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DIGEST 

This thesis is an overview of the remarkable history of the Zionist 

issue within Reform Judaism. The purpose of the study is to examine the 

debates which took place within the Reform Movement revolving around 

Zionism. Only fifty years after Isaac May1~r Wise's famo1:1s 1897 address to 

the CCAR, in which he blasted Zionism and Theodor Herzl as a soon-to-be 

extinct passing fad, the Jewish State was coming into being in Palestine. 

Rabbi Wise was surely unable to even imagine the course of events that 

would shape Jewish history in the twentieth century. 

The Prologue and first chapter of th•a thesis deal with the nearly 

monolithic anti-Zionism which dominated Re:form Jew~)!')' until the promul­

gation of the Balfour Delcaration in 1917. The anti-Zionists were 

challenged by only a tiny minority of Refo:rm Jews who were sympathetic 

with the ideals of Jewish nationalism. Chapter two covers the period of 

1917-1937. These twenty years saw the incr1aasing legitimazation of a 

position known as non-Zionism. This inter:im non-Zionist phase symbolized 

the gradual transition of an entire moveme1nt from anti-Zionism to enthu­

siastic support of Zionist ideals. 

The third chapter, 1938-1948, deals 1~ith the decade in which Reform 

Jewry almost unanimously embraced Zionism. Only the tiny, yet all too 

vocal American Council for Judaism, which was formed in 1943, repre­

sented the extremist anti-Zionist m~nority of Reform Jews. These Jews 

had inherited the legacy of anti-Zionism wl~ich prevailed half a century 

earlier failing miserably, however, in th1~ir attempt to apply that stale ' . 
rhetoric to a world Jewish comm\lnity which was in a state of shock as a 



result of the Holocaust of one-third of its people. By 1948 the family 

of Reform Judaism was solidly in favor of the es.tablishm,ent of the State 

of Israel. 

Th.e Epilogue covers the period since JL948, showing the increasingly 

strong ties between world Reform Jewry and the independent Jewish State. 

History has justifiably credited the Reform Movement with having possessed 

the open-mindedness and tolerance of minority opinion needed to vindicate 

its credentials as a liberal religious movement. Even in the heyday of 

anti-Zionism, those few who supported Zionism were usually allowed to. 

voice their ideas openly and freely at rabb:inic and lay conferences. 

The thesis documents this evolution of Reform Judaism from anti­

Zionism to support of Zionism as it occurred within the rabbinic, lay 

and academic branches of the Movement . The Central Conference of American 

Rabbis, the Union of American Hebrew Congre.gations and the Hebrew Union 

College were all instrumental in the move toward Zionism within Reform 

Judaism during the first half of the twentieth century. Newspapers and 

periodicals have also been cited in order to reach an understanding of 

how these events were perceived by the American Jewish public at large. 
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PROLOGUE 

BEFORE 1889 

1 

The debate over the issue of Zionism in the Reform rabbinate has 

gone down in history as symbolic of one of the most critical questions 

ever faced by Liberal Jews. The very se:lf-image' of Diaspora Jewry was at 

stake. Could a Jew living in the Diaspc1ra hope to survive without a 

Jewish homeland in Palestine? Could Zio•nism qualify as one's primary 

source of Jewish identity? The Zionist debate affected the issues of 

Jewish messianism, universalism and part.icularism in addition to the 

fundamental issue of Jewish nationalism. 

Before the year 1889, when the Central Conference of .American Rabbis 

was formed, Reform Judaism had taken a s:tand of unequivocal opposition to 

any and all formsof political Zionism. These Reform rabbis and la;y people 

could not imagine that fifty years hence!, the Reform movement would go on 

record in support of a Jewish homeland tn Palestine. They could not have 

dreamed that sixty years hence a Jewish state in the land of Israel would 

be a political reality . These leaders e>f early Reform Judaism saw Jewish 

nationalism as a threat to the security of Jewish communities everywhere. 

They were people who believed most of all in the universal mission 

of the Jew. They saw their loyalty to J"udilsm as a religion only. Any 

loyalties to national or political Judatsm would have been contradictory 

to their understanding of Israel's divit1ely-inspired mission among the 

nations of the world. Precedent bad al ·eady been established for Reform 

anti-Zionism at the first of the ''Con:t'e ·ences of the Rabbis of Germany. 
11 

The first Conference was held at The views 

of Samuel Holdheim, second in stature oiUy to Abraham Geiger in the ·move­

ment for reform in German Judaism, were strongly anti-Zionist. Holdheim 
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declared that a distinction must be made between the religious and the 

politic al spheres of thought. "We do not grant," stated Holdheim, "that 

there is such a thing as a ., Christian state' , and certainly we should not 

speak of a 'Jewish state,' or of the ove?rlapping of the religious and the 

political in Judaism." This separation of religious and political affairs 

was to become a hallmark of the reformers, which is , of course, incompat­

ible with a movement like political Zionism. 1 

A year later, in July, 1845, the second Conference was convened"it;t 

Frankfort-on-the-Main for the purpose of dealing with the issues of litur­

gical reform and the messianic idea. The conflict was between the re­

formers, who interpreted Jewish :mess:tanism in universal world-wide terms, 

and the traditionalists, for whom a personal Messiah and a restored Jewish 

homeland were cr.ucial. The report of the commission stated the following: 

"The Messianic idea is to occupy a prom~lnent plac·e in the liturgy also in 

the fUture, but all politico-national eJLements are to be· eliminated. 112 

This was a radical change in Jewish messianic doctrine. A hope for the re ... 

building of the Jewish state had been transformed into the most universal­

istic and spiritual of sentiments. 

The discussion at Frankfort reflected certain attitudes and events 

which influenced the rabbis. First, th1:i Enlightenment had a power:fu.l. 

effect on the deliberations: In our era Messianism must foster the uni­

versal emancipation of mankind. Second,, the liberation of the Jew by the 

Emancipation, and the statements of the Paris Sanhedrin in 1807, insured 

the feeling that the destiny of Judaism is not tied to a Jewish state, 

but rather a close and sincere attachme11t to the nations in which Jews 

reside. The desire for a Jewish state a.rose due to past oppressions and 

persecutions. Such parochial thoughts a.re no longer appropriate 'for the 

modern Jew! Third, the universal missi()n idea was totally humanitarian 
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and devoid of all particularity. Therefc::>re, the messianic prayers should 

express the hope of Jewry for the inevit1a.ble spiritual union of all people 

in faith and love, as~ accomplished through the mission of Israel. 

The rabbis of Germany felt the need to produce some of their own rules 

and binding decisions for Jewish conduct and belief. To this end, 

rabbinical synods were held in 1869 and 1871. These synods., held at Leipzig 

and Augusburg, were dominated by the pre:sence of Abraham Geiger. The views 

of Geiger on the issue of Jewish national identity are clearly recorded. 

He felt that "the national side of Israel must be pushed into the back-

ground ." Furthermore, Geiger had asserted that "the hope that all Israel-

i tes be gathered from every corner of the globe and retU?·ned· >to .the prOmised 

land has vanished entirely from our consciousness. The expression of such 

a hope in a prayer would be a naked untruth. 114 The resolutions passed by 

the synods were carefully worded to stress the anti-nationalism of classical. 

German Reform. All emphasis was laid upon the universal mission of Israel 

throughout the world. It was Geiger who hailed the coming of the 1New Age ' 

of science, reason and enlightenment. In the following words he called 

upon Jewry everywhere to become a part 01f this utopia: "Beloved pilgrim, 

cast off your rough coat of mail, there is no longer hostility abroad; 

undo the wrappings that hide and disfigure you, frosty and icy winds no 

longer blow against you - love will blos.som everywhere - you have a warm 

heart, and all mankind appreciates it; t .ake them all in your embrace.115 

The first conference of rabbis of t.he reform movement in the United 

States was held in Philadelphia during ovember of 1869. Included in their 

The Messianic aim of Israel is1 not the restoration of the 
old Jewish state under a descendant; of David, involving a second 
separation from the nations of the earth, but the union ot all the 
children of God in the confession c1f the unity of God, so as to 
realize the unity of all rational c:reaturee and their call to 

~' .... -----------------·1 ....... 
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moral sanctification .• • We look upon the destruction of the 
second Jewish commonwealth, not as u. punishment for the sin­
fulness of Israel, but as a result of the divine purpose re­
vealed to Abraham, . . . f or the realization of the high priestly 
mission, 50 lead the nations to the true knowledge and worship 
of God ..• 

4 

In November of 1885, the important Pittsburgh Conference was held to 

f ormulate a definitive platform of refon~ principles. The conference, 

called by Dr. Kaulmann Kohler, officially included einti-nationalistio 

theology within i ts platform: 

We recognize ..• the approaching of the realization of 
I srael's great Messianic hope ••• We consider ourselves no longer 
a nation, but a religious community, and therefore expect neither 
a return t o Palestine, new a sacrif:icial worship under the sons 
of Aaron, nor- the restoration of an.y of the laws concerning the 
J ewish state •.• 

. . . We acknowledge that the spir:i t of broad hwnani ty of our age 
i s our ally in the fulfillment of 0 1ur Iilission, and therefore we 
extend the hand of fellowship to all who operate with us in the 
establishment of the reign of truth and righteousness among men.7 

This Pittsburgh Platform was the de1clara.tion most expressive of the 

early beliefs and attit.udes of Reform Ju1daism. It repxesented however, 

such a radical break with various elements of traditional Jewish thinking, 

that more conservative members of the movement felt alienated and even 

rejected. As a matter of fact, the conservatives were so upset by what 

they held to be the destr\lctive tendency of the Pittsburgh Conference, 

that they founded the Jewish Theological Seminary of New York, for the 

training of more conservatively oriented rabbis than those being ordained 

by Hebrew Union College.
8 

Nevertheless·, the Reform rabb:Ls in . erica went on affirming those 

ideals already put down in writing by th:eir Geman and American predecessors. 

In 1890, at the first Convention of the CCAR, the rabbis affirmed "that 

the proceedings of' all the modern Rabbinical Conferences ••• shall be taken 

as a basis for the work of this Confere~ce." Thus early American Reform 
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Judaism was establishing a direct relationship going back to Brunswick, 

Leipzig, Philadelphia, and even as far back as to the Emancipation itselt.9 

America was truly their Zion; Washington was truly their Jerusalem! 



CR.APTER l 

1889-1917 

6 

In July of 1889, the Central Conference of American Rabbis vas 

established in the city of Detroit. The Conference has met in regular 

session every year since then. The site of the annual conventions changes 

from year to year. Nearly all rabbis orclained by the reform seminary• .are 

members of the Central Conference. The CCAR was organized by Isaac Mayer 

Wise (1819-1900), who became the first president, a.nd remained in that 

office until his death. About 30 members attended the first Conference 

Convention; 67 were present at the 1905 session. From its inception (as 

has been noted in the Prologue) the CCAR had gone on record as unequivoc­

ally in opposition to Jewish nationalism and political Zionism.10 In 

1890 the foliowing resolution was presented: 

"Although it has been stated time and again that the Jews 
are no longer a nation, and they f<)rm a religious cam.unity only, 
yet has this thought not been thoroughly appreciated by the com­
munity at large: we still hear of 1;he Jewish nation and the 
Hebrew people, and therefore this Conference feels itself call.ed 
upon to declare once more that theJre is no Jewish nation now, 
only a Jewish religious body, and :Ln accordance with this fact, 
neither the name Hebrew nor Israel:lte, but the universal appel­
lation Jew is applicable to the adherents of Judaism toda;y. 1111 

The rabbis spoke out forcefully aga.inst Zionism during the decade 

of the 1890's. They felt the need to de:fend their position of anti-

Zionism in sermons, speeches, papers and in the press. One reason for 

their e.agerness, and if you will - defeni:iiveness, was related to the fact 

that their position repr.esented a minoriby viewpoint on the American 

Jewish scene at large. Tbe leaders of R~form Judaism were engaged in a 

competition with a Zioni~ ideology that challenged the :fundamentals of 

Reform theology. In addition these Zion:Lsts were challenging the hopes 

of Reform leaders that their movement would soon become the daninant 

force on the American Jewish scene. It nust be understood that the 
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Zionist forces were seen by the Reformers as a real threat to the existence 

of their movement. "Anti-Zionism was a r iesponse to a two-fold challenge -

the threat of Zionism to the security of .American Reform, and the threat 

of East European immigrants bearing the Zionist message. 1112 

At the 1891 Convention of the CCAR, held in Baltimore, Maryland, 

Rabbi David Philipson presented a paper e;ntitled "Judaism and the Repub-

lican Form of Government." In the paper, which was delivered as an ad-

dress before the Convention, Philipson st:ressed his reasons for opposing 

the new Zionist movement. He viewed 'separation' and 'nationalism' as the 

evils so inherent in Zionist ideology. J 1ews, he asserted, o.ughtG.to feel 

no need to be separate from the peoples of the world: 

There is no such thing as a Jewish nation or a Hebrew 
people; the Jewish nation ceased to exist eighteen hundred 
years ago. There is no Jewish nati·on now, we are Jews in 
religion only ... The idea of Jewish separatism is too wide­
spread now. The Jews themselves m~y do nothing which shall 
tend to illlpress that thought more d·eeply on. the minds of men. 
I believe it would be in place and :proper for this confer­
ence here assembled to express its disapproval of that 
movement to declare to the world at large that in as much as it is 
a separatist scheme it has not the sympathy of the Iabbis of 
the country. I believe this is due to the stand that Judaism 
and the Jews take in this country, ·being Jews in religion o~, 
men like others in everything else. One more point. The great 
immigration of Jews into this country at present caused by the 
expulsion from Russia carries with it a great danger to Judaism 
in its relation to the republic unless proper steps are at once 
taken •••. 

• • • Now Judaism wants no li·ttl.e Russia, no little Poland, 
no little Austria, .no nationality h·ere whatsoever except Americans 
•..•• Judaism is so thoroughly in accord with republicanism that it 
desires all its adherents to become imbued as s~n as possible 
with free republican ideas. Therei:n lies their salvation. There­
in lies the salv:ation 0'£ the world. •13 

Philipson was all too representative of the majority of the German 

Jewish establishment in America. Their a·ttitudes and therefore~ their 

actions, toward the masses of Russian and East European immigrants were 

suspicious and filled With antagonism. Tl1e American Jewish Archives 

published a study of the atti tu.de of the Jblerican Jewish Establishment 

toward the great East European immigratio1 , and it made the tolloving 
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observations: 

By the 1880's the migration of' the East European Jews, due 
to the ~pogroms, had become a mass movement. These unfortunates 
swamped the relief agencies and created a problem for the older, 
established "German Jewish" community. Ti'P.arful of their own 
status, unaccustomed to spend large sums for philanthr0py, the 
~erican~zed Jews viewed with treP.~~tioE_ the coming of these 
Russian masses with their orthodox folkways and their recourse 

to strikes and trade unions . The old-timers did not exert them­
selves to their fullest to help the: newcomers financially or 
morally. They accepted the new imm.igrants with resignation, 
created temporary institutions for shelter and aid, furthered their 
"Americanization" linguistically an.d industrially, and attempted, 
unsuccessfully, to divert them from. the old East Side ghettos 
into agricultural colonies. Yet • • • if the welcome accorded these 
immigrants here was not as generous as it might have been, it was 
still warmer than that given to any· other group of immigrants by 
their former countrymen.14 

Not all of the Russian Jews, howeve·r, wished to make America their 

new home. A small minority of the Russian and East European emigrants 

moved in the direction of Palestine as their new heme. These men and women, 

organized in groups known as "Bilu", "Clio1vevei Zion, 11 etc, were the first 

pioneers to actually take up residence inl sparsely - populated Palestine. 

The Jewish Exponent took note of the not so insignificant work being done 

by these settlers in Palestine. In an editorial on June 20, 1890, Charles 

Hoffman wrote: 

"The tendency in Russia toward. Palestine colonization also 
progresses. We have no exact statistics telling of the annual 
number of Russian immigrants to the· Holy Land, but we know that 
the passion to dwell there is still. a ruling impulse among many 
Russian Jews, and in the past decad.e this has found expression 
in colonization schemes that have neither lacked in numbers nor 
in enthusia'Sm. 11Chovevei Zion" and other societies have been 
formed, both throughout Europe and America, aiming, if not toward 
direct emigration thither, at least to help Russi.an emigrants from 
Russia to Palestine •••••• There ere, morever, signs of decided im­
provement in that land its elf; a ra,ilroad is· building between 
Jerusalem and its seaport, Joppa, of which great results are just­
ly expected; building societies havre sprung up in Jerusalem, and 
the price of land has risen. With this nev and well-reCuJ.ated state 
of immigration, not of beggars , of the old and decrepit, but ot the 
yeung, the stalwart and the strong, who come to live and not mereq 
to die in the land of their fathers, it would be rash indeed to 
say that Palestine is forever fors~ilten, or that it will not again 
b'ec:ome an important factor in the w, rld' s civilization. "15 
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Immigration to Palestine was becomiug a fact of life. Zionism was 

gradually growing as a movement. But the leaders of Reform Judaism were 

still adamantly opposing the movement. I11 1895 a Conference of Ministers 

of va;rious denominations took place in Cincinnati, Ohio. Rabbi David 

Philipson, responding to an article read 1)y a Baptist minister enti'&led 

"Are the Jews to Return to Jerusalem?", si:i.id the following: 

•rhis notion that the Jews expect to return to Palestine is 
still a standing article of belief with our Christian brethren. 
They seem to be ignorant of the fact that one of the tenets of 
modern Jewish thought is the rejection of the modern belief in 
the return to Palestine. The ;fews do not expect to return to the 
holy land of old. It has beoome an accepted tenet in modern 
Judaism that the Jews do not constitute a nation, but only a 
religious community. They have no political hopes or ideals 
other than those of the land in which they dwell. They are Amer­
icans in America, Englishmen in England, Frenchplen in France, and 
the like ...••. The hope of a return to Palestine, was a firm 
belief of the Jews up to this cent~;, the date of the emancipation 
of the Jews from tne civil disabilit:les rested upon them in the 
various parts of the world. As long as they were excluded from 
the rights of citizenship in the sta1~es of Europe, they were truly 
men without a country. They 'Were in the state, but not of it. So 
long as this was the case, it was noi~ surprising that the hope of 
a future national existence in the land of Palestine should have 
burned strongly in their breasts. But as soon as the emancipation 
of the Jews was accomplished, this hope of a return began to wane, 
and soon it was repudiated altogethe1r..... , 

••. The rejection of the expectation of a return has involved 
a corresponding change in the interp1~etation of the dispersion of 
the Jews over the world. Not as a m:lsfortune, but ~ a blessing, 
is the dispersion now looked upon. l~e feel that not as an expia­
tion :tor:wrong-doing did the Jews 1013e Palestine and were they cast 
far and wide over the earth, but that the dispersion was a atage fg 
the providential scheme of the mission of the monothestic people. 

At the same Cont'erence of Ministers, the Baptist minister (referred 

to above) maintained that the restoration of the Jews to Palestine is 

progressing rapidly, and it is a very prOllo.ising development indeed. Rabbi 

Isaac M. Wise, editor o~ the American IsrLelite, responded to the minister 

in the :following editorial comment, which was entitled, "We do not go to 

Palestine. 11 : "Let the Jew alone, you do not know much aoout him anyway. 

we in .America are here to stay, we are no; going to Pales~ine in spite ot 
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all the discoveries you made in sacred Scripture. That is all fantastic 

speculation, after all, the consti tution emd the country of the United 

States are realities, stubborn facts . We give~eference to facts . nl7 

The Rev. Dr . Wi se was the Rabbi of Cincinnati's Plum Street Temple, 

and one of the foremost ministers of Reform Judaism in America. His 

views on the subject of Zionism were unmis1takably negative, and he ex­

press ed those views freely to a reporter j,n an article entitled, ''The 

End of t he World - The Jews Return to Pale~stine - Other Nonsense" : 

"As t o the Prophets, they have b.een grossly misinterpreted by 
Christ i a n preachers in order to make them prophesy the re­
establishment of a Jewish empire in Palestine, such a thing never 
entered the minds of the Prophets. They stated in unmistakable 
language that the Jewish faith will eventually become the faith 
of the world, and their writings meant nothing else. They spoke 
of the future triumph of the Jewish faith and not of the Jewish 
Country, concluding with such statements as 'then the Lord will 
be King over all the earth and on that day God will be One, and 
His Name will be One . ' This means the universal freedom of 
mankind, the reign of justice and purity and nothing els.e. It 
applies to the entire world, and no1; in any sense to Palestine 
or a:n:y other individual country . 

"This talk about the Jews going back to Pales-tine is all bosh, 
and will never come to pass. Throughout the civilized world Jews 
would not go to Palestine to live. In fact, even big inducements 
could not get them to go, a few eccEmtric gentlemen excepted. Only 
about one-tenth of those who were driven out of Russia went to Pal­
estine, and they went to that country, not because they were 
attracted there, but merely becaus e thgY had to go somewhere, and 
went wherever they could find a home.1 

Other Reform rabbis echoed similar ~mti-Zionist sentiments. This 

was truly the heyday of anti- Zionism in RE~form Judaism. One could 

scarcely find a Reform rabbi in any part of the country, who lent his 

support to the cause of Z.ionism. Reform rudd.ism would remain mono­

lithic in its opposition to Zionism for a · least a few years to come. 

Baltimore Rabbi A. Guttmacher shared his e1trongly anti-Zionist views 

in a newspaper article entitled "The Jews and Palestine": 

"It was but natural that duri~~ the Christian persecution 
and hatred the «Jew longed for Pales~;ine. But from the very dq 
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that the Jew left the narrow lanes o:r the ghetto and entered the 
world with the rights of a human being, from that day all his efforts 
were. bent upon his identifying himself with the.·nations among which 
he 11 ved. . The. Jew of France is a Fr1enchman to the very core. The 
Jew who 11 ~es 7n Germany loves his f1a.therland and is ever ready to 
~ay down h7s life upon the altar of his country. The Jew in America 
is an Am.en.can. The aspirations of ·the American nation are the 
aspirations of every Jew who dwells :in this beloved land. We 
invoke in our daily prayers the bies:sings of our heavenly Father 
upon the executive, legislative and ,judiciary branches of our govern­
ment and pray<'~' for the welfare and ]peace of the country and all her 
inhabitants .... 

"It is time that the world should know that the Jews no 
longer form a race, but only a religious comm.unity.. Palestine has 
no charms for us who enjoy and breath the air of freedom. The Jew 
does not look to Palestine as the future home of his children, but 
he hopes and trusts that, with the hielp of God, they and their 
children's children will dwell in th:is land, whose religious and 
civil freedom God may protect from f13.llaticism and demagogism. 1119 

In the same issue of the .American Israelite, Rabbi Jacob Voorsanger 

expressed his anti-Zionist feelings in an article entitled "Zionism": 

" .•. the Messiah died when liberty came to the ghetto Jew, and 
Palestine became shadow land and the whole world, instead of bard 
districts became the Jews' habitatioll. 

He continues: 
" .... Zionism is an unhappy doctrine born of the fear of persecution, 
not of the hope for redemption. It jls the child of anti-semi tism. 
It is the sentiment of people, who a.re either huddled together by 
the fear of out-breaks of fanaticism:, or else impressed by the hope­
less condition of numbers of Jews in their midst. 

After mentioning the problems of Jews in Russia, Germany, Austria 
and England, he continues: 
"Palestine for the Jews" - if that is the motto - does not mean the 
shaping of its policy by any other power. Zionism, ve fear, relies 
too much on some such intervention for the realization of its dreams. 
"We in .America, little as we are undE!rstood by our European brethern, 
have a nobler conception of this momEmtous question. With senti­
ments of profound reverence for the old sacred abode of our race, 
we believe that greater Israel needs the greater, wider world in 
which to demon·strate the deathless tzniths of Judaism. We are none 
the less Jews - good Jews - because ~ e believe this great ideal ta 
be misunderstood by the Zionists. P~·rhaps, - we are very wil1ing 
to believe it - our advantageous conc~tions hinder us from thorough­
ly sympathizing with the preachers o the Jewish faith. But that 
woUld imply, then, tbat if our own co1ndi tions, untrammeled liberty, 
~quality and toleration, were to pre ·ail throughout the habitable 
world, the idea woUld be generally un.derstood as we understand it. 
Then let us pray for the advent of stj.ch conditions everywhere 20 They 
will make a Jewish question impossibl.e, anywhere, everywhere. 



Meanwhile, on the Zionist side of tllle fence, men who were in favor 

of the Jewish homeland in Palestine were waging their own campaign to 

convince .American Jewry of the validity of their cause. The Reformers 

had been stressing the theological position that Judaism was a universal 

religion. The mission of the Jews, who were of course the' bearers of 

this message, was to spread the universal religion of the great prophets 

of the Bible to every part of the world. The Jewish diaspora was crucial 

to the success of the worldwide Jewish mission. 

The Zionist movement, on the other band, can be seen as an ou~­

growth of the traditional Jewish longing for a return to Palestine. 

The Zionists would even allow for the secularization of this great part 

of the tradition of Judaism, if the return could somehow take place. The 

Zionists placed primary emphasis on the national rather than the religious 

character of Judaism. This secularism was the cause of early opposition 

to Zionism by various religious groups in .American Jewry. 0rthodox an.d 

Conservative groups insisted that a return to Zion be based on religious 

and spiritual principles. A secular Zion could simply not solve the Jewish 

question for these religious groups. Reform, however, did not only 

question the means which the Zionists werE! employing to achieve their 
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goal, but rather rejected completely the very idea of a return to Zion. 

The greatest Zionist leader during 1~he early years of the movement 

was certainly Theodor Herzl. Dr. Herzl wrote his monumental "Der Judenstaat" 

("The Jeyish State") in Paris during the e;ummer of 1895, vliile he was 

still a correspondent for a Vienna newspa er. A year later, during the 

s·ummer of 1896, Herzl was in England to gnin support for the Zionist 

cause. He found himself squarely in the. n1iddle of the heated debate over 

Zionism which had engulfed much of world Jrewry. Herzl was the guest of 

the evening at a dinner o'f the Maccabeans: a London organization which 



had been founded for the purpose of re-esta~lishing the Jewish State 

in Palestine. Herzl made the following concments that evening, in an 

address entitled "The Jewish State": 
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The Jewish State is no longer the isolated dream of an in­
dividual, but rather shared by innume:rable human beings, today, I 
know, and tomorrow the world will knc1w, that the Jews wish to 
have a state wherein they may at last; thrive as free citizens. 
Many seem still confused, to be rubbi.ng their eyes and asking 
whether this is their dream or mine. We have said during so' many 
many years "L-shono Ha-bo B-roo-sho-1.ah-yeem", and have grown 
accustomed to look on it merely as a phrase, as a sigh. Now it is 
suddenly at last ' to become a possibility. The Jews wish to be 
delivered from the dread of periodiceU.ly recurring persecutions. 
For even in those countries where our brethren are not at present 
in a state of suffering, their happiniess is not permanently secured .•. 
. . . . . Smaller nations than ourselves have ventured to claim poli-
tical proprietorship of a portion of the earth's surface. And 
because they were bold, because they pessessed the spirit of 
citizenship, they gained what they as.ked. And our people, famous 
as it is unfortunate, our people, whose history is written in Holy 
Scripture, is not to be permitted to pronounce this ·wish! Cannot 
the Jewish opponents to the Jewish St.ate understand that the mere 
expression of this claim gains us the: world's respect? We have, 
least, an equal right with the others1 to demand a piece of land 
a.s the concrete expression of our nat.ional ex:Lstence. We have 
won this right through sufferi.ngs une:xampled in the history of 
mankind. A stream of blood has folla•wed our march through the 
centuries. And our agonies would hav·e been meaningless were they 
not born in the hope of seeing a revival of a Jewish State. Let 
us throw our Judaism aside like a tat.tered old garment, if we do 
not believe in a Jewish State! .•.. The: very men ~~o laughed at our 
enthusiasm yesterday, will tomorrow b1e ashamed. 

Although the comments of Herzl were published in his own American 

Israelite, Isaac Mayer Wise still viewed w·ith disdain the political 

movement of the Zionists. He had however, begun to take notice of 

"Thomas Herzl .E~icd with his novel scheme of the 'Jewish state' in 

1896, and had remarked that Herzl was in L 1 don ••• But later he contended 

that Herzl had met with no genuine degree t success in attempting to 

It 23 
play the pa.rt of the modern Messiah • 

One man who had not yet emerged as being either an enem;y or a 

staunch supporter of Zionism was Charles H tfman, the editor of the 

Jewish Exponent of Philadelphia. Surely his neutrality on the issue, 
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coupled with a simultaneous desire to follow the right political and re­

ligious path, was representative of the mood of many Jews in America during 

the 1890's. Hoffman used his newspaper's editorial page as a sounding­

board for his questions regarding the deba.te over Zionism. In an article 

in May of 1897, Hoffman asked a question by titling the editorial, "What 

Zionism may Accomplish?": 

"Sometime ago in referring to the movement known as Zionism, 
we declared that it was a phenomenon to be observed; that our dis­
position in regard to it was like th.at of Moses with the burning 
thorn bush; to step aside and ascertain if possible what its true 
inwardness might be. 

"Since that time the movement has continued to spread and has 
reached the shores of America, where it has become a real issue •.•. 

" ... What then is Zionism? Probably as many different answers 
to this would be given as there would be persons to answer. One 
thing, however, might be found common to all definitions, that is, 
that in the land of Palestine was to be found the key to the 
Jewish question ••• 

" .• • The movement, however, does not necessarily involve the 
establishment of an independent state n;>r the return of all 
Israelites to the HQly Land. We do not find that the plan just­
ifies any charge of lack of patriotism; i~ does not imply that all 
Jews should pay allegiance to any ruler in Jerusalem. Whether a 
feasible plan can be solved upon; whether with modernization and 
reason colonization in Palestine may be successfUlly ca:oried on; 
these are questions that experience an~41nvestigation can decide 
with perfect clearness and certainty." · 

Just two weeks later, Hoft'man' s ~nent published a symposium of 
... ";1 e 

seven articles on the issue of "The Zionist Movement." Four of the 

articles were written by rabbis. Rabbis Morais and Levy opposed Zionism. 

Dr. Friedenwald gave a qualified endorseim.ent to the movement, albeit 

with a criticism of the methods of Dr. Herzl. Finally, Rabbi Bernard 

one of the few Reform rabbis who were c tted to Zionism d'uring the 

19th century. As the rabbi of Chicago's z.:i.on CoDgregation, he became 

actively committed to Zionism toward the eind of his career. Felsenthal's 

article in the monent symposium was enti·tled "An Asylum For Oppressed 

Israel": 
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"I gladly comply with your requ.est to express my views in re:' 
gard to the movement of' the Zionists " . ··.Le~ me say right in the beginning that, to a certain 
e~e~t and in a certain sense, I am decidedly in sympathy vi th 
Zionists •••. 

"··.I do not bother my mind with the question whether or not 
in a near or in a more distant future a Jewish State will be a pos­
sibility. For the present, I, f'or ~~part, have no other object 
in view, except that the Jews now li.ving oppressed and persecuted 
be helped in reaching a better and a. higher level of' living. In 
my ~pinion, we shall f'or the present. not have an independent 
Jewish State. So much seems certainL to me. But suppose that in 
50 or 100 years there would be such a Jewish State, - would this 
be such an unfortunate turn of event.a? In more or less civilized 
countries by far the larger part of the Jews would remain and would 
not emigrate to the new Jewish State!. And instead of' having an 
evil influence upon the status of the Jews in other countries, the 
existence of such a Jewish State ~guld, on the contrary, be benefit­
ing f or the Jews in the Diaspora. 

The publication of' Herzl's "Der Jude!nstaat" in 1895~ and the plans 

to convene the First Zionist Congress in E:urope during the summer of 1897, 

only served to deepen the rift between Ref'orm and Zionism. Reform leaders 

were becoming more and more uneasy over the continued growth of immigra-

tion and Zionist fervor in .America. Much of' Isaac Mayer Wise's Presi-

dential address was a concentrated attack on the Zionists, Theodor Herzl 

and the soon to be held Basle Congress. Wise's remarks did however, give 

support to non-political colonizing of Pal.estine, for the sake of a uni-

versalistic concern for the persecuted, of' course. His address was de-

livered at the eighth convention of the CC.AR in Montreal, on July 6, 1897. 

Part of his attack on Zionism follows: 

"I ·consider it my duty also, Re-v. Colleagues, to call 
your attention to the political proj·ects engaging now a consider­
able portion of our co-religionists ~n Europe and also in our 
country especially in Nev ~ork, Ph:iHl.adelphia, Chi(:ago, ·and other 

, " large cities. I refer, of course, to the so-called Frfends 
of Zion," Chovaveh Zion, who revive among certain classes ot 
people the political national sentim·ent of olden times~ and 
turn the mission of Israel from the ·province of religion and 
humanity to the narrow political and national field, where Judaism 
loses its universal and sanctified ground and its historical 
signification. The persecution of t '.he Jews in Russia and Roumania 
and the anti-Semitic hatred against •the Jewish race and religion, 
as it still exists in Germany, Austr.ia, and partly in 1'rance, 
roused among the persecuted and outr;~ed persons the hapless 
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feeling of being hated strangers am<>ng hostile Gentiles. It 
was quite natural that this humiliating experience roused in their 
memory. the glory of the past, when Israel was the great nation, 
the chosen people, and inspired in them the consolation, "we are 
the great nation yet." So the wronged man revenges ·Jiimself on 
his oppressors generally with the pretense, "I am as good and 
better than you." Generally spoken it is true, the persecuted 
is always better than his persecutors. This experience roused in 
those outraged men and women the old hope of restoration, the 
reconstruction of the Hebrew nationality, as in days of yore. 
The first step in this direction was the colonization of Palestine 
with Jewish agriculturists. This, ()f course, found favor and 
support among all good people, not indeed for the sake of Zion, 
but for the redemption of the perseeuted, and with the convic­
tion, that those poor and neglected families can be redeemed moral­
ly and physically only by making of them honest and industrious 
tillers of the soil. Idealists and religious phantasts took hold 
upon this situation, and made of it a general restoration of the 
Jews, and their returning to the holy land, although the great-
est number of Jewish citizens in thE~ countries where they enjoy. 
all civil and political rights, loudly disavowed any such beliefs, 
hopes or wishes; ... At last politicians seized the situation, and 
one of them called Dr. Herzl, proposed to establish and constitute 
at once the Jewish State in Palestine ••.... However, all this agita­
tion on the other side of the ocean concerned us very little. We 
are perfectly satisfied with our poJLitical and social position. 
It can make no difference to us in ·what form our fellow citizens 
worship God, or what particular spot on the earth's surface ·we 
occupy. We want freedom, equality, ~lustice and equity to reie,n 
and govern the community in which WE~ live. This we possess in 
such a fUllnes s , that no State what ever could imporve on it . 
That new Messianic movement over thE~ ocean does not concern us at 
all. But the same expatriated, pernecuted and outrageously wrong­
ed people came in large numbers also to us, and they being still 
imbued· with their home ideas, idealu and beliefs, voiced these 
projects among themselves and their friends so loudly and so 
vehemently, that the su9ject was discussed rather passionately in 
public meetings, and some petty poltticians of that class are 
appointed as delegates, we learn, te> the Basle Congress, and in 
each of those meetings, as reported by the press, so and so many . 
rabbis advocated those political. schemes, and compromised in the 
eyes of the public the whole of American Judaism as the phantastic 
dupes (Jf a thoughtless Utopia, which is to us a fata morgana, a 
momentary inebriation of morbid minols , and a prostitution of 
Israel's holy cause to a madman's dsi.nce of unsound politicians •• •• 
The nonor and position of the Amerio~an Israel demand imperatively 
that this conference, which does re~1resent the senti~ent of .Ame:f­
ican Judaism minus the idiosyncrasie~s of those late immigrants, 
do declare officially t~g Amer.ican standpoint in this unpleasant 
episode of our history. 

The special significance in Wise's 11·ema.ris was the fact that this 

great leader of .American Jewry was trying to comprehend the yearning tor 



national restoration in Palestine as a response to anti-semitic hatred 

and persecution in Europe. Yet he was unal>le to deal witll this situation, 

and concluded that Reform would do best to have nothing to do with these 

Zionist Jews. He could simpq assert that "this agitation on the other 

side of the ocean concerned us very little .. " Nothing however was pro­

posed as a viable alternative to Zionism for Jewish suffering. Tl:l.us the 

Reform movement found itself isolated from the mainstream of W9~lgw~~e 

J . h . . 27 ew1s opinion. 

The American Jewish community viewed with interest the events at the 

Central Conference convention in Montreal. The Jewish Exponent reported 

to its readers about Dr. Wise's speech against Zionism, and the strongly 

worded Conference resolution, which was un€mimously adopted by the Committee 

on the President's Message: 

"Your committee, to whom was referre<il that part of the President's 
message relating to Zionism, beg le€LVe to_ recommend the adoption 
of the following resolution: 

'We total.ly disapprove of any attempt for the establishment 
of a Jewish State . Such attempts show a misunderstanding 
of Israel's mission, which, frc>m the narrow political and 
national field, has been expan<iled to the promotion among the 
whole human race of the broad €Uld universalistic religion 
first proclaimed by the Jewish Prophets. Such attemi)ts ~o 
not benefit, but infinitely harm our Jewish brethren where 
they are still persecuted, by c:onfirming the assertion of 
their enemies tnat the Jews are: foreigners in the country 
in which they are at home, and of which they are everywhere 
the most loyal and patriotic ci.tizens. 

'We reaffirm that the object Of' Judaism is not political or 
national, but spiritual, and ad.dresses itself t0 the continu­
ous growth of peace, justice ld love in the human race, to 
a Messianic time, when all men !will recognize that they form 
one great brQtherhood for the stab·lishm.ent of God's Kingdom 
on earth.:."2tj 

The First Zionist Congress at Basle, Switzerland, held in August 

of 1897, produced worldwide entbusiasm and headlines among Jews and non­

J evs alike. nr. Herzl outlined the plans of the Zionist movement for 

countless reporters and interviewers. The Jewish Exponent published some 



of Herzl's remarks at the Congress: 

;My pl~ is simple enough. We must o'btain the soverei~ty over 
alestine - our never to be forgotten historical home. · 

"At first we shall send only unskilled labor that is the ver-y 
po~rest' . who will make the land arable. Th~y will l~y out streets , 
build ?ridges and railroads, regulate rivers, and lay down telegraphs 
according ~o plans prepared at headquarters . Their work will bring 
trade , their trade the market, and the market will cause new settlers 
t~ flock to the country . Everyone will go there voluntarilY.:, at 
his or her own risk, but ever under the watchfUl eye and protection 
of the organization. 

"I think we shall find Palestine at o'ur disposal sooner than we 
expected. " 29 

Dr. Gust av Gottheil, about to retire as Rabbi of Temple Emanuel in 

New Yor k , was a supporter of Zionism. He '\fas inspired and moved by the 

pr oceedings of the Basle Congress. Gottheil attempted, in writing , to 

put t o re s t certai n fears on the part of Amterican Jews who were still 

unsure of their feelings about Zionism. Fi.rst , he stated that the Zionists 

have no intention of asking the Jews all ov·er the world to leave their 

homes and return to Pales.tine . Secondly , he asserted that it is a m:ts-

conception which sees in Zionism a danger t.o Jewish loyalty toward the 

countries in which they reside. Gottheil' s, article was entitled, "What 

Zionism Means," and excerpts from the article reveal the excitement which 

Basle had engendered in many Jews across the world: 

"The wonderfUl and al.most spontaneoue1 response which Zionism has 
called forth in nearly ever-y part of the globe in which J ews live 
has re..:echoed in Basle, and has there! received an impetus wbich 
will go far to the realization of th 1se hopes and ideas for which 
it stands .• . 
"We need a whole solution, not a half' one; ve need a permanent 
solution, not a temporary one. And, 1:1ha.t permanency call only be 
given by giving the coJ.onists a poli~lice.l constitution; by so 
organizing them that they come as a :factor in the comity 0f na­
tions, where international obligatiots will preserve them intact. 
As I write these lines tbi figuresof three persons rise up con­
stantly before me. How our own Emma Lazarus would have sung the 
return of the Jews to life and to lit erty! How George Eliot 
would have sympathized with suchaa mc1vement as now thrills the 
Jewish people the world over! And hciw Disraeli would have seen the i!O 
grandeur of the idea and have worked for it with might and strength. 
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Charles Hoffman seems to have solidified his views more favorably 

toward Zionism following Basle. Th d' e e itor of the Jewish Exponent appears 

by this time, to be giving up his wait-and-see attitude of neutrality. 

His editorials have begun to reflect the positive value of Zionism for 

the Jewish people: 

"The tw~ good ?onsequences of the Congress that we anticipate are 
a sturdier Je:'ish.sentiment of solidarity, and a st?!ong impetus 
towards eolonization of Palestine. One thing seems clear that the 
Zionist Movement in some shape has come to stay and play ~t least 
for some time yet a considerable part in Jewish affairs. Scorn 
and ridicule and earnest opposition have been unable to crush it. 
Mere frothy enthusiasm will not enable it to accomplish anything. 
The calm judgment of the Jewish people will eventu~ sif't the wheat 
from the chaff and decide the fate of the Movement." 

Meanwhile, David Philipson and Isaac M. Wise were spealting out 

against Zionism more strongly than ever. It appears that these two men 

felt the need to expose the 'great' Basle Congress as having been nothing 

more than a farce. Dr. Philipson, Rabbi of the Mound Street Temple in 

Cincinnati, preached a sermon devoted to an attack on the Zionist movement. 

He said the following: 

"The much heralded andi!'much advertised Zionist Congress took place 
during the past week at Basle, Switzerland. The reports that have 
reached us thus far are very meager. That the Congress would not 
accomplish anything has been a foregone conclusion, since the ideas 
it represents are so utterly at variance with the real and true 
work of Judaism .•••• 
"From the first there has been an antagonism even between the 
societies known as Lovers of Zion, whose avowed object it is to work 
toward a restoration of the Jews to Palestine, and Dr.}JHerzl, the 
head in front of the Congress. For, with the Lovers ot Zion, the 
hope for the restoration bas a religious foundation, Dr. Herzl's 
scheme is purely p0litical. He is a Jew by race and has never been 
known to take the slightest interest ~n Judaism as a r.el.igiop •••• 
"All the talk of a Jewish State ii? i~!te. It means the turning back 
of history 2,o"OO ye:a.r·s. The separat~ political existence of the 
Jews was only a preparation for the d spersioll all over the world. 
That separate existence came to an:· end when the Romans destroyed 
Jerusalem i8'oo years ago. 
"The Jews then ceased to be a nation •• The nations work was :finish-
ed. The people of the land became tlle people of the God-idea, and 
so the Jews have lived on in all land~ witnesses of the belief that 
in them lay •••••• 
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· · ·"Herzl and his confreres have fur11ished a mid-summer sensation 
welcome indeed, to the press in the t raditional season of dearth ' 
~f news· The Jewish State is a chimi~ra. Zionism, even as a relig­
ious movement, is spelling history backwards. Judaism, the experi­
ment of monotheism, is not meant to lbe~: confined to one land· its 5~­
s ion is world-wide, penetrating into all the lands of the ~arth." 

Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise also pounded 1a.wa.y at the very integrity of 

the Zionists and their Basle Congress. According to an article in W~se's 

American Israelite, the rabbi was quoted by the New York Tillles as having 

made the following remarks: 

"The ancient kingdom of Judea w1a.s overthrown by the Romans 
in the year 70 A.D. The entire country of Palestine was annexed 
to the Roman Empire. Its government was abolished, its surviving 
inhabitants become politically merged in the general population 
of the empire; Judea ceased to be a ination. 

"The various attempts made at d:ifferent times, beginning 
with the heroic Simon Bar Cochba in the year 130 A.D. to restore 
the Judaic nationality proved only s c::> many failures. It is there­
fore self-evident that the Judaic nat ion, and Judaic nationality 
as well, are, and have been, extinct these 1,8'00 years .... 

"If facts are- eloquent witnesse:s and prove anything, they 
prove, in this case at least, that tl~e Jews do not wish to and 
will not go to Palestine; furthermoire, that most of them, l>eing 
citizens of this and other countries of advanced civili-zation 
approaching the ideals of Moses, want no Jewish State; would join 
none if the establishment of a State was possible. They will not 
separate themselves from the powertu:l organizations of the great 
nations of the world to set up a min:iature statelet, a feeble 
dwarf of a government "Of their own in Palestine or in any other coun­
try. The truth of the matter :i.s that there does not exist the 
barest possibility of purchasing any country, of forming and es­
tablishing a new government anywhere with the consent of the 
European powers or of securing the 400,000,000 to 500 million re­
quired for such an enterprise anywheJre ~ong Jews and gentiles the 
world over . Nor is there even the shadow of a possibl.l.ity to get, 
among all the Jews ih the world , within the next 10 years, 1.00,000 
::.Un.migrants to go to Palestine to begin life anew under the pre­
carious protection of a dwarf Statel~~t. 

''Everything is possible in dreainland or in utopia. That Con­
gress in Basle was a novelty, a gath~ring of ilisiona.ry and imprac­
ticable dreamers who conceived~~ a.~ted a romantic drama and 
applauded it all. by themselves·" 

The man who woul.d eventually succeed Rabbi Wise as the President of 

the Hebrew Union College of Cincinnati was Dr. Kau:f'm.e.Il1Koh1er. Kohler 'W&8 

already a staunch anti-iionist as well as u defender of the universal 
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mission idea of the Jewish people. One of four participants in a symposium 

on Zionism held in Philadelphi·a i"n Decemher 8 1u , l 97, Kohler made the follow-

ing critical comments about Zionism: 

"Zionism is a romantic dream tha.t can never be turned into 
p:actical c?nsummation. Religious, economic and political condi­
tions were inco~patible with its accomplishment. Never will the 
great powers of Europe consent to the establishment of a Jewish 
State in Palestine, nor will the great religio~s appoint Jews 
as guardians of their sacred places. The narrow strip of Pales­
tine can never support the many millions of Jews •.•. The Mission 
of Israel was a spiritual one. The nat.ional idea has fallen into 
disrepute with leaders of Jewish thought. Zionism is a product 
of.anti-semitism, and is not in accord with Jewish history, which 
points to the fact that the re-establishment of a petty State in 
the fa:-East would be the severest blow to Israel's miss~~n - to 
proclaim the glory of God, and to be a priest kingdom. 11 

Meanwhile, in June of 1898, Isaac M. Wise's editorial in the American 

Israelite was sounding Zionism's death knell as a politically viable force. 

Wise was prepared to allow the persecuted Jews of Russia and Rumania to 

flee to Palestine, in order to become farmers there. He was even encour-

aging financial assistance for the poor Jews. But Zionism as a political 

movement was obviously dying fast, wrote Wise: 

"It may now be safely asserted that political. 'Zionism' has 
practically ceased to exist. The hand.ful of zealots who are still 
preaching it with Dr. Herzl at their head are quarreling among them.­
selves and are losing in numerical strength every day. The 'Juden­
staat' had ceased to be a thing hoped for; and the dream of re­
establishing a Jewish theocracy in Palestine under the aegis of 
.Turkey has dissolved into mist. What is left of Zionism bas for 
its object to help Jews to leave the country with whose people they 
cannot assimilate, and to settle in Palestine as agriculturists, 
and to help them there until they are able to help themselves. This 
means of course the unfortunate of tho~e countries where active 
persecutions are going on, namely, Russia and Roumania. This kind 
of Zionism will recommend3~tseJ.f to ev.ery good man, for even a little 
should contribute to it. 

1899 was a turning point year in the debate over Zionism within the 

ranks of the Reform rabbinate. The CCAR convention was held that year in 

Cincinnati , on March 13-18. One of the speakers against Zionism was Rabbi 

Henry Berkowitz. Berkowitz felt the need ·to speak out against the tunda-
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mental principles of Zioni sm, as they had been formulated by Professor 

Richard Gottheil, President of the Federation of .American Zionists, in the 

following words: "We bel · th t ieve a the Jews are something more than a 

purely religious body; that they are not only a race, but a nation, though 

a nation without, as yet, two important requisites - a common home and a 

common language• We believe that if an end is to be made to Jewish misery 

and to the exceptional position of the Jews a new home must be supplied • •. 

We believe that the home of their fathers, Palestine, is the only place 

for such a home .... this does not mean that ail Jews shall return to Pal­

estine." 36 

Rabbi Berkowitz gave three basic reasons why he was not a Zionist: 

First, he does not believe that the misery c1f the Jewish people is hopeless, 

He still has faith in the triumph of justice: in the world. Rabbi Berkowitz 

admits that three-fourths of the Jews of the: world, in 1899, were living 

in bondage. But he says that the one-fourth of Jewry living in freedom, 

are living in the greatest freedom the Jew has experience·d in nineteen 

hundred years! Second, he believes that the!1,,newer methods of organizations 

had begun to develop !'practical, feasible and sensible" techniques for 

working tovard the elimination of specific J 'ewish problems; by contrast, 

Rabbi Berkowitz sees Zionism as being "senti.menta.1 and chimerical;" and 

he believes the Zionists to be intentional]J' ignoring ·all these noble and 

generous enterprises currently going on in F'rance, England and Germany, 

as well as in America; on beha,J.f of our 'co-religionists!~ Thi~d, and 

most important, Rabbi Be:rkowi tz is not a Zic>nist "because Zionism makes race 

and nationality, rather than religion, ultiD:lB.te and essential for Jews, who 

have no lasting claims for a separate existE!nce excepting their religious 

mission. n On behalf of this mission, Jews nlUSt be prepared to tace tbe 
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prospect of martyrdom.37 

Another speaker against Zionism at the Conference convention of 1899 

was Rabbi Samuel Sale, who condemned Zionisn1 as the antithesis of univer­

salism. Zionists were criticized as vision~Lries who would be content to 

see the end of Jewry's universal mission: 

"To my thinking,. Zionism is a deacl issue· it is hardly a fad 
that is worthy of passing notice, for j~t seem~ to have its main sup­
p~rt from those who have lost all feelj~ng for and relation to Jud­
a1 sm. Our co-religionists of this country esp~cially have lost 
every sense of sympathy and understandjLng for this proposition. 
The American Jews are so intimately bound up with the history and 
destiny of our country, they love its institutions with such fervor 
and patriotism, and they are so wedded in mind and heart to the 
principles of right and freedom, which underlie our national life, 
that it seems to us to border almas.t on lunacy to ask us to give up 
our glorious birthright here for a mess of pottage elsewnere .•• The 
Jews, the world over, are merely a reli gious community, and they are 
held together by common religious ties~ and for exclusively religious 
PUfPOses. They neither constitute nor do they desire to constitute 
a separate national body any more than the Christians, who are scatter­
ed over the civilized world; and like 1:ihese they are but one of the 
religious denominations which live undE~r the protection of the state. 

"The Zionists are prophets of evil. Despite periodieal Jew­
baiting, the cause o'f the Jew and Judaism has been steadily advancing. 
The light of humanity has been spreading wider and deeper, and the 
Jew holds a more exalted ~~sition to-du.y than ever before at any 
period of his history." 

The following week a most interesting editorial appeared in the 

American Israelite, praising the anti-ZioniBt presentations of Rabbis 

Berkowitz and Sale in the following manner: "At the Conference of American 

Rabbis held at Cincinnati last week, the unanimous opinion was against Zion-

ism. When the chairman asked for someone t<> speak for Zionism, nobody 

came forward. The anti-Zionistic papers of Doctors Berkowitz and Sale were 

most heartily applauded b,y the audience. 11 39 The unanimc:>us opinion of the 

Conference truly was against Zionism. Almos1~ unanimous, at any rate. The 

1899 Conference proved to be historical due to the events which followed 

the pres~ntations of Rabbis Berkowitz and Sa.le. For the first time ever, 

the Zionist position was formally and unexp(?ctedly presented before the 
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members of the Reform rabbinate in America. The solid monolith of anti-

Zionism had been challenged for the first tline, and would continue to be 

challenged therea~er. 

Following Rabbi Sale's anti-Zionist ad•dress, Rabbi Joseph Silver­

man, First Vice-President of the Conference, revealed that he had been 

asked by the New York Federation of Zionists to in:vite someone to defend 

the Zionist side of the issue. The chairman then asked if anyone present 

would wish to take the floor in order to speak on behelf' of Zionism. Only 

one member present was a Zionist, and he chose not to defend his position. 

Professor Caspar Levias then stated that he 'bad not previously been invited 

to speak on Zionism, but he would have done so had he been asked. The 

Conference, after substantial debate, then took the unusual step of invit-

ing Levias to prepare a paper which would be published together with the 

papers of Rabbis Berkowitz and Sale in the Conference Yea.+book of 1899, 

It was actually against Conference policy to publish any paper whicb was 

n t f al t . 4o 
o orm ly read before the Conference conven ion. 

Professor Levias wrote his paper, entitled "The Justification of 

Zionism," in 1899. He argued that even if we support the idea of a uni-

versal Jewish mission, the Jews themselves !!!USt be able to live out the 

"prophetic ideal" in a Jewish homeland before they can properly carry the 

message to the nations of the world. 

Levias rejected the view that nationalism is totally evil. Instead, 

.he substitut~d for the word •nationalism' t e term 'collective individual­

ism'. And the best of individualism, Levias maintained, can be developed 

only in congenial society. The 'bbetto-Jew" ·would be an example of what 

happens to a human bei.ng subjected to uncongenial influences. The hostile 

Spiritual influences of Christianity have continued to hamper our spirit-

Ual development. Levias continued: 
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d '.'The hostiii ty o~ Christianity li1es in its very essence, 
an will only cease with the ceasing o:f Christianity itself'; (I 
hope the reader will not confuse Chris·tianity with Christians·) 
a.:1d ~his will prove to be too long a t :ime even for an anti- ' 
Z7~~ist. The o~ way, therefore, to 1ievelop the peculiar spiritual 
gi s of the Jew is to take him out of his Christian milieu .••. 
··.There ~e. only two alternatives, either you are a nation, or you 
h~ve. !!2. mission· . If you have no missit::>n, you have no reason for 
w7shing to st~ in dispersion. TUJi~ a:s you will, if you are con-
s is tent, you must become Zionists. 

Professor Levias also dealt with the J1ewish paranoia. or fear which 

was a cause for extreme Reform anti-Zionism. He wrote: "One of the 

speakers finished his address with the decl:a.re.tion: '.America. is our Pal-

es tine and Washington is our Zion' .. .. (But wlhat was) the cause of these 

patriotic hysterics? I t is the fear that our Christian fellow-citizens 

might deny our patriotism, or impugn our loyalty .•. (but) why shoula our 

loyalty be impugned? The best proof that Z:ionism does not d.mpair our 

loyalty and patriotism was furnished by the present war. The greatest 

number of volunteers that have offered theiir services to the country of 

their adoption were Russian, Roumanian and Galician immigrants, avowedly 

all Zionists." 

Finally Professor Levias responded to the charge that Zionism is 

simply impractical. He stated that since the Zionist leaders themselves 

did not expect instantaneous results, but ai1ticipated 'that the re-establ.; 

ishment of a Jewish homeland could take sev1~ral generations, the practical-

42 
ity of Zionism could not be evaluated at that time. 

Professor Levias' justification of Zic)nism has been call.ed one of 

the masterpieces of early Zionist apologeti~. It had little effect, though, 

Of most Of the members of th~ Central Conference of American upon the views 

Rabbis, as was noted by the .American Israelt te in an editorial published 

soon after Levias • paper appeared in the ~~ Union College Journal: 

"In the April. number of the Hebr~!!, Union College Journal, Pro-
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fessor C. Levias presents a paper in w·hich he argues very ably in 
favor of Zionism. He seems however to take his premises for granted 
namely : That the professors of the Jewish religion the world over ' 
fonna rac7, and one.race only. The weight of the scientific opinion· 
of toda;y is that this is a fallacy and. that the Jews are in all 
ess:ntials, racially as well as nation.ally, homogenous parts of the 
nations, except possibly where artific.ial barriers have prevented 
complete amalgamation; as for instance·, in Russia, Roumania, etc. 
~he belief in this country, for instance, certainly is that a citizen 
is nonetheless an American because he is a Jew, and none the more 
because he is a Christian. Professor Levias starts by assuming the 
opposite to be true, but makes no attempt to prove the truth of his 
premises. Hence, the arguments which he4~ases on them, logical though 
they seem, are of absolutely no value." 

There were three supporters of politic:al Zionism who appeared early 

in the ranks of the Central Conference, duri.ng this era. of its most intense 

anti-Zionist fervor . They were Professor Le!vias, Berna.rd Felsenthal, and 

Max Heller. It took great courage to stand up for Zionism witliin the early 

Reform movement. Still these men helped pav-e the wa;y for the great transi-

tional period of the 1920's and 1930's, whenl the Reform movement would 

eventually abandon its anti-Zionist dogma. 

Rabbi Felsenthal of Chicago's Zion C<:;mgregation lent his support to 

Zionism through speeches, sermons and articles. Felsenthal would castigate 

his fellow Reformers, and accuse them of bei.ng not only anti-Zionists, but 

even of working toward Jewish extinction and. assimilation; as in this fiery 

message: 

''We do not charge all the opponents of Zionism with conscious-
1 aiming at and working for the disa:p1pea.rance of Israel from the 
w~rld. But this disappearance will be:come a sad fa.ct, in case the 
Zionistic movement should, God forbid, turn ~ut .·to be a failure. 
What is the gospel preached by the ant,i-Zion1st1c leaders of the 
masses? •Assimilation!' But assimilation leads to amalgamation, and 

· l d to becoming absorbe·d, and becoming absorbed leads 
ama.lgamat

1
ion };.~ st to total a.nriihild.tion of Israel. We have no 

to becom ng eA 111nc , that a.nki d 
1 "th those individuals who ho lestly think m n 

qua.rre W1. b d bv Israel commi til1ing a national suicide. But 
would best e serve " .~ milli h 
there a.re still millions who di ff er; 'tlher~ ::ii still ons v o 

t rhr or .-....:lling to 'assimil.ate • a.re no rea"" , w .1. , 

F l entha.l and Heller represented the Z"ionist camp 
Al though Levi as, e 8 

nt was still t .rying to maintain its position 
in the CCAR, the Reform moveme 
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of pure universalism, along with solid anti-nationalism. The Union of 

American Hebrew Congregations, the parent organization for all Reform congre­

gations . in America, met at Richmond, Virginia in January of 1899. The posi­

tion of the UAHC still echoed that of the CC.AR as ~ar as Zionism was con-

cerned, as one can see from the reports on the Ri chmond convention, which 

appeared in the American Israelite. The follo1i1ing resolution was adopted 

by the UAHC: 

11
The Union declares that it is - unalterably opposed to poli­

tical Zionism. The Jews are not a nation, but a religious community. 
Zion is a holy memory, but it is not a hope of the ruture. .America 
is our Zion. Here in the home of religious liberty we have aided 
in founding this new Zion, the fruition of the beginning laid in the 
old. The mission of Judaism is spiritual, not political. Its aim 
is not to establish a state, but to ij~read the truths of religion 
and humanity throughout the world." 

1900 was a year of great loss for the Reform movement in the United 

States. Its great leader and pioneer, Isaac M~er Wise, died on March 26. 

Memorial services were held for Wise throughout the country. The .American 

Israelite of April 5 was a memorial edition for Dr. Wise. A marble headt:· 

stone over his grave notes the monumental accomplishments of his life. 

"Rabbi of Plum Street Temple (K.K. Bene Yeshurun), Founder of the UAHC, 

CCAR and Hebrew Union College . 1146 Isaac ~er Wise remained, to the end 

of his life, a forcef'ul. opponent of Zionism. And although, :for a short 

period, he appeared to favor Jewish colonization in~Palestine, Wise reversed 

his position on this issue numerous times. As Melvin Weinman noted in the 

American Jewish Archives, Wise was a staunch opponent of Zionism and colon-

ization throughout most of his life: 

Because of his universalist. concept of Judaism, Wise was never a 
Zionist. Impending political freedom in all lands would also do aw~ 
with the· need for a Jewish political state. Up to the time of the 
Russian pogroms in 1881, Wise was interested in malting productive 
citizens of the poor in Palestine and in encouraging the migration 
of persecuted refUgees to that land. From about 1880 to 1885. he 
favored the migration of the Russian Jewish· victims to America. 
Aft 1885 he reversed his~ stand. He was not hap_py about their 
c~~g to the Unite4 States and now urged that the East EUropean 
emigres go to Palestine and become farmers • In 1891, the year of 



the first Zionist 
1900, the year of 
zation as well as 

C?ngress, he reversed himself again, so that by 
his death, he was definitebc opposed to coloni­
to statehood in Palestin~.qi 

Wise's Junior Rabbi, Louis Grossman, took over the writing of Wise's 

weekly article in the .American Israelite entitled, "The Week", following 

his death in March . One of the subjects on which Grossman maintained a 

consistency with Wise was that of the Zionist issue. We ma.y note that 

Grossman was indeed against Zionism, as is evident from the following · 

issues of "The Week" in the .American Israelite: 

"The Three Congresses at Basle and at London have been three too 
many, and the moral mischief that has been done by them has not 
lain in the exquisitely phanatic speeches alone that were delivered; 
for, after all, reforms are not made by speeches, even the most 
exquisite, and evils are not disposed of by oratory, but are rather 
intensified by them ..... . 

"We Jews are not agitators and we do not take naturally to campaigns. 
Judaism too is not a religion of "revivals," nor of revival meet­
ings, and we will never achieve our emancipation, neither our poli­
tical, nor our moral emancipation, such as Ziou~sts rightly desire, 
by means of Congresses and party organization . 

"Zionism is gospel of separatism, and the anti-semitei;J have not 
said worse things against us than these Jewish nationalists are sa.y~ 
ing when they declare that we Jews do not want tp be part of the 
communities in which we are, but away from them. 49 

The death of Wise had varied effects upon the.:1JDembers of the Reform 

rabbinate. His passing ma.y have created just enough of a leadership vacuum 

in the Central Conference of American Rabbis, allowing the Zionists to 

begin an even heartier fight to increase the small minority of Zionist 

Reform rabbis. A change can be noted in the intensity of the fight between 

the Zionists and the non-Zionists following Wise's death in 1900. The 

Zionists were fighting harder for their cause, and the anti-Zionists were 

defending their old, established status quo within the CGAR more ferociously 

than ever. At the meeting of the Federation of .American Zionists' Execu­

tive council in December, 1900, the Jews who rejected the Zionist cause 

were accused of treachery against their persecuted brethren. Rabbi B~ 

Iliowizi made that accusation as he addressed the Assembly in the tollOW'inl 



words: 

:'It t im · can no . be too often reiterated that Zionism does not 
Noply a restoration of the Jewish people to their original home. 

' those who enjoy elsewhere the benefits of human equality shall 
stay where they are· What must be the great yea the sacred 
cause of every cons · t• I ' ' . cien ious sraelite is to provide a safe refUge 
for those of his brethren whose lives are embittered by a 1ot too 
~a.rd to be expressed in words. In this respect Zionism reduces 
itself to the endeavo: of affording help to bleeding humanity, 
a~d the Je¥ who declaims against it is guilty of a wrong that may 
w7thout a stretch of propriety by placed next to treachero~s deser­
tion of a brother in distress .•.. 

. "The plain truth is that the Jew in undisturbed peace and 
comforts has grown painfully indifferent to the agonies endured 
by his kindred elsewhere." 50 

Charles Hoffman, the editor of the Jewish Exponent, had by now be cane 

at least a moderate supporter of the Zionist cause. He wrote an editorial 

in January of 1.902, which in no uncertain terms, called upon any anti­

Zioaist Jew in America to search out the real reasons for his rejection of 

Zionism: 

"Those who belieYe that Zionism, instead of curing the ills 
from which the Jews suffer in many centuries will intensify them, are 
justified in their opposition to it. But those who oppose it simply 
because its continued agitation and final success might inJure them 
in the eyes of their neighbors by casting suspicion on their patriot­
ism, their love of country and fealty to its institutions, are simply 
juggling with their consciences in permitting selfishness to over­
ride their sense of right." 51 

Mr. Louis Edward Levy was the writer ... of an article entitled, "Jew-

ish Immigrants". Mr. Levy noted with accuracy, and deep sympathy, the 

value of Zionism for the persecuted Jews of Eastern Europe and Russia. He 

also reflected on wby some Western Jews had been seemingly unable to ap­

preciate Zionism's great worth for world Jewry: 

"Meanwhile the broad gleam of hope afforded by the Zionist 
Movement , thoU,gh seeming but scarcely to have become brighter, has 
at least not lessened during the pe:st year. In the ghettos of 
Eastern EUrope, and the great ghetto of the Rus,sian 'Pale' , esp­
ecially, and in many a da:rk spots in other lands of the Dispersion, 
this hope is affording weary sufferers a larger reason for exist­
-ence without which the problem would seem useless of solution. 
For ~s who 1i ve in the radiance of modern enlightenment, under the 
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A:gi~ 0 : religi~us liberty and political :freedom, the value of this 
~ion7stic hope is not easily appreciated, and the import of its real­
ization scarcel~ understood. But for the Jews who yet live in the 
shadow of the middle ages, out in Russia Roumania Austria the 
way east to Palestine is thennearest to ;edemption' and its'goal is 
nearest to their hearts." 52 ' 

One of the writers who took notice of the early changes within the 

anti-Zionist American Jewish Community was Rabbi Julius A. Greenstone. 

Writing within a year of the death of Isaac Mayer Wise, Rabbi Greenstone 

pointed out subtle , yet significant, events which had taken place at 

Wise's own Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati: 

"An ardent Zionist though I am, I still do not expect poli­
tical Zionism to gain predominance with the American Jews. Zion­
ism undoubtedly is gaining ground on the American soil more rapidly 
than could ever be hoped for by the most ¥i·sionary of its followers. 
Not only does it sway t he thoroughly national Russian Jew, but it 
is also gaiming adherents among the foremost leaders of American 
Jewish thought. Gotthei l, Felsenthal, Jastrow, Szold and many more 
of the older savants, who were the first in eliminating the national 
element from our ritual, have now openly .. ~dentified themselves with 
Zionism. Even in the very institution where Reform Judaism is 
taught and expounded, there are professors who are heart and soul 
with the Movement, and recently a branch ofaZionist fra~ernity has 
been organized among the students of the Cincinnati Co'llege. Sma.J.1 
though the number is, it is a. tendency, a marked indication of a 
chEinge that is coming on." 53 

Rabbi Emil G. Hirsch, o:f Chicago's Sinai Congregation, authored an 

article in 1901 entitled "The Jews in the Twentieth Century". The eminent 

Rabbi Hirsch, allowing for the possibility of a national ~ewish homeland 

within the century ahead, threw down the crucial challenge before his 

Reform colleagues. His words must have been food for thought for many 

Reform rabbis who identified themselves as 'anti-Zionists•: 

"It is ver::r likely that Zionism will not relent until its pro­
gram is reali·zed, unle.ss anti-semitism ceases its tury •••.•• 

"The Jews in Russia; Roumania, and the lower Danube will 
continue to propagate the doctrine of Jewish nationalism, and 
the ossibility is not preposterous that before the 20th Century will 
havepgone to its burial their dream of national restoration in 
Palestine will have come true· 

"What about the Jews, notably in England and America, wbo will 
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not be provoked to share in thi·s of J agitation for the re-establishment 
ewry as a political entity? 

"They will have to dr th position If J d . h aw e consistent conclusions of their 
it m t b u aism as ceased to be a national hope and destiny 

us e recast along the lines of a universal, ethical religion: 1154 

The 1901 rabbinical t" conven ion was the twelfth meeting of the Central 

Conference. It was held during the month of July in Philadelphia. Rabbi 

Joseph Silverman, the Pres-ident of the CCAR, found himself in the midst of 

a heated debate over Zionism within the ranks of the Conference. Silverman 

became involved in the controversy himself due to some of the remarks con­

tained in his Presidential Message. He appealed to the CCAR to give money 

t o Herzl and the Zionists, in order to acquire land in Palestine, and to 

establish colonies for the purpose of alleviating the misery of Eastern Eur­

opean and Russian Jews. The following are excerpts from Silverman's contro-

v ersial message: 

"Side by side with this intellectual achievement, which was, at 
first, only a dream, a chimera., another movement, of a different char ... · • 
act er, but of equal, if not greater, importance to Israel has, during 
the past few years, taken definite shape. I may somewhat surprise you 
when I say that I refer to the Zionist Movement. I am not unmindful 
of the fact that this Conference has set itself on record as being 
opposed to political Zionism - that is, to the founding of a Jewish 
State, but I also do not ignore the fact that we, at the same time, 
favored the colonization of Jews in Palestine. Since the adoption of 
both resolutions four years ago, Zionism has progressed in numbers, in 
importance, in influence and in its controlling ideas or projects. It 
does not confine its endeavors exclusively to the formation of a Jewish 
State, though that may still be its ultimate goal, but is content, at 
the outset, to establish large colonies of Jews in Palestine under the 
protection of the Turkish government and with the sanction of the 
other powers. This purpose, if successful, would have a tendency to 
relieve the congested Jewish quarters, in the first instance of Russia 
and Roumania and perhaps also of London and New York •.•• 

"Whatever may be the outcome of political Zionism., whatever may 
be the attitude of Jews, in general, towards the idea of a Jewish 
State, upon this, at least, all are agreed, that any experiment that 
will relieve the misery of our brethren in the Orient and make them 
self-supporting and independent, that will remove them from the Jewish 
Pale and decrease the causes that give rise to anti-semitism, is worth 
trying, whether it -will cost 10 or a hundred millions of dollars ••••• 

"I am not ready to ask you to endorse this view of Zionism., but I 
believe it is our duty to study every phase ot the movem.~t md be !It 
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ready to espouse in it whatever . 
what we regarded as ev·i I is good, as we have been to condemn 
consideration." 55 1 

• merely submit this subject for your 

The Jewish Exponent g 1 ~ ave engthy coverage to the Central Conference 

debate over Zionism. The newspaper reported the excitement which had been 

engendered by Rabbi Silverman's message, and then presented a selection of 

the views of seven of the more prominent members of the Conference. The 

article was entitled, "Rabbis Discuss Zionism"": 

"The exciting episodes of the day grew out of the report of the commit­

tee on President Silverman's message in which the question of the attitude 

of the Conference on the subject of Zionism aroused considerable feeling. 

One of the recommendations of the committee was, 'the inadvisability of 

considering cooperation with the Zionists and other colonizatioDal. societies 

in the work of Jewish colonization.' 

"The~·elause relating to the societies' attitude on Zionism evoked the 

most spirited debate of the three day session. The President explained 

that he had not in the message endorsed Zionism, nor proposed the co~on-

ization of Palestine. He asked that the words 'endorse Zionism' be stricken 

from the committee's report. 

"RABBI PHILIPSON said that the Conference had at previous Conventions 

placed itself on record as opposed to Zionism and did not desire to change. 

There should be no hedging. If there were any cooperation it should be with 

the Jewish Colonization Society. 

"RABBI SALE pointed out that the Conference was not at this time in a 

position to cooperate with the Zionists nor to assist in the colonization 

of Palestine. 

"Af'ter some discussion, RABBI. STEPHEN s. WISE, of Portland Oregon, was 

~ e on the status of Zionism. 
given permission to address the Con.erenc 

Wise said that he thanked God for an im.Portant question in Judaism. 

Dr. 

!lherevere 
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six million Jews in Russia and Roumania who were unemancipated and who were 

living under intolerable conditions. Signs were abundant that Zionism was 

gaining in strength every dav. H k d . ., e as e for a candid, honest study of 

Zionism, and pleaded elonuently ~~th the ~ ..... C:mf'erence not to be indifferent 

to this question. 

"RABBI MOSES, of New York, though opposed to Zionism, asked that the 

subject be treated in a revell'enti.al manner. There were, he said, many 

thousands of earnest, honest believers in Zie>nism. Any suggestion showing 

this body's friendliness toward a great move1111ent would be, he thought, 

appropriate. 

o eve an , was sorry le subject had come before the 11RABBI GRIES, f Cl 1 d tl 

Conference. Very few had any clear idea what Zionism was. He doubted whether 

the Zionists themselves had a definite idea. He protested against the lead-

ers of the Zionist Movement accusing the Ameidcan Rabbis of forgetting the 

millions of Jews suffering in Russia, as tho111gh they were faithless in 

their obligations. The Conference, he said, should not deelare itself for 

or 88ainst Zionism. 

"RABBI BENJAMIN, of New York, made a st:rong arraignment of Zionism. 

He asked the members to remember that it was this Conference which had, 

under the guidance of its lamented President, Isaac M. Wise, come to the 

fixed conclusion that Zionism was a misleading of the poor meJJ11bers of the 

Movement. 

"RABBI R. GROSSMAN expressed surprise that the Conference should listen 

to a report on Zionism. He protested again t it being ma.de the subject of 

a paper to be read before the conference, an.a thought the werlt of the Al-

liance Israelite was far more worthy of support • • • • 

"After some :rurther discussion, the Co:riLf'erence adopted the following: 

i 
.II> th President, that we consider the aubJect of 

Concerning the suggest on o~ e 

b 
th Zionists anal other Societies~ such as the 

colonization as proposed Y e 
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Alliance Israelite, Angl J · o- ewish Association, etc., ve recommend that a 

committee be appointed to study th bj e su ect of colonization and all its 

phases and report to our next conference. 11 56 

No concrete action however, was ever taken on the proposal to aid the 

colonization societies in Palestine. But the Zionist rabbis sensed that 

they were indeed making some progress within the CCAR. If rabbis as pro­

minent as David Philipson and others supporteid the efforts of a Jewish 

colonization s ociety, then perhaps there was some hope for Zionism and the 

Reform movement. Still the signs were primarily negative. The 1902 CCAR 

convention at New Orleans heard no official report on Zionism. Furthermore, 

the Conference felt the need to "condemn Zionism and reaffirm the previous 

utterances of the Conference on the question (Montreal, 1897) . 1
' 

57 

The Jewish Exponent ran a weekly column in the early years of the 

twentieth century entitled, "Our New York Letter". For two weeks the col.-

umn' s sub-caption read: "Dr. Silverman and Zilonism." The Decel!lber 5~ 1902 

article, while critical of the CCAR President;, also showed the trap in which 

Rabbi Silverman now found himself - between i~he anti-Zionists and the Zion-

ists both. Apparently Dr. Silverman could n1~ither win nor lose on the hot 

issue of Zionism: 

"Rev. Dr. Joseph Silverman has ha.d a va.iriety of experiences in his 

handling of the Zionist question, and ought 1next to tell which hurts the 

ti Zion1·sts At a recent meeting of the 
least, the attacks of Zionists or an - ' • 

C Of Ameri
"an Ra~ibi· s, he we.· round:cy- criticized fer ven-

entral Conference ~ .u 

t 
· hi ·denti&L messa~e that Zionism was worthy of 

·uring to suggest in s pres!L · ~I 

t
i .. r h has now dete tined otherwise, and t<:Jr this 

consideration. Apparen ....., e 
~:;.58 

he is denounced by the Zionists. 

th 
D ember 19 i 'ssue of the !X'Ponent carried 

Only two weeks later> e ec ., 
within the ''New York Letter" column. 

another attack on Rabbi Silverman 



This time however, Rabbi Silverm~ was criticized for taking a position which 

t II f II was oo re orm for the ultra-Zionist editors of the newspaper: 

"Having repudiated and denounced Zionism, Dr. Silverman ppoceeded on 

S da; t • 'h • I un Y 0 give is solution of the Jewish q~estion. Naturally enough be 

took hold of the other horn of the dil d a.mma an . espoused the cause of assim-

ilation in everything - but religion·, an exce:ption not so easily made as he 

thinks. As for the Jews in the lands of pers:ecution,, let them not be cowards, 

and run awa;y; let them stand their ground andl be martyrs. It's a good thing 

to be a martyr. So says Dr. Silverman." 59 

The pressure being exerted upon Reform Jiews to support Zionism was 

growing. Literature, pamphlets, speechesand..newspaper articles were devoted 

to coercion of Reform Jews and rabbis to embrace the Zionist cause. An 

interesting example of one 10.an under such pressure was Rabbi Maurice H. 

Harris of New York. Rabbi Harris was an antjl-Zionist for many years. When 

it appeared to some as though he was changing his ideas on the subject, the 

editors of the Exponent blew up the news in their "New Yerk Letter" column 

of January 23, 1903. Though the rabbi's pos:l tion on Zionism was anything 

but fixed at the time , the sub-caption of th1~ column was entitled, "Why Dr. 

Harris is now a Zionist": 

"Rev. Dr. Maurice H. Harris has reconsi•iered his attitude towards 

Zionism and now declares his allegiance to tlo.is cause. He based his newly 

formed conviction on the new manhood that a ·revived nationality would impart 

to the Jew, and also to tbe relief from C'Ong/estion that it would. at£ord to 

· · i th ,... temen.t of :ru.ture I i:gration. Waiving aside the 
our large cities n e aua 

question of the practicability of the Moveme:nt' his other d.ifficul.ty is 

- al- id of the Mc~slem Turk, andohe would rather 
that :f,. t places' the J~s· ong s e 

have them in .America or England. Yet, Judae a is preferable, because the 



sentiment connected with it makes •t 1 s barren hills 
a:ny land on earth. 11 60 mean more to the Jew than 

The above example of a pressure tacti c o11 a Reform rabbi may be only 

one example of shoddy journalism Bu • t the ~ponent was not the only news-

paper to 'encourage' Reform rabbis to support Zionism, and to 'condemn' 

them when they did not. I n 1901, the Federation of American Zionists 

launched its official monthly Journal, The Maiccabaean. It was to be a 

journal devoted to various facets of Am i er can Jewish life. But with Zion-

ist editorial figures emerging, such as Jacob de Haas and Louis Lipsky, the 

destined to become one of the leading Zionist publications in journal was 

America. 

Naomi W · Cohen has researched the impact of The Maccabaean in America 

from 1901 - 1914. Th e journal clearly favore·d Jewish nationalism over the 

idea of a universal Jewish mission. Reform J'udaism was attacked by the jour-

nal primarily because of its concepts of Jewi.sh universalism and anti-

Zionism· An is sue of The Maccabaean rarely a~ppeared without some attack on 

Reform Judaism. Naomi Cohen made some intere~sting observations regarding 

the journal's bitter ani.mosity toward Reform Juda.ism: 

"Reform was attacked on the grounds that it aimed for complete 
assimilation and betr~ed the essence of Juda.ism. Specifically, the 
charges were that Reform vas only present-minded, born to justify the 
political emancipation of German Jewry, and deficient in 'sincerity, 
genuine piety ,and .!lllanliness'. To underscore its disapproval of Reform 's 
universalist teachings, for several mon;hs ~Macca.baean ran a separ-
ate page on Reform activities under the heading' .Among the Mission-Jews'·: •• 
··.Political Zionism, on the other hand:, though draving sustenance 
from the traditional yearning for a return to Palestine, was more of 
a secular movement, a child of nineteen1;h century nationalism. '.4ike 
Reform, it provided emancipate,d Jews wi1~h a compromise formula between 
JD,Oder.n, mores : and.:Jewlish . loyalty. l]lle ultimate issue between the two 
missionary movements was secular nation~~ism vs. universalist religion. 
Zionist criticism of Reform on religiom3 grounds was chiefly a means 
of discrediting the anti-nationalists iJ~ the eyes of more traditional. 
Jews for The Maccabaea.n conceded tha;t bad Reform accepted the concept 
of J~wish national group life, it would have condoned even its re-

pudiation of the Torah." 61 



Indeed such pressures were begi . 
nning to take their toll on Reform's 

absolute anti-Zionism. A more modified posit:ion began t tak o e shape not onl:y 

within the Conference, but within individuals who had at one time been 

staunchly anti-Zionist. Th 190 e 5 Conference convention met in Cleveland 
' 

Ohio, and the Presidential mess~ae of R kib" J ~ au i oseph Krauskopf contained more 

of a non-Zionist sentiment rather than an.anti-Zionist one. Although he 

went to great lengths to reassure the Conference that he did not see Jews 

as a nation or a race, he did convey an understanding of Zionism's worth 

for Eastern European and Russian Jews. Though he recognized that Judaism 

was not national, neither was it solely religious: 

"An equal contradiction of fact i t would be, were we to deny 
that even at this very day the desire t o return to the land that once 
was their own is strong, in such countries as Russia and Roumania, where 
the Jew has not yet obtained equal rights with his fellowmen, notwith­
standing his having been a law-abiding, tax-paying, military-serving 
subject for centuries, where he is still. treated to exclusive laws and 
to degrading discriminations; where scho1ols and colleges, the pro­
fessions, and the higher callings are st.ill closed to him; where Kish­
ineff massacres and Gomel outrages are etf frequent occurrence; where 
the mere fact of being a Jew awakens hat:red and invites insult; where 
the Jew has but the alternative between the loss of self-respect by 
becoming a convert to the dominant faith, or suffering degradation62 
and misery by continuing fai thfUl to thet religion of' his :fathers." 

Krauskopf' s openness though was still nc1t shared by a majority of the 

membership of the Central Conference. A stri.king difference of opinion be­

tween a Conference President and his own orgELDization is evident from the 

report of the committee on the President's Meissa.ge of 1905. The committee 

report was a rebuke of the President's expreused views: "While the president 

emphas1
. ze the fa.ct that persecution and ostr,acism made 

naturally desired to 

and make for the so-called exclusive11ess of he Jew, the committee feels 

· tli .P.• .. damental tru ·hs that the real bc:ind of Union 
l.m.pelled to re-emphasize e ~~ 

among Jews is the historic consciousness of l eing a priest peopl.e among the 

im 
s upon the Jew the mission to witness 

nations, and that his birth pose 
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to and to work for the realization of the kin1gdom of the one God, which 

implies one humanity." 63 

Even with the Conference's t s rong record of anti-Zionism however, 

President Krauskopf underscored a principle of personal freedom over the 

power of the Conference to dictate opinion _ or to penalize dissenting mem-

bers. The Conference, while often expressing collective judgment on a 

given issue, represented only a consensus of opinion, and not legislative 

authority. As far back as the Pittsburgh Pla.tform of 1885, the rabbis 

reserved the precious right to dissent from a:ny Conference statements or 

opinions. Now this principle was eloquently reiterated inll905 by Presi­

dent Joseph Krauskopf, who declared: "It is i .n this wherein lies the strength 

of the Central Conference of .American Rabbis,, and the promis·e of its fUture. 

It is and will continue to be merely a delibE!rati ve and advisory assembly, 

not an ecumenical council, convened for the :purpose of establishing creeds 

and dogmas, of fixing forms' and ceremonies, emd~1D.aking compliance vi th them 

obligatory and differences from them heretica1.
64 

Herein lies the greatness of .American RE~form Judaism at least vi th re-

gard to the great debate over Zionism. Due i;o the principle of personal 

freedom over Conference dogma., it was possibJ.e for individuals, and even for 

the entire Conference, to eventually reverse itself on a. given issue. As 

Rabbi David Polish and others have observed no perceptively, when the 

C to dict .. ·:te anti-Zionist views, or to exclude Zion-
onf ere nee had the power Qo 

t t do So In the yea.rs of debate and 
ists from membership, it chose no o • 

struggle which lay ahead, "the tide would sh ft toward Zionism because 

11 6r 
freedom of conscience had been preserved. 

Kaufmann Kohler was 

The new President of the 

appointed the succe1 sor to Isaac .~er Wise in 1903. 

Cincinnati Hebrew UJ ion College was opposed to ~ 

Zionist sympathies within the school program. 
His w:ri tings , 
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letters all show him to h ave been a rabid anti-Zi'oni'st. A letter in the 

files of the American Jewish Arch" 
ives, from Dr. Kohler ~o the President ot 

Congregation Berith Kodesh of R h oc ester, New York, shall serve as an illus-

tration of Kohler's stand on Zionism. The letter is dated Mav 3 1907 d 
'oJ ' , an 

it reads as follows: 

"L et me extend to you and B 
thanks for the Resolution y~ur oar~ of Trustees my sincere 
supporting my endeavors i: ~a~se on April 7th approving of and 
Reform Judaism a ain e ence of the principles of American 
Hebrew Union Col~ege st ~ pe~ni~ious Zion1ist propaganda at the 
no doubt by this ti~ ~r f ear dmutual f'riend, Dr. Landsberg, has 
cause triumphed at th:'11ntormet'you tha.t the good and righteous 

. . as mee ing of the Board of Governors 
and thetsacrif7ces brought by Dr. Landsberg in coming here trlce 
were no made in vain. 

With sincere regards, 66 Yours, Dr. K. Kohler" 

The "endeavors in defence of the principles of American Reform Judaism" 

to which Dr. Kohler makes reference d l' occure E!ar ier in the same year in 

which the above letter was written. The Board of Governors of the Hebrew 

Union College had just accepted the resignations of three of the :finest 

professors at the college - Henry Malter, Mal~ L. Margolis, and Ma.x Schloe-

ssinger. All three men were avowed sympathi:i;ers with the Zionist movement. 

Earlier in Kohler's initial years as President of the college, several 

other faculty members imbued with Zionist sy:nipathies had departed from the 

college scene rather abruptly. Judah L. Magnes res:i:gned his position in 

February, 1903. The Zionist leader, Louis Llpsky, claimed that he was 

forced to resign his position because he helci Zionist views. Similarly, 

the Zionists charged that ca.spar Levia.s, who taught at the College from. 

1895 to 1905, was forced to leave because of his Zionist opinions. But 

the incidents which aroused the greatest tur<>r were the resignations ot 

Prof'essors Malter, Margolis and Scbloessinger in late 1906 and ear~ 1907.61 

David Polish maintains that these pro:feusors had been dismissed by-

Pre id " t ib,..,. because thev w:e . e Zionists." Referrig tQ 
s ent Kohler os ens ......, ~ 
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this incident Polish t ' no es that M~ H 
"as a Zionist ellt~r' a contemporary, wrote that 

... you are an outlaw and like th~~ ex-professors, must be dis­

have not dismissed the matter 
. i· 1168 cip ined. But others so lightly. Dr. 

Michael A. Meyer Professo f . ' r o History t th . . a e Hebrew Union College in Cin-

cinnati, has investigated the 1907 . . incident t lhoroughly. Meyer concludes 

that "their resignations cannot be explained ·by reference to any single cause• 

At least three factors pla;yed a role in the d:ispute: money, personalities, 

and Zionism." 69 

That the three f pro essors were strongly :pro-Zionist is clear. The 

' a ne a rather remarkable articie Boston Advocate of February 22 1907 cont i d 

entitled, "Professor Max Margolis." It was the text of a letter defending 

his position at the Cincinnati College, and offering his active coopera-

tion for Zionism. The letter was addressed to Dr. Harry Friedenwald, Pres-

ident of the Federation of American Zionists, from Professor Max Margolis 

of the Hebrew Union College, and it ~eads in part: 

"My :f'u.11 reason for avowing Zionism1, presented in a systematic 
manner, is as follows: 
1. I am convinced of the centrifUgal tendencies of tne Antip:> dal 
movement, which, if carried out logically, ma;y result in absorption. 
It is true, the instinct of self-preserv·ation is stronger than logic. 
~s soon, however, as this instinct is ra.ised to a conscious thought, 
l. t will express itself in Zionistic tend,encies. Zionism is merely 
an explicit statement of what is latent in every Jew 'not prejudiced 

by knowledge' . 
2. The movement which stands for denati.onalized Judaism is, on the 
one hand, rooted in the now obsolete cos;mopoli tan notions prevalent 
at the end of the 18th century, and on t .he other hand a belated imi­
tation of the Christianizing sects of tbe 1st century. • •••• 
3. The truer nationalistic conception c1f Judaism is that it is a 
cult of history. Christianity is indlividualistic, Judaism collee-
tivistic •...•• Ohristianity m~ superimpcse itself upon the nations, and, 
in theory at least, dfsregard their exi~ tence; for Judaism the religious 
life and the national life a.re one. And for a collective, coJ:porate 
influence upon the nations of the world,1 we need a geographical map •• 
... : 5. Zionism means to me above all, CJrientation. It reasserts the 
prophetic conviction of the indestructitility of Israel. 'It the or­
dinances of the sun by de¥, and of the n1oon and stars by night, depart 
tram before Me, then the seed of Israel also shall cease b'om being a 
nation from before Me forever.' Zionisu! proclaims that in the going 
back to Jewish life and Jewish ideals ~id Jewish hopes lies our salva­
tion •••• In all matters atf'ecting Je r, Zionism will take a leading 
part. We :et:and t,or ~.e :w~of.e ,~! .JfN!Y, .and not for a part tllereot ••• "10 



Just one month later th B , e oston Advocat1~ carried the front-page news 

that Professor Max Margolis h d . a resigned fro1n the Hebrew Union College. 

"The tender of the resignation 11 
' · reported the Advocate, "resulted from 

friction between Professor Margolis and President Kohler over the question 

of Zionism." 7l 

Were the three pr f 0 essors dismissed bec:ause they held Zionist views'l 

There 

Naomi 

appears to be more involved in the issu1e than just 

Cohen has noted that Kohler had already complained 

superficiality. 

about the insubor-

dination of Malter, Schloess1·nger, and Margoli's pri'or t th t al i · o e ac u nc1-

dents . . of late 1906 and 1907.72 Also she :maintains that the resignations 

of the three men may not have been a united gesture, as had been maintained 

by much of the pro-Zionist press in the country. As a matter of fact, 

Cohen has stated that Malter's motives for resigning in December, 1906, 

concerned matters of tenure and salary. Therefore it was only in connec-

tion with the resignations of Schloessinger and Margolis that the Zionist 

charges against the College could be based.73 And in those two cases, 

there seems to be more than just Zionism involved, although that issue may 

indeed have played an important role in the resignations. 

In particular, the resignation of Professor Margolis caused a tremend­

ous uproar on the campus of H~brew Union College. Two students resigned from 

the college because they felt that Margolis' Zionist opinions had been dis­

criminated against by the administration. FUrlhermore, Cohen notes that 

President Kohler "himself discussed the issue publicly as concerning the 

dangers of Zionism at the Hebrew Union Colle~e. Since the aim: of th.e college, 

according to Kohler, was to inculcate the spJcific religious views or Reform, 

it Was t nt a Zionist professor from twisting and distortiDg 
necessary o preve 

tb rophet and sages of Israel or of the 
the grand universal teachings of e P 

th · into crude and nationalistlc Utter­
Pentateuch with the view of turning em 

ances. '' 74 



42 

Margolis felt that hi s personal freedom •of opinion had been tampered 

with by the administration. He maintained th.a.t be had never brought the 

subject of Zionism into his classrocm, and he further claimed that Kohler 

had denied him freedom in teaching because he was a Zionist. Margolis 

quoted President Ko?ler as ~aving stated that "as a Zionist I could not be 

entrusted with the teaching of Biblical Exegesis at the College. 11 In ad­

dition, Margolis' contention that he never brought Zionism into the class• 

room was corroborated by twenty-five of his students, in a letter to the 

Board of Governors of the Hebrew Union Colleg;e, dated March 19, 1907. The 

letter, written on the stationery of the coll.ege, reads as follows: 

Cincinnati, o. March l9, 1907 
To the Board of Governors of the Hebrew Union College:-

Dear Sirs, 
In view of the report current that Dr. Max Margolis 

has discussed Zionism while teachiIJ1g at the Hebrew Union Coll­
ege, we, the undersigned, who have had the good fortune to study 
under him, deem it our duty to state that Dr. Margolis has never, 
in any way, discussed Zionism in cl.ass, but, on the contrary, 
bas always sought to avoid any such discussion. 

(Signed): Joseph I. Gorfinkle J. Blau 
Samuel Thurman H. Rosenwa.sser 

Currently there 

Horace J. Wolf J. Singer B. 'Laas 
Felix A. Levy George Fox 
William Reisz Leo B. Hexter 
Sam Schwartz Elkan c. Voorsanger 
Aaron L. Weinstein Morris S. La.zaron 
Jacob Pollak Emanuel JacuboWitz 
.Arthur B. Bonnheim L. D. Gross 
I. Isaacson 
H. BUchofski 
David Rosenbaum 

M. Hoffman 
Charles B. Latz 
Benno Leon 75 

see the issue as 

Others, like 
having been linked to 

are scholars, like Davi cl Polish, who 

differing attitudes to rard Zionism. 

th College BoJ:-d of Gov-ernor·s at, the time, 
David Philipson, a member of e 

. fr m disley ty and insubordination on 
saw the resignations as stemming 0 

than Zioniimi. 76 Michael Meyer views the 
the part of the professors rather 

~ been thl'"ee-told: money, personalities 
as hav.1.!18 

in the Boston Advci>c&te, while sym:pathisiug with 
ca.uses of the resignations 

and Zionism. An editorial 
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the Board of Governors in accepting ·the r · ti esigna ons of the three professors, 

a.lso took note of an atmosphere f t ~ o uruulence beginning to take hold at the 

Hebrew Union College: 

11
Many of us have treated the Hebrew· Union coalege with some in­

difference; many of us have treated Zionism in the same way. Now 
these two things - a college and an ideai have come together, and there 
seems ~o be more than the usual 'storm in a teacup, ' brewing. Drs • 
Margolis! Malter, and now Schloessinger,, have resigned their pro­
fessorships because they have been denie~d 'Lehrfreiheit.' There seems 
to be a simple enough view of the situation. The Cincinnati institu-. 
tion is a college of Reform Judaism, ancl Reform Judaism having set 
its elf officially against Zionism, Zionlst teachers are not to be 
tolerated in the college. The professors knew their positions, and 
Dr. Kaufman Kohler, as principal, is right in his interdict, and their 
resignations are acceptable ..... 

"Truly, everyone can sympathize with the governors of the college. 
If they refuse three resignations, they destroy the influence of Dr . 
Kohler; if they accept the resignations :• they have made martyrs of 
3 men of culture and scholarship, who, "because of his martyrdom, will 
be surrounded by a host of friends who Dllf't fight their cause in order 
to make good their position in Zionism. . 

Not only the Hebrew Union College, but the entire Reform movement was 

in the throes of 'more than the usual storm ln a teacup'• The Central Con-

ference of American Rabbis, still on record as an anti-Zionist organization, 

installed as its President in the year 1909 the strongly pro-Zionist Rabbi 

M~ lieller. Rabbi Heller (1869-1929), a natjlve of Prague, vas honorary 

He Vice-President of the Zionist Organization ojr America from 1911-1929 • 

sought to achieve an ideological balance between Jewish religion and Jewish 

· th t th fifth Prestdent of the CCAR. to be elected 
nationalism. How ironic a e 18 

M Wise "I as an unequivocal Zionist. 
to that position following Isaac ayer 

t th
e 1911 st. Paul-Minneapolis CCAR convention, 

In his President's Message o 

J ews were a re: ·gion !!!!a people. One could 
Heller attempted: to show that 

not be divorced trom the other. 
In what wer _ somewhat mil~ Zionis tic 

11 made th•! following comments: 
tones for the forcefUl rabbi, He er 

conven~ion it wou:Ld almost seem 
''In addressing a rabbinical.truth t at religious teaching and 

presumption to labor the pate:t outstan~lng achievement of our past 
religious example are both th our survi•ral, the cement of every 
and the sole justification of y t 8.l:I an ardent Zionist, who 
loyalty that holds us together· e ' 



has always avowed his convictio . 
serve, I owe it to you d ns as such without hesitation or re-
standings that haunt th an myself to forestall some of the misunder­
and to my fe~ling the r:Jolular ~nd in this connection. In my view 
any full-blown culture. th~ o:s lif? must be the crown and summit of 
and anti-Zionism can n~t be ~h:l pain~ of _divergence between Zionism 
whether we are a relig' question as it is sometimes crudely put, 
religious mission as al.on °~ a race, but whether we shall achieve our 
globe, or as a nation up~~ll:iscattere~ to the four corners of the 
soil. Upon the fact ofpth ~~ ~ typicul culture upon its ancient 
can be no difference ~ re igious ne.ture of our mission, there 
at the one end or of save.mietlwe7n extremdsts, either Qf nationalism 

' ass1 ationism at, the other . " 1 ~ 

The years between 1910-1920 saw the numb1er of Zionist Reform rabbis 

increase gradually. Alth h th oug e intensity c1f the anti-Zionism felt by the 

majority within the CCAR did not diminish, it~ is clear from the remarks of 

these men that they realized that they were f'.ighting more and more of a 

defensive battle as the years progressed. Ce>nsider the nearly hysterical 

diatribe of Rabbi Leo M. Franklin ( CCAR Presj.dent, 1919-1921) at the March 

7, 1914 dedication of a Temple in Birmingham,, Alabama: 

"Whatever the east may have given tls, it is to the west that 
we look for our inspiration. Not towarcl Palest.ine the land ef 
memories, but toward America, the land of prom;i,se, our lodestar 
points. Zionism, that fUngus growth upe>n the trunk of Judaism, 
is not only a misrepresentation of the Jrew' s history, but as well a 
misreading of his destiny. The realization of the Zionist's dream 
would be the saddest dey in Jewish histc>ry... . • • But there need be 
little fear that this hallucination of the Zionist will ever become 
reality. It is at best - or at worst - a spai:k of hope that has 
for the moment inspired the discouraged sons of Israel in the lands 
of their oppression. But alas, the hopE~ that it spells for them turns 
onlyta,hopelessness, and the refuge which it pictures sh~5 itself 
upon nearer approach to be only a disap1?ointing mirage." 

Rabbi David Philipson, the eloquent a.ntl -Zionist of Cincinnati, did 

not reduce his hyperbolic sentiments either · Speaking at a meeting or 

rabbis in BaltiJD.ore, Maryland, Dr. PJ::iilipso1, continued to i:nsist that in­

ternationalism alone y,ill enable the Jews tc, retain their place among the 

nations. Yet his remarks reflect the incre l.Sing feeling of defensiveness 

vhich had begun to affect the anti-Zionists i· 
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The protagonists are b . 
Israel is an international eing l~t to scorn. Our claim that 
We ~e told that only by dr~~mmunity is 'being held up to ridicule. 
habitants in the land i·n hi hng ourselv-es off from our fellow in-

w c we li group can we perpetuate Jewish l" ve as a separate nationalistic 
But that we will not do. W~f:..... . . 

on what has been Israel' t k . internationalists, basing our claim 
religious ' idealistic in: as tin the wo1rld, taking our stand on the 
Israel presents the most =~p:~.ation of history, whereof we believe 
ialistic interpretation h ri ing symbol; as over against the mater­
nationalism is the cl. w ereof ~he pres:ent war, the apotheosis of 
frightfully' distressingim~ - ~~ interna~~ionalists, despite all the 
our rudder true feeling :~:t th oug~ whl.ch we are passing,, must hold 
arriving sun. ol e mists will disappear before a re-

The .American Israelite also reflected a changed mentality on the part 

of the anti-Zionists. In March, 1916, the newspaper carried an article by 

Rabbi William Rosenau, President of the CCAR :from 1915-1917. Rosenau, an 

outspoken anti-Zionist, said nothing that was new or revealing in his 

statement . But instead of referring to Rabbi Rosenau as an anti-Zionist 

the Israeli t·~ headlined the article, "Zionism from the Standpoint of the 

Non-Zionist11 ! 82 

, 

As the anti-Zionists displa\Y'ed signs of increasing defensiveness, the 

Zionists became more and more assertive. In .April, 1915, the Eastern Council 

of Reform Rabbis met in its annual convention at Temple Emanuel of New York 

City. The rabbis refUsed to openly support Jewish nationa:lism. But the 

remarks of President Maurice H. Harris, who w·as evolving into being a 

supporter of Zionism (unlike the Maurice H. E:arris of 1907 wh0 criticized 

'Zion' as noth1.ng more· than· a noble '·tho~ht) 11 caused a divisive discussion 

within the group. Rabbi Harris made the following perceptive ob·servations: 

11Ma.ny of the Rabbis of the libe'l"al schoc 1 have modified tbeir v:ievs 
on Zionism. The worst fears have not l'een realized; the une~ected 
has happened. we are beginning to undE~rstand that the continuance 
of the Jews as a people favors th~ per1~etuation of Judaism as a 
faith. If Zionism deepens the Jewish c•onsciousness, it m~ be a 
step to deepening the Jewish consciencE~. 
"We cannot be wholly indifferent to a ~~ovement that has made so 
strong an appeal to so large a number ct our brethren, many ot whom 
had become estranged from the synagoguE~. We intensely believe that 
Israel has yet a great mission to tulf'lll in the wor;da Let us then 
not reject any Movement that may seem ;o promote it. 3 



46 

At the twenty- seventh annual conventiotl of the CCAR in 1916, a sym-

posium on "Religion and the Jewish Childn W13.S held. One of the speakers 

in the · symposium was Rabbi Abba Hiller Silv•!r, a man who was to become one 

of Reform Judaism's greatest contributions 'to the Zionist. movement. Force-

fUlly, yet with great eloquence, Rabbi Silv,er spoke out in defense of Zion­

ism, or any other cause which might serve t ,o intensify and strengthen Jew­

ish communal life: 

"We must realize that there are certain cultural movements 
among our people which, while they touch, like a tangent, the cir­
cumference of the synagog at some one point, do nevertheless possess 
a vision and an extension of their own. Blind, indeed, is be who in 
a spirit of theologic intolerance would suppress these evidences of 
the inner strivings and agitations of the soul of our people. It is 
not the logical soundness of these new· tendencies and lD.ovements which 
should recommend them. Rather is it their f'Unctional value as spiritual 
and emotional dynamics that render the:m of value to us. These move­
ments, be they Nationalism, Political or CUltural Zionism, the renais­
sance of Hebrew or Yiddish literature, the aesthetic revival which is 
seeking expression in a new Jewish art.; these movements and others, 
I say, are valuable in so far as they intensify Jewish communal life, 
charge it with new energy and thrill i ,t with new purposes. They 
should be welcomed as so many more dikes against the onrushing tides 
of assimilation. All these movements and tendencies, a.J,.l these loyal­
ties and aspirations can remain discordant notes in e:ur life or they 
can with ~pa thy and tolerance be welded into a great spiritual 
symphony." 84 · 

The 1917 CCAR convention took place in Buffalo, New Y0rk, from June 

28-July 4, 1.917, just four months before the issuance of the British Gov­

ting a. Jewish homeland in Palestine. ernm.ent's Balfour Declaration, suppor 

The Buffalo convention m83' be seen as the Emd of the era of monolithic 

Reform anti-Zionism. 
The conference was torn by a debate over the Presi-

and the r eport by the Comudlttee on the Pre·sident 's Message. 
dent's Message, 

f - ov ..... ent on notice that herea.t'ter · ffi "ally put the Re o ...... m ..... · The Zionists 0 ci 
. ti uld become a formida.ble, albeit still a minority 

the Zionist posi on wo 
and within the movement as a who1e. 

presence, within the Conference 
still · a: 1nc:m-Zionist', opened the 1917 

President William Rosenau, 



convention with the following 'anti-Zionist' eitatement, juxtaposing nation­

alism versus religion: 

An?t~er mo:eme~t, vh~ch in my judgmEmt is calculated to suppress 
the religious vitality which Judaism should manifest is one not mak­
ing itself felt from without, but rather from within' the camp of Israel. 
I refer to Jewish nationalism. I am not here to quarrel vi.th Zionists. 
Mine is only the intention to declare that we, as rabbis, who are 
consecrated to the service of the Lord, uhose lips a.re to a_ua.rd lqiow­
ledge and from whose mouth the people a.re to seek the law because we 
are messengers of the Lord of Hosts, havi~ no place in a movement in 
which Jews band together on racial or national grounds and for a pol­
itical state or even a legally-assured hc:>me. Upon us rests the obl.iga­
tion to take up and sound unremittingly 'Che keynote to which the Jew 
has ever given expression. The religiou:9 Israel, having the sanctions 
of history, must not be sacrificed, to t lher.purely racial Israel of modern 
planning. If it is sacrificed, the reli1~ious demand of the Jews of our 
age, apart from other considerations, cwnnot be satisfied. The time 
has come for this Conference to publish the statement that it stands 
for an Israel whose mission is religious and that, in the light of this 
mission, it looks with disfavor upon any movement the purpose of which 
is other than religious. 85 

The debate then erupted over a portion of the report by the Committee 

on the President's Message. It became the majority report, and the contro-

versial section read as follows: 

We herewith reaffirm the fUndamental principle o: Reform.Judaism,. 
that the essence of Israel as a priest-people, consists in its :e1igious 

· d · the sense of consecration to God and service in consciousness, an in . . 1 i t · olitical or racial nationa consc ousness. 
the world, and no in ~ P u n the new doctrine of political 
And.theref?re, ~e look.wit~i~!:f~~~rcr~erion of Jewish loyalty in 
Jewish nationalism, which 

1 1 , God and Israel's religious 
anything other than loy~ ty to srae s Harry H. M~er 
mission. Leo M. Franklin Morris Newfield 

David Alexan~er David Philipson 
Henry Berkowitz Chas. A. Rubenstein 
Hyman G. Enelow 
Solomon Foster 
Louis Grossman 
Joseph Krauskopf 
Joseph Kornfeld 
Clifton Harby; Levy 
Alexander Lyons 
Isaac Landman 

Marcus Salzman 
Samuel Schul.man 
Joseph Stolz 
Abram Simon 
Joseph Silverman 
Samuel Stie 86 

t d by Ral:ibi Max Heller, and it sought 
The minority report was presen e 

1 , s t iversal mission and the des­
to distinguish between the idea of Israe 

important ~ owever, was the resol.ution' s 
ira.bili ty of Diaspora life· Most 



rejection of any innate incompat'b .lit 1 1 Y between Zionism and Reform. The 

minority report continued the f ll · 0 owing resolution: 

Ina~uch as Reform Judaism does not dogmaitize 
habitat Or Poli. ti· cal t t on the geographical 

s a us of the Jew· 
Inasmuch as Reform Jud · · d , th J . . aism oes not insist on the dispersion of 

f
eJ edw~ as an indispensable condition i'o:r the welfare and progress 

o u aism; 
Be i~ Resolved, that there is nothing in the effort to secure a 
~ublic~ and legally safeguarded home for Jews in Palestine which 
is not in accord with the principles and aims of Reform Judaism. 87 

A second minority resolution was presented by Rabbi Louis Kopald. It 

made the important observation that Reform congregations were also divided 

on the issue of Zionism, and he called for the vital concept of freedom of 

conscience to be affirmed within the Conference .
88 

Many rabbis were par-

ticipants in the debate which ensued. The speakers were Zionists, anti-

Zionists and moderates. Rabbis Rosenau, Schulman and Philipson condemned 

Zionism. Rabbis Wise and Heller maintained thtat the Zionists might soon 

come to feel unwelcome in the Conference, and they warned against forcing 

Zionists out of the CC.AR. Rabbis Calisch, Deutsch and others were non-

Zionists, who urged that the Zionists'right te> freely voice their opinions 
89 

within the Conference be scrupulously safeguarded. 

Finally, ·a substitute resolution was offered by Rabbi Stolz, which was 

adopted by a vote of 68-20. The Stolz resolution recognized the legitimacy 

of differing opinions over great issues. 
It stressed the need for Jewish 

di
·rectly attacking Zion:tsm, it opposed non-religious 

unity; and instead of 

The resolution r•~ad as follows: 
interpretations of Judaism. 

ditions in AmeJ ican Israel, the President 
In view of the present c?n rta.nce that -bhe Conference at this time 
has deemed it of urgei;it upo a.rd to the n:e.tionalistic movement among 
puts itself on record in regi that a 1aifference of conviction re-
Jews. Your Committee recogn ze~n our Olil'D members, as well as 
garding this questi0n exists am ~al evibn as differences of' opinion 
among the Jews ~f' America in5~~~:s h~ve .BJ.wa;ys existed in Israel. 
regarding most llllporta.nt que commends that the Conference reaffirm 
Your Committee, therefore, re the essence of' Israel as a priest-
its traditional position that 



JJ,9 
' · 

people consists in its rel· . 
consecration to God and h.igious.consciousness and in the sense of 
fore, we must and .do lookl.~:~~~~; to the world. And that, tbere-
or anti-religious interpretation favor ';Pon any and every unreligious 
the world. 0 Judaism and of Israel's mission in 

It furthermore recommends that at 
suffering, such as the pr t . a time <>f universal conflict and 
C 

esen , it is of pr · . t 
onference emphasize not th d·fr . ime impor a.nee that the 

sacred principles which alleJe~s · ~r~nces that divide us, but those 
tasks which it is our paramount du 0 d in <:ommon, and those great 
and perform together for th 

11 
~Y at the present moment to promote 

healing of the Jewish peopl:.a90ev~ation <)f human suffering and the 

Rabbi Stolz himself acknowledged that the resolution was net acceptable 

to all of the rabbis present at the committee tneeting. And two rabbis had 

their votes recorded as "opposed to any action whatsoever on the subject 

of Zionism." 91 But the resolution did preserve the unity of the Confer-

ence at a crucial moment in its history. Furtltlermore, the legitimate 

presence of the Zionist rabbis was now establi:shed. In principle the anti­

Zionism of the Central Conference of American ;Rabbis remained, but it was 

less intense, and it now stood in confrontatio:n with a.n incl"ea.sing Zionist 

minority. The minority was increasing in size and s~rength. 

The early Reform leaders had been social idealists and political 

optimists. In the face of crisis atter :cri~is in American and Jewish life, 

they held onto their fervent messianic hopes. But as World War I erupted, 

they could no longer close their eyes to the realities of world history. 

Spokesmen for East Europ~an andi:Imssian Jewry now stood within the very ranks 

of the Reform rabbinate. If events had shape ear~ Reform, so events now 

reshaped it no les 
8

• The Balfour Declaration would signal tl}.e end of a 
92 

monolithic creed of anti-Zionism within .Ameri an Reform Ju4aism. 
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CHAPTER II 

1917-1937 

The end of World War I and Great B ... itain' s ·~ issuance of the Balfour 

Declaration symboliz~d great gains for th ·1d · · . . e wor . . -wide Ziom.st .movement. 

The Turks had been crushed by the Allied power:s, and it appeai:ed likely 

that British rule over Palestine would soon put an official end to the 

harsh Turkish sovereignty. Zionists throughout the: world were in a 

euphoric mood. They were celebrating their successes of the moment. 

Reform Judaism, meanwhile, was becoming 1more and more torn between 

the anti-Zionist majority and the ever-incr.easing pro-Zionist minority. 

Within the Central Conference of American Rabbis, the Union of American 

Hebrew Congregations and the Hebt~w Union College, Reform Jewe were 

questioning long-held ideas about Jewish nationalism. The Hebrew Un.ion 

College had just ordained two men who were spokesmen for the Zionist 

cause, James G. Heller and Abba Hillel Silver. Furthermore, the College 

was admitting students for the rabbinic program who were committed 

Zionists. 

One such student to be admitted to the Elebrew Union College was 

Fram was a 
Leon Fram' the Fo\ll1.ding Rabbi of Detroit's Ten:iple Israel• 

t f Zioni 
..... w~o was admitted into the College in 1915, 

s aunch supporter o g,.. n 

'DA·"'bi Fram recalled, in an interview, hie 
and ordained a Fabbi in 1920. "'°w 

--'-i h ent as far back as his 
motivations for becoming a Zionist, wn c w 

love of the Jewish 
pre-high school days. He attributed his stro 

nationalistic cause to his upbringing in the C 

Fr
am recalled bciw he bes:ame attre.ete( to 

of East Baltimore, Maryland. 

tw
entieth centur]r BaltimOre: 

the Zionist society of early 



Zionism appeared to b 
philosophy--somethi eta very posi1tive, definite 
it is remarkable ~ to work for. And as I recall, 
It was the • a was Zionisrn at that time? 

merest dream. I had 
who were living in p 1 t• no contact with Jews 
no world news that a esf l.ne. And there was certainly 

h was avorable t<:> Zionism. But I 
was at t e age when young men form ideals • • • 

I was very much fascinated by the ]personality of 
Theodor Her~l· And I went about the city--at that 
time you ra1sed funds for Zionism lby selling Herzl 
stamps--and I went around from hou1se to house in 
the Jewish section of East Baltimo:re, and really wore 
my. feet 

1 
out •. My. feet still hurt f :rom the steps I 

ch.rn~ed. I d1sfJ.gu~ed my feet really by selling 
Zion1st stamps--making pennies for the Zionist movement. 
It was just something that took hold of me. lhere it 
was, and it never let go • • • In that environment, 
the people that I was most attracted to were the 
people who were Zionists. And fro1m them I conceived 
that fire, that loyalty, that devotion. 93 
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Rabbi Fram then recalled that it was none other than the fiery 

anti-Zionist leader, Rabbi William Rosenau of Baltimore (CCAR President, 

1915-1917), who inspired him to enter the Hebrew Union College and study 

for the rabbinate. Fram praised Rosenau, however, for although he was 

an anti-Zionist at heart, he never argued about Zionism with any of his 

young disciples. Fram remembered how he chose to seek out the rabbinate 

for his career: 

Rabbi Rosenau of Temple Oheb Shalom was one of those 
Reform rabbis wno could be flexible. I believe formally 
he always voted with the non-Zion~sts or anti-Zionists, 
but he could be flexible, and he could say a good word 
for Zion. So he was every now and then invited to 
deliver lectures on Jewish historYi by the Zionist 

- A d 
80 

he was a congenial personality on 
Organiz~t.ion. n 
the East side of Baltimore • • • 

f hi h school in BaltiD¥>re • • • I 
When I graduate-cl rom, 8 d I wn a s·cholarship to 
took a liking to c.hemistr~ =~ns u :tversity, where there! 
study chemistry at John~ se!ttic Studie•· Babbi Rosenau 
was also a Departmen~ ~ultY• Occasionally I visited 
was a member of the a inted ~ Rabbi Rosenau, and 
his class and beeam\:~~ua to me, ecause he came to me 
evidently he took a sair: to me: ' ok, Leon, you're 
one day • • • and he Now chemists are in abundant supply. 
studying ehemistrY• 



The world isn't cryi 
Reform rabbis are in ng h out for you as a chemist. But 
and you have the b cks ort eupply--they are needed--

h 
a ground you ha h d 

t at could take you into th' ve t e e ucation 
graduate you as a Reform ra~b~ebrew ~io~ College ancY; 
all ready for you 11 A d h • And you d have a career 

• n e persuaded me • • • 

So I dropped chemistry d I 
College And f ' an began. to prepare for the 
Phil" • ' o co~se, I have an idea that despite 

ipson.s opposition, the fact that Rosenau--one of 
the most im~ortant Reform rabbis at that ·time--supported 
me, got me into the CollAo.e I'm 8 .,""'"" And R h · d h -o ' ..... ... osenau • • • 
ac ie;e t e reputation of being the most effective 
recruiter for the Hebrew Un~on College ••• 

• • • (Also) Rosenau never argued 2:ionism with us ••• 
He had several of us (students) come to his house at 
7:00 in the morning ••• Between seven and nine o'clock 
he taught us Talmud. He went over a 'blatt Gemara' 
with us. That 1 s how dedicated he was. 94 

The great irony of the situation was that: Leon Fram, who would 

soon become a spokesman for Zionism within the Reform Movement·,. was 
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recruited for the Hebrew Union College by Rabbi. William Rosenau, a leader 

of the anti-Zionists. Al though he is not cert~lLin, Rabbi Fram suspects 

that David Philipson did vote against his ente.t·ing the College, based on 

Philipson's opposition to Zionism. Rabbi Fram recalled the uncomfortable 

exchange he had with Dr. Philipson during his College admissions inter-

view in Cincinnati, Ohio. The year was 1915: 

Dr. Philipson, a member of the Admtssions CoDIJlittee, 

id 
"Mr Fram you're a Zicmist--you admit it--

ea to me : • ' i 1 
and the Hebrew Union College is devoted to a un versa 

£ J d • sm Now if you co111e to the Hebrew 
concept oll u ai •• ·~_,,uld only come to be in constant 
Union Co ege, yo~ ""' 1 i t d t th S rh don't you just ap1> y ns ea o e 
trouble. o w Y f New York which is 
Jewish Theological seminary 0 '1 1 . 

i ?" And my. reply to him was • mp Y · 
all Zion st ~ -.. . believe in 4~ver1thing about 
"I am a Reform Jew. E tts attitudo toward Zioni'811l. 
Reform Judaism, except k i 1· throuah to express 
And I think L would lik:o t: =t t e Collea; can be 
this viewpoint. And I 1 ~ someone who love& Reform 
broad-minded enough to e thouab he doe81l't agree 
Judaism become a rabbi, ~ven oint . • ·" 
w1 th you on this particu ar p 



• • • And at tha 
was in the minor~ttime already, .d 
evidently favored Y • The rest 0;~:n:n!~i Da~id Philipson 
that Philipson votmde, so I was admitted. sa ons Conmittee 

e against me But I'm sure . . . 
•. • •The rest of the Co ~ionist, but it was libe~=tee wasn't really pro-
ake a chance on a minded. It was willi 

( Ironically enough)yo~;g man who was a Zionist • :18.to 
I became friends! . ' •• terwards David Philipson and 

• • • Silver and Heller had 
me at the College but th . already broken ground for 
Kaufmann Kohler w~s at th:tstudent body was divided. 
College, and he was time the President of the 
And you could tell b;e~~ed:finitely an anti-Zionist. 
students in the Cha 1 Th ermons delivered by the 
sermons Kaufmann Ko~~ • i~r: were~ the students at whose 
the anti-Zionists• A~ ~:ere radi.antly--these were 
sermons Kohler frowned--th e were .the students at whose ey were the Zionists • • • 

• • • There was almost an e ual a· ~ was a constant theme of th q . iv sion. And Zionism 
dominant theme of the stud:n~:~::~n!t w~. the pre-

::~~i~~n~l~ in term
5
s of whether they w;re z~~n~:~: or 

8 s • • • o virtually ev'ery sermon 
d:livered in the Chapel by a Colleg;e student was 
either pro or anti-Zionist •••• 

• • • In my time there was also a middle body of 
~tud~ts who tried to maintain neutrality. I 
l.IIlagine even Jake Marcus was one of those ••• 
They were interested.~ in other mattE!Z'S. They didn't 
want to be committed to one side oz· the other. They 
were interested in other things, and on Zionism they 
were neutral and awaiting developmemts. Of course, 
the development everybody awaited liras Adolf Hitler. 
He changed the atmosphere for everybody, including 
the students at the College (who wure not already 
coumitted to Zionism by the 1930s) • 

• • • Hitler converted everybody. l~ that time:; men 
were completely converted to the cause of Zionism. 
There was nowhere for the JeWisn pE~ple to go but to 
Zion. The a1ternative was destruc~ion ••• The 
Holocaust answered all arguments, .:!tilled all opposi-
tion to Zionism. Any opposition t~ Ziontem became a 
suicidal ~gsition ••• History vitdicated the Zionist 

position. 

Certainly Adolf Hitler would put a virtual end to anti-Zionism 

Within Refo'I'm Judaism" But Hitler did not bec ·RBe the Chancellor of 
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Germany for another sixteen years following 
the promulgation of the 

historic Balfour Declaration. The Declaration caused a great stir in 

On November 2' 1917' the R.ig'ht Honorable Arthur J • 

Balfour, the British Secretary of F · oreign Affairs, sent a letter to 

the Jewish world. 

Lord Rothschild. Th 1 tt e e er contained the following sentence, which 

has come to be known as the Balfour Declaration.: 

His Majesty's Government views with favor the establish­
ment in Palestine of a National Home for the Jewish people 
and will use their best endeavors t:o facilitate the ' 
achievement of this object, it bein~ clearly understood 
that nothing shall be done which .ma.y prejudice the civil 
and religious rights of the existing non-Jewish 
corranuni ties in Palestine or the rig;hts and P~sitical 
status enjoyed by Jews in any othet· country. 
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The issuance of the Balfour Declaration forced into national and 

international attention the great division between the Zionists and 

the anti and non-Zionists. 11To the Zionists the Declaration became a 

summons to all of American Jewry for support o:f: a noble and practical 

cause, worthy of international sponsorship. Tc> the anti-Zionists it was 

a challenge that called for .. the' .mobilization of all their forces to 
97 

battle against what they considered a calamity for Judaism." 

lhe monthly Maccabaean, publication of the Federation of American 

'- 1917 issue to 1the Balfour Declaration. 
Zionists, devoted its Decemuer, 

· h d "The Visic)n Come True," columns 
Under the banner beading whic rea ' 

of couments by leading Zionist personalities w1are printed. 

torial comment stated, in part: "Today Herzl i' exalted. 
98 

tnmortal lea. er." 

Its edi-

lbe world 

f the leadi~~ Reform Zionists, and 
Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, one 0 

1 
t eonmdttee, declared the following: 

acclaims the living spirit oi our 

Chairman of the Provisional Zion s 
day long 1riehed fo~ .. in all 

It baa come to paas;;::st-reacbit1ll ccmsequencea 
its momentous and f d Zionism ,ira.8 • Zion is 
to Israel and the wo~i.;ation of title Right·· Hono-rable 
about to be. '.lbe d . 
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James Balfour on behalf f 
transferred Zionism f 0 the British government has 
aspirations to the r~m the field of national 
centuries has any woredam b of political fact~. ~ Not in 

r een spoke f · 
consequence to the well-bein n o equally vital 
government true t 

1
. g of Israel· The Bri tieh 

with and f;iendshipoa f po hicy of 200 years of sympathy 
• d' or t e Jew le d th in icating to its all" , as e way in 
day has come for the ie~ :~d to the world that the 
a national home for t~s ~ew!:s~ent in Pal'E!stine of 
will use its best d e s people, and that it 
ment of thi b' en eavors to facilitate the achieve-

s o Ject ••• 

It is to be taken for g t d h is ended Wh t ran e t at opposition to Zionism 
• a ever some Jews may heretofore have 

thought and said about the Zionist hope, they face a 
fact which. cannot ~e controverted nor annulled. • • 

• • • The doors of the Zionist organization ~ave never 
been ~hu~ even to tho~e who kept themselves outside of 
the Zionist organization. If anything the doors are 
to be wider open than ever before. It, is our business 
to forget who was or was not a Zionist or an anti­
Zionist before this time. The time has come to put 
away the memory Of difference and division in the past 
and to welcome the service and helpfulness of ever.y ' 
Jew who recognizes that this is the hour of Jewish 
destiny.99 

Rabbi Max Heller of New Orleans (Cr.AR President, 1909-1911) was 

another Zionist Reform rabbi who contributed to this special issu~ of 

the Ma.ccabaean. Like Stephen Wise, Rabbi Heller also called upon those 

who still were anti-Zionists to climb aboard the Zionist bandwagon of 

history. But his remarks were more sharp than those of Rabbi Wise. 

Rabbi Heller stated the folloWing: 

They (the nations of the world) will see in the 
;e;u;rection of the Jewish Nation the righting of the 
most ancient of the wrongs of di!e!)otism. The world has 
been tending all these years towards such a conaunmation. 
The last to be cenvinced will be the snobs and autocrats 

nk b t they also, a~e bound to fall in line.100 
in our ra e, u 

i Zi ists heeded the calls of men like Rabbis 
Apparently some ant - on 

W i Zi i t W
eekly publication, the Jewish Tribune, 

ise and Heller. One ant - on s 

after Pre
sident Wilson sent an open letter to 

modified its position 
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Rabbi Wise endorsing the Balfour Declaration. Furthermore, many 'non-
Zionists' received with "" bd SU ued satisfaction" the Balfour Declaration 
namely the members of the Arn • - ' erican Jewish Conmittee , of whom a large 

percentage were anti-Zionist R f e orm Jews. Aft er the issuance of the 

Declaration, many of the la b y mem ers of the Conmittee "took a more 

favorable view towards Zionism.nlOl 

A number of anti-Zionist Reform rabbis ' albeit a small number 
' 

actually abandoned their ti z· an - ionism after the Declaration was issued. 

One such rabbi was Hyman G. Enelow' who would serve as President of the 

CCAR during the years 1927-1929. In one of his sermons in 1918, Rabbi 

Enelow said: 

We ought to put a stop to disputes about Zionism and 
anti-Zionism • • • in the name of Reform Judaism. 
Israel is greater than Zionism, and Palestine more 
important than parties • Let us •unite for the common 
good: It is because of divisions and disputations, the 
Rabbis tell us, Jerusalem was lost; let us not permit 
a similar cause to keep us from restoring it ••• 

• • • Rabbi Enelow' s statement "Reform Judaism is not 
bound up with anti-Zionism" became a guiding principle 
to many Reform Jews.102 

With all the excitement over the Balfour Declaration, the Reform 

Movement was still determined to stay on record as officially opposed 

to political Zionism. There was, however, some movement away from 

rigid anti-Zionism on the part of the Conference President, Rabbi Louis 

Grossman. Grossman was shifting his position from anti-Zionism to non­

Zionism. In his President, 8 Messqe of 1918, Gro&Sman acknowled.ged the 

Balfour Declaration as "a document of great importance. 
0 

He al•o 

Viewed the colonization of Palestine as a valuable opportunity for 

d b
lems that he felt the Zioniata had 

lforld Jewry. Then he outline pro 



not yet solved. Primarily he saw difficulties in the Zionist hopes for 

independence being based upon the permission of other powers, as in 

the case of the Balfour Declaration. 
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Grossman's moderation therefore represented a departure from his . 

earlier anti-Zionism. His words were perceptive and even conciliatoty 

at times. In a rejection of his moderation, the Committee on t~e Presi-

dent's Message expressed appreciation for ,tne Balfour Declaration as 

"an evidence of good-will towardt the Jews," and then went on to reject 

the idea of "Palestine ·as a home-land of the Jewish people.11103 The 

text of the resolution, which was adopted by a nearly unanimous vote of 

the Conference, is as follows: 

The Central Conference of American Rabbis notes with 
grateful appreciation the declaration of the British 
Goverrunent by Mr. Balfour as an evidence of good-will 
toward the Jews. We natUr:ally favor the facilitation 
of immigration to Palestine of Jews who, either because 
of economic necessity or political or religio-us perse­
cution desire to settle there. We hold that Jews in 
Palestine as well as anywhere else in the world a~e 
entitled to equality in political, civi~ and ~el~ious 
rights b~t we ~o not sub~~:~::t~~et~: i 0 r::ea :ati:nal 
declaration which says, 

1 
" This statement 

home-land for the Jewi=~~:~hetdentified with the 
assumes that the. Jews ·centuries are in fact a 
life of many nations for... W: hold that Jewish people 
people without a country. b eat home in all lands~ 

f . i ht ought to e are and o · ·r g th ligious comnunion, has 
Israel' like every o er re t its message in any paTt 
the right to live and asser 
of the world. 

d that Palestine should be 
We are opposed to the i ea f the Jews. Jews in 
considered the home""l:nd~erican nation. The ideal of 
America are part af t \iislunent C!>ff a Jewish stat~-­
the Jew is' not the estaJewish nationality whic~ has 
not the reassertion o~e believe that our survival as 
long been outgrown• the assertion and the 

le is dependent upon ligious role and not upon 
a peop historic re d f the Jewish 
maintenance of ~~Palestine as a homte-~~e:s to Goel all 
the acceptance f the Jew is o 

1 The mission o 
peop e. 104 
over the world. 
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One rabbi was outraged by the Conf erence's response to the Balfour 
Declaration. Rabb i Max Heller felt the need to d eplore the resolution 
cited above. 

in part: 

In a fiery · letter to the Am i er can Israelite, Heller stated 

• • • Could you believe it? A • 
thanks a great gov · Rabbinical Convention 

Wh 
ernment for th at do. they find to thank £ 

1 
e reopen~ng of Palestine. 

irmnigration,' in other wordsor The 'facilitation of 
shelter, and the pros t ' ~he opening of a storm­
Rabbis are these? ~c 8 ~f equality. What kind of 
is mere stress of ~economgriat on to.Palestine, to them, 

. . c necessity or fl' ht f 
persecutions· the thing th 1 ig rorn 
are no more ~han safetysandey b~ok for in Palestine 
then, to these Rabbis a pu ic rights. Is Palestine, 
, . , mere stretch of country? A 
geographical term?' A valuable liv l'h d 

Does not one single stimulati e i oo opportllllity? N . ng memory attach to it? 
ot.a spark of inspiration? No particular hope for 

a highe: future? Have the~e gentlemen ever heard the 
expression: 'the Holy Land?' Has the t h li 
an 

. . erm o ness 
Y associations for them? • • • 

• • • As a member of the Conference, I beg the right 
publicly to.deplore what I consider the unworthy~ 
response which a majority of the Convention has chosen 
to make to a historic offer. I cannot speak for my 
Zionist brethren within the Conference , from whom I 
have no mandate, and who may prefer to take joint notice 
of this important matter; speaking for myself, I feel 
humiliated that the official body of the American Reform 
Rabbinate should have met with (what seems to 'fOe) so 
prosy and pretty and selfish a spirit an occasion so 
unique in history •••• 105 

Rabbi Heller's sentiments were the bold expression o'f .a Zionist 

rabbi frustrated by the actions of his colleagues within the Central 

Conference of American Rabbis. 'What must have added to the sense of 

frustration felt by Heller and the other Zionist rabbis was tlie cal.l ._'by 

the anti-Zionists, led by David Phtlipson as chai'I'JD&ll., fo~ more extreme 

measures to combat the growing challenge of political Zionism. A 

Committee met in Chicago on July 2, 1918, during the Conference conven­

tion week, calling for the convocation of a special conference of 
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prominent Jewish leaders. The purpose of this apecial conference would 

be to discuss political z· . . ionism, and to f orrnulate active plans for 

combating it. The special conference was di scussed further at meetings 

held during September and Oct b o er, 1918. But in the end, the conference 

ground, "owing to a b never got off the num er of occurrences which have 

taken place since 

106 
were begun." 

steps towards issuing a call for such a conference 

The 1920 convention of th c e entral Conference was held in Rochester , 

New York, from June 29-July 5. Another major confrontation took place 

between the Zionists and the anti or non-Zionists. The Zionist minority 

in the Conference was gradually incr.easing in size, and it was also be-

coming increasingly articulate. The .anti-Zionist majority view was still 

prevalent, but efforts were being made with the conscious intent of 

placating and conciliating the minority. 

In the year 1920 the League of Nations' San Remo Corif erence granted 

a Mandate over Palestine to Great Britain. This news was greeted by 

Zionists and Jews in Palestine with great joy and hope for the future. 

But the anti-Zionist Rabbi Leo M. Franklin, CCAR President from 1919-1921., 

had turned down the invitation from the Zionist Organization of America 

to send a delegation from the Conference to a meeting in New York City 
107 

on May 9 and 10, 1920, in celebration of the San Remo events. 

In his President 1 s Message at Rochester, Franklin explained his 

refusal to send a CCAR d~legation to the Nev Yor"k meeting. He said that 

he had refused the invitation because the Conference hadr'already taken a 

position on the issue at hand· He quoted the resolution on the Balfour 

D 1 d b th eonfererice at ita 1918 convention. But he alao 
ec aration adopte Y e 
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stated that he believed th R f e "'on erence would cooperate in any moves to 

rehabilitate Palestine, in order to make it not only a "refuge for the 

down-trodden Jew; but a place where a fuller expansion may be given to 

the spiritual genius of the Jew. 11 He asked that the Conference endorse 

the sentiments expressed ir.' his Message. That request brought about a 

majority and a minority report, the former signed by fifteen rabbis, 

and the latter signed by two. In addition a heated debate took. place 

within the ranks of the Conference over the two reports. 11le majority 

report which was adopted by a vote of fifty-eight to eight, approved of 

108 President Franklin's remarks. 11le report stated the following in 

part: 

We endorse the action of the President in declining 
the invitation of the Zionist Organization of 
America to appoint a delegation to pa~ticipate in . 
the Extraordinary Convention of del~ates repres~nting 
th membership of the Zionist Organization held in 
th: city of New York, May 9 and 10, to celebrate the 
issuance by the San Remo Conference of a Mandate 
over Palestine to Great Britain. 

• . . deed at the present decision of th~ 
We reJoice, in ' t ive to Great Britain a mandate 
San Remo Conf er~nc~. 0 !tth the Balfour Declaration. 
over Paiestine in 1~e t th Conference declared about 
But, we hold today w a e ears ago We do not 
the Balfour Declarat;~: ~t~e declar;tion which. says 
subscribe to the phr tional home land for the 
"Palestine is to be a nali that Israel, the .Jewish 

1 " We be eve h Jewish peop e. th ligious conmunion, has t e 
People, like every o ~ h~:e and to a86ert its 
right to live, to betaof the'world. . 
mess;:1.ge ill every par . 

free institutions of Great 
With eonfiden'c~ in the and recopize the historic 
Brita.in, we reJoi'.ce in British Mandate for Palestine,, 
significance of such a tl\e ~pportunity to aome Jews 
in that it will offer . there to go there, and to live 

Who may desire to settle An. d if facilities are 
h Y lives• f full, free and app ble number to go there rom 

offered for an apprec!_;fer from religious, political 
lands in which they s 



or economic persecution th 
the conmunal life that i ey may be enabled so to shape 
associations of the la~d ~spired by the hallowed 
announced world-redeeming ~dwhich Israel's Prophete 
great spiritual · fl eas, they may become a in uence. 

While we thus re· · d . • Joice, we o not, however, admit that 
this historic event is what it has been called· th 
Geul~h or the Redemption of Israel. Convinced" tha~ the 
mission of the Jew is to witness to God all th ld h • . over e 
wor , emp asizing the religious function of Israel 
and rejecting any assertion of Jewish nationality ' 
which it has long ago outgrown, we hold that Isra~l'e 
Redemption will only be realized when the Jew will have 
the right to live in any part of the world and all 
racial and religious prejudice and persecu~ion ~ded 
Israel will be free as a religious power and integrai 
part of all nations to give world service •••• 

•. • • In the present circumstances we believe that 
while nothing Jewish is alien to our Jewish hearts, and 
that while we are ready to help in the work of re­
building Palestine for some Jews, we reemphasize the 
view of Jewish life for which our Conference stands-­
that Israel is not a nation, but a religious conmunity; 
that Pal2stine is not the homeland for the Jewish 
People but that th~-whole world ought to be its 
home.109 

The proponents of the majority report argued that the report was 

61 

a balanced one, with concessions to the Zionists, and a groWing recogni­

tion of the historical realities in the world. They pleaded with the 

Zionists not to introduce a minority resolution. But the debate was 

R bbi Samuel Schulman went unheeded. 
bitter, and the pleas of men like a 

Rabbi Schulman declared the following: 

11 ersonalities. Let us consider 
Let us brush asideh:t ~s said preceding this debate. 
non-existent all t it was fo~~tbat very reason 
Knowing human nature, I begged the gentleman who 

1 t on my knees that a mos · it report not to bring in a 
brouglJ.t in the mi~or r, I said, "no one expects you 
minority report, For, rt as a public man' known 
to sign the majority repo te against it. But there 
as a Zionist. You can ~y for you to 'bring in a 
is no compelling neces: up this debate for the 
minority report and br ng 
fourth time." • • • 



• • • The facts 
conceived · prove that the maj Zi . l.n any spirit of th ori ty report was not 
I on1sm, but is a genuine d ? old aggressive anti-
srael. • • • esire to do something for 

• • • Is it not time that th 
end? That is what th· e partisan spirit should 
Am · l.s report me erica , to Israel to th ans. It says to 
can for those Jews, that he world, "We will do all we 
We even say that if th ave. to go to Palestine. 11 

will become a greats ?Yigo in sufficient numbers they 
you want? Is that pl.rb tual influence. What more do 

i 
an o scure object 

react onary attitude? I thin . ' an uncompromising-, 
a great step forward It k this Conference has taken 
American Jewry ••• : states clearly the position of 

• • • You· must adopt this re ort thing else And .f P • You cannot do any-
• 1 you send this out to th ld 

world will say that the Central Co f e wor ' the 
~:::i~·has n~t o~ly maintained itsnh~;;:n~~a~~~·:!~an 

. ions, ut J.t has pointed a path of statesma h wi~dom and genuine lOYe of Israel to that organiz~i!~' 
wh1ch has been claiming, as a monopoly, that it alone 
can work for Israel. 

Parad?xic~l as it may seem, the partisan Zionist 
organizat1on stands today in the way of a union of 
Israel for the practical work of doing anything for 
Palestine. That is the meaning of this report and 
that is the motive that animated me.110 ' 
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Rabbi Schulman's pleas were thoughtful and conciliatory. But 

Rabbis Max Heller and Horace J. -Wolf were unimpressed. They still felt 

obliged to offer a substitute resolution. Therefore their minority report 

stated, in part: 

This Central Conference of American Rabbis mu.st 
perceive that conditions annihilate theories. Truth 
and justice hav~ not changed; but solemn duties are 
arising 'out of inexorabLe circumstances. 

Now that Palestine is to be, by world consent, a 
national hemeland for our people, our duty is, first 
of all to lift our hearts in fervent gratitude to 
the my~terieus Providence which is guiding the J~wish 
people out of its wildernesses into the Pro{Qi;sed Land; 
then to convey the expression of our own warm apprecia­
tion to those human agencies; the Zionist Organization, 
the British Government, the Entente Powers and 
President Wilson, who have been instrumental in bringing 
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about this consunmation· t 
no longer with us wh h' 0 honor the memories of those 
realization of ou 1°a ive fought and suffered for the 

r ong ngs of al lastly, to call as , 
1 

mqst two score .. centuries; 
1 earnest y as that they shall take .we can, upon our people 

and steadfas up, in a spirit of fervid loyalty 

h
. h t_hope, the delicate and difficult tasks 

w ic now await us.111 

In spite of the trend away from "the ola aggressive anti-Zionism" 

within the Central Conference, the position of the Hebrew Union College 

was still dominated by the intransigent anti-Zionism of President 

Kaufmann Kohler, and the Board of Governors of the College. The Board 

of Governors appointed a committee which included Dr. Kohler, to report 

on the action taken by the Supreme Council of the League of Nations in 

awarding a Mandate over Palestine to Great Britain. The committee's 

task was "to define the position of the hundreds of thousands of American 

citizens, who are Jews in religion and Americans in nationality·" 

According to an article appearing in the Jewish Advocate entitled, "Hebrew 

Union College Authorities Object to San Remo Action," the College heads · 

stated the following: 

1. We deny the right of any body of men to determine 
our citizenship for~us, as the Supreme Council presumed 
t d in the Declaration that a Jew of American, French, 

5°it~ h or other nationality, may retain his nationality 
a~th~~ h he is a citizen of the State of Palestine. It 
. 

1 
g b lievable that thi.s is a true report. How 

16 a most un e . f p 1 t' · can American Jews be declared citizens o a es 11nde, or 
d . thout their consent? This wou mean 

any other lan.' ~ lo alty. This we repudiate emphatically 
a divided nationa WI Yhave but one citizenship, the 
and unreservedly.i e ther· we know but one national 
Am i and des re no 0 

' er can, . an and recognize no• other. 
loyalty, the Americ ' 

h t o one land, Palestine,or any other, 
2. We declare ~thae :ational home for the Jews," as 
can be called SU eme council. Each land, 

b d by the pr 1 h has een one al citizens, is the nationa ome 
whereof Jews are loy tine is not our national home. 
for those Jews. Pales expect to be citizens of that 
We are not now and never 

land.112 

Wi hi the next decade, changes 
t n 

would take place gradually within 
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the Hebrew Union College. In 1921-22 J 1. , u ian Morgenstern would become 
President of the College, · succeeding .Kaufmann l<bhlor. 

v But Morgenstern, 

as well as Kohler before him pr f . d 
' 0 esse strict· anti-Zionist convictions. 

Though he saw that the Jewish homeland i p 1 n a estine was a reality, and 

he felt that "recriminations about · t · i were irrelevant," Morgenstern 

still believed that Zionism and American Judaism were incompatible. 

"While acceding to the reality of the Yishuv," writes David Polish, "and 

even the possibility of a Jewish State, he posited a clear separation of 

American Judaism from Judaism in the land of Israei.11113 

Clearly, the opinion of the student body at the College was moving 

toward non-Zionism or pro-Zionism more quickly than was the opinion of 

the College administration. According to the results of a survey of 

student opinion conducted at the College in 1930, "even then .69 percent 

were favorable to some form of Zionism, 22 percent were neutral, and 

only 9 percent were opposed. A generation earlie~, only 17 percent had 

been pro-Zionist. 

flourished on the 

As early as 1932 two Hebrew-speaking societ1es 

114 
campus." 

Another study of student opinion on Zionism was published only 

two years later, in the Brandeis Avukah Annual of 1932. In an article 

entitled' "Palestine and Oiir Rabbinical Schools'" Armond E. Cohen, a 

student at the Jewish Theological seminary of New York City, set out to 

determine the attitudes towards Palestine being manifested among the 
At the 

Yeshiva College, 

leins of the daY• 



of America, Cohen enco untered th e predictable 1 
Zion, and at least an att' ove for Palestine and 

itude of openness toward political 
an organized movement. Zionism as 

He described the S i " . l em nary student body as 
unanimous y pro-Palesti ne, as it has always be . 

Zionistic."115 en • • • and unanimously 

The Hebrew u · nion College, however, was described by Cohen as the 

most interesting of all the semi , nar1es he surveyed. His report is 

clearly biased · f in avor of the Zionist side of the issue,, as can be 

perceived from the tone of his comments. Nonetheless, the results of 

e orm rabbinical students' regarding his survey show the trend of rthe R f 

the issue of Zionism: 

Not so long ago the Hebrew Union College wa's not a 
healthy place for one who suffered from Zionist "dementia." 
The . College atmosphere emanating directly from its 
monied trustees and indirectly from its faculty did not 
make for Zionist activity. The early forefathe;s of 
Reform were too busy in their mission of de-Judaizing 
American Israel to permit their students to waste their 
time in thoughts of rehabilitating in Palestine the 
scattered remnants of Israel. But even College walls 
have a conscience, and to atone for its lack of Zionist 
personalities in the early days, the Hebrew Union College 
in later years more than acquitted itself by turning 
out such men as Abba Hillel Silver, James G. Heller, 
Barnett R. Brickner, et alii. There are today in the 
various departments of the Hebrew Union College ninety­
one students. Of these, twenty-one are active Zionists, 
nine have Zionist inclinations (they may pull through); 
fifty-two are good traditionally Reform Rabbinical 
material (they are indifferent or undecided in 
attitude), seven are definitely anti-Zionists (their 
definiteness indicating that they hardly belong. in the 
Rabbinace), and two are actively propagandistic against 

Zionism •••• . 

Although to the ardent Zionist a... total of thirty acttive 
Zionists out of a student body of nine~y..one may not 
seem hopeful, considerilll the fact that;, ~ep~ thlrty 
are to be weighed aga:i.n•t only nine who are active anti-
Zionists' the situation takes on a JDC>re encouraging 
aspect. The fifey-tw9 .. who at:e ind~~t:-., be 
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considered and f 
h 

, or practical 
t ere were a student b d purposes it is as thougn 
thirty are pro-Palest•o y of only thirty-nine, of whom 

ine •••• 

• • • This group will in the 
opinions of the monl.' d 1 very near future mould the 

e c ass of Am i group should be the h f er can Jewry. This 
Years ago, had these ~::do the leaders of Zionism. 
budding of Zionist int ers ~een even the slightest 
of the Hebrew Union Co~~est w1~hin the sterile confines 
"Da enu 11 ege' t ey would have said 

y • . And now' seeing so promising a growth from 
b~rre~ soil t~ey should proclaim "nissim v 'niflaot" and 
Sl.ng Hallelujah" even while the departed and sainted 
forefathers of American Reform rant and rave in their 
roseate abodes. Much may be hoped for from the Central 
~nference of .American Rabbis. And from the sedately 
al.lent Temples of Reform the plea for Zionism will yet 
erna~ate with a vengeance. These young men may be called 
tral.tors to Reform, but they are determined to be faith­
ful servants to Israel. 116 

66 

Also of interest was the attitude of the student body at the Jewish 

Institute of Religion in New York City. Founded in 1922'.by the great 

Zionist leader of Reform Judaism, Rabbi Stephen s. Wise, the Jewish 

Institute of Religion was an alternative seminary to the Hebrew Union 

College, for: ·predominantly Reform rabbinical candidates. Cohen chose 

to conclude his study of the four seminaries with the Jewish rnstitute 

of Religion, "because we wish to leave our readers with an encouraging 

note." These were his enthusiastic findings at Rabbi Wise's seminary in 

1932: 
d f the Jewish Institute of Religion think 

The stu ents 0 k in its behalf as they do of 
about Palestine and worwish life. They think and do as 
all other aspects of Jet r compliment could be paid them, 
Dr. Wise does. No gr~a.e is an insatiable love for 
for this means that t ~:s not only think 'of Zion, but 
Zion; this means that byi ing about its restoration; 
are actively engaged in r :!rpasaed in Zionist activity 
this means that they ar:e~osical students a and perhaps 
by any other group of t idents of Avukah are men of 

11 d m..w. past Pres 
unequa e • ~ww f Religion. 
the Jewish Institute o 

The Director of 
inception, is a 

sunmer school aitlce i ~ 
the Avuk&h .:.t.: J I ...,.. 'l'be ldfibr of 
student of gi& • eA• 
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this Avukah Annual i 
important Avukah Cornms· at student of the Institute i l. tee is • Every 
nterested Institute t d strengthened by a sincerely 

f . d . s u ent A l.n s l. ts home in th I • strong Avukah chapter e nstitute. 

Although Dr. Wise's long period 
activity overshadows the acti . of leadership in Zionist 
other faculty members t VJ.ties of lesser lights the 
and Pro-Zionist Prof 00 are unanimously Pro-Palestine 

• essors Tcherno •t 1 Spiegel, Baron Benderly B. d Wl. z, S onimsky, 
adorrunents to ~orld Zi i, in er, Touroff, all are 

h 
on am. Here as in th 

t e early Non-Zionist Hebrew. Uni , e case of 
the case of the . on College, or as in 
ical Seminary of c~:~~tently Pro-Palestine Jewish Theolog-

. ca, or as in the case o.f the 
apathetl.c Yeshiva College the spirit f facult d ' emanates rom the 

. . y an penetrates to the studentry. Leaders and 
Zl.onist elders of Zion sing ye Hallelujah!ll7 

Meanwhile, the rabbis of the Central Conference were still occupied, 

during the decade of the 1920s, with the task of finding their 'resting 

point' regarding the issue of Zionism. The C.Onference seemed bent on 

pursuing a non-Zionist, yet•actively cooperative course of action. The 

rabbis felt the desire to aid in the development of Palestine, mostly 

for Jewish refugees from Europe and Russia. But they were not yet ready 

to affirm the principles of political Zionism. The CCAR had begun to 

acknowledge its responsibility to help retiuild Palestine, but organized, 

secular, and political Zionism would not yet receive Reform a.ssistance. 

An example of Reform aid for Palestine was the contribution of 

money for the establishment of certain. educational and cultural insti-
A 1921 

tutions in Palestine, such as Jerusalem's Hebrew University. 

resolution passed 
d h 11 d vor to arrive at 

by the Conference note t e en ea 

t
h d of cooperation with the Zionist or­

expedtent me o some practical and 

ldi 
f paiestine." It was noted as well 

ganization towards th~ rebui ng 
0 

1 h 
ted cooperation is the attempt to 

that what nprevents our who e- ear 118 
li ti al Zionism·" 

force us to accept the principle of po c 
dves passed the "Fish Zionist 

In 1922 the House of Representa 



Resolution" on July l. The resolution f avored th 
national home for the J . h e establishment of a 

ewts people in Palestine. 

ta].
. ned th f 11 The resolution con-

e o owing preamble: 

Whereas the Jewish 
1

. d people 
ieve in and yearned for 

have for many centuries be-
the rebuilding of their ancient 

homeland, and 

Whereas, owing to th e outcome of th W 1 part therein the Jewish 1 e or d War and their 
recreate and re-organi peop e are to be enabled to 
their fathers which w~~la ~ational home in the land of 
its long-deni~d o ortu . g ve to the house of Israel 
Jewish life and c~ltur n~ty hto re-establish a fruitful 

e in t e ancient Jewish land! 
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A number of Reform rabbis had gone to h t e House of Representatives 

estl. y against passage of the strongly pro-Zionist in Washington to t ' f 

resolution. The Jewish Advocate noted speeches in the "Congressional 

Recol:'d'! by three Jewish Congressmen. On f h h e o t e t ree, Congressman 

Rossdale, "unsparingly attacked the Reform rabbis who opposed the Fish 

Resolution in Congress •11119 

By 1924 the Central Conference of American Rabbis was on solid non­

Zionist ground. Two events occurred in that year, however, which served 

to nudge the Reform rabbis even closer to the Zionist point of view. 

First, the racist restrictions against inunigration in the Johnso~ lnmli-

gration Act of 1924 seemed particularly directed against countries 

containing large Jewish populations. Secondly, the proposal to create 

a Jewish Agency for Palestine, composed of equal Zionist and non-Zionist 

representation, was considered by the Central Conference. 
The President 

plan of action regarding the Je'flish .Agency. 
Rabbi Simon, filled with 

of the Conference, Rabbi Abram Simon, pleaded for acceptance of this 

fear over the recent inmdgration r08trictions, saw the political 

1 
Message contained the following 

realities clearly. Hie President 
8 



perceptive and carefully worded remarks: 

• • • The official stat 
remains as its repudiat::n\ of our Conference ••• 
Nothing has trans i 0 Nationalistic z· i 1 P red to s Lon am. 
we 1-worded document. Th uggest any change in that 
often leaves finely wovene march of events, however 
through the meshes of 1 .theories behind. Life br~ks 
contrary, Palestinism i~gLc. Whatever we may say to the 
and calls to us as insist a rn~re impressive responsibility 
political Zionism W ent Y as the condemnation of ' 

• e are not i · Palestine as equal in . v ewLng the segment of 
circumference of Israe~~:ew~;l~esponsibility to the 
of the Holy Land has our f hope. The rehabilitation 

1 
pro ound sympathy . t h 

on y expressed it in a willi , ye we ave 
Palestine Development Counci~g c~operation with the 

Pales~ine cannot succeed on r~solu~i~~~~am:~!~~nof zeal 
practLcal co-operation and financi 1 g , 

i 
a support of a 

un ted Israel can alone make this h A t · ope come true. 
ccep Lng our Conference Resolution in its fullest 

imp~rt, . the conclusion is inevitable that we must 
ass7st . Ln the rehabilitation of the Holy Land either 
as individuals or as an organization. 

The use of the words Zionist and non-Zionist is necessary 
so long as important distinctions are comprehended by 
them. That these distinctions lie imbedded in histori­
cal and philosophical interpretations is obvious. That 
they cannot be leg.islated out of the minds of sincere 
advocates by mere protests is equally obvious. What is 
the comrnon~ sense point of view? What should we do to 
make good our determination to facilitate inmigration 
and to help in the reconstruction of Palestine? 

A basis upon which non-Zionists may labor is furnished 
in the authoritative declaration of the recent Carlsbad 
Conference that a Jewish Agency be created of equal 
Zionist and non-Zionist representation to carry into 
effect the expectation of the Balfour Declaration. The 
non-Partisan Group is the first and only body which has 
thus far made any serious effort to formulate a workable 

Its tentative outlines may be delineated as 
program. 
follows: 

(a) e Council or Jewish Agency shall be composed 
Th nundred and fifty members, to be equally 
of one Zionists and non-Zionists·.. FortY, 
divided betwtheell on-Zionist~ membus are to be 
per cent of e n 
choseii from the Uni~ed States. 

d of eighteen ia to be creat~ 
(b) An Executi~e :eoar 

of equal representation. 
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(c)' A Body of Experts is to be selected by the 
Executive Committee to function in Palestine. 

(d) With the acceptance of the Jewish Agency i:n all 
lands, the Zionist Organization will discontinue 
as The Jewish Agency ••• • 

More and more tightly will the lines be drawn 
around immigration into our country. If race shall be 
added to nation, and then religion added to both as 
bases of restriction, the coming of Jews to our land 
in a few years will be impossible. In other words, the 
Jewish population in our land must grow from within. 
The outlook in European lands for Jewish settlements is 
not promising. Palestine, at least, holds out a beacon 
of _hope for those of our brethren who wish to live there. 
To make it possible for them to come within the limits 
of reasonable and assimilable numbers implies an 
adequate preparation of the country, and this in lines 
of irrigation, colonization, hygiene, education and 
industrial development calls for a huge sum of money. 
Our interest in this great adventure is sincere enough 
to override our fears that some with whom we are to 
co-operate still find comfort in the illusive dream of a 
Jewish State. What form of political unity may be 
necessary five decades hence cannot be raised as an 
impassable obstacle against our desire for the creation 
of a Jewish Agency. It is our fond "hope that the above 
mentioned fonnula for a Jewish Agency may be presented to 
a conference of Jewish representatives of our land for 
adoption. Without awaiting such an assembly, our 
conference is now in the1:valley of Decision. Can we 
Jewish leaders not accept this formula or so modify it 
by safeguarding' reservations as to express the williqg 
attitude of non-Zionists? There are thi;ee cou~ses: 
Organize a new non-Zionist g:roup or c'on'tinue our pres-ent 
irreconcilability, or co-operate with a non-Partisan 
Conference. I i:ecoIIUl\end the acceptance by our 
Conference of the basis recommended by the non-Partisan 
Group, and the appointment of a Committee to co-operate 
with the same or a more inclusive body in the further 
development of this progr,am.120 

The Conference was led by an as"sertfve l'\O'n-Ztonist Presid~nt, 
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Rabbi Si~on. He was hBartily in favor of cooperation in all efforts for 

tile Phy.ai~al rehabilita~ion of Palestine. The report of the Committee on 

the Pr eaident's Message was equally open to such sentiments toward 

Pa.leattn-e • Tlie, Committee rs report, which was adopted unanimously, was 

a.a followa: 



Your co~ittee having studied with the greatest care 
the President's review of our cooperation in the social­
economic rehabilitation of Palestine the account of 
his contacts with the non-partisan g;oup which is 
studying the same problem, his recommendation that the 
Conference accept the tentative outlined program of the 
newly contemplated Jewish Agency as sugg~sted by the 
non-partisan group, and his recommendation that a 
Conunittee be appointed to co-operate with this group 
or with a more inclusive body in the further develop­
ment of this program reconunends: 

(a) That the Conference reaffirm its agreement to 
co-operate in the rehabilitation of Palestine. 

(b) That the Conference favors the formation of a 
non-partisan group for the development of Palestine, 
that the President continue his unofficial co­
operation with the non~partisan conference 
mentioned in the message·, in the further develop­
ment of its program, but that no final action be 
taken until approved by the members of our 
Conference in convention assembled.121 

The resolution was actually put off until the 1930 convention in 
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Providence, Rhode Island. In that year, following the bloody 1929 riots 

of Arabs against Jewish settlers in Hebron, and other parts of Palestine, 

the Conference finally joined the Jewish Agency for Palestine.122 By 

the early 1930s, a new atmosphere on the issue of Zionism had taken hold 

in the CCAR. The anti-Zionist position appeared to be virtually dead. 

Anti-Zionism had become a minority viewpoint. Non-Zionism, now dominant 

in the CCAR conventions, seemed to be merely an interim measure, and a 

stepping-stone along the road to full-fledged support of the Zionist 

cause. Of course, the voices of Zionist rabbis in the Conference were 

being increasingly heard with authority and greater acceptance. By 1927, 

at least ten percent of the Reform rabbis were political Zionists. 

These included Joseph Fink, Leon Fram, James Heller, Max Heller, Judah 

Ma.gnes, Abba Hillel Silver and Stephen Wise. Furthermore, the year 

1926 saw the first ordineea graduate from the Jewish Institute of 



Religion in New York. This event, inspired by Rabbi Stephen S. Wise's 

dedication to Zionism, fueled the move toward pro-Zionism within the 

ranks of the Central Conference.123 

The 1930 convention of the Conference was the scene of the 

uncanny "Hatikvah Debate." The fight was over· the inclusion of the 

Zionist anthem, "Hatikvah," in the proposed new hymnal of the Reform 
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Movement. The debate, which could have been an all-out battle in earlier 

years, was moderate in its tone. Stephen S. Wise rose to defend the 

anthem's r ightful place in the hymnal. Wise asked if the anthem had 

been purposefully omitted from the book. Rabbi Louis Wolsey replied 

that only devotional music had been included in the hymnal. To which 

Wise countered by asking why "the military, bellicose, and in other ways 

objectionable 'Star Spangled Banner"' was included. Finally it was 

124 moved and passed that 11Hatikvah" be added to the new Reform hymnal. 

In 1932, Barnett Brickner, like Max Heller two decades earlier, 

called for a new approach to the Reform idea of the Jewish Mission in 

the world. In his address of that year, Brickner suggested giving new 

significance to the Reform Mission idea by charging it with some healthy 

JeWish nationalism.125 

The"year -1933 saw the rise of Adolf Hitler to the position of 

Chancellor of Germany. CCAR President Morris Newfield lost no time in 

calling for strong measures to avert a catastrophe for German Jewry. 

In his President's Message, Rabbi Newfield made the following observa­

tions and reco1DI11endations to the members of the CCAR: 

• • • The plight of German Jewry will force a large 
number especially of the younger generation, to 
migrat;. The cruel laws and decrees passed by the 
Nazi government place the Jews of Germany into an 
inferior class of citizenship, the inevitable result 



of whi~h will be economic destruction. The future of 
Jewry in Germany seems hopeless. No wonder that in 
spite of their natural love of the Fatherland large 
numbers will be compelled to find a new home.' 

The gates of very few countries are open to immigration. 
Palestine alone seems to offer possibilities for settle­
~ent o: a comparatively large number. The Jewish Agency 
is taking steps to make such a mass-settlement possible. 
Large sums of money will be needed to accomplish this. 
The Jews of the world are asked, or will be asked to 
raise funds for this purpose. Irrespective of our 
views on Zionism, American Jewry will respond to this 
appeal. 

• • • I therefore recommend that the Central Conference 
of American Rabbis heartily endorse the appeal of the 
Jewish Agency for adequate means to promote the settle­
ment of large numbers in Palestine, and that we urge 
the members of the Conference to support this endeavor 
in their respective communities.126 
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In his Conference sermon in 1934, Rabbi Abraham Feldman called for 

a partial revision of the old Pittsburgh Platform of 1885. Like Rabbi 

Brickner two years earlier, he saw the need for combining the religious 

and ethnic aspects of Judaism. He believed that Zionism could combine 

political and spiritual elements into a legitimate Jewish life-style. 

Said Rabbi Feldman : 

We should revise the fifth paragraph of the Pittsburgh 
Platform of 1885. That paragraph, in one part of it, 
defines the people of Israel to be a "religious 
community" egcclusively, and renounces any future hope 
for the rebuilding of Palestine. I feel that we 
should now revise that paragraph and make it more 
consonant with our modern needs and convictions ••• 
Nearly half a century has elapsed since the "Pitts-. 
burgh Platform" was adopted •••• A new statement, a 
new declaration of principles is· imperative.127 

Within three years' time, Rabbi Abraham Feldman would have his 

lfiah for a new statement on Zionism granted. It was at the 1935 con­

~entton of the Central Conference of American Rabbis that Reform ant1-

Zion18Dl died, and neutrality became the official attitude o~the CCAR. 
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on the issue of Zionism. Many perceived correctly that soon the Con­

ference would debate its commitment to the principles of Jewish nati·onal­

ism. The Committee on Resolutions offered the following resolution, 

which passed by a vote of 81-25: 

WHEREAS, At certain foregoing conventions of the 
Central Conference of American Rabbis, resolutions 
have been adopted in opposition to Zionism, and • 

WHEREAS, We are persuaded that acceptance or re­
jection of the Zionist program should be left to the 
determination of the individual members of the Con­
ference themselves, therefore 

BE IT RESOLVED, That the Central Conference of American 
Rabbis takes no official stand on the subject of 
Zionism; and be it further 

RESOLVED, That in keeping with its oft-announced 
intentions, the Central Conference of American Rabbis 
will continue to co-operate in the upbuilding of 
Palestine, and in the economic, cultural, and particu­
larly spiritual tasks confronting the growing and 
evolving Jewish Community there.128 

The year 1935 was also the year in which 241 Reform rabbis from all 

across America joined with hundreds of Conservative and Orthodox rabbis 

,in giving their approval "to the principles and ideals of Labor Palestine 

or the Histadruth." The statement of the rabbis expressed their belief 

that "the prophetic ideals espoused by Liberal Judaism are especially 

compatible with those of the Labor movement in Eretz Israel.u The 

statement of the 241 Reform rabbis concluded with the following message: 

This program of the Histadruth in Palestine, and the 
League for Labor Palestine in America, seems to us 
to be at one with the essential principles of prophetic 
idealism. Many of its economic aims are part of the 
Social Justice Program of the Central Conference of 
American Rabbis. 

We conclude, therefore, with the declaration that, as 
~e see it, Liberal Judaism, in addition to its general 
sympathy with the rehabilitation of Palestine as the 



Jewish homeland should f 1 for labor Pales~ine. W ee an especial enthusiasm 
and to our fo e commend to our colleagues 

!lowers hearty support for the Histadruth 
and the League for Labor Palestine.129 
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The 1935 convention of the CCAR 
was called the convention of 

Zionist "neutrality," because of the official resolution expressing 

the non-Zionist position of the Conference. It was at that ~nference, 

however, th a t a debate took place between Abba Hillel Silver, the 

great Zionist leader, and Samuel Schulman, the now aging yet implacable 

foe of Jewish nationalism. It was truly a meeting of giants--Schulman 

defending the classical Reform, anti-nationalist position; and Silver, 

the incomparable leader of American Zionism. How ironic that Reform 

Judaism should produce some of Zionism's most implacable foes on the 

one hand; and yet on the other, some of its most prominent and effective 

leaders. 

At any rate, the debate between Schulman and Silver of 1935 showed 

haw substantial the growing support for Zionism was among Reform rabbis. 

A complete reversal of momentum had taken place since the addresses of 

1899. Now the anti-Zionist case is presented as apologetic by Dr. 

Schulman. Whereas Dr. Silver's pro-Zionist statement reveals the cer-

tainty that Zionism must be the wave of the future, and that the majority 
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of American Jews are firmly pro-Zionists. 

In Dr. Schulman's speech, he attempted to prove that Israel is NOT 

a race· . •t ~· s N0T a nationality; it is NOT a civili-. , it is NOT a nation;· ~ l. ... · 

Zation! Israel said Schulman, is now, and has always been, a religious 
' 

f~1th hi 1 eligion designed only to serve the One ""' ; a universal and et ca r 

God of all Humanity. Jewish me.ssianism is universalism for Schulman. 

At one point in his address, he stated: 



If we ask ourselves in all f 
. h 1 , rankness 'ust hat i is t at a 1 who belong to Is 1 , J w t 
· rae today have in 
chonunon • ~ • what they have in common is the fact 
tat mornings and evenings ' th 
H 0 I ey say, or ought to say: 
ear, srael, the Lord our God th L d . 

Th · h' ' e or is One. ere is not ing else that binds th -
b · Co em. • • • Israel 
.ecarne a ngregation of God and this is what Israel 
is today, a religious corranunity and nothing else. 

And what, according to Schulman, is Jewish nationalism? ''It is 

a distinctive break with the whole of Jewish history." It is, for the 

first time in Jewish history, placing Israel over God; instead of pre­

serving Goo .as enthroned over Israel!131 
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Dr. Silver sought to prove in his address to the Central Conference 

of American Rabbis that Israel was many things, and not just one mono-

lithic entity. Israel, he argued, certainly was a religious community, 

with a unique spiritual mission in the world. But Silver maintained 

that Israel's status as a religion did not deny its status as a nation, 

a race or a people with its own land and language. He lambasted the 

Reform rabbis who included in the Pittsburgh Pla~form of 1885 the following 

declaration of principle: "We consider ourselves no longer a nation, but 

a religious conununity, and therefore expect neither a return to Palestine 

• • • nor the restoration of any of the laws concerning the Jewish 

State." Silver points out that this was the first statement of its kind 

ever made by any group of religious leaders in Jewish history. He states 

that if d R i"an Jews in past years liad ne~ persecuted European an uss 

reso k' d in order to alleviate the hatred rted to a declaration of this in ' 

of a h it is incredible that American nti-Semitism from their lives, ten 

Reform rabbis would completely renounce this vital area of Jewish 

identity. 

Je~dah b n crucial to our identity as Jews, "~ nationalism has always ee 



according to Silver, and to remove nationalism 
from Judaism is a dis-

tortion and art error. The prophets spoke of a nationalistic restora-

tion as they called for ' the rebuilding of the political life of the 

Jewl..sh nation. The uni"versal · · mission of the Jews was never meant to 

conunit our people to eternal life in the Galut--Dispersion was never 

meant to be seen by the Jews as a blessing. And .certainly, the Messi­

anic hope of Judaism has always been 11bound up with the restoration of 

Israel to Palestine," ever since the days of Second Isaiah. Only the 

Hellenistic apocalyptic writers and some Reform rabbis have attempted 

to separate national restoration from the Jewish Messianic ideai.132 

Surely one of Silver's most convincing arguments of ·all was this 

delineation of the striking similarity between the positions taken by 

Paul and the Hellenistic Jews, and those taken by the anti-Zionist 

leaders of Reform Judaism. Both groups accepted Jewish universalism 

and rejected most of Jewish particularism. Both groups insisted upon 
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religious faith being entirely divorced from nation, race, land or 

language. Both groups saw Jewish Law as a burden. The extreme Reformers 

hated the Talmud and the Shulchan Aruch. "The Bible they spared," says 

Silver, "for after all the Bible was sacred also to Christians·" But 

both groups simply did away with such laws as circumcision, Sabbath 

observ 1 Both groups believed that the Messianic ance, and dietary aws. 

Kit\gdom of God was just around the corner. 

i th e leaders who insist that Dr• Silver concluded by accus ng os 

Judaism is just a religious conununity of being guilty of substituting a 

Part f "f h religion of Israel has been the most or the whole. Even 1 t e 

Pote t d even if our religion has been the n force for our survival, an 

&l'eat civilization. we are still not synonymous eat gift of the Jews to • 

l 
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with religion. The Jewish people produced h 
t e Jewish religion as well 

as Jewish morals; culture, racial ties and 
nationalism. And "in relation 

to its r eligion," concludes Silver "Israel · b h . 
' lS Ot immanent and trans-

cendant, as is every great artist in relation to the creation of his 

133 
genius." 

Ttre next two years saw the non-Zionist phase of the Central Con-

ference of American Rabbis come to a close. The non-Zionism of the 

Conference was giving way to a strong stand favoring Zionism and the re-

establishment of the national Jewish homeland. In 1936, Felix Levy 

became the second avowed Zionist to hold the off ice of President of the 

CCAR. Admitting openly in his President's Message of 1936 that he was 

indeed a Zionist, Levy declared the following: "As for us, Israel's ways 

must be peace, surely on its own traditional soil. We pledge our help 

to Palestinian Jewry and assure them of our constant and deep interest 

in their welfare." Levy 1 s message was approved by the members of the 

Conf • h d' 134 erence wit out issent. 

Most important, however, in the Reform transition to pra-Zionism 

were the proceedings at the cCAR' 8 48th Annual Convention, held in 

Columbus, Ohio, during the week of May 25-30, 1937. There the Conference 

adapted a document entitled "Guiding Principles of Reform Judaism." 

The f th' new platform for Reform Jews was most significant section o is 

the 8 t' 1 The preamble to the principles stated the ec ion on Israe • 

following observation~ 
that have taken place in 

In view of the changes e consequent need of 
the modern world and th 

8 
of Reform Judaism, the 

stating anew the teachi~ rm Rabbis makes the 
Central Conference of Re 0 i 1 lea 135 
following declaration of pr nc P • 
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The all-important section on "Israel'' read as follows: 

Judaism is the soul of wnich Israel is the body. Living 
in all parts of the world, Israel has been held 
together by the ties of a common history, and ab?ve 
all, by the heritage of faith. Though we recognize in 
the group-loyalty of Jews who have beco~e est:anged. 
from our religious tradition, a bond which still unites 
them with us we maintain that it is by its religion 
and for its ;eligion that the Jewish people has lived. 
The non-Jew who accepts our faith is welcomed as a 
full member of the Jewish corranunity. In all lands 
where our people live, they assume and seek to share 
loyally the full duties and responsibilities of 
citizenship and to create seats of Jewish knowledge 
and religion. In the rehabilitation of Palestine, 
the land hallowed by memories and hopes, we behold 
the promise of renewed life for many of our brethren. 
We affirm the obligation of all Jewry to aid in its 
upbuilding as a Jewish homeland by endeavoring to make 
it not only a haven of refuge for the oppressed but 
also a center of Jewish culture and spiritual life. 

Throughout the ages it has been Israel's mission to 
witness to the Divine in the face of every form of 
paganism and materialism. We regard it as our historic 
task to cooperate with all men in the establishment of 
the Kingdom of God, of universal brotherhood, justice, 

136 truth and peace on earth. :'. This is our Messianic goal. 

Ironic as it may have appeared to many of the Reform rabbis at 

Columbus, it was none other than the ardent anti-Zionist Rabbi David 

Philipson himself who moved for the adoption of what would soon be 

known as the historic "Columbus Platform." In what would appear to 

have been a gesture of great courage and strength, Philipson told the 

Conference members: 

I am now the only man living who was at the Pittsburgh 
Conference. I was not in favor ·of a new Declaration 
bu~ the Conference wanted it •••• For the sake of 
historic continuity, I should like to be the one ~o 
move the adoption of ~his Declaration of Principles.137 
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The turn toward support of Zionism would also be made by the lay 

leaders of Reform Judaism, the members of the Union of American Hebrew 

Congregations. In a resolution adopted at its 35th Biennial Convention 
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in New Orleans in 1937, the Union affirmed its support for and eagerness 

to cooperate in the upbuilding of Palestine. The resolution, which would 

be reaffirmed in even stronger terms during the Holocaust of European 

Jewry in the 1940s, made the following statement: 

The Union of American Hebrew Congregationo, in Council 
assembled, expresses its satisfaction at the progress 
made by the Jewish Agency in the upbuilding of 
Palestine. We see the hand of Providence in the 
opening of the gates of Palestine for the Jewish 
people at a time when a large portion of Jewry is 
so desperately in .need of a friendly shelter and 
a home where a spiritual, cultural center may be 
developed in accordance with Jewish ideals. The time 
has now come for Jews, irrespective of ideological 
differences, to unite in the activities leading to 
the establishment of a Jewish homeland in Palestine, 
and we urge our constituency to give their financial 138 and moral support to the work of rebuilding Palestine. 

The year 1937 was a turning poin~ for the Reform Movement. Only 

twenty years earlier, the Central Conference responded out of anti-

Zionist sentiment to the issuance of the Balfour Declaration. Since 

1917, the views of anti as well as non-Zionism had virtually been 

eliminated from the ranks of the Reform Movement. With the exception 

of the extreme American Council for Judaism, which was organized in 

1943, Reform Judaism had gone full swing from dogmatic anti-Zionism 

to active moral and financial support for the movement to rebuild the 

Jewish national homeland. 
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CHAPTER III 

~ t938~1948 . 

This study of the Reform Movement in the United States and its 

relationship to Zionism shall be completed with a discussion of the 

decade 1938-1948. These ten years saw a majority of Reform rabbis, 

scholars and lay people proclaim their whole-hearted allegiance to 

Zionism. Adolf Hitler and the Holocaust of European Jewry ended 

virtually all anti-Zionism. This final chapter in the history of the 

debate over Zionism is characterized by a solidly pro-Zionist Reform 

Judaism. The two major events within the Reform Movement during this 

decade were, however, the Jewish Army debate at the 1942 CCAR conven­

tion, and the subsequent formation of the tiny, extremist; anti-Zionist 

American Council for Judaism.. The Reform rabbis who formed the Council 

were declaring publicly that although anti-Zionism was 'down,' it was 

it was not yet •out, 1 
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Nevertheless, the Reform Movement was, collectively at least, 

voicing its new support for the aims and aspirations of pqlitical Zionism. 

The British government was planning, as early as the mid-1930s, to 

curtail at least a portion of the growing Jewish innnigration to the 

Yishuv in Palestine. By 1938, the CCAR had spoken out against the 

restriction of immigration to Palestine. Rabbi Max c. Currick, in his 

President's Message to the Forty-Ninth Annual Convention of the CCAR 

in 1938, pleaded with the inmigration authorities to reduce the unjust 

restrictions on Jewish immigration to Pal~stine, and other free nations: 
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Further that to our Government and to other Govern-, d . 
ments, and to official bodies which are engage in 
the legislation and regulation of immigration, repre­
sentations be made showing the additional hardships 
and distress caused political and religious refugees 
by the drastic restriction of immigration prevalent in 
practically all countries; to plead for a more uniform 
administration of the regulations in the various con­
sular offices of the respective countries. The 
recommendation for more liberal immigration laws and 
regulations refers also to Palestine, but not without 
due consideration of the conditions existing there.139 

The CCAR's Committee on Contemporaneous History and Literature, 
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also at the 1938 convention, recommended that the Central Conference of 

American Rabbis register a strong protest with British authorities in 

regard to the severe immigration restrictions that went into effect in 

Palestine on April 1, 1938. The committee's report concluded with the 

following urgent plea: 

• • • The hundreds of thousands who yearn to come to 
Palestine have been barred by the action of the English 
authorities who have granted an alletment of only three 
thousand immigration certificates for the six months 
beginning April 1, 1938. 

In spite of civil war at home, the threat of world 
war abroad, and the vacillating policy of the British, 
Palestinian Jewry is determined to go on. The passen­
ger harbor at Tel Aviv, built during the past year, 
stands as a symbol of the will of the people to keep 
the Promised Land open as a home and a haven. And 
now, more than ever before, it is necessary that the 
symbol be expressive of reality, that the dream become 
fact. In view of the growing distress in Central and 
Eastern Europe, it is imperative that the gates of 
Palestine be kept open and that England be held to 
her solemn pledges with respect to Palestine as a 
land of immigr~tion. 

Your committee, therefore, recommends to the Central 
Conference of A:merican Rabbis that its Execut1ve 
Board transmit a request to the British authorities 
through the British Ambassador to the United States' 
urging that the people of England be true to its fi~est 
traditions and to its own solemn promises by opening 
wide the gates of Palestine to Jewish refugees and 
pioneers who seek a home in their own Homeland.140 
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The worst, however, was still yet to come. In 1939 Great Britain 

issued ' its first repressive and restrictive 11White ' Paper on Palestine." 

The worst fears of world Zionist leaders had ' been confirmed. The 

British declared that they would limit irranigration to Palestine to 

15,000 Jews per year .for a period of five years. This would allow a 

total . immigration of only 75,000 Jews, among the millions of refugees 

attempting to flee the horror of Nazi Europe. Furthermore, additional 

Jewish immigration to Palestine would not be allowed without the approval 

of the Arab majority population there. CCAR President Max Currick ex-

pressed the moral outrage of the members of the Central Conference 

against the British White Paper. Rabbi Currick declared: 

The proposed settlement of the Palestine problem, 
as was prophesied before the British White Paper 
was published, will bring no settlement or peace 
in Palestine or elsewhere. An Arab state is to be 
established with the Jews in a definite and pemnanent 
minority. The National Home, in the sense in which 
Great Britain has interpreted it ever since the 
Balfour Declaration and the Mandate, is to be brought 
to an end. The Jews will be reduced to a minority 
status and forbidden ever to become more than a 
fixed fraction of the population. The magnificent 
civilizing work they have already done in Palestine 
will be blighted, and they will be denied the 
right, which has been solemnly pledged by Great 
Brita~n and b7 the League of Nations, to grow and 
flourish according to the capacity of the country ••• 

• • • Unfaithfulness to that bond at this time is an 
extreme and special cruelty to hundreds of thousands 
of daz~d and desperate, homeless, landless and state­
less Jews who have looked to Palestine as their one 
hope of fre,edom and a measure of security. Faith­
f~lness ~a its word which may still be reestablished 
since neither Arabs nor Jews approve the plan ' 
announced, wi~l win for Britain the moral a ro-
bation of enlightened mankind and even pp i 
is to b t d prove' t e e~ec e ' a greater measure of defense 
than the devices of cold political exp di 

·Thie "ti e ency. poei on we take because of our love of our 
own brethren and our sorrow over their undoi 
without altering our personal 1 i ng, and op n ons on the 



controversial political questions in which we have been 
involved. But not only for these reasons. We are . 
advocating only truth, justice and national good fait~­
We also have in mind the 110,000 Christians in Palestine, 
90% of whom are natives, who, while they have been 
supporting the Arab nationalist movement under pressure, 
dread a return to Moslem rule.141 

The CollUnittee on the President's Message of 1939 agreed in no un­

certain terms with the sentiments of the Conference President. The 

collllnittee report called on Great Britain not to break its promise to 

the Jewish people throughout the world. The following statement of the 

Conference was to be transmitted to the government of Great Britain via 

our State Department: 

We share the distress and chagrin expressed by the 
President of the Conference in connection with the 
issuance of the British White Paper and the action of 
the British.government in renouncing its pledge to 
facilitate the establishment of a Jewish Homeland in 
Palestine. We trust that the present program of the 
British Empire will be rectified speedily and that 
the development of the Jewish settlement in Palestine 
will not be frustrated, and the hope of finding in these 
tragic days a refuge for our persecuted brethren will 
not be destroyed. We recommend that the Conference 
transmit this statement to the British government 
through our State Department, earnestly pleading that 
Great Britain shall finally not renounce its word, 
plighted not only to the Jewish people but also to 
other nations.142 

In 1940, Julius Gordon delivered a lengthy scholarly address to 

the CCAR convention. His paper was entitled "Palestine in Jewish Life 

and Literature." Gordon related part of his address to the old and 

divisive issue of 1•split" or "dual" loyalties on the part;; of America, 
8 

Jews. His remarks gave support to the notion of American cultuTal 

pluralism rather than America as one big melting pot of many cultures. 

Gordon quoted Louis Brandeis to reinforce his view that Americanism 

and Zionism are compatible. Portions of his eloquent address follow: 
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••• In view of this challenge, would it not be wise 
for all Jews, regardless of their pe:sonal definition 
of Judaism to stanc ·together and unitedly advance a 
new defirii~ion of true tolerance and ideal citizenship? 
We should emphasize that true tolerance implies an . 
appreciation of differences; that any c~venant ~f peace 
must partake of the symbolism of the rainbow which 
stands for harmony in difference. In the same vein 
we should also re-define the concept of citizenship. 
We should make it clear that the desirable citizen 
is not a diluted and crushed personality but a vital 
and dynamic personality capable of making a distinct 
contribution to his environment and civilization; 
that the American Jew is a better citizen of the 
United States of America by virtue of retaining his 
loyalties to his people. This is the view of Louis 
D. Brandeis whose "Americanism" can hardly be questioned. 
"Let no American," says Brandeis, "imagine that Zionism 
is inconsistent with Patriotism. Multiple loyalties 
are objectionable only if they are inconsistent. A 
man is a better citizen of the United States for being 
also a loyal citizen of his state, and of his city; for 
being loyal to his family, and to his profession or 
trade; for being loyal to his college or his lodge. 
Every Irish-American who contributed towards advancing 
home rule was a better man and a better American for 
the sacrifice he made. Every American Jew who aids in 
advancing the Jewish settlement in Palestine, thoug~ 
he feels that neither he nor his descendants will ever 
live there, will likewise be a better man and a better 
American for doing so.'' 

I believe the time has come for Reform Judaism to 
crystallize a positive, affirmative attitude towards 
Palestine. We have eliminated Zion from our prayerbook, 
but we have not succeeded in removing Zion from the 
hearts of our people. And if we are to be at one with 
our people we must become aware of both the romance and 
the realism of this movement which embraces the Jewish 
past as well as the Jewish future •••• 143 

The last crucial debate over Zionism witkin the Central Conference 

of American Rabbis would take place during 1942 and 1943. The Jewish 

Army debate of 1942 and the subsequent formation of the American Council 

for Judaism were the significant final turning points in Reform 

Judaism's growing support for political Zionism and its programs. 
On 

January 2, 1942, the Jewish Exponent aummar1zed the four main ar~enta 
for the creation of a Jewish Army in Palestine: 
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l - The Jews want the right of self-defense, and they 
have a special claim in that Jews were singled out for 
persecution in Europe. 

2 - There should be a Jewish Army· similar in status to 
units representing free France or free Belgium, since 
the mandate regarded the Jewish national home as a 
recognized political entity. 

3 - In Sep~ember, 1940, Churchill had promised that 
the Jews could have their army in Palestine, to fight 
with Britain, but under a Jewish flag. In March, 1941, 
the Colonial Secretary delayed it, claiming technical 
difficulties, and on October 15 retracted the original 
promise. 

4 - The Jews should have the same right as other nations 
conquered by the Nazis, who formed national forces 
under British jurisdiction.144 

A nationwide "Committee for a Jewish Army," headed by j.ournalist 
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Pi~rre Van Paassen, and comprised of Jews and non-Jews alike, had a mem-

bership of thousands of concerned citizens who were frustrated and 

angered by official U.S. and British procrastination. 

The Committee's arguments for a Jewish Army are that: 
1) it would provide an effective and belligerent 
military force; 2) by proving the military courage 
and heroism of Jews it would counteract anti-Semitism; 
3) by giving Jews a place of their own in the fighting, 
it would guarantee them a part in the peace. To. Jews 
who back the Army proposal, a part in the peace means 
~ Jewish state in Palestine. The Committee is 145 supported by most of the 400,000 American Zionfsts. 

Congressman Andrew L. Somers of New York delivered a powerful 

speech in the U.S. House of Representatives on March 26, 1942, in which 

he sought American government influence to coax Great Britain to allow 

a Jewish Army in Palestine. Somers called upon all freedom-loving 

Americans to support the "Committee for a Jewish Army." He claimed 

that thousands of Jewish soldiers demanded "the right to fight," and 

that they would greatly help the Allies in the:.,~ ~ainat fa,aci.Bp\­

Theae are excerpts from Somera' speech in the House of Repreaentati~a: 



Mr. Speaker, in an apprehensive statement, Prime 
Minister Churchill told the united forces today that 
"we are likely to lose the war unless we use our combined 
overwhelming strength and use the multiplying oppor­
tunities that wi 11 pr es en t th ems elves to us •" I want to 
call to the attention of the Prime Minister the fact 
that the Conunittee for a Jewish Army has pointed out 
repeatedly that there is in Palestine and other Middle 
East countries a manpower capable of supplying an army 
of approximately 200,000 Jews ready to fight with th~ 
valor that is characteristic of those who are defending 
their homelands. The inunediate mobilization of these 
people must suggest itself as a wise course to all who 
want to see America win this war quickly •• 

• • • I venture to assert that it is only· .a question of 
a few weeks when American boys will be sent to Palestine 
to protect that region. Obviously there is an available 
army there now; a fierce army of traditional soldiers, 
for the Jewish people have, throughout the history of 
their existence, been a fighting people. Why not use it? 
The Jews were the first victims of Hitler. They want to 
fight. Why not let them fight, and in that way reserve 
our men for other important sections? 

For some reason the United Nations have failed to take 
advantage of this ready manpower. Therefore I respectfully 
suggest that the President of the United States, at the 
earliest possible date, negotiate with the British 
Goverrunent in an effort to utilize this manpower •• 146 

The momentwn was impressive, therefore, for organizing a Jewish 

Army in the Middle East. The Central Conference of American Rabbis, 

with the ardent Zionist Rabbi James Heller as President, met in conven-

tion in Cincinnati, Ohio, from February 24 to March 1, 1942. The exact 
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sequence of events which occurred surrounding the Jewish Army Resolution 

is confusing. Suffice it to note that ~he CCAR- did finally pass a 

resolution favoring the creation of a Jewish Army in Palestine. The vote 

was 64-38, and the final text of the resolution reads as follows: 

WHEREAS, the free peoples of the world a~e now engaged 
in a war for decency, justice and good faith in 
international relations, and fo;:r-_ the defense of their 
homes and their fT,eedoms against oppression and slavery 



And whereas, the Jewish population of 
eager to defend its soil and its h Palestine is 
man ome to the last , 

And whereas, despite its formal 
the government of Great Br' approval of the plan, 
itself of the offer of th itain has still failed to avail 
to establish a military ueiJtebwishdAgency for Palestine 

d n ase on Palestine c 
pose of Palestinian and stateless Euro J .' om-pean ews, 

Be it resolved that the Central Co f Rabbis adds 't . n erence of American 
. i s voice to the demand that the Jewish 

popula~ion of Palestine be given the privil f 
~stablishing a military force which will fi=~~ ~nder 
its.own banner on the side of the democracies, under 
allied colTUtland, to defend its own land and the near 
East to the end that the victory of democracy may be 
hastened everywhere.147 
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The debate over the resolution was intense and filled with bitter­

ness on the part of both the Zionist and the non-Zionist rabbis. 

Following are some excerpts from the debate: 

Rabbi Brickner: It would be incongruous indeed for 
h

. ' , 
t LS conference to place itself on record as approving 
the right of the Jews of Palestine to fight in the 8.J:1Jled 
forces of the British.. They are already doing so to 
the tune of 15,000 and therefore do not require our 
approval. It is a~.right that they possess and that is 
inalienable to them. It is a right that they are 
exercising at the present time. 

What they are demanding is the endorsement by this 
Conference of the right of the Jews of Palestine to 
muster a large army, based on Palestine, to fight under 
the Jewish banner as an integral part of the forces of the 
United Nations. It is something that has been grantee 
to the Free Dutch, the Free French, and the Free Poles, 
and many of us believe that right should be granted to 
the Jews of Palestine. I believe that thi~ would have 
tne effect o.f mustering a much larger Jewish army than 
is possible under the present arrangement, which ignores 
the m:ilitary needs of the situation, and surrenders to 
a policy ~f futile appeasement of the Arabs. A Jewish 
Array would be in the interest of the military strategy 
of the United Nations. It would give us an army of 
S0,000 to 60,000 men . ••• and enable the Australians 
and New Zealanders to remain at home where they are 
greatly needed, and leave the defense of Palestine if. 

part to the Jewish army. 



Rabbi Goldenson: A few days ago a member of this 
Conference informed me of his intentio.n to bring in 
a resolution, calling upon the Conference to put 
itself on record as opposing the creation of a 
Jewish Atrny as is being advo·cated in certain quarters. 
I said that I did not think it advisable to offer any 
such resolution • • • I said that I thought if sueh a 
resolution was offered it would stir up bad plood. 
As a result no such resolution is offered asking the 
Conference to go on record in opposition to the Jewish 
Army idea • • • Now we are asked to take up the old 
q~estion again in a new form. But after all it is the 
same question that will divide us in this Conference 
and lead to other mischief at the same time. We are 
after all a religious body and as a religious body we 
should go slow about putting ourselves on record for 
the creation of a Jewish Army. 

Rabbi Goodman: I hope that the lines today are not 
going to be drawn on the question as to whether the 
men are Zionists or non-Zionists. I think this is 
a human issue and a Jewish issue. The law of Great, 
Britain recognizes the Jews of Palestine as constituting 
a nationality. I do not consider ~yself a part of tbis 
Je~sh nationality 1 but as a member of the Jewish people 
I sympathize with the Jews of Palestine who may be. the 
next vfctims of Hitler. I believe they ha::ve the right 
as a national elem~nt in Palestine to fight under their 
own flag if they so desire. In Ealesti,ne the remnapts of 
the Polish Army have been reorganized and are fig~ting 
under the flag of Poland, and I believe that the Jews 
of Palestine are entitled to the same privilege. 

Rabbi Wolsey: ••• In my judgment the formation of a 
Jewish Army is going to confuse the attitude of America 
towards the J~w. We "8hould not want to interfere with 
tlie self-determination of the Jews livtng in Palestine. 
Let them do whatever they think is best under the c.ir­
cumstances. But we have a right to say what shall be 
the attitude of the Jew in America in the pres·ent very 
serious emergency. I believ:e there is great danger of 
a schism in American Jewish lif·e i£ we pass a resolution 
like this. Whether you wisll it or not this resoluticm 
would be looked upon as an enilersement of a Jewish 
Army. The Central Conference '5i Arnewican Rabbis then 
becomes an agency for confusing the -gublic mind upon 
the subject of milital.'ism so far as the Jew is concerned. 
I trust that this resolution will: net be passed. Each 
m~ber of the COnf'erence has the right of opinion as 
to whether or not there sho-uld be a Je'Wish Army, but 
I do not believe that the Conference, a religious organi­
zation, ~hould take a~y action on this subject. 
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Rabbi Eisendrath: I am one who interprets Jewish life 
religiously and spiritually rather than nationally, and 
I have been laboring in the British Empire so I can 
speak about leaving things to the judgment of the British 
government. I think I have seen more real religion, more 
real application of social justice and moral righteous­
ness in the labor colonies of Palestine than I have seen 
as a consequence of much of our work as rabbis. I want 
to see that endeavor for which we as a Conference stand, 
protected, and I am not certain that it will be protected 
if we carry out the policy of appeasement of certain 
influences in the British government. To whose judgment 
in the British government are we going to leave this 
question? At the time of Munich we were told to leave 
everything to the judgment of Mr. Chamberlain. Today • 
I urge the adoption of a resolution with teeth in it on 
this question. We are seeking to protect spiritual and 
religious values in America even though regretfully by 
force--let us grant the same right to our brethren in 
Palestine. 

Rabbi Philip Bernstein: It has been stated that the 
welfare of American Jewry is paramount. In my opinion 
this position is as unrealistic as it is immoral. American 
Jewry can not be isolated from the fate of world Jewry. 
If one thing has become absolutely clear since 1933 it 
is that there are no impenetrable frontiers that anti-
Semi tism can not surmount. The fate of world Jewry is 
involved with our fate. The current tragedy of Israel 
will inevitably affect our destiny. 

Even when men set up the selfish interests of American 
Jews as paramount they are compelled to face the fact 
that the security of American Jews has been tnreatened 
in the last decade not by the existence of the Jewish 
National Home in Palestine, but by the fate, the home­
lessness, the insecurity, the persecution of the Jews 
in Europe. Purely in terms of our own self interest it 
is imperative to work for a constructive solution for 
the Jewish problem in Europe. The future for our people 
there is exceedingly black and difficult regardless of 
the outcome of the war. Mil1ions have been driven from 
their homes and most of them have been extruded from the 
Economy of Europe. What realistic basis for hope is 
there that they will be accepted into normal positions 
in the European ecanomy when millions of men discharged 
from the aYmies will be seeking again some niche in 
that chaotic order? The Jewish National Rome in 
Palestine will be more necessary than ever when this 
war is over. 



Yes, there are political implications in this resolution. 
Whether the Jews will receive anything from the peace 
table but crumbs will depend in no small measure upon 
what we Jews do as Jews during the .war. Peace is not 
made on the basis of abstract justice or pleas to the 
world's conscience. Peace reflects the contributions 
that the peoples make to victory in the war. Whether 
the Jews will emerge from this war helpless and 
defenseless, or whether they will emerge strong, 
vigorous and hopeful will depend in no small measure on 
whether the Palestinian and stateless Jews will have 
the right to fight for their rights and human freedom 
in a Jewish army under the Allied conunand. 

Rabbi Freehof: My opinion is different from anyone 
who has spoken so far. If a motion had been introduced 
here for a Jewish Army and such a motion would be 
defeated, it is going to cause pain and disappointment 
to many in world Jewry. If the motion is passed it is 
going to cause a great deal of ill feeling in our 
Conference. I suggest that the whole discussion and the 
whole debate, including all resolutions, be expunged 
from the records. 

The motion to table was lost by a vote of 45 to 51. 

The motion that the original resolution be adopted 
carried by Aye, 64--Nay, 38.148 

The Jewish Army resolution was adopted by the CCAR in Cincinnati 

in February, 1942. But the passage of the resolution intensified the 

bitterness between the non-Zionists and the Zionists within Reform 

Judaism. The resolution was to be an open wound in the hearts of the 

opponents of Jewish nationalism. · For thein~the battle was just getting. 

underway. Inunediately following the CCAR convention, the UAHC Board 

149 of Trustees objected to the Jewish Anny resolution. 

Public statements of opposition to the COAR resolution began to 

appear in the press. The Jewish Exponent of Philadelphia carried a 

statement by sixty-threerabbis who were announcing their displeasure 

with the Jewish Anny resolution. This article, one of the earliest 

carried by the press, appeared in the March 20, 1942 edition of the 

newspaper: 
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Asserting that American Jewish opinion is sharply 
divided on the question of creating a Jewish Army in 
Palestine, 63 rabbis from many parts of the country 
issued a statement declaring that such an army would 
cause misunderstanding throughout the world and lead 
to further friction in Palestine. 

"We would urge, however," the statement said, "considera­
tion of the immediate arming under the British flag of 
all Palestinians loyal to the British and United Nations. 
As American rabbis, we earnestly appeal to all peoples 
and groups. to put aside their particular interests and 
separate programs at this crucial time and concentrate 
upon one objective only--winning the war. 11 150 

Two weeks later, the April 3 issue of the Jewish Exponent carried 

an impressive advertisement, with the headline stating: "Sixty-five 
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Reform Rabbis Oppose the Creation of a Jewish Army." The rabbis who 

signed the statement were from all parts of the United States.151 Almost 

inunediately after the appearance of the non-Zionist declarations, Rabbi 

Stephen S. Wise, chairman of the American Emergency Conunittee for Zionist 

Affairs, announced that he had received word from more than 350 Reform, 

Conservative and Orthodox rabbis, approving the proposal to establish a 

Palestine Jewish Army to fight independently under British command in 

the Near East. The article in the March 22 New York Times related that 

supportive messages had been received from James Heller, President of the 

CCAR, and the presidents of the Conservative and Orthodox rabbinical 

associations. The article contained the following coltlllents made by 

Dr. Wise: 

Attempts have recently been made by a small group of 
rabbis to suggest that American Jewish opinion is 
sharply divided on the proposal to organize a Jewish 
fighting force in Palestine under British or Allied 
cormnand. These rabbis have acted not only contrary to 
the expressed opinion of their own rabbinical organization, 
which more than two weeks ago in solemn conferences 
adopted a resolution favoring the establishment of such 
a force; they have equally acted contrary to the over­
whelming sentiment of the Jewish people of this counb:y. 



Sanction of the proposal has come not only from the vast 
majority of Jewish religious leaders in the land; it has 
found equally strong approval among the lay leaders of 
the American Jewish community. It has been accorded no 
less enthusiastic support among large numbers of non­
Jews. 

The organization of a Jewish military force in Palestine 
is dictated by elementary justice no less than by common 
sense, and the great mass of American Jewry stands firmly 
behind the demand of the Jews in Palestine for: the~r 
own force, fighting under their own name though under 
British or Allied command and defending their homeland 
in full stature as a people.152 

Two days earlier, the New York Times carried the actual names of 

the hundreds of rabbis who supported the Jewish Army resolution. Under 

the bold headline, "We Approve--The Rabbis of America Endorse A 

Palestine Jewish Fighting Force," the following statement appeared above 

four full columns of names of rabbis: 

Together with the great majority of all other American 
Jews, the overwhelming majority of American rabbis 
heartily favor the proposal to establish a Jewish 
Fighting Force in Palestine. Individually and through 
three of their leading organizations, they have put 
themselves on record with the American Emergency 
Conunittee for Zionist Affairs. They represent every 
wing of the Jewish faith, Orthodox, Conservative and 
Reform, in every section of the country. 

Listed below are the names of individual 
153 rabbis who have telegraphed their endorsement. 

On April 16, 1942, Rabbi Louis Wolsey invited all non-Zionist rabbis 

to meet at a special conference scheduled fer June in Atlantic City, New 

Jersey. Various attempts were made by Rabbis Heller and Freehof to force 

the cancellation of the Atlantic City meeting. Furthermore, the Jewish 

Army debate had laid the groundwork for the eatablislunent of the anti-

Zionist American Council for Judaism. Heller and Freehof were also en-

gaged in a flurry of activity to bring about the abandomnent of any 

such organized opposition to Zionism. The efforts toward compromise 
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failed, however, and June 1, 1942 found the non-Zionist rabbis convened 

in Atlantic City. The meeting of rabbis organized the association which 

b 1 b h Am • Co il f J d . 154 su sequent y ecame t e erican unc or u aism. 

Some sixty rabbis attended the Atlantic City meeting from June 1 

to June 2. They agreed on the four following principles, according to 

an article in the American Israelite: 

(1) That the Jews are a religious group. 
(2) That there should be no Jewish army. 
(3) That the physical rehabilitation of Palestine is 

desirable. 155 
(4) That there should be no Jewish state. 

The reaction to the events in Atlantic City was swift and angry. 

Rabbi Stephen S. Wise wrote to Rabbi James Heller saying that" " • • ·• I 

do not want to take this lying down from a little group of malcontents, 

who ought to be ashamed of themselves •• . . 11 He ref erred to the sixty 

rabbis who signed the statement of non-Zionist principles as adding their 

names to "the role of rabbinical dishonor.n156 The official Zionist 

publication, the New Palestine, ran an editorial that was critical of 

the non-Zionist rabbis. The article was entitled, "Jewish. Opposition to 

Zionism," and excerpts follow: 

In view of the general endorsement of Zionism by the 
leaders of American opinion from the President do~, 
what a pitiful spectacle was the confab of anti-Zionist 
rabbis in Atlantic City! How seriously these rabbis 
seem to take their verbal ~t:ct~,, al though nobody 
else pays any attention to them! They cannot believe 
that the period in which they represented the dominant 
opinion, at least in the Reform rabbinate, hae 
definitely passed. They mouth the slogans of a bygone 
day and seem personally aggrieved that these slogans 
do not find favor any longer •• 

• • • Zionists have a great job before them in convincing 
these jittery Jews that their craven policy is nothins 
more nor less than an appeasement of anti-Senliti8Dl, and 
that it is about as effective as an appeasement policy 
has generally shown itself to be.157 · 
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The Cleveland Jewish Review and Observer of June 5, 1942 ran an 

editorial blasting the non-Zionist rabbis. The editors maintained that 

these men could do great harm to millions of Jews abroad. In particular, 

they singled out the remarks of Rabbi Morris A. Lazaron, a member of 

the connnittee to organize the American Council for Judaism nationwide, 

for severe condemnation. The editorial contained some of the following 

observations: 

Sixty non-Zionist Reform Rabbis, meeting in solemn con­
clave at Atlantic City, have expressed their opposition 
to the idea of a Jewish Army. This is the group which 
broke away from the general resolution favoring the 
Army adopted by the Central Conference. 

Dr. Morris A. Lazaron and the others certainly have 
a right to speak their minds, especially when "there 
are those who look" to them "for guidance." But the 
good and "responsible teachers in Israel" do not refrain 
from casting aspersions which cannot fail but harm those 
unfortunate millions of Jews who do not look to them 
for guidance. These rabbis, acting on behalf of their 
trembling constituents, are stTaying far afield in the 
attempt to pin the Army idea down to the· mat of un~ 
Americanism. • . • 

• • . A dyed-in-the-wool demagogue would find it 
difficult to be more glib than Dr. Lazaron. He does 
not take the trouble of pointing out in what way the 
Zionists are impeding the efforts of the United Nations 
by insisting that the Jews of Palestine, together with 
the stateless victims of Nazism, should be allowed to 
fight under their flag in defense of that United Nations 
area where that flag deserves and has a right to fly. 

• • • "As for the dual nationalism so broadly hinted 
by Dr. Lazaron's words, we need only quote him further. 
"It makes me sick • • • that the people which gave the 
world its universal dream is urged to turn its back upon its 
greatest gift at the very moment in history when the free 
peo~le of the world are united in an epic struggle to 
pre'Serve that dream." Dr. Lazaron evidently forgets that 
the Promised Land was at one time the nucleus of that 
dream, and that whiah makes him sick today has already made 
well hundreds of thousands o'f his fellowmen.158 

The most incredible of the attacks against the non-Zionist rabbis 

was revealed by the Pittsburgh Jewish Criterion, in an article entitled, 
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"Anti-Zionist Rabbis Branded as 'Traitors' in Synagogue Declaration." 

The article reported the reaction of the American Mizrachi rabbinate, 

on Yom Kippur, to the participants in the non-Zionist proceedings: 

Rabbis affiliated with the Mizrachi Organization of 
America, Orthodox wing of the Zionist movement, read 
a proclamation in their synagogues on Yorn Kippur 
praying for victory for the United Nations, reaffirming 
faith in the restoration by God of His people to Zion and 
branding as "traitors" the anti-Zionist American rabbis 
who recently issued a statement condemning Zionism. 

As part of the holiday statement of principles, which 
emphasized justice to the Jews as an essential ingred­
ient of postwar victory, the Mizrachi leaders protested 
"with all the force at our command against the traitors 
in our own camp who, in the eyes of the world, stepped 
forward to repudiate the hope for the redemption of 
Eretz Israel. We brand them as people who have betrayed 
the interests of the Jewish religion and of the prin­
ciples of the Jewish faith. !•159 

During 1943, the American Council for Judaism formulated its 

fundamental statement of principles. The Council, which was formed 
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officially on December 11, 1942, named Elmer Berger as Executive Director, 

and it elected Lessing J. Rosenwald to serve as President. The Council 

saw as its primary function the presentation of "the views of Americans 

of Jewish faith on problems affecting the future of their own lives and 

the lives of world Jewry in the present hour of world confusion. 11160 

And they did present thei~ views. Radio talk shows, speeches, magazines 

and newspapers were some of the many avenU:es used by members of the 

Council to present their views to the American public. 

The American Council for Judaism, a small, extremist group of 

non-Zionists and anti-Zionists, exerted a disproportionately loud voice 

in an attempt to influence the AmeYican public and its views on 

Z~onism. One of their methods was to advertise nationally their state-

ment of principles. In this way, the Council openly sought new members 
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for the organization. Publication of their principles was viewed as 

being "in the interests of a full and free public discussion of con-

troversial issues. 11161 The following are some significant portions 

of the highly controversial statement of principles of the American 

Council for Judaism: 

... As a result of the bigotry, sadism, and ambi­
tions for world conquest of the Axis powers, 
millions of our co-religionists who had homes in and 
were nationals of other lands have been violently 
deported and made victims of indescribable barbarism. 
No other group has been so brutishly attacked and for 
one reason only--on the false claims that there are 
racial barriers or nationalistic impulses that 
separate J ew·s from other men. 

The plight of those Jews , together with millions of 
oppressed fellow men of all faiths, calls fo~ the pro­
foundest sympathy and the unbounded moral indignation 
of all freemen. The restoration of these broken 
lives to the status and dignity of men endowed by God 
with inalienable rights is one of the primary objectives 
of the peace to come as expressed in the Atlantfc 
Charter and the Four Freedoms of President Roosevelt. 
We believe that the Jew will rise or fall with the 
extension or contraction of the great liberal forces 
of civili zation. By relying upon the broad, religious 
principles inherent in a democracy and implementing 
them wherever possible, we join our forces with those 
of all lovers of freedom; strengthened, in that we 
do not stand segregated and alone upon exclusive demands. 

We ask that the United Nations secure the earliest 
feasible repatriation or resettlement under the best 
possible conditions of all peoples uprooted from their 
homes by Axis powers, and that even in the face of 
obvious and di~couraging obstacles the United Nations . 
persev~re ip. their efforts to provide immediate sanctuary 
for refugees of all faiths, political beliefs, and 
national origins. We believe that wherever possible the 
forced emigres should be repatriated in their original 
homelands unc;ler condi-tions which will enable them to 
live as free, upstanding individuals. 

For our fellow Jews we ask only this: Equality of rights 
and obligations with their fellow nationals. In our 
endeavors to bring relief to our stricken fellow Jews 
and to help rebuild their lives on a more stable basis, 
we xely wholly upon the princiP.les of freedom, justice, 
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and humanity, which are fundamental to both democracy 
and religion, and which have been declared as the 
principles which shall prevail in the better world for 
which the United Nations are fighting. We ally ourselves 
with those who believe this war will not have ·been 
fought in vain, that the mistakes of the last peace 
will not be duplicated. 

Palestine has contributed in a tangible way to the 
alleviation of the present catastrophe in Jewish life by 
providing a refuge for a part of Europe's persecuted 
Jews. We hope it will continue as one of the places 
for such resettlement, for it has been clearly demon­
strated that practical colonizing can be done, schools 
and universities built, scientific agriculture extended, 
commerce intensified, and culture developed. This is 
the record of achievement of eager, hard-working settlers 
who have been aided in their endeavors by Jews all over 
the world, in every walk of life and thought. 

We oppose the effort to establish a National Jewish 
State in Palestine or anywhere else as a philosophy 
of defeatism, and one which does not off er a practical 
solution of the Jewish problem. We dissent from all 
those related doctrines that stress the racialism, the 
nationalism, and the theoretical homelessness of Jews. 
We oppose such doctrines as inimical to the welfare of 
Jews in Palestine, in America, or wherever Jews may 
dwell. We believe that the intrusH>n· of Jewish national 
statehood has been a deterrent in Palestine's ability 
to play an even greater role in offering a haven for the 
oppressed, and that without the insistence upon such 
statehood, Palestine would today be harboring more 
refugees from Nazi terror. The very insistence upon a 
Jewish Army has led to the raising of barriers against 
our unfortunate brethren. There never was a need for 
such an army. There has always been ample opportunity 
tor Jews to fight side by side with those of otber faiths 
in the armies of the United Nations. 

Palestine is a part of Israel's religious heritage, as 
it is a part of the heritage of two other religions of 
the world. We look forward to the ultimate establish­
ment of a democratic, autonomous government in Palestine, 
wherein Jews, M<:>slems~ and Christians shall be j"ustly 
represented; every man enj<:>ying equal rights a-nd sharing 
equal responsibilities; a democratic government in which 
our fellow Jews shall be free Palestinians whese religion 
is Judaism, even as we are Americans whose religion is 
Judaism. 

We invite all Jews to support our interpretation of 
Jewish life and destiny in keeping with the highest 

98 



traditions of our faith. We believe these truths provide 
the basis for every program of a more hopeful future 
put forth by freemen. To proclaim those views at this 
time, we believe, is to express the abiding faith, 
shared by a great number of our fellow Jews, that in the 
fruits of victory of the United Nations all, regardless 
of faith, will share alike. It is also, we believe, 
to render a service to the task of clarifying the hopes 
and the purposes for which this war is being fought by 
freemen everywhere.162 

Reaction to the American Council for Judaism within the American 

Jewish press continued to be critical and even damning. Many American 

Jews felt sickened and betrayed by this fanatical band of non-Zionist 

rabbis. One highly caustic editorial appeared in numerous American 

Jewish newspapers. It was preceded by the bold headline, "Monstrous 

Callousness": 

As incredible as the monstrous bestialities of 
Hitler's men in their slaughter of millions of Jewish 
innocents is the monstrous callousness of a small group 
of men calling themselves rabbis, who have chosen just 
this moment of horror and agony for the Jewish people 
to launch a campaign to weaken and destroy the one 
hope, the one consolation--Palestine--that rises like 
a warning beacon above the charnel house of Europe. 

While millions have perished and other millions of Jews 
feel the wind of Death in their ears, a handful of 
men who minister to wealthy Reform Jewish congregations 
have highly resolved that what they call the American 
Council of Judaism shall summon their adherents to 
mak~ it impossible for Jews to become a majority in 
the Jewish National Home. • . • 

• It is truly heart-breaking, when Jews need 
spiritual ministration, when they need positive, 
affirmative, forward-looking guidance from their 
rabbis, that they should have added to their heavy 
burden the fantastically perverted venomousness of 
men like Morris Lazaron, Louis :Wolsey, Samuel H. 
Goldenson, David Philipson and others whose names 
are too trivial to be linked even with this infamy.163 

The most powerful repudiation of th~ Council, however, came in 

November of 1942, when 733 (later the number rose to 757) rabbis and 
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the leaders of every rabbinical organization in the United States issued 

a strongly worded statement which condemned the anti-Zionists' actions. 

The statement rebuked the anti-Zionists for misrepresenting Zionism 

and misinterpreting historic Jewish religious teaching. The New Orleans 

Jewish Ledger carried an editorial prais~ng the statement which was 

entitled, "730 Rabbis Sign Rebuke": 

More than 730 rabbis, including the heads of all the 
national rabbinical associations signed a statement to 
rebuke the opponents of Zionism, saying the non­
Zionists had dealt a "cruel blow" to the Jewish people. 
The statement refutes the charge that Zionism is a 
secularist movement . • . and scores anti-Zionism as 
a departure from the Jewish religion. 

We need go no further. It is a long statement as 
that of 733 rabbis would be. If it includes the 
heads of all national rabbinical associations, that 
is speciously fortuitous. . • .164 

The move was on to crush the American Council for Judaism. The 

Council was a thorn in the side of American Zionists and an embarrass-

ment to the CCAR. The Central Conference convention of June, 1943 was 

to be held in New York City. The Council leadership sensed correctly 

that a move was planned, in tearly 1943, to force the termination of the 

non-Zionist body of rabbis and lay people. In March of 1943, an article 

appeared in the Jewish press with the title, "American Council for 

Judaism Says It Refuses 'To Commit Suicide' Now." The Council leader-

ship charged that Rabbi Heller was misinforming the members of the CCAR 

as to the real motiv.es and intentions of the Council, and they listed 

eight specific compla'ints against the Zionist movement in America. The 

article began by reporting the following developments: 

In a circular letter addressed to the members of the 
Central Conference of American Rabbis, the Executive 
Committee of the American Council for Judaism declares 
its unwillingness to "commit suicide," a fate 
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presumably consigned to it in a plan proposed by 
Rabbi James Heller, president of the C.C.A.R. 
Issued from Philadelphia on stationery bearing a 
Flint address for its executive director, Elmer 
Berger, the broadside accuses the Zionist move­
ment of "totalitarianism" and claims democratic 
purposes for the Council. 165 

The leaders of the Council were correct in their expectations of 

the New York CCAR Convention in June, 1943. The Central Conference 

would go on record regarding the renegade Council and it would not be 

in favor of the non-Zionists' ac tivities. Four papers were presented 

at the convention on the question, "Are Zionism and Reform Judaism 

Incompatible?" Speaking in the affirmative were two active members of 

the American Council for Judaism, Rabbis William Fineshriber and Hyman 

Schachtel. Speaking in the negative on the question were Rabbis Felix 

Levy and David Polish. Rabbi Levy, a past President of the CCAR, 

supported the Zionist viewpoint within the Conference wh~n he declared; 

There is no need for the American Council for 
Judaism •... Under any circumstances at a time 
when Jews can suffer no further sectarianisms and 
when the need of a united people, for its own 

. salvation as a people is paramount, the Council 
has no reason for its existence. Its organization, 
despite its assertion to the contrary, is secession 
from the Conference, if not from Reform Jewry.166 

It was apparent that the solid majority of the membership of the 

CCAR agreed with the sentiments expressed by Rabbi Levy. More important 

than the debate over the incompatibility of Zionism and Reform Judaism 

were the two resolutions adol)ted by the 1943 convention. The first reso-

lution answered the question raised in the debate once and for all: 

Of late seme of our members have renewed the assertion 
that Zionism is not compatible with Reform Judaism. The 
attempt has been made to set in irreconcilable opposi­
tion "universalism" and ''particularism." To the mem-
bers of the Conference, this appears unreal and misleading. 

101 



Without impugning the right of members of the 
Conference to be opposed to Zionism, for whatever 
reason they may choose, the~onference declares that 
it discerns no essential incompatibility between Reform 
Judaism and Zionism, no reason why those of its mem­
bers who give allegiance to Zionism should not have 
the right to regard themselves as fully with the 
spirit and purpose of Reform Judaism. 167 

The second resolution passed by the CCAR canie to grips with the 

harsh political reality of the Council's existence. It called on the 

American Council for Judaism to disband. The resolution was' passed by 

an overwhelming vote of 137 to 45, and it reads as follows: 

While members of the CCAR are fully within their rights 
in espousing whatever philosophy of Jewish life they 
may accept, nevertheless, the American Council for 
Judaism, because of the special circumstances under 
which it came into being, has already endangeted the 
unity of the Conference. Its continued existence would 
become a growing threat to our fellowship. 

The American Council for Judaism was founded by members 
of the CCAR for the purpose of combating Zionism. The 
Zionist movement and masses of Jews everywhere, shocked 
by the rise of this organization at a time when Zi0nists 
and others are laboring hard to have the gates of 
Palestine re-opened for the harassed Jews of Europe, 
could not avoid judging this event in the light of 
past controversies, or seeing in it an example of what 
they had come to consider the constant opposition of 
Reform Judaism to Zionist aspirations. This impression 
does grave injustice to the many devoted Zionists in 
the CCAR and in the Conference itself. 

Therefore, without impugning the right of Zionists or 
non-Zionists to express and to disseminate their con­
victions within and without the Conference, we in the 
spirit of amity, urge our colleagues of the American 
Council for Judaism to terminate this organization.168 

~e Central Conference of Alllerican Rabbis had gone somewhat beyond 

the neutrality resolution of 1935. It officially approved of the legiti­

macy of the Zionist vievi>oint within Reform Judaism. The only remaining 

step was for the Conference to officially endorse political Zionism, 

which it was not yet ready to do. The Union of American Hebrew 
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Congregations, at its 1943 Biennial Convention, saw fit to reinforce its 

support for Zionist goals in Palestine. The Union reaffirmed "its 

positive sympathy with and eagerness to cooperate in the upbuilding of 

Palestine, as stated in its resolution adopted • • • in New Orleans in 

1937 . " Since the adoption of that earlier resolution, the lay leaders 

of the Reform Movement recognized that "the situation of world Jewry has 

tragically deteriorated, and the part that Palestine must now play has 

become correspondingly more significant. 11169 

Meanwhile, according to Howard Greenstein, within one year after 

the meeting at Atlantic City, the American Council for Judaism had been 

weakened considerably. A split had occurred within the ranks of the 

Council, and 'by 1943, the majority of the members were laymen. Very few 
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of the founding members remained in the Council, and by August of 1943, 

only twenty-six rabbis still retained membership. According to Greenstein, 

many Reform Jews joined the Council because of their fear of "Mah Yomru 

Hagoyim"; and it was precisely this obsession with acceptance by non-Jews 

which led most of the rabbis to resign from the Council. Most of the 

Reform rabbis who had joined the Council did so for the purpose of 

restoring the priority of religion in American Jewish life. They would 

not supportth-e;,Council solely for its anti-Zionist dogma. Therefore, the 

original foundations of the Council gradually began to erode. With the 

establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, the debate became academic. 

The American Council for Judaism then appealed only to that small circle 

of fanatics who refused to recognize the Jewish State.170 

The Zionists now had the right to function legitimately within 

the Central Conference of American Rabbis. Early 1944 saw the Zionist 

Organization of America appoint Rabbi James Heller, a former President of 
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the CCAR, to direct its nationwide camp~ign against the activities of the 

American Council for Judaism. A new status quo had taken hold in the CCAR. 

It was clear that anti-Zionism was no longer "compatible" with the new Reform 

Judaism. Writes David Polish: "While clearly not Zionist 'de jure,' the 

declarations and commitments of the Central Conference were to place it 

'de facto' into the Zionist orbit."171 

The two most ardent Zionists within the CCAR were Stephen S. Wise and 

Abba Hillel Silver. When the war came to a close and concentrat1on camps 

disgorged thousands of displaced persons, pro-Zionist sentiment ran high. 

And when the Conference met in 1946, it found Stephen Wise acting as chairman 

of the American Zionist Emergency Council, and Abba Hillel Silver presiding 

over the CCAR itself. 

Early in the meeting, a telegram from Wise was read, requesting that 

a message be sent to the President of the United States urging action in 

favor of a Jewish Commonwealth. Though the Conference would not go so far 

as to ask for a Jewish Commonwealth, it did wire President Truman, "urging 

free immigration and the abrogation of the White Paper." A further protest 

was lodged at the arrest of Jewish Agency officials on the Sabbath, an 

act which the Conference labelled similar to "unjust Gestapo acts." The 

indignation of the entire Conference was expressed in a resolution drawn 

up by Maurice Eisendrath, George Fox and Julius Gordon. Even David Philip-

son expressed his "deep-seated horror" over the actions of the British in 

The Central Conference of American Rabbis in convention 
assembled in Chicago, Ill. has just learned the shocking 
news of the unconscionable arrest 0£ members of the 
Executive of the Jewish Agency in Palestine and of 
thousands of other Jews; and of other acts of violence 



and terror tantamount to the inauguration of war by the 
British authorities on the Jew~ ·of ~alestine. We are 
outraged even further by the ~anif estly deliberate dese­
cration of the Jewish Sabbath by this wanton violation 
of one of the basic elements of religious freedom, and 
which represents a reversion to the barbaric practices 
of ancient Syria and Rome. 

This Conferenceof 500 American Rabbis is unable to express 
adequately in words its grief and its horror at these 
unprecedented, unjust Gestapo acts • . 

In the bitter struggle of the forces of right against the 
powers of evil, the Jews of the world played a valiant part 
and Palestinian Jews particularly distinguished themselves 
in spite of the unfriendly and unsympathetic attitude of 
the British Colonial Administration in Palestine. 

It is a matter of record that the Palestinian Jews under 
the guidance of the Jewish Agency have been an invaluable 
and an indispensable factor in Allied victory. 

In view of the important role in the titanic struggle 
played by Jews of all lands and of which the Jews of 
Palestine are a part, we had a right to expect that simple 
justice would have been meted out to our people every­
where, but, instead of justice, Jewry has had thrust 
upon it the infamous White Paper, oppressive and tyrannical 
measures in Palestine, continuous ~ggressive and provocative 
acts against Palestinian Jewry; the breaking of sacred 
promises and now the supreme act of betrayal, the arrest 
of the Executive of the Jewish Agency and thousands of others. 

We, the members of the Central Conference of American 
Rabbis, are resolved to resist this act of flagrant 
injustice with all the moral power at our command. We 
hereby petition the President of our couatry to use his 
good offices to procure the immediate release of the 
members of the Executive Agency and of all other victims • 
of this terroristic procedure~ and the prompt implementa­
tion of that recommendation of the Anglo-American Inquiry 
Commission's report which calls for the unconditional 
admission o~ one hundred thousand Jews into Palestine. 

We are firm in the conviction that the moral conscience 
of America is in full agreement with our stand, will 
support our protest, and will join us in this appeal in 
the name of the God of justice.173 
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The year 1947 witnessed a remarkable change in the position of Julian 

Morgenstern regarding Zionism. Still President of the Hebrew Union College, 
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and throughout his life an implacable anti-Zionist, Mo.rgenstern had been 

undergoing a gradual shift in his attitude. Deliver~ng the 1947 Conference 

Lecture entitled, "With History As Our Guide," Dr . M~rgenstern felt com-

pelled by history itself to declare: 

Political Zionism represents the latest response 
of the Jewish people to the conditions which confront 
it in this new age, recrudescent racial nationalism 
and ruthless sadistic persecution in many, and steady 
deterioration of status in most lands. This aspiration 
for restored Jewish Nationhood is but the natural reaction 
of the soul of the Jewish people throughout the world 
to their sad and seemingly hopeless lot •.•. 174 

"Only after the results· of the Holocaust were apparent to all," 

writes Michael A. Meyer, "and death-camp survivors were clamoring to 

enter the Land of Israel, did he change his view, saying in 1947 that the 

events of the last years 'have made Zionists in a certain sense of all 

of us who are worthy of the name Jew. 111175 

The 1947 Central Conference convention was held in Montreal, Canada. 

Ironically, just 50 years earlier, in the city of Montreal, and in the 

year of the Bas le Congress, the CCAR had listened to Isaac Mayer Wise attacking 

Zionism as nothing more than a passing fad. This year, 1947, saw men like 

Julian Morgenstern and Samuel Schulman praising the efforts of Abba Hillel 

Silver and the Jews of Palestine. The year 1947 also saw the Central Con-

ference adopt a five-point resolution which declared that the Palestine 

issue was ultimately tied to the fate of the survivors of the Holocaust. 

The five-point resolution called for: 

1. A visit of the U.N. inqui~y cemmittee on Palestine 
to the European Displaced Persons Camps. 

2. The abolition o~ the British White Paper. 

3. Free imm.igration and colonization in Palestine. 

4. An immediate end to the deplorable use .of violence 



against the Jewish cause, and an equal condemnation 
of British repressive policy. 

5. A commendation of the U.J.A.176 

In 1948, following the culmination of the Zionist ideal, and the 

May 14th declaration of the independent State of Israel, the CCAR con-
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vention adopted a seven-point resolution, which highly praised the existence 

of the new State. The seven-point resolution stated the following: 

1. Israel was saluted as the bastion of "spiritual 
revival . • . Hebrew cultural contributions • 
social and democratic advances • • • for the 
enrichment of Judaism the world over, and the 
benefit of all humanity. 

2. The Haganah was conunended. 

3. The invasion of the Arab states was condemned. 

4. The British "duplicity" was likewise condemned, and 
the British government was asked to support partition. 

5. American governmental recognition of Israel was 
praised. 

6. A prayer was offered that the UN attempts at peace 
negotiations would be successful, without 
impairing the integrity of Israel's position. 

7. American Jewry was urged to continue its support 
of all organizations involved in Israel's well-being.177 

The Central Conference was most elaborate in its praise based on 

points 1 and 5 above. The following is an excerpt of the CCAR resolution, 

which rejoiced in those nearly messianic events of May~ 1948: 

We salute the Republic of Israel and of fer our Israeli 
brothers all possible encouragement and assistance in 
the maintenance of independence and in the achieve­
ment of security. We pray that Israel will go from 
strength to str~ngth and that with God's help, it may 
soon attain peace and prosperity, that it may carry 
forward the s.piritual revival, the Hebrew cultural 
contributions and the social and democratic advances 
already fostered in the Yishuv, for the enrichment of 
Judaism the world over, and the benefit of all humanity. 



We are proud of, and grateful for American recognition 
of the Republ~c of Is.~ael and voice our ;ratitude to 
President Truman for his prompt action.I 8 

Naomi Cohen has perceived with accuracy the extent of the shift of 

opinion within Reform Judaism on the Zionist issue. Cohen states that 

from Basle to the establishment of the Jewish State, Reform Judaism ran 

"the entire gamut of opinion with respect to political Zionism": 

The twenty-five years following 1922 saw major changes 
in the Reform attitude towards Zionism. The non-Zionist, 
rather than anti-Zionist, trend which became manifest 
after the Balfour Declaration continued in the twenties 
with Reform co-operation in the rehabilitation of 
Palestine and the work of the Jewish Agency. The next 
two decades marked the beginning of the active pro­
Zionis t policy which meant the advocacy, for the first 
time, of the political aims of Zionism by the prepon­
derant majority of Reform leadership. Echoes of the 
traditional aggressive anti-Zionism were still heard, 
however, from the small minority who organized the 
American Council for Judaism in 1943 and whose policies 
were largely reformulations of the sentiments voiced 
by Isaac M. Wise in his address before the Central 
Conference in 1897. Thus, within a period of fifty 
years, did Reform Judaism run the entire gamut of 
opinion with respect to political Zionism.179 

108 



EPILOGUE 

Since 1948 

On a personal level, the beginning of Chapter II in this thesis 

related the story of Leon Fram's personal commitment to Zionism during 

the early years of his life. Rabbi Fram founded Temple Israel of Detroit 

during the early 1940s. His Temple, which would become Detroit's largest 

Reform congregation years later, served as a Zionist alternative to the 

more classically Reform Temple Beth El. I believe that the influence of 
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only one pro-Zionist Reform rabbi must not be underestimated. My own 

upbringing as a Jew took place during the 1950s and the 1960s. The influ-

ence of a Jewish home was, of course, paramount in molding my identity 

as a Jew. Rabbi Fram's Temple Israel, however, gave me the communal and 

educational aspects of Jewish identity. Zionism and a love for Israel--

the people and the State--came across strongly to the many youngsters who 

passed through the doors of Temple Israel's Sunday School. 

My childhood idols, on a Jewish level at least, were Moses, King 

David, Queen Esther and Judah Maccabee. But they were also Theodor 

Herzl, Ben Gurion, Golda Meir and Moshe Dayan. As a Jew :who now stands 

ready for rabbinical ordination, I have the flexibility of the Reform 

Movement to thank for my identity as a Jew, an American and a Zionist. 

Had Reform Judaism not been flexible enough to change, we might still be 

mired in the old anti-Zionist dogma of the pre-World War I era. Had 

Leon Fram not possessed the courage of his Reform Jewish convictions to 

enter the Hebrew Union College during years of intense ant;i-ZJ.onism . , 
1915-1920, and had he not taken the initiative of founding a Zionist-
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oriented Temple for Detroit's Reform Jews twenty years later, then I 

might not today possess that special 1love .of Zion' .whtch. lends integrity 

to my Jewish existence in a post-Auschwitz world. 

Thel950s and the 1960s saw a changed temper on Zionism within the 

institutions of the Reform Movement. The papers and discussions of those 

two decades reflected that change within the Central Conference of American 

Rabbis. According to Rabbi Bernard Bamberger: ''The anti-Zionist philosophy 

has been rendered obsolete by history . . . Sympathetic non-Zionism has 

become the dominant attitude among American Jews, but the mood and content 

have changed. Instead of calling it non-Zionist we may now title it simply 

'pro- Israel!'" The change of mood was also symbolized by the Conference 

Executive Board's approval of a memorial resolution on the 50th anniversary 

of Theodor Herzl's death--a far cry, indeed, from Isaac Mayer Wise's 

disparaging references to Herzl in the late 1890s!180 

But still there was a need for added clarification of the relation-

ship between Reform Judaism and Jewish nationalism as embodied in the new 

State of Israel. Amidst fears of making dangerously premature generali-

zations, a special committee was appointed to arrive at a new definition 

of this relationship. In 1962, the committee brought in its report, which 

was adopted by the Conference. It was actually more of a "non-definition," 

for it stated the following: 

For us, Jewish religious faith is indispensable to 
the Jewish way of life. Yet we Jews are one people 
the world over, with a common historic background and 
a distinct consciousness of Jewish brotherhood, The 
familiar classificationa of race, nationality and 
chu~ch do ~ot properly describe us. We are a unique 
community.181 

The institutionalization of the Reform or "Progressive'' Movem.ent 

began to take place in Israel, where the status quo of religion was ,, 



zealously guarded by the Orthodox rabbinate. Progressive Judaism in 

Israel gained in ~tature with the build~ng of the Jerusalem branch of 

the Hebrew Union College in 1962. At formal ceremonies iI1 1963 the 

building was dedicated, in the pres ence of high Israeli government 

officials. The Jerusalem School was th~ ' greatest achievement of the 

College's President, Nelson Glueck (1900-1971). Glueck, an eminent 

archaeologist in the Near East, was a friend of Prime Ministers Ben 

Gurion ; Eshkol and Golda Meir . In the face of great opposition from 

Orthodox Jews in Israel, Glueck procured the assistance of the munici-

pality of Jerusalem, and was successful in the establishment of the 

School, and a small Reform sanctuary inside the School building. It 

was soon to become the center for the Progressive Movement in Israe1.182 

Michael A. Meyer has noted that Glueck, like his predecessor 

Morgenstern, was not a ritually obs.ervant Jew. He "7as a classical 

Reform Jew at heart. But, according to Meyer, Glueck showed great 

flexibility on the issue of Zionism. Initially an advocate of bi-nation-

al ism like his friend Judah }~gnes, after 1948 he became an ardent 

Zionist. Writes Meyer: 

What remained consistent over the years was Glueck's 
love of the land, especially of Jerusalem and the Negev 
desert. When he was in Israel Glueck was a different 
man. In Cincinnati he felt compelled to represent 
the dignified, distant, and restrained head of a 
rabbinical seminary. In Israel he could be Professor 
Glueck, the archaeologist, the romantic, uninhibited 
explorer of desert wastelands. In Cincinnati he was 
always formal in attire and manner, in Jerusalem he 
dressed casually and m~ngled easily.183 

Michael Langer viewsthe:period between 1967-1973 as the turning 

point era !or Reform Judaism and its relationship to the Jewish State. 

Langer, writing in a recent issue of Midstream magazine, has made the 
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following observations, in an article entitled, "Zionism and Reform Judaism: 

Responses to Modernity"; 

It was in the period between the Six-Day War and the 
Yorn Kippur War that the Reform movement began to 
seriously think in terms of its impact on the Jewish 
State. In order to confront the political and religious 
reality it was clear that a progressive Jewish presence 
would have to be established. The World Union for 
Progressive Judaism moved i~s headquarters to Jerusalem. 
The Hebrew Union College established a campus in Jerusalem 
and made a year of study there mandatory for ordination 
in the Reform Rabbinate. A group of Rabbis from the 
Central Conference of American Rabbis ini~iated a series 
of dialogues with leaders of the kibbutz movement and 
the idea of a Reform kibbutz was born. • . • 

• The central event at the Fiftieth Anniversary 
Conference of the World Union for Progressive Judaism 
held in Jerusalem in November, 1976,was the dedication 
of the Reform movement's first kibbutz--Yahel--located 
in Israel's Arava, 45 miles north of Eilat. Later, 
in Jerusalem, Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin addressed 
the conference and stated: 

• • , With the establishment of this kibb1,1tz the 
pluralistic and spiritual life of Israel is enri~hed. 
It marks a new and perhaps historic threshold of 
Reform Judaism1 s involvement in the actual life of 
the Jewish State •... 184 

As Langer noted in his article, the Hebrew Union College now requires 

a year of study in Jerusalem for rabbinical ordination. What he did not 

mention was that this program began in 1970> and the College entered a 

new era as it became the first Jewish seminary to require all of its 

students to spend their first year of studies at a Jerusalem campus. The 

current President of the Rebrew Union College-Jewish I~stitute of Religion 

is D~. Alfred Gottschalk, who has continued Dr. Glueck1 s emphasis on the 

Jerusalem School. Dr. Go"ttschal~ h~s just announced the cr~ation of a 

new program which allows young Israelis to be; otdained as rabbis at the 

Jerusale~ School. The Chronicle, a publication of the College-Institute . , 
rece~t~y public~zed this new development at the Jerusalem School: 



In a development of historic significance, the 
board of g9vernors of H.ebrew Union College~Je\rlsh 
Institute of Religion has approved the introduction 
of a graduate program at its Jerusalem School which 
will prepare Israelis for careers as rabbis in the 
Reform movement in Israel. 

Reform, or Progressive, Judaism in Israel is currently 
served by rabbis who were trained elsewhere in the 
world. Never has a Reform rabbj been ord~ined in the 
Jewish state, where the Reform movement is attracting 
a growing number of adherents. 

"Reform Judaism is filling a vital need in the spiritual 
life of Israel," President Alfred Gottschalk said in 
announcing the new program. "In keeping with its 
traditions and connnitments, Hebrew Union College is 
responding to this need by instituting an educational 
program which will enable Israelis to serve modern 
Judaism in their own country. 11 

The World Union for Progressive Judaism, with head­
quarters in Jerusalem, in hailing the innovative 
move by Hebrew Union College, has pledged its support 
in meeting the additional academic and administrative 
costs. Rabbi Richard G. Hirsch, executive director 
of the World Union, s~id there was need today for the 
services of rabbis in Progressive congregations, in the 
Israeli Youth Movement, in kibbutzim and in other 
aspects of Israeli couununity life. He said Uaifa, 
Nazareth and Beersheba were among a number of 
communities in which Reform congregations are now 
without the services of full-time rabbis.185 

In 1970 the Central Conference of American Rabbis held its annual 

convention in Israel, a first for any Diaspora rabbinical association. 

Three hundred Reform rabbis marked the opening of the historic conven-

tion at a special gathering on Mount Scopus' Hebrew University am.phi-

theater. In his opening address, !'resident R<i>land Gittelsohn announced 

that Reform Jewvy would ooseFVe the 5th of Iy:ar, Israel l;.ndependence 

Day, as an official holiday, A special liturgy would be prepared for 

the occasion as well. It was also decided that the Central Conference 

would meet in Israel at least once every seven years. Between 1972-1974, 

the CCAR. and the UAHC each joined the World Jewish Congress. And in 1975, 
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the World Union for Progressive Judaism joined the World Zionist Organi-

zation. In a dramatic move in 1974, the WUPJ ~oyed its international 

headquarters from London and New York to Jerusalem. These actions all 

represent increased Reform participation and sharing in the life of ''Klal 

Yisrael." The growing Reform presence in Israel has challenged the 

Orthodox religious establishment.. The possibility is now greater that 

authentic Jewish options and religious pluralism will soon come to the 

citizens of Israe1.l86 

At its Biennial in November, 1975, the members of the Union of 

American Hebrew Congregations heard President Alexander Schindler, a 

Reform rabbi himself , respond to the United Nations resolution calling 

Zionism a form of racism. Schindler declared: 

We are all of us Jews and whether we use the small z 
or the large Z, we are all of us Zionists. The land of 
Israe+ which is Zion, and the children of Israel who 
constitute the Jewish people, and the God of Israel 
are all bound together in a triple covenant. At no 
time .in our history have we ever stopped praying or 
longing or working for Zion. 187 

Responding to Schindler's remarks, lfichael Langer made the following 

observation in his recent Midstream article: 

Heady stuff for a movement that harbored within it the 
most vocal Jewish anti-Zionist element--The American 
Council for Judaism. Nor should one underestimate 
the ambivalence felt towards the "establishment" in 
Israel by prominent circles within Ref orm--because 
of ''dovish" proclivities with regard t;o Israel's 
foreign policy, because of the Orthodox strangle-
hold on established religious expression, and lastly, 
because of the demand f Qr increased funding for 
Judaism in /uner~ca. 

Renee it would be incorrect to asswne that Reform 
Zionism will j.mply uncritical support of the State 
of Israel, Its cen~ral thrust will prQbably be a 
socially concerned cultural Zionism with particular 
emphasis on the development of a progressive Judaism 
in Israe1.l88 
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Notwithstanding Langer's cautious note, however, the Reform Movement 

is establishing itself in the State o~ Israel, and off~cia~ government 

recognition of "Progressive Judaism" should be granted in the not too 

distant future. In June, 1976, tbe~CCAR adopted a statement entitled, 

"Reform Judaism: A Centenary Perspective.'' Section V concerns "Our Obli-

gations: The State of Israel and the Diaspora." In this section, the 

statement expresses real enthusiasm for the State of Israel, while main-

taining the ideally healthy balance between genuine Jewish life in Israel 

and the countries of the Diaspora. The text of Section V is as follows: 

We are privileged to live in an extraordinary time, 
one in which a third Jewish commonwealth has been 
established in our people's ancient homeland. We are 
bound to that land and to the newly reborn State of 
Israel by innumerable religious and ethnic ties. We 
have been enriched by its culture and ennobled by its 
indomitable spirit. We ~ee it providing unique oppor­
tunities for Jew~sh self-expression. We have both a 
stake and a responsibility in building the State of 
Israel, assuring its security and defining its Jewish 
character . We encourage aliyah for those who wish to 
find maximum personal fulfillment in the cause of Zion. 
We demand that Reform Judaism be unconditionally legiti­
mized in the State of Israel. 

At the same time th~t we consider the State of Israel 
vital to the welfare of Judaism everywhere, we reaffirm 
the mandate of our tradition to create strong Jewish 
communities wherever we live. A genuine Jewish life is 
possible in any land, each community developing its own 
particular character and determining its Jewish responsi­
bilities. The foundation of Jewish cormnunity life is 
the synagogue. It leads us beyond itself to cooperate 
with other Jews, to share their concerns, and to assume 
leadership in communal affairs. We are therefore committed 
to the full democratization of ~he Jewisa community and 
to its hallowing ~n terms of Jewish values. 

The State of Israel and the Diaspora, in fruitful dialogue, 
can show how a people transcends nationalism even as 
it affiTJlls it, thereby setting an example for humanity 
wh,ich remains largely concerned with danger:ously paro­
chial goals.189 
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