,,, 10 

this standpoint in his "Y'ci~" • "How in the world"• e,sks Wise, 

"could he make here a religious and fundamental doctrine of a 

political idea of by-gone ages? If to~~deny the political 

claj.ms of the Davidia.ns is synon.vmoue with "dehying God and 

the words of. His prophets", what was Ahijah ·the Shilonite who 

in the name of God 1anointed .Tero beam King of Isl'"e,el? (I .Kings 

ll:29 ete.) Wh.y did God command. Eliah to anoint Jehu. King of 
..... 

Israel and not a Davidtan prince? ••• fet Maimonides 11 , says Isaac 

Mayer Wise, "admit that the history of. Israel testifies to the 

fact, a political view, or even a poli tice.l insti tut1on of one 

· age is no article of faith at any time, an,i no everla,sting ob­

ligation: The prophets only were allowed in ma.tters of lei,w .a 

tempora.ry- e1.uthori ty' ( 'Jl?f{ ))f<.~:;1.5)) but never hacl they a right 

to establish a law or doctrine for all generations • .Jude.ism", 
10 

ooncludes Isaac Mayer _Wise, "is in the Pentateuch." 'rhe 

Article of' Fai i~h of Maimon:i.dfis with reference to the Messiah 

is therefore illegal and the :punishment for non-belief in the 

Messia,h is likewise baseless. 

I/ ' 
I ' 
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The Messiah and Royalty. 

The following statements a.re typical of fise' s antagonism 

to the concept of the Messiah on the basis the.t it is contra!-"Y 

to the spirit of our age of enlightenment, wherein we cherish 

a republican form of gove~nment and regard with distate the 
J, 

monarchy• In 1859 • 'in an editorial entitled, 11 The Purpose of ll ... 
Reform", Isaac Mayer Wise wri tea: "Our age has new views: ••• 

which resting on soienti·fic grounds can not be changed." For 

example, according to ancient conceptions of the government 

~f society, a good and pious king was the best fortune of a 

nation: hence the coming of a Messiah-King to make Israel a 

happy natiion, could be believed. But according to modern con­

ceptions, when all civilized nations agree that an enlightened 

community must be?, republic on the broadest basis of legal 

,liberty, the belie~ in the fins,l advent of a Messiah-King ia 
11 an absurdity. 

Again in 1861, in an editorial entitled,"Roj.talty in IaraelV 

The editor of the Israelite attempts to demonstrate that the 

institution of royalty as such is contrary to the spirit of the 
12 

Mosaic Code. "The fundamental idea of the Mosaic dispenaationV 

Wise asserts, "is: A nation must be governed by laws based. on the 

principle of absolute justice; God is the lawgiver, and the ad­

ministration of those laws is to be entrusted to su9h men as the 
:¼, 

people oh~eee ..• •" If the abihve is true, then "the ):nsti tu te of 
-~ 

royalty in the shape which it afterwards assumed, is not only 

not intended by the Mosaic laws, but is directly contrary to the 



16 

spirit and tenor of the whole dispensation." Presenting Biblical 

quotations, Isaac Mayer Wise describes the institution of royalty 
12 

as being "against the laws, in~rtitutions and the very nature 

of the Hebrew people, and in l,es-s tha,n om, ,century probably it 

will be against the m.ttu:re of all intelligent nations, and will 

suooes:sfully be rejected. 1.rherefore we feel surprised., 11 he con ... 

fesses, "when Christian journals by force, want us to wait for a 

'Messiah' which signifies no·thing in the world dxcept a king, a 

poli·tical head. !i!uoh more surprised, however, we are (m hearing 

pious men talk of ·the divini·ty of the royal insti tu·tion. J:..t is 

a violation of' th$ Law and repugm-:i.nt to men's natural feeling:s 

of liberty0• We can not belteve, in Wise's opinion, either in a 

poli ·ti cal king Messiah or the ins ti tut ion of rpyalty its elf• 

·rrhis :point is again ma.de i.n another ed.i torial, which Wise 

wrote for the Israeli·te in 1863. Under the caption "Union 

Proposi tiona", Wise admi ta his inability to appreciate how \\f'e can 

pray for a Messiah when living in this blessed lE1.nd of liberty. 
13 

"We have come into this oountr't,.u ,Y t tl1e Israelite editorial reads, 

"that is four-fifth of the Heprews her•e --: within the last thirty 

years, .t'he change was sudden and dazzling. We came from the heart 

of despo·tio mont:1.rahy and exceptional laws into a free land. Can 

we be expected to pray in our synagogue.a here in the same manner 

as our ancestors did in the Ghetto synagogues? Can we continue 

our cries about affliction, oppression, persecution, where there 
~· 

> • 

are none; or, -a.s republican citi~ena, fully ·sa;tiafiea with the 

lana. and its laws. can we pray God to bring us speedily hack to 

Palestine, and give us a king of the race of David, when vu~ do 

ii' .,, 
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know well _we would no·h go to Palestine, and would break forth in 

open revol·t if a king ;should be foraed upon us?" 

rrhe spirit of the 19th century militated againa·t the MessianhJ 
~re 

ho-pe. "We emanci:pated sooi.Q.lly, politioally,,a.nd mentally~ E.1,n 
14 . 

article in the !:sraeJ.1 te declares, 11 our rights are ack11owledged 

and our prinai ples and d9ctrines are appreoi,ated b;y- the best, 

.. p.oble,st, anc.l frees~ men"., ~l?his is our Messianic consolation, our 

hope a,nd our e:icpeotation; to the realization of which all history 

testifies and the 19th century bears witness. We are living in 

a republic, free and enlightened .• We, cannot, we would not hope 

for a kingdom, -ruled by the J~on. of David. 

, I 

I. 

i 

1., 
I 
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The Messiah and the Mission o:f Israel. 

In maey of his writings, Isaac Mayer Wise not only ridioules 

the ooncept of the Messiah, but together w"i·th such criticism 

pr.ppeses an alternative to the Mes:siah - a Mission of Israel, the 

conversion of the nations to the will of God and the :achievement 

of peace on earth. 

Wise felt not only that Scripture and the spirit of the age 

were agains1; the Messianic hope, but that the plight of the ,Tew 

himself was an argument e,gainst acceptance of the Messianic con­

cept. In an art,iole entitled 0 Reform and Its Principles", Wise 

writes, it was chiefly the doctrine of a Messiah king, as fabricat­

ed and finished by the Caba.lists, which d.e:prlbved :the Jews o!f the 

last spark of self-esteem and self•oonfidenoe. All the hopes of 

Israel and. the glory of. ita future were taken from the nation, and. 

the inc.\ividual, to grace the h~ad of an imaginary being. The in­

dividual, the nation waa forgotten, and the Messiah King was 

.exalted to the ideal of excellency. Isreal was deprived of its 

immortal ideal, of the diadem set on its head by Moses and the 
' ' 

prophets; i·t was deprived of the elevating oon~oiousn~ss, that 

God ap11ointed it tq be the banner bearer of. divine t:rv,:th, the 

teacher and reformer of the nations, the advocate and defender 

of God 'rs sacred words; the proud hope of the final triumph of 

truth, the redemption of' Israel bY. thts triumph, and,._th;e libera .. 

tion and fraternization of manJdnd, waa era.dioa·ted lrom the cont· 

soiousness of the people, and all tha·t was excellent and glorious 

was oonoen'.trated artund the Messiah-King, and the nation deprived 

' i 
I 
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of its divine ideal, lost its self-esteem and self-oonf'idenoe". 
. · 15 

'The obstacles, declares Wise, "must be removed, the full emancipa--

tion of. the Jews must. be effected. the Je,v must become acquainted 

with history and aware of his dj.vine mission to the nations, his 

destinations in morals, intellecj; and_ sohola.stio abil_i t;es, of 

his ju.st claims on the 1:espect and gratitude of all nations, and 

the hopes of i ta future. Iarae_l mu~t again be raised. from the dust 

to self-esteem and self-confidence. 

Only the surrender of t..he ]/fessianic hope and the restoration 

of the M5.ssion idea may enable Israel to recover :this self-con ... 

fidenoe and esteem. This though·!; j,s expressed in a late'l' edi toria.l - . . . . . . 16 

by ·the ecU tor of the Israelite, tn which he asserts that "Especially 

necessary at home is to raise the Israelite again to a proper 

estimation o:r. himself, to elevate him to a clear conception 

of his histo.rieal mission to mankind. Centuries of misfortune 

and misery have depressed the mind of ·che Hebrew, he hEi,s forgot·ten 

his own valuE!, ,rights and duties as the messenger of Goel; he ha.a 

lost sight of the historical influen,oe he exercised on the progress 

of hum.a.ni ty and the part he h,as yet to enac·t on the stage of life .. 

The Hebre\t oould no·t find the powerful element of his religion 

among the heaps of leaves, dust, ice, and other materials that 

covered it. Priests and potentates frightened them to expose 

it to the world •••• What was excellent and great in ;~he Hebrew 

nation was ascribed to few individuals, and the whole people 
., . 
" 

were oonde:m.i1ed. They themselves, 11 Wise asserts, "tore the divine 

crown from their heads, and ascribed their ow11 mission, their 

duties, their hopes to one person, to a royal prinoe, to a Davidian 

Messiah; so that the Israelite himself sunk very low in his own 
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es·tima:tion,. To elevate him again in hia own eyes, make him con ... 

acious of his vooation •••• to recognize his mission,his worth, 

his relations ·l;o Goa and man ... is the permanent duty" of I,arael's 

lea.de r:a. 

God knows that the sacred truths which Israel was called 

·to promulge:t;e could not be taught in the life·time of one man. 

''~A nation only can be immortal on t'iarth. Jesus died. The Messiah 

of the Hebrews, if he had come or should come hereafter, must 

also die. In the lifetime of a man the work can not be done". A 
17 

nation only, says Yvise, can perform this task and :God preserved 

wonderfully His chosen people through all centuries of authentic 

history, that this mission be fulfilled, that all the nations be 

taught and all of them appreciate the divine ·try:th. 

"The people of Israel consists of all its membera, past, 

present and fu·l:;ure; hence each of them h~s the solemn duty to 

contribute to this Messianic Mission of the nation. This Mes_sianic 

duty is by no means one saparate and distinc·I:; from the other duties 

of a man and a Israelite. On the contrary , ·they are iden·l:;ioal • 

Whoever adheres believingly and confidingly to the con­

gregation of Israel, cooperates in our Messianic Mission •••• 

'Vfuoever lives as a messenger of consolation ·l;o weeping humani­

ty ••• cooperates in our Messianic Mission •••• Each of them ia a 

Messiah", declares Wise, "and many Messiahm are necessary 

for the redempi:;ion of mankind. rrhus every one of us •o.an be, and 

should be, a missionary, engaged in the sacred work!~-:·or converting 

souls". 'rl1e Messiahship is not the exclusive property of one man, 

but of all Israel, whose mission it is to convert the world to 

I 
',11 
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truth and righ teouaneas • 

.But while Isaac Mayer Wise usually refers to Israel as 

the Messiah or Messtanic people, he does occasionally seem to 

bend over bade war-d,s, in discussing the subject, to indicate 

his acce1Jtanoe of an actual man-Messiah, if he should oome. 

Israel, we learn for example, was E:tsaured that, though mal-

T treated, God woulii not forsake them. ·· hey sohould no·t be utterly 

destroyed, and at last their oause should be triumphant all 

over the world. "He that will make an end to the bitter 

opposition which has been for ·thirty centuries the source of 

horrible e111ents for the house of Israel, will therefore be 

I the redeemer of srael, the true Messiah, the anointed of the 

Lord., not only :for us, but for all the world besidea, inasmuch 

as he will bring unto them truth a.nc.l peace, and happiness, 

and he will be called in truth the father of happiness, the 

prince of peace •••• The nearer we come to God, and thenearer 

and closer the nations of the earth approach us: the nearer 

a·t hand is the time of the Messiah; and when the age will be 

enligh·tened enou.gh, sufficiently prepared to receive a 

Messiah, then the Messiah will be founcl, and God will send 

his messenger to unite all the sons of. Adam, to combine all 

the mations into one great family. And until this happy 

period appears in the history o:f mankind", concludes) Wise, 11 

18 ,,., 
"Lara.el :must stand in opposition to the whole world 11 !. This 

pasrsage does indicate, in addition to the obvious informational 

aspects, ·that Wise, at the writing of the artiole in 1865, was 

willing to consider a Messiah. The point is well msi,de that the 
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age of the Messiah is predicated upon the achievement of 

enlightenment by the people themselves. 
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Chapter Two: 

The Mission of Israel and I~a Achievement. 

In two leoturea which he wrote for publication in the 

Occident, Isaao Mayer Wise defines the two fold path towari 

the achievement of the .wiissi on of Israel. "Providence 11 
- he 

19 
de ala.res, "has prepared two different ways for the people of 

Ia:rael to fulfill their sacred mission, tha·t; is, to communicate 

the truth to all :the world... either Israel must be a holy 

nation ••• living exclusively in ancl for God's holy word, and 

teach the world, from their .... home, by the living example 

which they set to the nations on earth; or that, if they dis­

obey the will of God, and forget their holy mission, they must 

be scattered abroad among all n:1.tiona for their sin and the 

sin of their fathers; but that,whithersoever they go, they 

must take God's holy word with them, and show it forth to all 

nations that all may see it and at la.at appreciate it" •. 

According to Wise the mission may ·thus either be observed 

in Palestine, which is the first choice; or secondly, it may be 

fulfilled among the nations. But the latter instrument may also 

he a punishment for sin. The lectures of Wise in the Oooid.ent, 

which contain these opinions, are not altoerether isolated!. 

statements. 
20 

For in the Israelite of August 20, 1858, Wise d.e.ol~res, 

"Our first duty as a 'kingdom o:f' Priests and a holy~-:nation', ,, 

a.a the covenant people and Messiah nation must be••• to teach 

by actions generous, just, kind and pious, that ours is the truth, 

the sole truth, the divine truth•••• Israel was ohosen, and 
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when disobedien·t, it was soa.ttered among all nattons to teach 

by just and. virtuous actions, first that there is but one God, 

one truth and one justive, one and everlasting •••• " 

On the other hand we have Wise's reply to the Christian 

charge tha:I; though Israel ·was a chosen nation, she had gone astray. 
21 

Wise answers: 11 We oan not admit this. Individuals went a.stray, 

kings ·sinned, the house of David failed to observe the laws of 

God; but Israel remained the covenant- people, the light of 

na·tions.· ••• our fathers sinned, no doubt they sinned; but 

they never dould sink to the low condition o:f' Gentile nations, 

who just emerged about 200 years since from the lowest mire 0f 

sin and orin;ie •••• yes, after the death of Jesus the Gen·tile 

world grew much worse and more barbarous 11 • 

Some Christiana attri bu'l;ed the dispersion of the ,Tews 

throughout the world and their oppression to their "stubborn 
22 

refusal to believe in Christianity~ 'rherefore, it was declaed, 

Christianity is a divine dispensation and iudaism is not. Wise 

answers this argument by pointing ou.t that "there is not a family 

in existence that can trace its pedigree with certainty to any 

. of the ancient nations of Europe.II The only difference consists 

i:n the fa.ct ·that the Hebrews offered too much resistance to 

the unrest of nations, and could not be neutralized, while the 

others were. 1herefore the dispersion of the other nationalities 
' 

is no longer discernable and the Jew 1 s iaJ The dispe:.rsion of' 

the Israelite is an excellent argument of the superiority of 

Judaism to all other religj,ous systems". The implioe,tion is in-

· herent in this defense that there is nothing distinctive in 
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itself in Israel's dispersion (though there may be in its 

purpose). 

Isaac Mayer Wise declares that while it is true that the 

Jews had no land and no home for the last 18 centur.ies, we must 

not forget that none but the rulers and nobles had a la.nd and 

a home. The great masses of the people in feudal states were 

living chattel. "The Jew was by no means as much maltreated as 

the poo:r and wretched peasant, although the la,tter clas:s formed 

the vast majority of the people in the feudal sta,tes ••• • In the 
23 

final a,nalysis", concludres Wise, "the sufferings of the Jews 

were buflight in comparison to the sufferings of the Christians 

by their own 00'11.'eligionists". Thus experience does not show 

that the Jew, in being dir:1persed, is being punished for his 

rejection of Jesus. 

In another article, in answer to Christian polemics, 
24 

Wise asserts that "The Israelites are not in diapered.on any more 

than any other nation, no more than the Romans:, Greeks, Goths, 

liuns ••• all of who.m are dispersed over the civilized world, 

and reckon themselves to the nations in the midst of whom 

they live. So do we: We are Americana, Englj,sbmen. •• distinguilthed. 

from our neighbors in religion only. It is not true that we suffer 

on account of any sins of our forefathers". 

The Christiane send us missionaries to convert ue to 
... :~. 

acceptanoe of Jesus. We send no missiona,ries to the Jieathena 

and Mohammedans and not even by way of retaliation do we send. 

any to the Christiana. In listing the reasons for our refusal 

to dispatch missionaries throughout the world, Wise gives first 

II,' 
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25 
plaee to the fact that "our brethren are dispersed all over the 

habitable portion of the globe, and every one of them is a 

missionary to our cause, by hie faithfuk attachment thereto, and 
I 

his s·teacly confession of Go's's laws". 
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Nature of the Mission. 

In the nineteenth chapter of Exodus we read, that when God 

ca.lled to Moses on Sinai, he ea.id: "Ye have seen what I have done 

unto the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' wings, and 

brought you unto myself, Now, therefore, if you will obey nzy- voj.ce 

and keep :my covenant, then sha 11 ye be unto me e, peoulia.r 

treasure, above all nations; for all the earth is mine. And ye shall 
II 

be unto me a kingdom of priests and a holy ne.tion • In these ,., 
important words is expressed the mission of Israel, and the 

sole object of divine revelation. As it became the priest's duty 

to serve his God according to the best of his conviction, and 

to promulgate his divine knowledge to his fellow men, so became 

it "Israel's duty to worship the Most High, and to be henceforth 

the teacher of all nations, to proclaim God's holy name to th~ 

whole world .... God is ·t;he loving Father of all mankind ••• in 

all the various regions and countries are the beloved objects 

of his care, to all of the:m,.- Israel should reveal the divine 

truth, that they all may hear it and live: to this end our 

forefathers were elected from among all nations, to be God'a 

peculiar treasure •••• But before the Israelites can fulfill 

their divine mission, they ought to k:now themselves all the sublime 
26 

truths of the revealed word 11
• 
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Preparation for the Mission. 

The editor of the Occident sets forth as an essential 

prerequisite of Israel's Mission the knowledge of the law of 

God which she is to disseminate. Secondl,, and very essential, 

we need English preachers to make this law understandable 

to ·the people. In an article entitled "We need English Preachers 
27 .,,, 

in the Synagogues", Isaac Mayer W1se writeiJ, Israel is the Messiah-

na.tion •• • ours is the duty to enlighten ma.nkind on the :path of 

salva,tion ••• we were dispersed among all na.tioms on ea,rth, that 

we instruct, enligh·ten, convert all of them to the true religion 

of the living God". But, confesses Wise, we are not able to 

address the peop.le in a. tongue they understand. He therefore 

calls for English preachers in the Synagogue.This reform was 

later to be adopted by even orthodox congregations. 

It was I:saac Mayer Wise's conviction that, in order 

for the Jews to acqui-re experience, they" ought to ha.ve and 

actually had a country of their own, where they could fully 

enjoy their heavenly property ••• where they could educate 
28 

and strengthen themselves for their great mission". They were 

''to educate themselves in their mode of thinking, feeling, 

aoting, and speaking to be the teachers of all other na.tions, 

to be the priests of the Most High ••• but also to prepare 

and strengthen th ems elves to meet all the oppo si ti ons,., all 

the hardships and oppressions ••• that would befall them in the 

process of their history, in the fulfillment of their divine 

mission, if they disobeyed the will of Providence and went 
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astray, if they did not :pursue the path which the hand. of 

the Almighty had pointed out to them ••• to learn ·to meet 

·with hardships and oppressions, and still not lose confidence 

in God and His divine instructj.on, flbr it is evident ·t;hat 

we Israelites must fulfill our mission •••• " 

While, in one a.r·ticle, Wise may have emphasized the im­

portance of Palestine as a source of preparation, in an 

address, at the dedication of a temple in Lafayette, Indiana, 
29 

he cleclared not only that ;'Israel's Messiah has come with 
29 

the victory of liberty and justiceu, but that 91 The Messiah 

of humanity,· the redemp·cion of the nation, goes forth from 

'this country, while thlf law and the word of God comes out 

of Zion and of Jerusalem. Israel's sanctuary on this virgin 

soil of freedom is the Zion and Jerusalem". 



The Psychology of the Mission. 

In addi·tion to demostrating through Scripture and history 

that Israel has a. mission, Isaac Mayer Wise presen-ts a psycho­

logical basis for this :m:tssion. In an article entitled "The 

Future of Judaism", he offers what he termed the "teleological 
30 

argument" for the Mission. The argument iii as follows: "every 

human being has a double destiny to fulfill, one to himself a.s 

an individual, and another to mankind as a part thereof •••• 

The same is in the case with nations who -a.re but aggregates of 

individuals and consequently must bear all the characteristics 

of the persons of' which they are oomposed. Therrefore every nation 

has a doubl1:a destiny to fulfill, one to itself, which consist:a 

in seouring to itself the greatest amount of happiness within 

i·ts reach, and another to the human family, which consii:r!;s in 

i·ts cooperation with the rest of .mankind in the progress and 

elevation of human nature and human affairs. Nations like indi­

vid.uals are free to understand ~ijl)proseoute their respective destinies 

and make themselves happy and useful •••• Whenever a thing fails 

to fulfill i·ts des1;iny, it is dead, and nature drops it to 

transform it into an obJeot vvhich ful:fills its destiny •••• every 

nation fulfills a destiny or it dies". 

''Israel is a nation. It is not a people as we of the Uniteill 

States are, or as those of Gre-at Britain; it is the oh:ly·nation 

which oan surely lay claim to this name. It iis not\.ta. political 

oommunity, still it is a unit •••• henoe it fulfills a destiny, or 
31 

else the All ... wise and Almighty would not permit it to exist." 

;,,11 

II 
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The special destiny of Israel is the cause that Providence 

would not permit it to)J)e submerged in the current of passing 

'" events. It lives, because it continues ·to fulfill its destiny.• 

•• Jhat is this destiny? •••• we Jmow that they have only one 

destiny separate from the nations with whioh they are one in 

every other point, and this destiny is to bear, preserve, practice 
al 

a.ml promulgate their religion and their religious literature". 

Iafael can not be exftinguished - three thousand[ years have 

proved this• because it continually fulfills its destiny. 

~his destiey being the perpetuation and the promulgation of 

Judaism, we know that Judaism has a future, and we know it as 

oer'tain as we know that the sun will rise tomorrow in the East 
; i 

and set in the West". 1he Mission of" Israel sustains Israel with 

life. 

In an earlier article Wise si.milarly says that nations 

like individuals must have an ideal. "rhus only may they 
31 

maintain themselves "upon the lof·ty su:mmi ts of national 

streng·th, moral ty, energy, and inspiration. The Mosaic legi:s­

lation gave an ide~l to Israel, the noblest ever given to a 

nation. It was every way calculated to arouse their energie.a, 

and to hold them above the level of the roaring ocean of 

mu·tations. They were told to be a nation of pries·ts, the 

champions of truth, the consecrated servants of the ,:fuord, 

who were charged to oombat against fiction, and to tear the 

banner of truth. They were not charged to fulfill their 

mission by the force of the sword, they should obey and 



32 

praotioe the law of the Lord in 'their own country and so con-­

vinoe the nations by their own p~osperity, that those laws 

were wise and good. and they were' a wise and in·telligent 

people'. Therefore, the most severe punishment for oivil 

crimes was 'careth', 1 to be cut off from the oommuni ty 

of Israel', to have no part in the ideal of the nation; 

and the most eminent act could only be to approach nearest 

to the national ideal, to become the preacher of truth, a 

prophet". Israel as a people dedicated itself to this 

national ideal - of truth. 

Isaac Mayer Wise was firmly convinced of the necessity 

oi' 1sra.el 1 s Mission in the m.odern world. Me was of the opinion 

that revolu.tions in the va,rious religious systems ca.me directly 

or indirectly from the influence of our ances·tors, of Judaism. 
32 

111roday 11 , says Wise, "we stand at the eve of e, great revolution 

in all religious systems: the orthodox creeds of all systems 

must break down •••• People ••• will soon long after pJ.a,in, simple 

and resonable doctrines, to liberate themselvea from the bondage 

of superstition •• ,." 

''In all religj_ous revolu·tiond. hi.story records we healed 

the wounds of suffering humanity; we gave the natjons something 

better for that which they lost; we brethed divine spirit in 

the dead. bones.•. this is our mission, the cause of ·our· 

existence, the object of our godly covenant". 

We have already given to the world important legislation, 

literature and men. To the modern age, says Wise, we have given 



our 0 pinoza, Maimon, Mendelssohn, Boerne, Heine, Valentin, 

Gans and Maier Hirsoh. At a.11 times we gave such men to the world, 

From Abraham and Moses down ·t;hrough the psalmists and 

prophets.,. our sons were the banner bearers of truth, philoso­

phy, mathematics eta., "we we:re and are the only efficient 

opposition to fiction.,. bigotry and errors in the province 
3,3 

of religion", 

If we agree on this, the~every measure must be taken 

to preserve our relmgion, our sacred heritage, our synagogue 

schoola. "Truth mu.st be the main object of these institutions 

, • • Truth is ·the Messiah and imrtruotion is the prophet Elijah 

who precedes the former. The triumph of truth is the reign 
. 3311 

of the Messiah, the kingdom of heaven on earth, ••• Only thus 
"\ 

may Israel redeem the world - through adequate preparation of itself'. 

11'1 
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Ohe.pter Three: 

Ceremonies and the Mission of Israel. 

Isaac Mayer Wise regarded the preservation of ceremonies 

as hecessary to the preservation of Judaism and the achievement 

of Israel's mission. It wa.s not his belief that the ceremonies 

were of importance to the nations of the world, but to Israel 

herself whom they would bind until the nations "a,ccepted divine 

tru-th. 

One of the most important series of articles on this 

subject was composed in 1855 following the Cleveland Confer-

ence. In his Reminiscenoes~e editor of the Israelite declares 

that the pet project which was continually in his thoughts was 

the union of the congregations of America, by firm organization 

and harmmnious cooperation. The first attempt to accomplish this 

in 1848 had proved unsuccessful. Yet ·the ideal remained attrai:Jtive 

a.s ever to him. He agitated the matter in the public press until 

finally the idea assumed concrete form in August,1855, when a 

call was issued to the ministers and delegates of the various 

congregations to assemble in Cleveland on Oct. 17, 1855. Orthodox 

rabbis joined with reform in signing the call. The Conference 

itself agreed to create a Synod, whose leading principles were 
34 

to b·EJ the fol.lowing: 

l, The Bible as delivered to us by our fathera·and as now 

in our possession, is of immediate divine origin, and 

the standard of our religion, 
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2. The Talmud contains the traditional. legal, and 

logical exposition of the Biblica.l laws whlfl.ch must 

be expounded and practiced according to the comments 

of the Talmud. 

3. The resolutions of the Synod, in accordance with the 

above principles, are legally ~alid. 

4. Statutes and ordina,nces, contrary to the laws of the 

land, are invalid." 

Such a torrent of abuse met the principles adopted 
"' 

by the Cleveland Conference, which Wise had hoped would 

bring unity into Israel, that he felt compelled to answer 

these attacks in detail in the Israelite. In a series of 

articles he takes to task blth "ultra parties" in Israel. 

~i th bj, tte:t-ness he evaluates both groups: Extreme reform.era 

would d~op the Talmud, the historical laws, the historical 

basis of Judaism! '1hey ss,y, "The spirit of Judaism suffices us"• 

The extreme orthodox would adhere to every iota o:f' the 

Talmud. "Immutable sameness in every minute particula,r". 
35 

This and only this is true Judaism. Wise oo:rninents that we 

"have just enough of Judaism in ourselves to know that 

ex.tremes are dangerous •• •• Juda.ism is a living active 

power; therefore there ca.n be no ••• stagnation ••• there 

must be a steady and incessant progress within the,__pale of 
,-; . -~ 

,!ud.aism. The end and aim of this steady and. incessant progress 

is, that Judaism developes gradually its universal character, 
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divests itself of its peculiarly national garment, in the 

same ratio as the Gen-t;iles a,re saved from their erroneous 

doctrines and inherited misconceptions, until there will 

be fulfilled the words of ·the prophet, 'That day there will 

be God one, and his name one'•••• Then there will be no longer 

a necessity for the union of Israel: for there will. be a 

union of mankind in sentiments and conviction • This is 

the :Messia.nic idea., of the prophets. i1his is ·the mission 

of Israel. Therefore we were di spersecl among all ne,ti ons 

to build up the grand temple in which all manldnd worship 

the God of tru·th. Israel must remain, its history ancl the 

voice of the prophets teach it - a distinguished nation, 

until the nations have recei,red our divine mis~~ion"" 

But, say our ultra reformers, "this t:i.me has come, 

the golden age is at our door, we only need to open 
35 

our arms, all :m.e,nk.incl will hasten into our embrace". 

The truth, however, is that mankind stands misera,bly low 

in religious concep·Uons. The vast bulk of ml:tnkind consists 

of heathens with rid.icuJ.ous theories and abominable 

practices. 
35 

But the ul·!;ra-ref ormers say~ "we admi·t the neoessi ty 

of a union of Israel for the sake of our national mission; 

still we need no forms, no outward signs ·t;o unit~,.. Israelites; 

we are united by the essence, the lofty spirit, -~~e sublime 
-,. 

doctrine.,s of our religion, of which no Israelite in no cltme 

and in no zonE:~ can be divested. '.I'his sounds elegantly", 

comments Wise, "but it is not true. Man •• • must' have 
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forms, to give expression to the ideas and sentiments of 

his mind •••• 11 If the old forms are removed, Wise declares, 

new forms will "clevelope themselves in the course of time" 

and in a few short yeats "the Jewish congregations would 

no more recognize each other than the Protesta,nt sects do 

now. ~rhe sameness of principles would as little prevent u;s 

from such a miserable s·bate of our religious union, as it 

prevents now the different Protestant sec·cs from condemning 

each other publicly •••• Israel must and will remain one 

peculiar natlon until our mission is fulfilled". 

Wise thus denounces both e'l$.,treme groups in Judaism 

who block the implementation of the Cleveland Conference 

principles. In a second ar·!;icle entitled "No Ta.lmud11 Wise 

becomes more specific in his denunoiation. His editorial 
36 0 

in the Israelite burns with wrath :and sarcasm : "No Talmud• 

they say; but they confess, Israel he,s a sublime mission in 

the moral history of mankind. Union and uniformity, outward 

signs and forms are at least ,ex-pedient, to ao:complish the 

sublime t:ask which is the end and aim of Israel's long and pain­

ful sojourn among the nations. You will make us now new forms 

in place of the old? But who will adopt them? Row many of Israel 

will they unite?" "None shall impose customs, laws o:r forms on 

us which we dislike. 

"'rhe ultra ... reformers, it appears, are aware q,'t this 

state of. affairs, and therefore it is their avowed theory, 

tha·c such :Biblioal forms and ceremonies which are still sacred 

in the es·timation of the vulgar maas, must be retained: bu·t 
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those which are commonly violated must be dropped". Therefore, 

concludes lsaac M.Wise, this would mean that the most important 

Biblical precepts and ousttoms - the Sabbath, Milah, Yom Kippur, 

Niddah and Tebilah, Shechi tah and Bedj.kah, the festivals and 

the laws on unolean beasts, or other Biblical pre8epts and 

ancient customs, should be abolished, if there is a congrega­

tion who violates them. The Talmud, Wise declares, int(erprets 

and explains the Bible .• Without Talmudic traditions, without 

th:ese "connecting links", it is im:i}ossible to comprehend 

Judaism, Christianity or the Bible. 

In a third article entitled, "No Talmud", Wise, with a 

vigorous pen, epi tomj.zes the two previous esaays. 11 '.l'his", he 

says, "is the result of. our i.nvestigation._.: Israel is th,ei 

messianic na tj.on. The mission requires an outward uniformity 

of the religious forms and customs of the whole nation. The 

Biblical laws, those not relating especially to the land 

of Palestine - are the outward means for the protection 

of the essenoe of our religion, and the bonds of Israel's 

union, which must last as long until all nations have become 

one Israel •••• But we :maintai~%hat this golden age is remotely 
' 

distant from us; therefore Israel's union must be preserved 

for its messianic aim, whioh can be effected only by e, uniformity 

in its outward religion. The means to this outward uniformity 
.,:•, . 

are the Biblical laws which our ul·tra--reformers a:re .. anxious to 
·'\.~ 

reject. These Biblical laws ~nly then produce a uniformity, 

if they are understood in the same way, in Asia as in America, 

in Africa and in Australj.a, to which end the interpretations 



of the Talmud are independen·tly necessary". 

Amidst all of this evidence testifying to Wise's 

support of ~r.almudic authority:~:. we must not lose sight 

of the fact that 

1. These articles were in defense of ·the principles 

he advocated at the Cleveland Conference. 

2. The Conference was intended "only and exclusively ••• 

to effect a union of the .American Israelites". 

3• Wise's main emphasis at the Conference itself was on 

the Synod., which was to interpret the Talmud in 

accordance with modern times. Wise favored reform of 

the Talmud, but "legal reform". 

Q,uite an abrupt change i.n emphasis is evident in W1se's 

attitude towards ceremonies in the years following the Clevela,nd. 

Conference. While in 1858 he still preached that rthe retention 

of religious form.a was essential to the :fulfill.ment of the 
38 

mission, in later years he was· inclined tdi. think less of "legal" 

reform and more of universalizing the religion of Israel, despite 

the refusal of the extremists to cooperate. 

In 1862., in a lengthy article analyzing the "Differences 

of Conception" between the orthodox and reform viewpoint, he 
39 

declares: wwe care less for the form than the essence, and bestow 
I 

~J.ess a:ttention on:ceremonies than the obj eot to be reached by 
.t 
I· them, because it gr"ieves us to see the servant olaJ,.m. equal con-

sideration to the master of ·the house". "Is it our faul·t", he 

asks the orthodox, "that you can not see the forest on account 

of your observances~ The words of God were entrusted to Israel ~""m= • 
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to perpetuate and promulgate ·them among all nations, a.nd you 

pla,ce the light of truth behind the opaque barriers of your 

observances and errors. God appointed us to redeem mankind 

from the burden of• •• oppression; but you me.ke slave a of 

yourselves, slaves of priests living and dead, slaves of forms, 

observances and prejudioes, slaves of laws and customs 

from other lands and climes and ages. That much is true 

then", 'Wise concludies, "only that portion of Judaism which 

will and must become the common good of all men, j,s religious 

to us, and only in this respect we are Jews; all. other laws, orcU­

nanoes, customs and usages ••• have a secondary· importa,noe to us, 

it is the object and not ·che means we reflect upon"• 

In 1866, in a sermon delivered at the dedio&tion of 

the Temple Bnai Yeshurun of Cincinnati, Wise condemhed the 

hope in miracles and a Messiah. He assoois,ted this hope with 
40 

those who desire "the separation mfisrael from the Gentile 

world, a.nd lay the chief stress, not upon the elements of 

universal religion, but upon laws and observances which 

characterize Israel as a peculiar and dis:tinct people, which 

one day will return to Palestine, to be governed by the 

Messiah •••• Having no Palestine, no Messiah, and no miracJ.es, 

we have a country where we are.,.and the mission of Israel 

returnE1 to Isre,el its elf• Therefore we put much less stress :•, . 

on peculiar observances and laws, and much more ..<?·n the -~ 
elements of universal religion and the mission of Israel". 

·universal religion over rabbinism was advocated in 



even clearer terms in 1868 by the editor of the Israelite. 
41 

Discussing "The .Tud.aism of the Future", Wise declared: 

"Gradually we are'ooming out' from rabbinism to the universal 

religion of Israel. We have lived sixteen cen·t;urie in. the 

rabbinical forms; it is difficult to forget, although we 

have outgrown them •••• The vitality and divine spirit of.' 

.Judaism are best demonstrated by this very ability to pas.a 

through all••• changes in all ages of. history •••• Only 

those who look upon Judaism as the na,jional and exclusive 

property of the Jews Clan mourn the gradual decay of national 

forms, and feel no consolation in the triumphs, which universal 

religion achieves with every passing year. As the fruit forms, 
/:l. 

the blossoms fall. '.L'he more ~.deas and. principles become general, 

the less can they be pressed j_nto smal,1 national forms. The better 

the idea is understood and appreciated , the less it needs or 

tolerates'a form. The idea is breaking the form, that is the 

· pulsation of the age." 1rhis rejoicing at the decay of' forms 

is no little departure in emphasis from a statement l'.ess than two 

decades- earlier, in which Wise declares that until peace and 
42 

brotherhood and truth are establish'Sd on earth "Israel's mission 

is not at an end, and so long must we uphold our ne;tionality with 

all the signs and tokens with which God has marked us, with 

all our Biblical ceremonies by which we know each o:t;pe:i; in 

all the different parts of the world; but we are not-obliged to 

teach them to -t;he gentiles 0
• There seems to have been some 

"evolution" :in Wise's thongh·t, and perhaps in the state of 

:manki ntt • 
J 
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-
*his we may securely se,y: Isaac Mayer Wise before and short-

ly after the Cleveland. ,gonference supported Talmudic legislation; 

but at ·t;he sa,me time regarding ceremonial he looked forward 

to the establishment of a Synod to pass legal reforms in the 

ritual. He regarded ceremonial important for the preservation 

of Israel as a people, and for the preservation of Israel's 

Mission. Ceremonial could be relinquished the closer the 

Mission would oome to fulfillment. Jfn no case would we expect 

the Gentile to adopt ·the ceremonial legislation or practice. The 

implication is therefo:r.e clear: Ceremonies are a means to the 

achievement of divine truth and world peace, Once the ethical 

laws of. God are established on earth, ther,, ,is no further need 

for ceremonies • .As the yea:r.s passed a doubt seems to have arisen 

in Wise~~ mind as to the need of ceremonies in holding Israel 

together, o:r even as to the wisdom of :separating Israel in:to 

a distinctive people through ceremonial. But his attitude was 

by no means as universalistic as that of the extreme reformers 

nor as "nationalistio 11 as that o:f the extreme orthodox. 



43 

Chapter. Four: 

!Vfinhag America. 

One of the chief weaknesses of the reform position 

during the controversy over the dostrines of 'itudaiam was 

that reformers prayed in one way and preached in another. 

While declaring their nonebelief, for e.xample, in resur­

rection of the dead, they daily prayed that God might 

effect such a miracle. While asserting their opposition 

to any reatoration of Israel to Palestine, thay offered 

dail? appeals to God for just such a restdbation. And 

while attacking the concept of the Messiah, the reformers 

regularly gave lip service to the hope that he might 

deliver Israel from oppression. Both orthodox and reformer 

realized the incongruity and hypocrisy of. this situation. 

A movement therefore arose to revise the tradi tiontiil 

orthodox prayer book. Isaac Mayer Wise, in commenting on 

Isaao Leeser'a edition and translation of the daily prayers, 
43 

shows their "inconsisteneJi" with modern life": 

In examinj.ng the eighteen benedic'l.;ions he asks, "what 

A:m.erioan ci t,izen ca,n honestly pre,y to God, 'o, look upon our 

afflictions, we bessech Thee, and plead our cause; redeem us 

speedily for the sake of Thy name' etc.; or '0 send the·great 

cornet as a signal for our :freedom and lift the be.nner to collect 

the captives, and gather us together from the fou~·corners of 

the warth. Blessed are Thou,O Lord! who gatherest together 

' the outcasts of Tby people Israel! ; or what American citizen 



can honestly pray to God, that He reestablish the monarchical 

throne of David? •• • in all these passc-iges there 1.s no trace of 

a spiritual redemption, ,,or the final triumph of truth, or the 

approach of the Messianic kingdom of justice, truth and fraternity; 

but of the restoration of political liberty, e, political king, 

a politioal nationality. 

11 Those who wish to li'lre on thir1 free soj_l a,re granted 

every liberty ima,ginable, e,nd dare not pray for the restoration 

of a kingdom, or rather, in fact, would not do it; and those 
43 

who wish to return to .Terusaiem can do so now qui·te conveniently". 

Isaac 1Jiayer 1,Vise concludes his comments on the va.rious 
44 

prayers with the question, "Should not these and similar 

passages be omitted in our prayers? We think they should,and, 

therefore, a revision is necessary. We have as much right to do 

so •• ,as the Rev. Isaac Leeser had to alter the f'J 1tSAJ1 

and to introduce a passage asking that the officers of the 

United States be Jrind to us Jews, 

In another article, wherein he expresses dissatisfaction 

with praying for the restoration politically of the dynasty of 
45 

David, Wise asserts that "there is no law in existence 

ordaining, that one must or should pray for the coming o! the 

Messiah." Therefore, he decla.res, expediency must be consulted. 
45 

"We maint;ain", he continues, "that all passages of this kind!. 

should have no place in o'Ll:r prayer book, and, therf;l_fore, it 
:~: ,.1· 

should be revised; because; 

1. Two thirds of ·the American Israeli tea neither expect nor 

wish the coming of the Messiah king, and the pra,yer book 
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should be ·the common good of all. 

2. It is a deplorable incdmaistency or hypocrisy , . to be a repub­

lioan in sentiment and practice, antl a royi;:t_ist in prayer. 

3. The oldest prayers extant not only me,ke no mention of 

the Messiah, but conclude wi·th the wcbrds of the prophet 

Isaia.h: 1'0ur Redeemer is God Zebaot, the Most holy of 

Israel is Mi~ name! 11 The Sabbath prayers, Hakkol. Yoducho 

etc., the recency of which is apparent from the alphabetioe.l 

order of El Adon were the first to mention the time of 

the Messiah. 
46 

ft was Wise's belief that "our orthodox brethren can 

not induce five hundred persons in this country to pray 

sincerely for their return to Palestine, or for the 

restoration of a kingdom in Israel, or the restoration of 
, 

b An• 'f' II loo~v saor1 ices. "The prayer for the restoration of 

a kingdom, and a personal king of whEi tever dynasty,", he 
47 

declared, "is sinful and unJewish". 

It was in 1846 that Isaac Mayer Wise first undertook 
48 

to correot the evils of the :prayerbook. Dr. Max Lilienthal, 

beloved benefactor and colleague of Wise during the early 

battles of reform, had formed the idea of founding a 

synagogal authoritative body, a sort of consistory, that 

was to go by the old Jewish name of Beth Din. Wis©.,.tQgether 

with Felsenheld and Kohlmeyer, with tij_ienthal a..~· head, 

were consecrated member.a of the Beth Din. Work was ap­

portioned a,mong these men and Wise was assigned the task 

of composing a Minhag America. ·iJhse worked industriously 
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at his ·ta.sk,had plans ree,dy for it by ::the spring of 1847, 

went to New York to submit it to the Beth D1n,only to learn 

that it had been dissolved. forking without the encouragement 

or cooperation of his colleagues, 1,V'ise completed the TuUnha,g. As 

he decHired, "We were forced to a change of the prayer-book, 
49 

and therefore we did change it"• 
' 

"Minhag America" signifies the liturgy of the American 

Syne,gogue of which the first part was published in 1857 and 

introduced in several congregations. By 1862 the fourth 

edition of that volume was already out. 
50 

The impartial rea,der, Wise reminds us, must admit two points: 

l. 'rhere are numerous passages in the old liturgy which, 

having been intended for other times and loca,l!·ties, and 

written under circumstances and impressions foreign 

to\the ci·tizens of a free land - must be omitted or amended. 
! 

2. We have the same right to make a Minhag America, as our 

anoesters had to make a J\Ki:nhag Pol.and, Minhag Germany, 

Minhag Portugal etc. 

The ]Kinhag America, makes a number of doctrinal changes 

in the prayerbook. We shall discuss those relating to the 
51 

llessiah. J?or example the Ji[incha Amidah reads Thou "remembereat 

the covenant of 'rhy ancestors, and brin.gest redemption to their 

descendants on account of Thy great name in love". ,"ftedeemer" is 

thus changed to "redemption". _. 
5Q •. 

r,:JJ ~ ... 

The Minhag America reac.ls 11 0 behold the oppression of 
~ 

our brethren, ancl redeem them speedily,for Thou art a mighty ~-
Redeemer". The "brethren" are oppressed a,nd not we ourselves, as ~ 

the orthodox prayerboolr states. 
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Thirdly, the 11 Tekah Beshofar", instead of referring to 

our freedom and the gatheting of our exiles as in the ortho-
-- 53 -.-i 

dox prayer book,reads, "Let :resound the great trumpet for 

the liberty of all nattons; lift ;µp the banner to unite them 

in the covenant of peace; aml bring them nigh unto rl"hee, to 

worship Thee in truth,· Blessed be ~?hou, who lovest the com-
u 

muni ty of na·tions • '11he prayer is thus broadened to include ,.., 

not Israel alone,., but all mankincL, 

The 11vr, h.JJ-1 JJc. II is omitted in the Minhag America ~~--.,·-,""""""'-,---_......,. 

from the Shabbas ri tuat al together. In ·the weekday Schacheri t 
--•~=,•-·••"",•c'Sc;'::':,_«,-•-5-4;-="""'-~'-~""'-•"~-- ,.. --• --

it j.s thus alteredi "Let sprout, 0 Lord, our o'rfsprings with 

the descendants of 'rhy servants, and bend their hearts toward 

Thee, that they may walk in Thy ways and promote and glorify 

'rhy la:ws, Increase their strength by ~rhy sc-tlvation; for which 

we daily wait. Praised be rrhou, God, who art our might of 

salvation". 
55 

In the Kiddus;h for Friday evening W"ise omi-ts the 
~ 56 

phrase "from all nations". In the "Uvnuchoh Yomar 11
, while 

including the Messianic reference in the Hebrew, he omits 

the verse in the English translation. In the grace after 
57 

meal the upe;vl) J1t/J 1
~ lJJJJ 1 " is deleted • 

. The Minhai 1hnerica was a milestone in the hi.story of 
,-, 

Judaism in America. As Edward (Cfalisch wrote in a memorial 58 - -, . 

tribute to Isaac Mayer Wise, "As with prophetic vtsion he 

called the prayerbook he wrote '1Unhag America'. It was to 

express not only the spiritual ideals, the hopes and 

aspirations , but no less s·o the patriotism of the American 

( 
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J,ews 11 • It was also, to serve as one of the bases for the eon­

-temporary Union Prayer Book. Due to the resourcefulness 

of Isaac :M. Wise Reform was able to cast of:f its hypocrisy 
J) 

in prayer. Its prayers and aspirations were now one. 

Wise had waited for years to establish a Sy11od,v1hioh 

would give official sanction to such a Minhag America .. He 

had high hopes for the Cleveland Conference of 1855; but 

1 t came to nothing. The Minhag was all that was lef·t of it. 

Wise promised that despite the fact that he had wearied of' 
59 

waiting for a Synod to establish legal refo»tu., "Whenever 

the congregations will adopt the status quo,and pass laws 

in favor of a Syno@ to oomtuct uniformly and lawfull;i' the 

developent of the American Synagogue, we shall be the first 
II 

to cooperate fully ancl conscientiously • '.rhat he abided by ,.., 

this promise is borne out bf history. 

Isaac JI/Ia.yer Wise was a pioneer, a courageous exponent 

of reform in America. He was not an irresponsi.ble radical, 

nor a weak appeaser. He loved hie people too dearly to be 

either. In his lifetime he sought to achieve reform in 

America. But as he himself said, the millenium may not come 

through one man. Through emphasis 011 the Mission of all 

Israel, he succeeded in reawakening the American Jew to 

his task in achieving a just and righteous world order. 

Through his legal approach to the Messiah concept ~~aao 

Mayer Wise es$ablished Reform .Tude,ism t-i,s a.n integral part 

o:f the chain of Jewish tradition. Through his support of 

ceremonial he inspired men ·to the realization that practical 
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J"ewish observance was not inconsistent with universalism. 

We are greatful to Isaac Mayer Wise for guiding reform 

along the highway tread by Klal Yisrael, for helping the 

American Jew to reconcile Judaism with his .American home. 

' 

/1 
I, 
;I ,, 

. I 



C o n o 1 u s i o n a 

A Comparison of the Vi'ews of Isaac Leeser and Isaac Mayer Wise 

With regard to the :Messiah and J't/Iission of 1 srael. 

Throu.ghou·t the centuries -the .Jew has found himself '& 

member of a mlbno:r.ity amidst a gentile environment. He has 

preferred not ·to assimilate, but to preserve his unique heri tagiei 

Oppresf:3ion and discriminc"l.tion have not succeeded in altering his 

course. Fo:r. he felt that he had a contribution to make to humanity) 

a mission to accomplish on earth. 

The problem o:f. the Messiah and fission of J.srael is 

actually one of pupose and survival. 1saac Leaser looked forward. 

to the reden:ftion of hls people and the salvation of mankind 

through a Messiah. Isaac Mayer Wise could not reconcile the 

Messianic concept to a democratic world. He believed in the 

Mission of all Israel, wherein Israel as'a people would con­

tinue to preach and seek a better world through divine truth. 

This was Israel's reason for survival • 

. Isaac Leeser, who expoumtecl the orthodox. or conservative 

point of view, believed in a Messiah, who '.Possessed both temporal 

and spiritual qualities. 'rhe lB:essiah son o:f David would govern 

the people of Israel who are to be "assembled again into one 

state 11
• Though his rule might necessarily be achieved through 

_ ... _ . 
his temporal qualities - through war - his lringshi:p would be 

~· ,, . 
a period of universa,l_ blessing. Though he mtght no·t" arrive until 

the people were ready for his advent, there is a time beyond 

wh:i.oh he will not be delayed. Belle:f tn ·hhe Messiah, accprding 
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to Isaac ·Leeser, is "a. matter of credence", "ordained as the· 
.f 

will of God". Both Scripture anc.l the prayer book testify to his 

coming. 

These assumptions are vigorously challenged by Isaac 

Mayer Wise who ridioules the hope for a political king in this 

age of enlightenment,where civj,lized peoples have a republican 

form of government. A poli tioal v·iew of one e,ge, he declares, 

is not an article of faith for another generation. It is in­

conceivable how one can believe that the lV1ission of .lsrael ifl 

the function of one man. In the flbrst place, the Davidic dynasty 

had forfeited its claims on the crown of Israel with the trans­

gression of Solomon. Secondly, Scripture preaches redemption 

through Israel, not through an individual. This perpetual hop,e 

that some da,y a descenclant of. Da.vid would miraculously appear 

and restore our people to Palestine has been an abomination to 

the morale and initie,tive of our people. The ],1:essie,nic hope he:ts 

deprived the Jew pf his self-esteem and self-respect. Under the 
"'r''' ~; 

delusion that the s•lution to his and world problem rests with a 

mysterious Messiah,. he bides his time, waiting for the Messiah's 

advent. It is time that he realized that the ]!fission can not be 

the function of one man. It is the task of the entire people of 

Israel. 

How may the Mission of Israel be achieved? S9ripture in .. 
'*, • 

forms us that it may be achieved either through tb/~· example of 
-~ 

Israel on her native, holy soil; or, j_f Israel sins, in the lands 

of disp~rsion. As for Israel's ceremonies and distinctive legis-
r 

la:tion, it is Wise s conviction that they must be retained. until ,., 
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the nations accept divine truth. For they are essentiai to the 

unity and preservation of Israel. W'isei!)s views on this subject 

evolved with the years, but he never did relinquish his conviction 

that, though of a secondary character, and not to be hoisted 

upon the nations as a condition of their 11 conversion11
, yet the 

ceremonies of Judaism were important to the preservation of the 

core of J·udaisrn. '.rhis core, he later believed, might be better 

appreciated if unc~overed, but the ea.rlier evmdence in behalf' 

of ceremonial indicates his deep appreciation of their function. 

'While ex.pressing his agreement with the doctrine that 

Israel has a destiny as a people, Isaac Leaser bitterly 

atta.alcs reformers who would strip Judaism of its forms in 

order to convert the world. "Jl'!ather, he declares, let the 

. nations adopt the forms of Judaism. Whereas Isa.Ei,c Mayer Wise 
.t 

believed that when the nations would accept divine truth 

as preached through Juda.ism, the Jewish people could dis­

pense with its distinctive relifious forms, Isaac Leeserv 

termed this a heresy. As if the ideal Judaism or religion 

were one without religious formsl Judaism, he proclaimed, must 

not oater to the peoples of the world. If they wish to accept 

Judaism, they must EJ,ccept its prece:pts. Only in that wa,y did 

Isaac Leaser favor a Mission of Israel, a mission which 

would recognize the integrity and distinctiveness of Judaism 
--:.;,, . ' 

in contradistinction to a pagan world. 

One of the chief arguments wielded by Isaac Mayer Wise 

against the concept of i;he Messiah was that it we,s both 

contrary to the spir1t of the a.ge and to our obllgations 
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as citizens of a free and enlightened republiv. Isaac 

Leeser defended hlmself against Wise's attacks by tra,cing 

the history of enlightenment and o:f liberal governments. 

In each case, he declared, foolish Israel placed its faith 
111."C iJ' l~ 

in some king, a Napoleon, a Louis, a Hom.an puppet,11 whof1} 

reigned for a few years and then were toppled from their 

throne. Israel's hopes rose and fell with these Messiahs. 

Far better, declared Leeser, to put one's faith in the will 

of Goa, a,s prophesied through Scripture. 

There is, after all, no conflict between believing 

in a Messiah, who may not oome for millenia, and loyalty 
I 

to one s country. For centuries Jews bel:i.eved :tn the JWessiah, ,., 

and behold what excellent contributions in men, literature 

and science we have made to the world. Our patriotism is 

unquestioned. For no conniving is required to prepare 

Israel for her restoration. Only good deeds and dedication 

to the word of God are important. 

But Wise could not be convinced. Nor could Leeser 

be persuaded by the arguments of his refo.rm opponent. Both 

besmirched each other viciously in public print. Even in 

his Memorial tribute to Leeser, Wise could not refrain from 
t,ft.S 
elt:lf@-ting subtle aspersions upon his a,bili ty and integrity. 

The battle was too :f.mportant to both men to allow,..modera ti on. 

1ro Leeser, for example, denial of a l[essia:fi oonsti tuted 

a denial of Scriptural authority. For c·enturies the ,Jew 

had prayed for a :MesBiah - if not Scrip·l:;ure, custom proved 

the au·l:;hen-1:;ici ty and legitimacy of this hope., How could one 
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change the promise of the word of God. How could one alter 

prayers which had been the life blood of our people through 

ages of persecution! But Wise did. Basing his opposiyion 

on Scriptural and logical grounds, he asserted that he was 

prepared to support the authority of the Talmud, but that that 

au thori ·ty must be perpe·tua ted in our lifetime. 11Ve too, through 

a legal body,must be able to interpret the Talmud in accord.ancre 

with our times. If the orthodox or radical reformers will 

not support such a synod• we, in cooperation with other 

Jewish leaders of similar views, will make the necessary 

changes in doctrine and practice. 

The controversy of Wise and Leeser is important today, 

because its modern implications are obvious. Vf e have the 

identical questions of loyalty, of forms, of authority, 

of the salvation of mankind.. Leeser and Wise argued the problem 

in their day. We·:continue. Reform JudsJ.sm is still young. 

Lt is yet feared by the orthodox. It must :prove its loyalty 

not to America alone but to Klal Yisrael. Oh; that a, Leeser 

a.nd a Wise might ohce again convoke a Cleveland Conference 

and establish for American ,Tewry a basis of legal reform. 

~rhat was ·the spirit in which Wise approached his a·ttempts 

... to adjust Judaism to contemporary life. 1rhat was the spirit 

to which Leeser gave his temporary e,pproval. 

Finis .. 
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article on the conflict between l6rthod6~(and /11,eform, entitle(!, .. -· 

"Why do we hide i't;?": 11 'fhese new .Tewish sectarians," he deolare:s, 
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