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THESIS DIGEST 

This thesis is a sociological and historical study 

of the rabbinate as an evolving institution. Its organ­

ization is based upon the forces of continuity and dis­

continuity present in the rabbinate since its inception 

to the present day. The basic premise is that the com­

bination of these two opposing forces have determined 

the ultimate form that the rabbi's role has taken. 

The tr1esis is d.ivided into three major sections: 

Chapter One is a discussion of the origins of the 

rabbinate in Ashkenazic countries and the establish­

ment of precedents whdch then became standardized as­

pects of the rabbi's role during the medieval period, 

Stress is placed upon the duties 'Which became incum­

bent upon the rabbis, the au tliori ty they claimed for 

themselves, and the type of training they possessed, 

Also considered are the S'Y}nbolic status of the ra. bbi 

and the incentives which motivated his conduct. 

Chapter Two is a study of discontinuities which 

developed out of the classical rabbinate, Discussion 

centers on incons istanoies in the rabbinic posit ion 

which were due to the structure of the medieval com­

munity, the change in the original character of the 

rabbis due to social and economic forces, and the 

dissolution of the medieval rabbinate in the Nineteenth 
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Century, The evolution of a post-En1B.nc1pat ion rabbinate 

as the foundation of the present profession is then 

.considered. 

Chapter Three is a stuiy of the moo.ern rabbinate 

as an institution determined both by forces of contin­

uity from the past and novel elements. Both the causes 

and the outward manifestations are analyzed in an atte1npt 

to discern the structure of the rabbi's role. His func­

tions, authority and training are explored, Also in-

eluded are the incentives which determine his conduct 

and the syn1bolic status he occupies in an open society. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This thesis is the outgrowth of preliminary efforts 

to determine lay and rabbinic conceptions of the modern 

rabbi's role. In the course of investigation it was 

found that the modern rabbi 1s role has been molded both 

by preoed.ents established by the classical rabbinate 

of Medieval Europe and by totally new forces at work 

in moderr1 American society. As a result, an indepen­

dent study of tl1e nature of the medieval. rabbinate and 

a consideration of the similarities and dissimilarities 

existing between the medieval and modern ra.bbinate were 

deemed essential alli necessary. This thesis represents 

-such a study. Historical writings which cor1sider the 

development of the rabbinate have been probed and re­

cent sociological stud·ies of the moderr1 rabbinate have 

been analyzed and compared. As a non-apologetic work, 

·findings have been scientifically and objectively 

scrutinized.,· with a mind to truth content rather than 

the maintenance of e1 th.er of the two extreme posit ions 

which many rabbis often hold: (1) that the rabbinate 

has never changed its essential character, or (2J that 

the modern rabbinate is in no way related to 1 ts histori­

cal anteceder1 ts. 

The sociology of occupe.t ions and l)rofessions has 

developed only recently along scientific lines, but 
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research findings have proven extensive. Investigations 

have revealed central fe~tures of many professions. These 

too ls of analysi a c.an(1now be focused upon the clergy. 

. The rabbinate., the "Jewish eccle siast ica 1 occupa-

t 1on" is a specialized career and a profession. .Analy­

ses of the rabbinate tend to .focus on either supernatural 

or natural determinants. Our study shall deal with the 

rabbinate not on either a purely natural or supernatural 

level., but as a totality of motives., tasks., objectives., 

and external forces. 

The rabbinate is a unique p11 of ession. It is like 

no other way of earning a· livelihood. The rabbi is., in 

a true sense, a professional under the lifelong employ 

of an ethnic religious group. He traces_ the origin of 

his vocation to both the priest and the prophet of the 

Biblical period. He sees the _continuity of the religious 

specialist proceeding then to tl1e early scholars., Phari­

sees., the Tannaim and Amaraim of the Talmudic period. 

These were men who devoted their lives to the perpetua­

tion of Judaism through scholarship and piety during 

periods when Judaism suffered transitional pangs of 

being rooted from its land. He notes the proliferation 

of religious scholars in Diaspora countries, through 

the tenth century, and finally sees the emergence of 

the rabbinate as a profession in its classical form 

which preserved European Jewry through the 1vi1ddle Ages 
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until the Emancipation in the Nineteenth century. 

This study shall embrace three chapters. The· 

first chapter shall be a discussion on continuities of 

the medieval rabbinate. "Continuit1es 0 are here used 

in the technical sense as elements tending to be per­

petuated in a stabilized form. The second chapter 

shall be an analysis of discontinuities that developed 

out of the medieval rabbinate - "discontinuities" here 

being the elements which tended to part from establish­

ed forms. Tl1e third chapter shall be a study af' the 

modern rabbinate in an attempt to gauge elements of 

continuity from the past within its realm., and elements 

of disoont inuity, or novelty, which now comprise aspects 

of the rabbi's role. It is my hope that this metl?,od -

the establishing of historic trends am novel elements -

will provide insight to the reader and will establish a 

basis for any further research into the rabbinate. 
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- 0 HL\BTER I -

r.rI-IE 11EDIEVAL RABBI: Esr.rABLISIIIirEl{T OF CONTINUITIES -

2 

Tl-IE MEDIEV1U. 001\41\iUNITY . AND ri1HE ItABBI 

The medieval rabbi was a uriique per son who developed '' 

, out of a unique community. His thoughts, his action·s, h_is i 
. . _. ·. :· . 

whole way _of life reflem't · the entire Jewish mode· of ex+st- · , ·. '.::_,:._:,: 
·,.:• 
··' 

· · . ence in the ·medieval period. · As too community grew in: 
•. ' ' • • • ' • . . ' • i ,•• . · • .,. -~: ,,:,' ~ · .. /, '• 

· strength, so too his role increased in -importance., and men . -- ·. 
. . ' . 

' . ' 

the community weakened, 111s role correspondingly dimini~h~d:•. :;:: _\ -•- · 
• • . • ' . . . I, .• 

An analysis of the medieval ra:bb+nate, with its continui.- ·• 
' ' ' 

· · ties and di scontinu it ies., therefore., invo ~ ves a. si.milar · .. 
. . \. . . 

. · . analysis of the Jewish community as a whole, •. 
' ' '!. . ·-

. ' , ' 

In turning to the community., however., we are.itnmed:i.ate-
1 ' • . 

• • . • • ~ ·1 

ly faced with the question.: In ·What· sens~ can ~~ use ~he 
. ' . ' . " ' ,. . ,' ~ . . . . ' ' ' . ' . . . -: . . '. 

. ·, ' ' ''. . 

term "community'' to apply to m~dieval Jewisl1 ·11fe?· _Onpe; .. ; ... 
' ',r ' • . ' • 

' ', 
' 

ties to the· Pa-lestinian home·land had ·be·en brol{en., :Jewish; 
•,' . 

life became splintered and segmen~ed,. , Individual ~ettle- · 
. 1'. . . . . 

men ts of Jews were found sea ttered throu ghoil~ , the> world, e, 
,, 

' . 

each with its own local autonomy~· It would _seem logical· 
' ' 

.... that as each isolated ·Jew·ish gro:up 9-eveloped-.:i~s·_,own·--cus-
. • . • . - :: .... • :·. .• • -- • : ~- : . •• • : ,i •· ••• r: .•. _:; .. r, ·: . ~ ... - . 

. ·.toms.,· the diff~rence 'among settlements would. r·ar outweig~:-. · 
" 
' ' 

any similarities among them. If this were the .. case, Vle 
' . ' ' ' ' . . 

would not be . justified in using the term "c~mmunity". to tie 
' ' 

.. 
· all the settlements together under a single heading •. 

Yet, in practice, it has become c·,ustomary to group · .. ··. 
. . . . 

all the medieval Jewish settlements together and to refer . 
" 

to ·them., · en ma·sse., as 11 The Jewish Community". The mai ern • · 

. ' ' 
'' 

' ' 

' 

'' ' 
'; . . ·, 

. ' ·' ~ -: . 
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. ' 
' ' l , 

', ,. . ' 
'•,. ' . '' 

I 

' ' 

. ';:' ... · .. -' 
l ,· •. ·-' · . 

• ~ ; <' ... ' .. _, 

• j • ' ' ' 

~ : ' '. ' . . .. 

" 

historian,, .. ~alo ._w •. Baron has done so• in· titling a three 
. - . . ,, . ;,•,,_ ' ' . ' . . 

\' ·, ' ~ . . ' - ' . 

volume study by that name., although he frankly admits 
,' I '• 

;: .. , ' . . . . ' . : ' ' :· . ' ·, . . . •, . . . 

· . .' .:t'f';, "the usual· emb~rraisment in defining the highly &lllbiguous 

· . .: .' -'·:,L ,. · term 'comll}~n:lit.y•"• . Baron feels justified in his choice· 
' '' ·.'/· :.),:.: •. ·' ' ''···: • ' ' ,Ii . . ; . 

'::·:.>-'.•: , .:.· · .of t.,i·tle·., f'.cf.r he feels .that, despite ·the differences th~t 
. ''' : :',.'• ' ' ',. ·.· >' \ ,· '·: ' . . ' ·.·· ' .' ' . ' ' ·. ·.. . ' ' . . . . . 

,;';.:, · ··. · divided the·· far-.fl ung Jewisl1 settlements.,. the-re .. were, 
' .' .. _. · ,' '-': :, ·, .. ·, . ' . ' ' :, : · '• . ' . . .,_, . . '. ' . . ' . . . . ': . . ' . . : , .... :. (~} ~ .:~- :-_. ..... ' . :_ ·, ' . , . ' ' . . 

.. , · :.: ... , · ·,. · · .. unique unifying 'forc·es . whicl1 prevailed and vinci,ica~e 
. '. •' ' . ' . ···,·,., ' . . ,. . . ; . ' ' : . , . . ' ' , ,, 

'~--.", ':'~;·.,_..\;'•. 
. ' . 

' ' . 
' ' ' 

: .... •,•• ,:'.; _ •~I,•:' I 'f •, 

• , •I::' ,_. , 'i.' · 

. .. .' ·:·· . ~' . 
. •., . : .· I . . f_;, ~- • ·, 

·- '. ·,._i :-. ': ' .. 
;; ./ .. •/ _· :, ,.' . ' 

•,·. ' 
.I . i 

usage of t~ expression, in the generic sense. 

,· ', ' 

:,• ,, . ' 
I 

It may readily be admitted •••• that 
./· . · the raedieval Jewish community, like 

· ~ost other ·corporate bodies 'of the 
• .. · -.time, was a true community of des-
. · .. • tiny and culture.2· .. 

' ,, .. ' 

He states: 

' . 

: . But .:a ~ord· ·.of cau.tion, is 'fe:q~~red here.. Perhaps· it is . bes.t 
. ' I . . 

·. ·~ot · to use the. term "The Jewish Community" in such· a br;oad 

.·: ··. ·::. ·: · ·.:':.:>·::· · . s~ns~: •'-a:.s. to: ignore d1ffe:re~i'~es the. t · did., in. f~o-~, · exist to 
; ... ·:, ,\:.• •" •.:_ ·,,_ •.,·:. ,: • ' .. · ,' ' . ' ' l '.. . ' • . • ' '• . • 

• • 

, · ":·, .' .·- · a strong ·degree. The Ashkenazic Jewish settlements of cen-
.. ',, ' . . ' ,. . i 

" 

· .. tral and e~stern Europe came under different political rule 
. •' '' '. . ' 

' ' . :•· 
8.lid cultural· influences than the Sephardic settlement's of' . ' 

• J • I ••• • " '. • • ', :t . ? l ' ._ 

, :"' · · . . · Spain and. the Near East. . A~: a :result., the community s true-

•;•'·:;:,•• / • ture of t~ Ashkenazic settl~ment differed greatly from 
. : .' .,..,:_,··.:::.'·'·,. ~:-·: . .-·_.- ·-·. . ' ' 

.·'. .:, .. .': ·:·: .. ~: '1•: that ·:of the. Sephardic co~unity •.. In ~this stud.y; we shall 
•.. : ,·: .. ! ·_ .. ·.·: ,' , .. ,, :. . ' ' •. . . . • 

. ' . ' - . ' '·. ' 
: . ' ". 

. ' 

' ... ··: : ·: '/ .. :/_(-·,.::'' .·' 
' ' . . . 

. '·:_; ' .. ,. ' : . 
. . . ' . . 

• 

. ,' ,\ ': . · ..• ' 
. ' . -~ . . ' ... , ..... 

. ',', "., 
' ··~ . ' . . 

. .. ~ ._ ~ 

, 'I,' I 

' -- .;. ,_ 

' 

I '. : • 

·.focus our attention on the Ashkenazio settlements.,· since 

this o:o~plex of settlemen~s has h~d al'.). ,infinitely greater 

,impact upon western civilization. Consequently, in our · 

discussions of the rabbi and his society,. we are justified 
'. ' 

. . ' . . 

in using the term ~•community" _to apply to the settlements 
.. 

. of central .. and eastern Europe. 

" . •: 

: . , 
' ·( 

I ,,:,:. 
} 
I: 

r 

I 

' ., 
·\ 
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l 
' 
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I 
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4 

' ' . ' ' 

' 

' I'' ' 

·,· .. More specifically., vh-at were >the forces mioh cast the . 

segmented and· scatter~d, settlements of'· the Jewish world·. · 

into a ·conmion m~ld?' Mbst' important was the im~ct of the . 
. .., .' 

, . ·: . . '· ... , 

., ' 

, :-tradit1ion whioh was .manifest in Talmudic· legalism,. commen- ·. .· ... 
• ~ 1 • \, . ' '. . • •• ' ' •• . • • .. 

taries., and law codes~ Herein was a legal structure. ·w};lich 
• 

became the oorist 1 tut ion, as it ,,ere, .. of each . Jewish: sett,le ~ . ·, ·, 
. . . . ·, . . . ·. ' .· '·- . . ' ' . 

merit •. E;e;y aspect ~•· ~he' J,evrf'.:s life was regul.ated. by thi~ 

legal· tradition., which subsumed, the secular under· the. cate -

gory of the · religious·. Each Jewish group was thus bound 
,, 

in obedience to the self-same sacred system., and the real·. 
. ' 

backbone· of the community was the prestige and high regard 
, 3 

in which the tradition was held by each member. As a re- · 

sult., en intense loyalty system developed so that the· Jew 
. . . 

' .. 
' . . ,' 

.' . ' ' . internalized the need to obey the sacred law. ... As a. buttress· ' . ' 

'. 

to the internalized loyalty, severe sanctions were created 

. by the community which made: violation of the Ja. w a heinous . 
4 . ' 

offense. The end result was a uniformity of values· which 

pervaded the European connnunity~· · 

In addi t 1.on to the uniformity spawned by loya~ty to 

the sacred system from within tl'1e community'., similar coer~ 

cive foraes were at work upon the European dispora- from 
. . . 

'' 

without. All Jews were s~gregated from the.rest of-the 

world by order of the various Ri.lropean stat·e governments.-·. .. 

By creating the segregated Jewish community., these govern­

ments were able to facilitate the process of tax collection., 

for officials collected from designated persons in each 

' 
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. ' 

_; .. ··• ', 
' . ' . . 

" ' . ' t 
' ' 

; 

· settlement the tax on eacll, of' its members, ~:Lle there may 
·, 

mve been occasional attempts to tie th~ geographically sep­

arated settletnents. together. into a centr.~lized form of gov-
. . ' . . .( 

ernmeht., ·state autb.orities generally agreed that keeping the 

··cbmmunitie·s ··separated and .. giving each the power of ·self-· 

:government: was· the _most expe .. die~~i-means f>or exploiting th~se 

.c.dmrnunit;i~·~s w:ithou~ fear .. of r,;pr~se.1· •... Indeed the . im~et.us 
. , . . . . . ' . . ' . ' . '. 

to ~rg~nize · individual conmunities. of Jews crone often from ' . ,•·' . 5 

the st~t·e rather than from the Jews themselves. Thus, vhen 
. . . ' 

we 'speak of ,the Jew_ish canmunity, we are referring to a ' 
·- ' . . . . 

,. ' . 
' . . . 

prototype, for segre8at ion, self-government, and external 
. . . ' . . 

coercion were characteristics of each smaller unit of 

.· Jew·ish settlement, 
. ' 

. M~.anwhile several other forces were at work to give 
.. ' . .... . . . ' ' 

e~ch. individual Jewish settlement a strong sense of solidar-
. . . . . 

ity· from within, Notable among these forces were the then 

overwhelming power of organized religion throughout Europe, 

which··worked to increase the Jew's loyaJ.ty to the religious­

ly centered community, and the unique compound of an ethnic-
6 . ' 

re~Ligious culture.· This compound was a con tributing cause 

to the comn1on value structure wi ich persisted among all the 

.. ~embers of the grou·p. Each member worked for. a common goal. 

Status differences became minor, and would continue to re­

main at a low level as long as the sense of kinship and 

shared goals persisted in the m,dieval Jewish society. 

I , ' t ._ ', 1' " 
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' 

" 
i 

; 
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' ' . : . ') 

,: . . 

, . 
' ' ! . ' 

... . -• . '. 
, • •, J • 1 l • , . · 

· .. • i ': .' , r ·:·· -'!, . 
. ' ::, " _r ,,"._: .,\ 

" .. , .. 
. , ·;:,(_' ·, . . ' 

·•. ' . . . . ... , 
· ~- · ~-t~·c:. '::·· 

Sociologists note that the·re are four factors which 
'. '.. ,' · .. : ', 

. . 7 ·. ';< . . 

work toward the continuity of any religiot.l°s organization.,_. . · · · i_ •·· .· 

factors which were pr;sent in tbli med1e~ai Jewish commJnitY~:•/ :• \ .•. •.··.·· 

(1) ~ re is need for rational au tho~ity. 
. - •.,': ,;:~:'.~--~_::· /.·_ .. ~-:/J;·:·i. ,.'.: 

In 1n e · 1 : • · .. 

' •· 1•:''1 ::_::· '/.·'::_· ... 

,. 

Jewish connnunit y, the sacred ,la.w ·provided that,, autrior .. i / · . ~/;; 
~ . . : ·' . ,' ·. . '~ . :: ~-:•. ·::t~ \),_ i~ .. -:: ,.i_:_; .. ~:i :_'.·<:: : 

ity.. which bee ~e yested in the hands of the rabbis: . · ... ,:_(;,:\?;~:.:· . 
I ' . ', . · , , :·' ', . ' .. , . . . . ' . · . ·, ·:·:, ·:,:"''•.I.;, , ~/ , ; 

· (2) The· cariposition of. the groupnneede to be such-that:/;;'·: · ·. ,:;· . 
• • . : . • . ', • :•:~,.\ .· ,J, I "'. •.-'. .. :/~ • 

the organization is managable. Composed of persons· .'·. • · . "• 
', ..... ' I . 

• ,. f • 

' 
•' '•'.\. ~I .. 

o~ :~im11ar needs and backgrounds, and· limited in size,. 
,·' .. 

, . I • ... ' ., 
·1 ,. ', 

th~, Jewish comrnuni ty was managable • 
. . . . . . 

. ' 

( 3) The re must be a s olida.ri t y of member ship. In the . 

Jewish c,onnnun·ity, this solidarity was .assured by the' : · ·: ·. 
. ' ., . . ,' ' ~ ·-~·· 

common concensus of group values ~d. goais, .. and b,y 

loyalty to the tradition • 
' • •1 

. ' 
. , I • 

·, ' 

{4) The common good of the group cannot .be endangered . 

by frictions within the group. Viithin the Jewish com.: 
. . . . 

munity, we have noted the sanctions 'Which could be, 
. . . '. . 

· brought against the dissenter ·who refused to abide .by· 

the community 1 s l.aw, 
. ' And in addition to these four: . . 

. ' . . 

factors pres_e_nt within the Jewish. communi_ty ·which · . 

helped .~o give• .it permanence, th~re was the 'additiori~r· 
' .. ' . . . . 

power of· the coer·c·ive force of the stijte, which forced 
' ' 

the community mold to remain intact. · 

The early leadership of the European conununi ty came 

from Palestine. 

. , 

. : . ; 

., 
' ' 

. . ,· 

' ' 

' 



. . ' ' .. : ;. ' . 

. 
:. ' 
'• I. ( ' 

. 
. . << •,· ~ 

. ',. ' . 
. . ·.•', ' 

• I ' •' : •. ',, '; 

. :. ,'.: ' ''': ·,- : 

' .• . ' 
• ,, I • . . . 

j' I • r ''." ' 

' . . ' . 

,. 

' . 

.. 

. . . . . 

. . 
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~ . . . 

. The Patriarch or the Sanhedrin who· appoint-
: ~d the judge-a of Palestine also appointed 

the judges for the Jewish commun1 ties of 
Europe •••• The· Parnasim al so were appoint­
ed by the a:i thorities in Palestine, and 
were al ways ch:osen from among the learn-

.. ed •. It. seems, that the Patriarch, or the 
· man vh:o was _delegat,ed by him not only ap­
_ _i)pointed judges in the commun~.ties of the · 
. ·· Diaspora but. also appointed -the Archon, 

the leader of the community.a 

,:Not· onl.Y was the Diaspora. leadership determined in Pales-

, tine, but additional controls were a.lso employed by the· 

·· ·P.alestinian author1 ties. In a direct n1anner, they lcept 
. . 

,. 

~ . ' : ~-. . . ' . : the _Diasp~r~ ·dependent upon the ancestral homeland through 

. ' 

.. 

.- ! ' 

. ' ',• . ' . . ,, . ,· ,. 

.. .. . . -
. •, ' ' 

. . . . 

. ' 

... . 

. 1.'.'' 

' t_ ·, .. 1, .. 

. ,, ' ' , .. . •·. . . . ... ' ' . 

.. . 
. ' 

.• ,!. •' 

' ! ' • ' .. ·, "; . 

" 

imposing econornio .obligations 011 the European community 

·. and. dillec ting its rel 1g10ll s life. 
. . . ' . . . 

'' 

' ... :; ·- . . 

·The Patriarohs used to send messengers, a­
. postles, into the. different communities of 
· .the_ Diaspora not only to collect. the money· 
for the maintenance qf the Patriarch and 
the academies in Palestine but also to in­
struct the Jews and s-qpervise the reli­
gious life of; the Jewisl:1 Communities. 9 

The. dependency of. ·the Diaspora upon Palestine was 
' ' . . . . ' 

~ite sufficient' to main~ain. the .~structure: of the European 
t • • • . 

.. community as long as cotnm)lnioa ti on was. open bet~een the two 
" . . ' 

cer;i.ters of. Jewish habitation •. In the seventh century, the 
. . 

' 

Arab conquest of Palestine' totally broke off communication 

· between Christ 1an Europe and Palestine, which then became 
. . . 

' 
domina~ed by the Moslems. Th~s proved most critic al to 

. ' 
' • 

Diaspora Jewry, for _it was cut. off from its source of di-

rection. By assuming ·the right to choose their ·own Par­

.nasim, the European communities could maintain civil lead-

8 

' " ' . . .... -· 

ership. Out of th is chaos event.ual ly emerged the rabbi- . 
I I . " ' . ' I .. . . . 

nate, the answer . to the Diaspora rs need far. religious di­

rection •.. 

'. . . ' 
,., . 

' ., . . .. ~ ', . . . ', 

' 'c ' f • 

We have noted that communioa~ion between.· Euro;e arid,, · .. · .•. , 

Palestine ceased in the. seventh century~ Yet, it took .. · · ', ·: ·. : : 
. . ; .. : . . . ' . . '. . .. •. . 

considerable ·tinie -far the rabbinate ·to ~me-;rge as,:'a mature :·.ii•. __ :.:,. · 

inst i tU tion. Certainly it e vo 1 ved. through a number of •·· ··.• > · : 
transitional· steps bef:ore it emerg. ed~,as·. the inst·i·t·u· .. -t-·1··•··· .· ..... 

. . . . . . or1 
. ' ' ' . ,·:: ,,, .. ,,. . 

with continuity. These steps are lost in ·::00sourity how.:.· 
: ' . 

ever •. The dating of the emergence of the c·la.ssical rabbi-· . ·\.;·: 
' ' . . • . i ◄ 1; 

nate as a fully developed institution ·.1s itself .a· subject~ 

of great debate. It is assumed that . it emerged s.om~v.here . 
· · '10 · 

in the twelfth to thirteenth centuries however.·· Dating 

· its ri:se is not as important as understanding the r·orc_es 
. .', . . . :\ 

. - . \.. . 

·which led t·o the· creation· of t:re. rabbinate howe;er,. _:and' ... · .. ', · 
... 

. . 
. . . 

'' ;, i' .. 

' ' ' . . 

.. i 

·, . 

here we a.re on safer ground, It ·1s. a rule that. g!t-oups mu.st.··•·· . 
' ' ,· ' 

be concerned both with self-preseryation and. maintaining 
·. . . .. · · - 11 . . 

the works for which they exist. We ~v~ noted·: t:hat to pre-. 
. ' - . 

s,erve itself _the _community had. to create rel:igiou,s leader--·· . 

' .. ,., 
,. . • ' ' - • t 

. . . ' . ' . . . 

ship.· More .than this, however, when -the c~rnmunity-· ~as cut . 
C • j" . . 

' . 

off from Palestine, the threl!,t arose• thalt lead~rahip would ....•.... • . 
' ' . ' ' . 

be held. s·olely by .a privileged class;. _which wuld-- impose · ,'.•. 
. . ,· . . : 

its will upon the other members of. the ··~~ommunity, thus ·_· 
. ' ' . •. I: ; • 

threatening great internal c onfliot which could rip· apar.t · · 
· 12 . - . . ' 

the Diaspora community. The rise of the .rabbinate can be ··· · 

seen as a response to this threat, a mov~ment· for :txµpar-
. : ' . . 

. : ·:",' . . : ·. ' 

.... ,, 
·,. ·.·. 
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' .,. ' 

-r: .. -.··. 
. ◄ .• 

'' ' 

j _,, • 

·._(' 

'. '.1. 

' ' . 

tial leadership so· that the ,community could (}Ontinue .to .... 

·. · .. exis~. · Rabb'i:r;l19al scholars. were called to discover,. ·by 
, . . . . . . ' . 

' . . . . . . . . ' 

. ' : ' ·. ..· . ., _-..-:, -, . ' 

refere'nce to. Talmudttc law, .just what were the ;ights of a 
. ' ' . . . . . 

... ' 

. . . . 13 . 

· · o~fumunity: ·ove~ ._its members. In doing this, these ·scriolars 

' ' . 

., 
~. ;· ... ' . ·\. ' .. ,,, . \ 

- ', ' 
' . . ' . . ' ' . . , '. ' ; . •, : . 

• • ' ' I 

' '; . : 

'•.,;·. ' 

J .• 

' . ' 

. also maintained the ·.,war ks for which the community existed; 

. · · they continued the· tradition of the pe.st which the oommun-
.. 

ity was .~biigated to· pr~s~rve. · In doing this,· the rabbin-
. . . 

10;-·scholar~ c·rea.ted a· role with oontinui ty for themselves. 

They; i:>erfor.med. ·a ,service. needed by their society which no 

o~e else co,uld·:do,.·· beca~se they w~re masters of tr1e reli-
l · · : . . ·· ~ , • I,' ' , 

I ' ~ 

g:fous law. 

· Each individual settleme.nt of Jews crone to have its 
/: ' ; : . 

·o~-- r~qb.1, ·' and .each re.bpi had jurisdiction over the commun-
• . , I " I ' ' 

., ···, ;. . ' ' ,• . 
' : ) . . 

·ity he served .. · Comp.e.tition .grew among each settlement of 
', '• • " , • •. ',, ' : •~, ., I • ' 

· . ·.·• · · Jews ,1to .obtai·n :,a , true man 
. •, ~ I ! • •, : • I '·, ·; : :, ''. . 

or· iet.ters fnr its rabbi~ The 

•·, . 

. . . ·_:( -:•. ', 

' ' . . . . 
·. . . ; ' ' 

. . 
. . . 

. . . . 

. . . 

;. 

... 

. ' . . 

. 
' • > ' 1 { . ' 

· rabbi was· the head of· the . . Beth Din1j · or religiou a court 

· which ·:ruled on all l~gal matters within the community. As 

the rabbi presided over a court beyond which no appeal was 
. 14 . 

. possible, it was. considered mandatory that a capable rabbi 
... ' 

· be foun.d. · A strong tie crune. to exist between the connnunity 
. ' . 

·and its rabbi, as he dir~oted its spiritual·life, and 

assured nespect fbr its statutes •. It may be reasonably said 

that tl:e · community needed: tbe rabbi more than· the rabbi 
15.. ·. . 

needed the c onrnunit y. · 

,;; Since the rabbi held a position of inf·luenoe in the 

' : ·oomr_nunity and did. determine its law, it u, easy to under-
t. .· : ' . . . ... 

10 
', : . 

' . 

stand how the state desired to control who·was· appointed ·.· 
. . 

to the position. Because he was a rallying point of the .. · 
. . 

·settlement, the state government saw the rabbi as a 
. . 

possible. agent to be used in tax. collection •. Thus, the 
' . 

government· continual~~ a.t~_empted to appoint men to the_ .·· 

. position of commullity rabbi with ;Who~: i~ could easily•·• 

work. · · Evidently the state must· have ruthlessly ·chosen,. 

men repugnant to the community for ·a pan: :was ~ss ued by 

all the European Jewish settlements in the twelfth cen-. 

.tury not only forbidding tl1e•: _go vernm~nt ... fr.o~ appoiJ:1~ ing · 
'. ' . . . . ' . ' ' . • . .' ,' . ·. 

' ' . .' . ', .. 

· any co_mmunity I s rabbi, but· also prol1ibi ti~$ any prospeo~ 
. • . 1 . 

tive rabbi from obtaining the slightest me~isu1ie of support·· . . . . . . 16 ' . . 
' ' - ' 

from the· state authorities in obtainin'g a. position. In .·· · 
I • • t ', ••\ ' 

·· Germany and Austria from· the. sixteenth ·until the,;·.nineteenth . : 
. . . " . ' 

' . ' . . . . . 

centuries the. state persist~d in appoir1t•ing a· "crown rabbi''· . · ·· 

·. in addition to the. rabbi ch9.sen by the comraun~ty, but the .. · . ' ' . . . . . ' ' '. , ·. ' . ' . . •. '' ' 

. state's appoint.ee mere.ly s;upervis:·ed tax· collect·i:o~s and 
. . 

. . 
' 

was not regarded by the community as its true rabbi. These . ,_ 
.. 
' 

;state appointed rabbis were generally irreligious arid ot .. -
. . 17. · . · 

ten informers for:·the·state~ They never held a:ny important/ 

positions within t:te community, for·from--the time of the. 
. . 

. . . 

· twelfth centui:-y, no con1munity would relinquish the right. 

to make its own choice of rabbi. 

Each ·community of thirty or more Jewish families· 
•. · 18. 

would elect a rabbi. Yet the method of choice differed 

from plac_e to place. In some areas, the Parnas im con troll-



11 

. . 
ed the ·choice. Elsewhere.,, committees were. drawn .up to 

,, 
·. ' - '· 

. . . 

·• · .. ·. •.· study the. candid~tEls and to make reCOllllllendations. which 
. ' . . .·. ,: . ' ··, ·. ' . 

' . I 

were then finally act·ed upon b:V,- the me~bers of the com-
' '· 
I"- ~ : ' • • ' ' ' ', . •' . . ,,; ' ' . . '1. , . 

munity·~. · Fina;Ll y., we have•: 'ins·t ance s wl;Lere .. who1.e c omrnuni-
• , •• . • ". . ''.. I . ' . I . ,' . '\... • . 

ti·es ep:gaged themselves·'.in the tas~_ .. of'. debating., el~minat-
' . 

. . " ' ; . ' . ' ' . ~: 

. . . !rig · and• finally dec•iding whq wouJ.<l fill the vaoan~ posi-
.:,c. ; :' 1 :·:, . • . ' •· ., • : . .· . . . ' . ,.- ' ' ' .. '' '; • : .' ' '. :i . 

.: . . :,·:.>· .· · tion. •When the dec·1·sion was fin'alized . ., messengers were . ' . . . 

sent out to inform the· incu):llbent., and re was· gre~ted at 
. ' I 

.. 
' the city gate with much joy. - The choice of a new rabbi 

. . 

was :indeed· a~· event· ;f great significance ... in any community. 
- ' . . :"'. \· ; ·. . ' ., 

· •. ·· · · Thus, the rabbi cmne to ocdupy a highlY important 
. . ' 

As he was ·role in the li.fe' of the medievS:l ·c~nim~11ity. 
' ' ' . 

. . '·.. . ..... •needed by ta, community., so too his:·ro·le became invested 

. ' 

, ' . ', ' . ' . 

,_ ,.:. ': .. , . ·, . . ' ... 
. · .. ·, 

, . \ "". 

. ', '.· . ; 

. ' 

' ' . . 

' . 
I •• ·,' 

... 
~ 1 . •, ' 

. ' 

.. ~, ' . . 
: : 1:. .. 

with much continuity. He alone could administer the law, 

for he alone knew hov1 to interpret it • He had shown the 

community its raison· d'etre., and enabled it to define it­

self in acceptable ·terms. when relations with Palestine · 

were brokert. ·As administrator of the sacred system, the 

rabbi more.· .than any other per·son kept· the community a.11 ve . . ~ . . 

through ,the medieval period.· 

". . . . 
ROLE RUltCTIONS · 

I 

Roles·are defined in terms of the actions 
performed by ta, person to validate his 
occupancy of the position. In sum., all 
sooiet ies are organized around positions 
and the persons who occupy these·positions 
perform specialized· actions or roles. · 
These roles are linked with the position 

' 

! 

I 
I 

I 
I 
I 
! 

I 

j 

l 
' 
' 
l 
' 
' i 
( 

I 
I 

1 . 

1 ·I ., 

·, 
. ' 

-
12 

. . ,· . . 
·' .. 

'' I 

. ' ' 

' ' ' .. > i ·, l. • . . ' '•'. ' .. 
' . 

and not with the person. who· is_ temporEir'11·y .:< : 
occupying the posit ion .19 

. ' 

, ' 

. It ms become eirident t~ t the medie'[al rabbi per~orr-. ' 
' ' . 

. '. ' . . . . . 

ed speciii.lized actions which only he cOuld do, Bl'ld thu,~., > •, . i •: .· . 

validated the role Sn society which he occtlpied. A9,direot; 
7 

: , 

tor of the . spiritual·' 1 if e . ·. Of • jm i:ci mm unity am .. guii~an °1', ' ' · .••... 
its le gal s tructtir8, he occupied a poaition wii.h ~i{lectS:- :) < ·: ·: 

tions that rested upon him, not as an individual,'' b~t · ~s .... ._:;, 
!, '· ' . . ' . • . 

. ' ' 

the holder ~f that posi t1ori. Insofar as' .his ao'tivities " . . 
' I , • ' .. 

~ ' ' 

were a justification of his occupancy qf his pos~ti~n, th~.Y": . ·' ' ~: ' 
• =, •• '.. • :· : 

were forces of continuity. They flowed from his role· as· 

rabbi and enhanced it. 
.. 

·, ( : ' 

' ' 

The Rabbi' as Judge 
' ., ., 

I. • .. ' 

' . . . 

.. 
·' . 

The' function most'' directly related to the rabbi's role 
. -. ; ' . . ·, . .' . 
:::,.-J" •.::: ·.: ',, 

' ~. ' .. . ' . . . 

;equirement~ ~as that of judge. Litigation brought befor;~ ' • ·. 

him involved, both seculal' and religiqus matters, b8o9.use . . . ' 
. ' _, ' ·. ' '. .. 

: ' 
.. ' - . 

. . 

in the m~dieval •· society where a llacred. system determin~d 
f _ •• ' •• 
1•·, .. . . 

.. . . . ' ' . . ', . . . ' . . ' ' 

• : J ', 

civil law there was ilo distinction betw8en the t~o ~;peats'. > ' / · 
.·, ' ' . ' '' .· . . '. . .' ' : '. ' .'· . . '· .. ' . . .· . ·,: :, ' . : . 

Thos e'eWho d.esired to take legal act{on c.ould either bring > . . . ( .· 
. . . . . '' 

•. . . . . : .... ' . 

it di · tl · to· the rabbi o· r · else to tl1e law cou:r-t . the ir s u rec y ., . 

over which 11e presided •. Here_ he was assisted by Dayyanim., · ·.:; 
. ' . 

.. scho.lars. of, lesser :a~thori~y •. 'Vh'ile. e~ther course of. ac·~ion . , · . -.· 
' 

·, • . . . . . i . . . . • • • • . '. • . 'I • •• . ' i ' . • . 

·: " ' ' .. ' . . :, . 

was open, ~ertain cases might bettel:' be judged in the law,·... :-: 

c·ourt, such as those involving wage ·disputes_, because the 
.. -· 
" 

decision of the court., through its rabbi, might have great-

. . . . . 
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' ' . . .. 

,, 

' ' 

• 13 
, I 

er legal status in the state courts than those tendered by 
. 20 

the rabbi on his own, In either case, the· dee is ion was 

binding 1:)pon thooe involved in the litigation. 
. :-v_· ; \ 

.· .·. ~.!-;;. 

A wide- var1ety of cases faced t be medieval rabbi, and 

there is an abundance of literature discussing rabbinic 

legislation. Typical rabbinical contracts enumerate that 

the rabbi was to judge cases involving such matters as 
. 

contracts and inheritance. In cases of damage, he was 
21 

given the power to impose fines. · Vfi th two other scr1olars, 

he was to decide all monetary disputes. In addition to 

civil law, he decided ritual laws and customs. No aspect 

of communal law oircun1vented the decision mal{ing process 

of the rabbinate • 
• 

c~·osely allied ,~itl): the function of judging lay 

another functioh which gained in importance in the passing 
~ . . 

of time, i.e., the writing ot' responsa. · As judge, tl1e rabbi 

considered cases brought to him by members r£ his comraunity. 

As the author of re sponsa, how ever, tl1e rabbi considered 

legal and ritual.questions posed to him by persons outside 

his comnunity. The questioners sought answers to problems 

which had been· rais~d in concrete situations. Tr1e rabbi 

would study the problem, soltVe it through his knowledge of 

law, an::l. send· his answer to. the questioning party. Any 

rabbi could write responsa, and a responsum of one rabbi 

might .be in opposition t.o that of another. l~uch responsa 

was written by the rabbis with established reputa.tion, for· 

l 

14 
. ' 

·the questioner sought a definitive ansvre.r which .could best . ' . 
' ' ' ' ' •,. ,. 

come from one 'Yho had gained wide repute for _his ·scholarly 
22 · ··. . ' ' '. 

abilities. The famed Rabbi Nieir of Rothenberg became ex- . , , : . · 
. ' . , . 

' ', 

tremely well known f.or his acumen in writing responsa,. and·.· 
. •'• 

it is noteworthy tbs. t by the time when he livecl, in the ... •. 
,' ' ' . 

th:irteent~ century, most of the problems dealt with civil, 

rather than ritual law. 

The great majority of R. !\ieir 1s Responsa 
deal with business transactions, real 
estate, . inheritance, marriage cohtraots, 
partnersr1ips, agents, sureties, trustees, 
employees, inf or me rs, conununi ty govern­
ment, community property, settling r.ights, 
and taxation. 23 

Since he w~s the most renown scholar of Germany, questions 

concerning litigatidns involving large sums of· money w·ere · 

dire-cted to him from many communities. His decision could 
24 

not be overridden. Yet, the responsa activities of the 

· rabbis did not lead to any true hierarchical structure. 
' ' 

They did lend a measure of uniformity qf practice tot he 

separated communities. \ri/hen questions were directed to a· 

'' 

well-known scholar,· they often were done so by the rabbi of.· 

the. lesser communities. 

. ·, ' 
' ' 

/, I• 

' . 

' ,, .1 

. ' . 
',. 

• .. ·. ' 

The Rabbi as .Teacher 

The yeshiva, or academy for higher Jewish learning, 

came t_o occupy an important position in the.:·Jstructure of 
" 

.. the medieval community. The apparent reason for this was 

that the learning employed by. the rabbis to derive legis- · 

. 
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lation became highly valued by each member of the community. 

Any male youth who had the ability to learn came to the 

academy to study the Ja.w, regardless of whether he intended 

to mal{e the rabbinate a career or not. At the same time, 

the academy was a natural recruiting grounds for the rabbi-­

nate and the means through whic11 the rabbinate - and the , . 

community - was to perpetuate itself. It became of great 

concern to the rabbis to n1ake certain that the academy was 

functioni11g at maximum capability ih producing scholars 

able to carry on the· tradition. · 

sui:rervising the academy beca1ne one of the rabbi's 

prin.ciple functions, a.11d it is not surprising to learn that., 

· until the rabbinate emerged as a full-fledged profession, 
25 

the title "Rav" meant 11 He~d of the Academy". Thus, heading 

·the academy was his most important duty, until the four­

teenth Century. Following this time, men the functions 

of. the rabbi multiplied, he was permitted to designate 

anothe·r scholar to take over the duty of dir~cting the 

academy.-. 

A busy rabbi might also d_elegate the pres i­
derioy of the acad.emy, .formerly his most 
cherished pre.rogatfve., to another ~fficer. 
Such "heads of academies", common in 
Poland, were necessary particularly in 
large centers with several academies. ~he 
rabbi retained, l1owever, general supervi­
sion., pa·rtioipated in arranging curricula, 
and visited each academy, often examining 
students. 26 

Still the academy always remained of primary importance, 

• 
16 

· and in all towns where he was pJ:1y~ically able to do so, · 

the rabbi.continued as head of the yeshiva.. The stipula­

tion of some comrnunities that they would withhold the 
. 

rabbi 1s salary wer_e he to ignore his responsibilities to 
'· 

his students indicates tl1e primacy of the rabbi's teaching .. _ . :.::'.·, : 
27 . 0:~ 

functior1. Moreover, he was.often obliged to share living.···: : ·:.· 
• ' • • ' 1 • 

quarters with his students. The community would provide a 
home for the rabbi with sufficient space to accomodate his· 

students. In this manner, the master was in constant con-

. . 

tact with his students, and able to avail hintself to their.· ·· 

questions at all tiraes. Often rabbis went far out of their 

. way to a.ccon1odate students. They quartered more students .. 

than their cormnuni ties felt tl1ey should. Finally, in 1628 • 
,.,,( 

it was· agreed th.at the rabbi should be penni tted to take · 
28 

in as many students as he deemed possible. The stud.y 

sessions, operated on a co11tinuous be.sis, reached a cresoen.;._ 
. 29 .. 

, •') 

' . . . do in the weel{s prior to Shavuoth and. Chanukah. The· sue-·_· ·. · · 

ceas of the rabbis in maintaining the academies is evidenc- -

eel by the high regard for learning which always character_;.-•·· , . 
·• " '.' • . ~4 •~, ' 

' : . 

ized the Jewish co:mrnunity. . . 

The Rabbi as Preacher 

The rabbi 1s preaching function was one which varied. 

in. importance from oomrnuni ty to connnunity,. but which gen­

erally evolved into a· role of greater importance through 

the middle ages. Originally., he preached only on special··, 

. . 

"' . 
'. ' 

. 
'' ·' •. ; 

., .. 
\ .: ' 

•• ~- ,, ' s .. 
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occasions, and evidence in one rabbi's contracts suggests 
, ' 

·tha t he was expected to preach but twice yearly - ori the. 

special sabbaths of Sabbat11. HaGadol and Sapbath of Repen-
30 ' 

tence. The necessity of educating the laity about. ··special 

festival law led to the custom of the rabbi '.s ex:pouhding 

the la,11J in public on the holidays, however, and preaching 

increased as it was seeri as a means of teaching the tradi-
' . . 31 
tion to the uneducated. 

But education was not the sole reason for p:reacl1ing. 

Preachers addressed themselves to social issues of their 
32 

day and related them to Jewish thought and doctrine. Their 

prea.ch~ng was exhortive, and an additional tooi in the 

hands of the rabbi to gain conformity to the community's 

ethical standards. 

In addition to the rabbis, there were also itinerant 

preachers who traveled througl1out tl1e country preaching to 

earn a livelihood. Although tl1eir messages were simple 
', 

homilies that might appeal to the less ed.uca ted, the trav-

elling .preachers lacked the training, eloquence_, and pres-
I 

tige of the rabbis, and. were never in direct competition 

with them. 
33 

The rabbis I p1.,enching was on a much l1igher level. 

· Their sermons were constructed around the three major themes 

of God, Torah and Israel. T11ese themes crune into usage 

prior to the medieval period, but became standard focal 

points for much of Jewish thought. Using a variety of 

. . , 
' . 

·, 
' 

18 

. ,.. .. 
. ' .:; ' 

a 

. ' ', i ,; •.. 

homiletic al techniques which varied froID, rabbi to rabbi~:_· 

and some of which may have. been borrowed from Christian . 

preacheris, the rabbis employed their full abilities to 

"· . . \ "·-.. 
' ... ·. ,.'. :·· . 

. ~ · . 

. ' 

, ;· .. 

j • .' • ' •• -... 

. ' . ' 
. ·' '. 

' . 
• ' : ' . I !• • ' 

d.rive home their lesson. Textual prieaching was the general •. • • _ 
• j . . ,• • '·, ' ' 

. . '-.• _.. I - '.' .• 

rule, for in deriving their lessqn from the text, the •1:. ' : ; ' 

' ' . . .- . . ' 

preachers could reinforce their listeners' ties 'to the sa-: · · :· · 
• ,•-f , •••• 

·: " ·. 
• , :, ~ r '~ 

', i I ~ " , ' 

. ' ,. .. : · . ': .~: :' ~ . ·. ' 

. cred literature emotionally, as well as teach them scrip- .. ·· .. ·, 
• i ' 

•, : '."· . " . 

' '·,; . 

ture. Thus, not only the content of the preacl1ing., but · 

also the technique;, served as positive factors contributing 

to the enhancement of the rabbinical role •. The rabbi was 

creating among his listeners an emotional tie to his pro­

duct, the Jewish heriitage. 

' . ,· ','(,::' '•,f· .' . 
.'' , f ' 

I • '• ,' . ' ' .. ' ' ' 
,-• ' . 

'vVe now know, despite earlier notions, that preacl:11ng ·, · .•: : · . · .. · ·_ . 
. . . ·. '' ' . . . ; .. : . 

did definitely become a major fu11ction of the rabbi •s· roie•. ·. '. 

Israel Bettan has fully investigated the scholarly elo-
' ' 

: ' ';:.I':; • 

.····:' .; ·. :-

i 

,, . . '. 
I • • • ' • 

I 

quence· of the rabbis. There we~e, of course, those who dicl 'i.• .,:: 
. . . . . ' ~ . . . 

' ' . . ·• ' 

·not excel i the fine art of preaching, and who consequent-,_ ·. :_. v. 4 ' ' 
ly de-empha.c zed. this rabbinical function.· . Yet, it was ......___ __ _ 
expected that eacl1 rabbi would pr_each, and by· this. means 

he could further justify his role in society. . ,, .. 

The Rabbi as Pietist 
'. 

. ' 

Perhaps the greatest single expe,ctation- of the rabbi. 
. 34 

was th~t he would. cultivate personal piety. In addition to::. 

encouraginghim to evi~ence his piety in his social· relations 

with others,. tre comm.unity permitted him to live in a semi- ·· • 

.. ' . ' 

" ". . . 
. I . I 

,.~. . ., 
'.: ,: ~. 
' 

~ -> ' ; , . ~- . ' . ,. ' 



19 

private world where he could grovJ in devoutness and. en-
• 

coura_ge his disciples to do·, likewise. It is interesting 

to note t·hat the rabbi •Was not· expected to take upon hirr1~ 
• 

. . ' . 

s.elf .·the obliaation of leading the community in worship. 
. ' 0 

In fact, he was rarely expec.ted to attend daily· worship 
,. 

services with the rest of the comm.unity. Instead., he was 

permitted to h_old semi-private services witl1 his pupils in 
35. 

the quiet of his own home.·· It may be seen., then., that the 

rabbi was. permitted to· SP'nd at least a part of his time 
' 

1:i. ving a~ay ··from the outside world alone with his students., 

. where he might· teach . ., contemplate., and grow in personal 

devotion. Thus, piety, wl1ile not a rabbinical function in 
• ,, ,1,, 

·. ·the narrow sense, was at least regarded as the · intangible 
I• . • 

· ·quality which the rabbi might cultivate and attempt to pass 

on to others through his contacts with them. 

Other Functions 

To this point we have discussed major oper~tions of the 

rabbi's role which were universal in scope and expected of 

all rabbis. As such, these duties were mandatory upon the 

office per se, rather than upon the person occupying that 

office. Other operations appear to be less universal and 

not required of every rabbinical posit ion •. They might, 

therefore, be associated with the rabbi rather than with 

his office, or else wi·th the positional expectations of 

only a l:imited. number of communities. Thus, we· note that 

,, i 
I 
' ' 
' 
' 

' 
I 

' 

' •i ,-

I . 
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-
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' .. 
·• • : . ' '. : ' • '! •• 

in certain co~unities rabbis devoted themselves· to the 

task of writing amulets, 
' 

The common man did not believe a rabbi was 
.. · fully co1npeten t unless he was. adept in the 

writing of amulets. . Therefore a rabbi, if 
he was to retain the confidence and trust 
of the people, had to be conversant with 
all the arts ,vhiah entered into the making 
of amulets. 36 

Similarl;f, we read of re.bbis who served as fund .raisers; 

who wrote letters to obtain funds for communities in finan-
37 

cial distress. Other rabbis directed themselves to safe- ··· 

guarding community ethics through supervising weights arid 
38 . 

n1~asures. Still otl1ers., living where relations with 

Christians 'Wire good, used their positi:on in tr1e community 

to become tJ:1e representative of the Jewish group to the 

Christian authorities. They were the defenders of the··. 

Jewish comn1uni ty in debates and discussions with learned 
39 

Christians. These were the early "Supporters of the ·faith·"· 

who could justify Juda.ism by scholarly arguments •. Other 

rabbis devoted much time and effort to attacking heresy 

' 

and breaking the influence of heretics who threatened normal-
40 

ized Judaism. 

These many functions, not inherent in the position,. ··, 

were nonetheless supportive of the community and, as a. re­

sult, were forces for continuity of the rabbinate. But as· 

time passed., rabbis found themselve~ with an ever increasing 

number of functions to fulfill. They took ·on the duties of 

supervising and licensing the Shochtim who performed ritual 

. ' 

' . 

' 

' . \' 

' 

' . ,, 
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I 

42 · 41 
slaughter, of conducting life cycle ceremonies, and of 

43 
keeping the conununi ty record book. !Aany of these . du ties 

we.re assumed by rabbis as a matter of personal choice, in­

. dicating th.at 
1

the rabbis grew to have a certain amount of 

freed.om.in choosing secondary functions. Still, conununi-
' 

, ties ·demanded that the 1r · rabbis attend to a certain number 

of these lesser functions, and as a result many rabbis 

• found their time constantly in demand. 

To recapitulate, we have noted that the rabbi per­

formed definite functions which were expected of him in 

.· fulfiilirig his rabbinical. role. The major functions were 

to serve as teacher., judge., and preacher. In addition, he 

was called upon to live a. life of strict piety, al though 

this did not abso·lve tl1e rest of the community of its re­

ligious obligations. The rabbi also performed a variety of 
' . 

'minor func t ioris, the na tur·e of which varied ·from one Jew-

. i~h locale .to another. But· it was · 1n performin$ his major 

funct·1bnsl·tha.t tbe rabbi justified his role as a community ,. 

functionary, fo:r 'these functions were expectations of the 
' 

· off ice he held. Ip. performing them lle kept the t~adition. 
. " . ! 

alive,, .served the· commun~ ty., and strengthened his own posi-
' 

tion as the occupant of a high position· in his society. 

' 
I 

) 

! 

' I 
' 
• 

'" 
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. ;. 

. 
THE AUTHORITY OF THE RABBI 

' .. 

We have noted 'how the func_tions which were ascribed to ... · 
' ' 

the rabbinat.e resulted from the various historical and 
. ' 

theologicli.l 'forces which were at play in the community, 

:i:n his immediate perspective however, the rabbi would not 

see his functions· in this •light. Rather, J;ie would see. , · ·. 

theln as permanent aspects, of his position, unoonditio1ied··. 

by changing conditions. And in the same way, he saw his . 

authority as. a power stemming fl."'om occupancy of an of fie~ 

'Which contained inherent authority, that was passed on 

from generation to generation. It is a trad.it ioh that. _the 
. . ' ' ' '. . . ' " 

. . . . . 
. . . . . ; ' . -. , . ~. '·. "' 

authority of the religious functionary is held by virtue : -·. 
44 . · · · .. 

of his position. The rabbi saw t1ilnaelf as an heir to .the· 

t d l·n the office ·,,hen he entered the rabbi-·· authority ves e 

nate. 

It is clear that the off ice, rather than the functio~~ . 
' 

ary, was the depository of authority in the Jewish communi-

ty. The authority was transmitted from one occupant, 

1 t another, usually his disciple., in. generally an e der, o 
' . 

the traditional ceremony of Semikah ordination. ·The cere~ • ·-•· .. ·. 

mony involved· placing the teacher's hand on the pupil., thus·· 

transmitting authority to l:1im. · The origin of this ceremony· .· · .· .. 

was considered to be Tuloses' laying his hands on Jos_hua 
. . 

(Deuteronomy 34:9} and thus delegati11g all of his spiritual 
r 

powers to Joshua. The ceremony itself partook of super-

,. 
' . 

, I 
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' ' 

naturalism. . ' 

. 
' ' 

Laying the hands upon a person, or even upon 
an animal, was qonsidered in ancient ti1nes 
th~ transference of good deeds or iniquities. 
From the Bibl·e we J.earn that one iivho brought 
a sin offering was required to lay hands up-

·on· it. 'I'hus., one transferred all one 1s sins 
to the animal that was to be sacrificed to 
God, Also, by bringing a•peace. offering to 

· G~d, the ~ner was· supposed to lay hands up­
on the animal to be sacrificed,· .. on the Day 
of. Atonement when the goat was sent to 
Azazel, according to the Bible, the priest 
had. to lay hands upon the goat•' "And Aaron 
·.shall lay both his hands upon the .head of 
the live goat, and confess over him all the 

. iniquities of the children .. of Israel, and 
all their transgressions, even all their 
sins; and he shall put them ~pon the head 
of the goat., and. shall send him away by the 

· hand. of an appointed man into the wilder-
_ness.-" By laying the hands upon the goat 
the ancient Jews believed.that they had 

. transferred all their sins to the animal 
which was sent into the wilderness. 45 

· In the case of ordination·., the power of the teacher's good 

deeds was transferred to his disciple. It became a tradi­

tion., so ·the ordained could consider himself as a direct 

descendant in the chain which continued the ~Josaic a.uthori-

ty undiminished. 

. The lengthy history of the ceremony involved a number 
, 

of changes.,· as, in Palestine., ordination becrune an act to 
' ' . ' . 

be performed by a minimum of th.ree rabbis., then the whole 

Sanhedri11.. Finally when the state tl11"'ea.tened those ,~ho 

continued t.bt:.give · o·rdination., it reverted to a c~ren1ony 
. . ·: . . 46 

performed by a single rabbi in privacy. In the Babylonian 

center, the .act of ordination ceased., but it o ontinued in 

. . .. ' 

, 
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Palestine. Since the European con1munities were originally . 

under the influence of the Palestinian center., and had· 

been se~tled by Palestinian Jews, the ceremony continued. 
47 · . . . 

through the middle ages in an unbroken tradition. The 

indi victual inherited the B:Uthori ty of the office ,ivhen he· .. 
.. 

was ordained, for then he was formally given the name of 

"rabbi" and given authority to act 
48 . 

as judge in corrnnunity 

' judicial affairs.· The ceremonY, of 
' . 

ordination had great, ·· · 
. 

. ' 

powers t ov,ard the continuity of the rabbinic office., · then, ' ·, .•. 
' . 

' . 

because the members of the cornmunity gave full credulence . 
' . 

to the autr.1.ority whic:ti was transn1itted. to the person being 

ordained. 

Since the o:rdina.tion itself was sufficient to give 

the rabbi authority, the original practice of the ceremony 

in Palestine was for the ordained to simply state the name 

of the .rabbi who had, a.uthoriz'ed him when anyone doubted 

. ; l ' 

' 

. . 
' 

his autl1ori.ty. Such a method was quite sufficient for a 
" 

limited geographic area., where by ward. of rnouth one's 

authority could l)e verified. When the authorization of 

rabbis through the Seraikal1 ceremony was carried into Europe., ·• 

certain elements of discontinuity threatened to discrete 

the authorization. Verbal attestations of authorization 

were sufficient in a stable, geographically limited area 

such as Palestine where verification was a simple· matter • 

But in Europe., itinerants might claim ordination from 

rabbis unlmown to t11e connnunity., without any visible sign 

., 

. . 
' . 
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of proof. To· ·eliminate this threat, it was decided in the 

fourteenth century .tba t rabbis must have written documents 
· · i, . . 49 

proving their ordination was valid. In this docun1ent, the 
. . 

· ordaining rabbi pra·ised the merits of the disciple he was 

authorizing, and proclaimed to all that 

now a.ut'horized to exercise all rabbinic 

his protege was 
50 

·runctions.. In 

reality, the document did not contain the author1 ty, how­

ever. It merely attested to the fact tl1at a legitimate 
' . 

Semikah had taken place. As such, protestations against.:not 

withstanding, the·authorizing power of the ceremony of 
. ' ' ' . . 

Semikah was never superceded by the d ocurae nt of proof.- The 

value of the document was that it assured that those hold- . 

ing rabbinic office had been trained sufficiently to meet 
. ' 

· the standards of· ordination as set by known ~eachers, and 
. . 

prevented fraudulent ascendancy to the pos itioh. The docu-

ment mai11tained: ecc'lesi.astioal standards at a high level, 

and c_onsequently served to n1airitain rabbinic authority at 
.. 

. ' 

a correspondingly high level. 
. . ' -~- . . 

The conveying of a title is not in 1 tself a transmis'"" 
. . ' 

si on of a ut·har it y; · It is," rather, an indication that the 
. . ' ~ . 

reo.ipient lb.olds membership in a certain office of authority. 
• 

Thus., the' co~vey,ing. of .the t :ttle. "rabbi" signified that 
' . 

the recipient was entitled to the authority of the office 

of.the rabbinate, and given the full power to judge in 
' ' .. . ' ' 

ritual and ··ci vii. oases. . Yet, as symbolic of the off ice, 

the title can come to mean much in its own right. Thus, we 

•, 
I 

,, 
. 

" 
' 

-' 
' 
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note tr.at vihen the document of ordination came into· usage, · · 

the title morenu, ("our teacher") was assigned 
51 

were ordained. Similarly, the title haber·was 

.. 

to those who 
' ' 

ass ignecl to. • 

' . ' 
, I, 

• ' , ' l ~ .. ' 

. ' . 

. ' ' ,:, ~ .. 

those ,vho had not yet been completely authorized, but· who . .:· · . , · : .. • 
. 52 . : · ,, 

enjoyed a le~ser degree of ailthority. The.possession of . ,. ;_.,:-.. · 
. ; '.· A ~ • ' 

. , .' , ... : I 

title thus came· to symbolize authorityl. · : 
. ' . ' . . ' . 

, 

The author~ ty the rabbi obtained through his ordina:.. . : , 
' ' . . 

tion was, l1ence, regarded as d.ivine authority •. ·But. this .. · 

was not the,.sole basis f.or his position of power in the 
. . 

1.' ' 

. l '. ';. . . 
', . . . .'' ·' 

c onnnunit y. 
' ' ,. ' . ' ,, ' . . ) ' .... ·: . ' 

He also had a basis ·for his povver in the. con~ ·. · :. · ?l.· . 
•' ' 

' ... .-•• . .°_L/:'::,'";1. :', 
. . '. . . ., . 

' . . 

tra:ctual n~ture of his relationsl1ip to the commu11ity. 
. ' ' • • ' ··;; ',! . -'.: ,: ', 

' ; ~-- ~. 
Be-: .. 

.. 

fore accepting the role as communal rabbi; : the rabbi was 
'' 

given Q'..:Cbntr&rot explicitly stating that his .decisions would 

be accepted· ~y the community as binding. Those ,persons ·. · 

living under his jurisdiction were, therefore, completely 
', ' ' 

duty bound, by virtue of a bi-lateral pa.ct, to yield to the 
' . 

authority of his decisions. 

. . . ; ·.· ., ' ' 

I 

. ' 

I ' ' ' ' • 

In discussing rabbin·1c authority in l?rance and. Ger.many,· . . . 
. . . •, 

:· .,.; . 

Solomon Zeitlin writes: 

Since in the Franco-German corrm1unities the · 
rabbi bad to be either appointed or elec­
ted by the members of the community, every 
individual of the coramunity had to obey .· 
the decision of the rabbi, and. could not 
contest it by appealing to another Bet 
Din {Court) of anotr1er city, even though 
the latter might have greater. scl1olars. 53 

It was recognition· of the authority tl1ey were giving to 

this rabbi that caused coriIDlUnities to be so meticulous 

' 

'. •l 

. ~ • ' ; '•,< "', • . I•' 

.. ' 

. ' 
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" > ,i 
• 

~ ,, I., 

" 

.. ,., 
• 'c. • • • ,, . ' . . 

w~rt g·o .. ;.Pg 1 through the ,process of selecting and electing a 
• . . . ' :, . . ' 

man. ., . 

A further be.sis for the rabbi's authority was the co-· 

ercive·. power 9f .. the state. While the community had early 

r~fused to permit civil authorities to tamper with the 
. .. 

s~lectionof rabbis the community was always threatened 

. with ~he poss ib111ty of civil interv.ention. It was expe-

' 
d-ient for· the state to allow the Jewish comraunity to gov-

. . 

.. ern· itself as long as there was no insurrection. The state 
' . . . 

hence had an· interest in the. rabbi, far it was he who kept 

order in the community •. As a result, while the state did 
54. 

not choose the rabbi., it. sanctioned his authority and, 

became- a basis for his power. 
. -

. Ultimately, however, authority of any office cannot 

stand a.lone. The functionaries who fill the office either. 
. . 

_ ·_add to its power or detract from it, ru1d con~equently an 

ineffective _functionary detracts .from the au thari ty of the 

· off.ice that he .occupies~ The office and its occupant be­

come inextr:'t._cably lim.ked in the justification for authority. 

'-W~ may note., the11efore, that the rabbi's autl1ority was 

greatly justified by his own pers((l)nal scholarly repute. 
• 

Meir o:e Rothenberg olaimed h~s authority because of his 

personal intellectual abilities. 

R. l\'leir h_imself based. his au tho:r• ity on his 
kno"vvledge· of talmudic law and on his in-
te lledtual attainments both of which 
enabled him to arrive at a correct de­
ci·sion in quest.ions of law or ritual; he 
did not ;~ons icier i_t to be dependent upon 
appointment, election; or even ordination. 

', 
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'; ' ' . 
Thus, he once. wrote in high-spirited defiance: · ·· 
nYou, the aforemerit ioned community· leaders··_ · · ' . ' 

( of the Rhine c ommu11itiea), probably delude 
· yb.u:n~elvea with the idea that s;nce your:_ 
permission is required before a person may 
divorce his wife., no scholar is permitted · 
to render decisions in ritual law unless he 
receives your authorization. No, this is 
not true, for the Tor-ah is free to anyone 

',. ' 

I .', • • • ~ 
' . 

. ' 

. . 

,, .. 
., ' 

' . 

... 
' 

, . . . 
' ~· . . . . 

" ' ' ' . . . - . . ' . 
. . 

, 
. ' 

who is capable of a1"riving at a correct .. ·. ' ,; . '.. : 

decision." 55 · 
'· . 

Thus, he ·felt that his power did not stem totally from his. . 

occupying a. rabbinic office, but instead resulted from his -
. 

ability to cite. detailed explanations involving Talmud.ic .· 
· 56 · · 

principles underlying his dee is ions. But in general.,· the · 

traditional ordination., the contractual relationship with •·­
' . . , 

... 
',' i 

the community, the title he held.,· the sanction of the civil. , _ •. - · · <:. 
. ' ' . . . 

government behind him, and his own pr of icienoy vver.e the. · 

bases for the rabbi's authority. 

Despite the_se foundations of. authority, in practice 

. . 
..,' 

' . .. . 
. ,• I• 

. . . . ' ' . ' ' .. 
' •.•. '·. ' 

. . . . . 

. , 
'. 

the rabbi did not always wield such power. He ofte11 found 

impediments to exerting the authori'ty he thought he p.ossess~/: · .. .' ... ·. 
. . . . . ' . ' :- . -· ·, .· . : 

ed. Zeitlin had depicted Jewish con1munal leadership as a · : , ·: .:·_/:.;_·. ·. 
. ·. : 

. !·. .. .... 

power struggle between secula:tt leaders (the Parnasim) ,:and '. '. ·,., > .. : 
. . ' ---- '. ··'· . ' 

. the religious 'leaders ( the rabbis} with: eacl1 rnaintaining 

·. contr°,l a~ _different times. . He sees Ras hi as the person 
. . . 

who restored community· control to the hands·. of the reli­

gious ~e~ders, thus 1naking the rabbis the supre1ne authori-
57 

. . ' . . . . . . 

ties in the community."· But the relationships between the 
. . . . . 

r~bbis and t~~ Parnasim continued to be often strained, as 

each sought the leadership of the community. Communal 

. ' .. ' .-:1:·· ' 

' . 

' .. '. ' 



. . , . 

' . 

' ' 

. ' 

• 

29 

.. 

leaders would excommunicate persons without consulting the 

.:rabbi until in the twelfth century it was decreed that no 

excommunication. shall be made witl1out. the -consent of the 
58 _.· 

· .. rabbi. Throughout the medieval period there was the threat 

of· s·ecular leaders overstepping the :rabbi's power, and we 

· find :rabbis· constan-tly fighting against lay encroachment 
· · .·• . - . 59 
and agains:t · any dee is ioris lacking rabbinical sanction. 

· · · But ·for exte11ded ,periods of time the strong power 

· wielded by the rabbi remained a positive force toward con­

. tinuity of the :rabbinic :position. In 1628 and 1631 town 
. , 

meeting were held in Lithuania in which it was decreed that 

· · .. the Parnasim could make no :rulings wit-hout the signature ,., . . 60 

··_of the head of tne court, the town rabbi. As l1ead of the 
i . ,. ' ' 

. court., 'the rabbi held not only legisl_a.tive and judicial 

but also executive a~thority. He could enforce his deci­

. sions. Although there was little external coercive force 

used to carry.out his will, there was no need for sue~. 
• i • 

. L , 
I. ' 

, ' 

The community's acceptance of the sacred system also meant 
'• 

that -its ·members must accept the rabbis decrees. 
' ·' . ' ' 

' '. 

There are no police to implement the verd.iot 
of the· rabbi or :.the decisions of· other offi-- ' . .. ' 

cials~ Enforcement is solely by the com-
. -: · b~ned aw.thori ty of God and of man. As long 

- a.s belief in the Almighty is effective, the 
· :··,!foly Books a.re the· Law and. the rabbi's in­

.. terp;retation of the Law ce.1.,ries weight. As 
1long as concern. aboµt· wl1at people think is 
str'ong, tlie pop.ularly accepted a.rbi ter · 
keeps his authority - and suoh concern is 
extr_emely strong ir1 .t4e . shtetl. 61 

! . 

· .. ' 

Yet, he·niight ord.er any one of a n:un1ber of negative enforce-
. ' ' ' '. -,: l. .. 
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men ts at his comrnand. Fines, fasting, lashing, social. 
, ' . 

. ' 

boycott, and deprivation of the honor of-being cal+ed to. 
. . 62 

the Torah were punishments l1e might impose, But the mos:t . ; ., 
, , ' 
' ' 

' , 
' . . · .. :: : , .. ',', 

' • £ ~ • • 

serious punishment he might use and could do so only with. · 
. ' . ' \' 

' · the communi•ty's approval in grave c_ases - was he:rem ( ex- •-. . ) . . . . . ' ' . 

. , 

communication), It is: 

, . , the ultirnate form of ostracism and iso·~ 
lat ion, con1plete re jeotion by man and by __ 
God. Few have witnessed the ceremony but 
it is referred to with horror as e.x:treme­
ly sinister, taking place in darkness ... · 
while black candles are being burned ••• 
Threat of excomrnunication is the prover~> 
bial ultimate in menace. 63 

. ' ' ., 

The person excommunicated ceased to be a member of the 
64 

connnunity. So serious was this punishment., the. t the. 

simple threat of it was generally suffici.ent to secure. 
65 

conformity -to the rabbi's deraands. 

. ' 

' , 

. . ' 

But the rabbi's authority_ did not express itself sol~-

, ' 

.. ,•, '. 
', 

' ' ' 

.ly in prohibitions. 
. : .. 

• ' ,. . • : I,_, ' ~ • 

Through influencing his· disciples,·. the · :_ 

reputation of the rabbi might be spread. His decisions, 

promulgated by h:ils pupils ,ivould tr1en become normativ~ . 
66 

throughout tl1e ~ountry. And since within his own communi- · •.: · 

ty., its leading members were his students who· owed hirri . · 
I' .. ~ 

' , 

. _i ·; ," :· '. ': . t : ., .-

honor and obedience, he main-tained power by virtu~ .. of ·being .·_ · 
67 . 

tl1eir teacher, and sp1->ead his autr1oritativ.e view thro·ugl1 · 
. ' . ' 

them. Vtfi th authority within his community guarded by his --
. , 

holding certain tools to gain confor1nity., and with a cer-
' '· 

ta.in arnou11t of non-local authority he migl:l.t gain thro.µgh · 

.' .. ' 

-, ' •:. ' .. 

. ' 
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. 

_ obtaining a known reputation., the rabbi had sufficient 

·continuity of authority to -last 'While the sacred system 

continued in·tact, 

. 
BACKGROUND Al1D TRAilifil~G OF CAI~DIDATES 

Any organization which offers services to others and 

whoa.e members are convinced of the value of that organiza-
•; . . 

tion~ seeks to perpetuate itself as long as its services 
. 

are in demand ·a11d its members dedicated to the· cause for 

which· the· organization exists. As the rabbinate served a 

. . 

vital role in ans,11Jering r1eeds of the conrraunity., and since 
. 

the 'rabbis·:jha.d strong beliefs about tr1e validity of their 

· · •, .. role, _ they were obliged to encourage younger men to enter 
·. . . . 

the rabbinate, This also necessitated. the formulation of 
. ' ·, . 

a proper training grourid, in which candidates for the rabbi­

nate· o ould learn their prospective role. We have consider­

ed the importance the rabbis attributed to their function 

of tea~hing. In analyzing the baclrgrour1d., the training -

giv.en· to the prospective rabbis., and the prerequisites re­

quired of_ them we may now better understand the outcon1e of 

this concern, 

All of the rabbi's pupils were possible candidates for· 

the rabbinate, He was., in a realistic_sense., a potential 

recruite~. The individual teacher might, as a personal 
. 

example., have -repres·ented 1the whole of the rabbinate to his 
. . . . 

students. And the students themselves, were drawn together 

l 
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, 
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' •' . 
. . . ' ' .-

by a common set of values, - Their interest in study prov+- -· _, . · 
.' : ' ' \ . ' .- .. 

ded. the common meeting ground w11ich might find ultimate 
. 

fulfillment in joining the rabbinate. 
·, . '" 

lJllhile the .rabbinate was open to o andida tes regardless 

of birth it is interesting to note that many rabbis ' sons 

followed their· fatl1er 's occupation, . There ·appear to. be:•· 
. . ·: ', . :-, 

.. . ' ' ' 

unbroken chains of rabbinical tradit•ion within selected::'. 
. . 

families. It is logical that a father, firn1ly convinced of 
. . -

the superiority of his life 's wo1"'k, would rear his sons to 

follow him. in the rabbinate,-· We are told how, certain. rab- · · 
. . ' . 

bis were 

continue 

born into rabbinical traditions and influenced to 
68 

' 

the _tradition, · . _ 

It is fu t~le to speculate .on the economic background 

of candidates. · A candidate might come fron1 a 
69 

we al thy home 
' · with a prestigious -background. Yet, he might just as well 

come from .an impovE,rished family. The v1ealthy Parnasim -

migµt well have favored rabbis fron1 substantial backgrounds., 

since thi~ might create a religious lead.e~ship s-ympathetic _- ·_ 

with their secular leadership. Still, in general perspec~ -_-_-

tive, the rabbis appear to represent_ diverse economic 

backgrou11ds, 

. 

The period of training for the .rabbinic student was · 

long and arduous, V'Je are told of. study sessions that began 
70 . 

when a child was as young as three years, and continued 

t1ntil maturity. Discipline was ext.ren1ely strict, and it 

was considered .rare for a pupi~ to take issue with the 

. ' ' . . .. . 
'/:.:·· 

' . 
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71 
teacher. The indoctrinatiion was directed to~vard. imbuing 

' ' 

. the student with a complete and total loyalty to the values. 

· of the trad.ition., as well .as an intellectual understanding· 

of the intricacies of the legal structure and exegetical 

methods. 

While study was conducted for its own sake., this was 

not at variance with the rabbinical role for which the 
' ' 

student was. being trained. Being a scholar v1as the inte-

· gral 'function of the rabbi. As a result, the training 

accorded the student was practical for ·the role he v~as to 

assume. · As· tbe students often lived with their rabbi in an 
. 72 

is elated a tn1osphere, they adopted, to a limited extent, an 

-attitude of withdrawal fron1 the community. The inculcation 

of tqis attitude was necessary for the student later would 

find the necessity of achieving a measure of solitude; so 

he might apply himself to probing the legal writings in 

rendering his own judgeme:qts for tl1e community. It also 

served to elevate· the rabbi above the mundane· ·level of the 
0 ' 'v 

rest of the community., altl1ou~· his life was integrally 

connected with the community. 

The long training period leading to ordination was 
' ' 

replete with difficulties sufficient to cause the drop out 

· of those unsuited for the rabbinate. At the same time, the 
' ' 

technical training to ~harpen the minds of those suited, 

was a skillful means of maintaining the rabbinic office on 
' 

a high level. To eliminate tl1e possibility of potential 

' • '. ! 

• 

'• 

' 

-
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leaders leaving the academy because of economic need., rab- • 

bis convinced the communities, through inter-community· 

edicts., to contribute to the support of a minimal number 
73 

of students. 

It is clear that there were prescribed standards the 
' ' 

candidate had to fulfill before he would be deemed worthy 

of ordination. Vve have knov11ledge that the c.andip.ate 's 
' , 

background. was completely checked if it were otherwise 

unknown., and other rabbis might be questioned about their 
. 74 

knowledge of the candidate's desirability. Intellectual· 

ability was certainly. a prime consideration as considerable 

intelligence was required to carry througl1 the scholar's 

duties. In addition to ability, knowledge of comrnentaries.,. 

codes, an.d Talmud was a stipulation, and some communities 

required their candidates to l1ave a broad, general educa- · · 
75 

tion before considering them for t11e rabbinate. . In addi-
. . . 

tion, the character of the prospective rabbi was closely 

considered, and it was mandatory that he be devoted to the 

spiritual as1)ects of life, in contrast to the Christian 

clergy wl1icl1, during the medieval period had grown extreme-
76 

ly wealtr1y and not indifferent to material gains. Candi-

d.ates were expected to have reached matu1~i ty and to be 

married. It seems that the criterion of marriage was im­

posed in recognition that the rabbi shared in the basic 

temptations of all n1en, and the thougl1t was that being . 

married, the rabbi would be beyond suspicion of unchastity. 
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In addition, there was the hop(;' that since the rabbi was 

married, his home would become a model for all other homes 

in the oommuni ty and v,ould, in addit.ion, become the center 
77 

of a cultu~al circle •. · 

~Ve have seen how the high standards we·re set for those 
' . 

who were candidates for the rabbinate. Similarly, we have 

noted the intensity of the training program, designed to 

prepare the candidate for rabbinic duties. The caliber of 

the rabbinate rested directly on the continuance of these 

training procedures,·~ 

THE FACTOR OF INCENTIVE 

Two primary factors tending toward conti11uity of· any 

_institution a.re utility of the services offered by the 

institution to its clientele, and motivation of its func­

tionaries to maintain those services. Analysis has shown 
. 

that the medieval rabbinate served functionally to answer 

definite needs of members of the community. Yet, this had 

to be supplemented by motivational factors sufficient to 

evoke the desire of personnel to devote their lives to. 

providing the requested community services. Since without 

this latter elen1ent, the rabbinate could not perpetuate -

itself, it was incumbent upon the Jewish community to pro­

vide incentives for personnel to dedicate themselves to the 

rabbinical role. 

Incentives to the rabbinate were originally strictly 

' 

I 
l 

I 
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non-economic. The rab.bi did not receive income for per­

fonning rabbinical functions, but earned his li-veliho~d-in 
' 

another manner. · 

· The media v~l Rabbis e~.rned , a living as. art i­
sans, physicians, merchants, authors penmen 
ma:r iage-brokera, finance rain is ters, 'men of ' · 
science, and it was not till the fourteenth 
century that .the Rabbis became. dependent on 
tl1e support of tl1eir. congregations.· 78 · .. 

Many rabbis were engaged in me1,c.antilism and some se.rved. 

as money lenders. 
• 

The progressive concentration on. money lend­
ing encouraged combiniqg scl1olarly and cora- · · 
mere ial act i vi t-ies. A Gern1a.n · rabbi well· 
~escribed tl1e, situation by stating that 
the reason why the Torah holds a higher 

place in Germany thnri in other countries 
. ~s that the JevJs here charge interest ·to .. 
u-entiles and need not·- engage in a (.time con-. 
suming) occupation.'' 79 · • . 

' .. 

A most popular profession for tr1e rabbi was that of physi­

cian. 

The frequency with which the Jewish Rabbis 
followed the profession of medicine was due 
in part to the. regard. which Judaisrn teacl1;.. 
es f_or bodily health, and in pa.rt to the 
great corµ.patibility of tl1is profession with·• · 
the Itab'bi11:lcal functi 011; for s. fine featur·e . 
of the Jev~ish medical man of the rniddle 
ages was his devotion to the poor. 80 

Since the rabbinate was not yet a profession, incen­

•t;ives to the rabbis vi,ere derived largely from the value 
' 

. . 

systerr1. The sacred system, v~hich was internalized by each· 

member of the community placed a high premium on tl:1ose _ 

achievements possible in the rabbinate. The community •s · .· 

concept of success was oriented a.long lines of tradition. 

' ' 
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. . 

The successful Jew was he vJho had mastered the scholarly . 

writings of the Jewish tradition. ll~otivation toward suc­

cess entailed motivation toward the rabbinate •. Achieving 

this goal and performing its scholarly 1ur1ctions thus 

became a rneana for tl1e individual to achieve his ambitions 

which were in turn, derived f·rom a tradition oriented 

value system. 

Status factors must also be considered as motivating 

elements. Everyone would look upto the rabbi for he had 
. . 

achieved tl1at for which they a_spired. As a. result, l1e was 

rewarded with much status and this manifest itself in con­

crete ways. Ile was afford.ed a special seat in the synagogue, 

and given tl:1e privilege of being called to the Torah every 
81 

Sabbath and festival. When he attended services, the con-

gregation would. pay him the respect of ,vaiting for him 

before the services began •. At all occasions he was given 

-special honor. 

• 

Even when a powerful provincial elder visi­
ted a small ii1Ioravian community, he would be 
called to the Torah only after 11 the local 
master." The rabbi's appearance at a 
wedding or funeral was regard.ad as an honor 
to the family. In many communities he was 
the syndic (godfather) at all circumci- · 

· .. sions. In comraunal councils he riad the 
seat of honor., often serving as host to the 
gathering in his own dwelling. He often 
wrote the minutes, and generally was the 
first to sign them. In short., "in his own 
conununity every rabbi is to be considered 

. a higl1 priest," asserted Rabbi l'~oses Sofer 
of P~essburg, with some exaggeration of the 
facts. 82 
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His office became invested with great esteem. The high 

status of the rabbinate must be recognized as a force 

for continuity. 

Tbe factors of' status and achievement sufficed to 

maintain the rabbinate as long as time demands on the rab­

bi were not overbea1 .. ing ·and he was able to maintain e. sep­

arate means of income sufficient to meet his needs. But 

increased duties forced the rabbis to lessen the time · 

spent in earning inco1ne, and threatened to reduce· them.. to 
' . ' . 

poverty. In response to this trend, and· reoogniz•ing the 

possibility of deterioration· of the r1abbinate as a result 
' 

of intense poverty, the conunu11ity agreed to n1ake certain 

eoonon1ic concessions to the rabbinate. At ,first, rabbis 

1J1Jere granted. special dis pens at ions and services which· per­

mitted them to continue to subsist despite their lack of 

83 . ' t a funds. They were exe1npt f ron1 the comraunity s axes, an . 
. 84 · 

were given hon1es by the connnunity. They were given patron-

age in their trade due to their prestigious position in the 

community. At the same time, rabbis were permitted to 
85 

accept fees for some of the legal services they rendered. . · 

These provisions represented a step toward the profession­

alization of the rabbinate at a point where direct finan­

cial support of the rabbi as a· community functionary had • 

no.t yet been recognized a.s proper • 

The rabbi now found that he had to devote fu 11 time 

to his rabbinic du ties. Yet, the comn1uni ty regarded the 

. ' 
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rabbinate as essentially an honor, and held it a sin for 

the rabbi to accept direct remune1'la. tion, a reaction. at 

least partially prompted by the wealth accumulated by 
86 

Christian clergy. The comn1unity's realization in the 

fourteenth century that the rabbi had to be paid was not 

achieved without much difficulty, for many felt that 

providing extrinsic reward would debase an institution 

whose members had previously labored solely for the love of 

Torah. There was also the fear that v~i th profess iona.liza­

t1on the rabbi would lose the independence he had when he 

derived his income through separate sources, that his in­

debtedness to the comrnuni ty which paid his salary might 
. 87 

adversely affect his judgements. Yet, these objections 

had to be overruled because the comn1unity duties had come 

to demand the rabbi's full attention. 

Financial remuneration iu· the rabbinate did become 

·somewha. t of an incentive to youth with scholarsl1ip abili­

ties. The community designated a specified salary, the 

anio\)nt depending upon the economic· condition of the commun-

ity~ 

'The salary paid . Judah b. Asher by the rich 
community of Toledo (1290 guiu.ders .at first 
and 3000 irr the end) was exceptional. It 
was so high becau·se of the elde1-is I fear of 
losing Judah to another community., as \~ell 
as becaus,e of his· reluctance to accept 
gifts. · Small and .insec·ure salaries, suol:1 
as that of s.· Abenporat, preacher and 
teacl1er of Teruel at an annual sale.ry of 
350 solidi., were more typical. After a 
year of service, lie complained he had re-.. 
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oeived no salary whatever. (1338) 88 

The uncertainty of adequate salary in most towns caused the 

rabbi's fees to become his cl:1iaf source.of support. He::.,· 

was · paid for arranging marriages, pe~formi11g :weddings, 
89 

:'1. ' . 

and. issuing litigatj_on. 

The largest source of revenue undoubtedly 
· consisted of fees attached to civil liti­
gations, often regulated by local ordi­
nances ••• In Hamburg the rabbi received. 
eight sl1illings for each exarr1ina tion of 
witnesses, arid four n1arlcs for ea.cl1 judge-
ment. 90 :) · 

In additior1, they administered special trusts. 

The Rabbis obtained additional revenue 
from adlninistering 001nr11unal n1onopolies 
sucl1 as the sale of o itrons for tl1e · 
Feast of Tabernacles, from fees for 
conferring tl'10 titles morenu and haber 
on qualified candidates, and from­
authorization and examination of rit­
ualistic sJ. a.ughte11 ers. 91 

. 

'' '' 

\llfe even hear of rabbis who were willing to donate their 

own furids to a community treasury in ord.er to gain the 
92 · 

pos 1 t ion of rabbi., because of the large amount in fees, 

the rabbi might accumule. te. I-Ience, the community ral)bi 

gained the assurance the. t his position vvould guarantee 

hira a live.lihood. 

In addition, the rabbi worked under a contract which . -· 

provided for a measure of security. Extending for a· number · ·' 

of years, the contract was generally renewed, and provi-
. ' 

sion v~as made to notif'y the rabbi in ample time should the 
93 

comn1unity wish to terminate his· services. Often rabbis 

'' 
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were given lifetira.e tenure by a comraunity. 

Per~q of rabbinic tenure becarae "unv11rit­
ten law. }Aoses Sofer stated that . no one 
ever heard or saw in these lands that a 
rabbi should have been deposed . ., and one 
ought never to do such a thing." 94 

. It can be concluded that security was a reasonably strong 

incentive toward entrance into the rabbinate, and.a means 

of' affecting continuity of the rabbinic office• 
' . 

th4re we.re a variety of incentives which In. summary, v 

served. to induce young men into entering the rabbinate. 

Such a. dedica. tion would r~P.resen t tl:1e individual rs highest 

level of attaimnent under the tradition-oriented value 

It followed that the 
system of the medieval community. 

' ' 

rabbi was rewarded with a 4igh position of status., which 

manifest itself in many deferences pa.id him by community 

members. i 11 h Was ·given financial concessions to Init a y e 

make it easier for him to devote full time to l1is teach-

1 and th~ evqlving .of legal decisions. As his ing, study ng 

more Complex and the rabbinate became a full duties bec~e 

1 Special fees for per-profession, he was voted as~ ary. 

· · · th r· eque st of individuals., earned forming functions at e 

him considerable income. And the contracts insuring 

reasonable longevity and so metitnes life ten.ure provided. 

security. These considerations were important factors in 

maintaining continuity. 
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. 
THE RABBI AS CULTURAL SYI'.'IBOI.1 

Anaiysis has revealed tbat the rabbi's authority was 

d.erived from the office he held. Generations of function­

aries exerting authority in the same areas., cause that 

authority to be associated with the position rather than 

with the functionary per se, Similarly, a. position ·may 

be,;01ne invested with :a symbolic representation. The re­

quiren1ent here is that the succeedi11g occupants of that 

position possess similar character traits. As these traits . . ' 

become assigned to· the posi tior1 rather than the person . 

occupying it., their symbolic nature is determined by the 

valuational systen1 of tl1e society. It follows that persons .. 

occupyi-ng positions which have benefited the society may be 

recipients of positive symbolic imagery. 

The medieval rabbinate strongly ben.efi ted the commu­

nity, and this must be regarded as a possible source for . 

the positive image of the rabbi. Yet., it was the .Continu.ed 

existence of similar character traits that was most re­

sponsible for his achieving that image. During the era of 

strong rabbinic authority, those who held rabbinic: posts 

were regarded by all as men who had lived up to the highe s-t 

measure of the ethic al code. Tradition required not o~ly 

knowing the law, but also. living it •. We have noted how 

piety and sobriety were prerequisites for rabbinical . 

appoint111ent. Initial sentiment against payii:ig the rabbi 

'' 
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was at least 

depicted t:qe 

Partially motivated by a communal image., which 
. 95 

rabbi as being indifferent to money. The 

character expectations for the rabbi often approximated 
. 96 

those expected of a saint, and the rabbi re-enforced these 

expectations by. voluntarily.internalizing and acceptihg 

them., living up to them in practice • 

. . The whole definer of the rabbi reflected his recog-

nition that he represented more than his individual sel!"'. 

He expected to dress with special ca.re and to 
97 

self.with dig~_i.ty. Ila.rely was he seen eating 
~-

cor1duct hini-
98 

in public. 

The rabbi .. lowing beard came to symboliz~ his saintliness., 

and certain comn1ur1ities stipulated that their rabbis n1ust 
99 

have beards. But the appearance of the rabbi simply mirror-

ed his dedication. Pledgirfg himself to a high code of con-
' ' 

duct., he became a living symbol of the community's tradi-

tional values in the ·eyes· of all its members. 

Despite his ·saintliness and the symbolic i1nat;e he came 

to represent, it never was assumed.that the rabbi lived t~~­

religiousity of the community vicariously for its members. 

The rabbi,. was not a man set a.pa.rt from tbe 
. people to cultivate the domain of the spir­
itual. He was not to be the priest in the 
exclusive possession of a technique by 
virtue of which he was a mediator between 
God an:d ·man •. The rabbi was one af the 
people wl10 like them prayed daily for the 
privilege of learning and teaching Torah. 
He differed from them only on having his · 
prayer granted, to some extent, and in 
his awareness of the responsibility which 
such privilege brought with it. 100 
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The rabbi excelled in those qualities and deeds which 

every men1ber of the community aspired to realize.. He be-, 
101 

came in short, the embodiment of tl1e cultural ideal. 

Since the rabbi was symbol of the community's cherished 

values, his vecy presence in the oonimunity was sufficient 
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to disturb those who might subvert those.values. Without·:_··/·:!,;·.-.'.,,. 

resorting to sanctions and relying only on the image .he 

projected, the rabbi served a:s a comrriuriity cor1science. ··It 

is little wonder then :that tl1e rabbi who committed any a.ct 
. ' 

' . 
, . ' I 

of moral turpitude would have been violently reject'ed. by : · · 
. . ' 

the connnuni ty., for he w~uld have. placed hin1self in direct ·' · 

opposition to ~he image in which he was held. 

The image of the rabbi as tre personification of 
. 

cultural values acted to unify all the aspec,ts of his role. 

All his functions could be considered a validation of this 

' 
image. As a result, the continuity of the rabbinate was· 

dependent upon the wi,llingness of the rabbis to accept up­

on tJ:1emselves the image which the connnuni ty had ·p.rojec.ted·~ 
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The purpose of this chapter has been to explore the 
. 

elements of continuity in the medieval rabbinate. Ini-

tially., we noted that ,we could not examine the rabbi with­

out first understanding the nature of the community which 

he served. We found that there was a European community in 

the generic sense., for although medieval Jewry was divided 

• ·,. •' I • . ' . . . . • . r ., 
I',. • ' • 
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into separate self-governing units, all these units were 

affected.by the sam~ forces ·of segregation, the impact of 
' 

the sacred system., and a common loyalty among Jevi1s • The 
. ' 

rise of the rabbinate was attributed to the community's need 

to pr educe its own religious leadership when communication 

with Palestine had been· out off, and we noted how the com-· 

muni ty became ever more · dependent upon its rabbi., as · he was 
. . 

invested with the power of interpreting the tradition. 

In:vestiga tion shov~ed that the rabbi fulfilled. a num­

ber ·of important role· functions. .Among his raaj or duties 
' . 

were judging and issuing litigation which provided a legal 
·• . 

basis for the community's way of life, issuir1g responsa in 

answer to questions that arose ,men his opinior1 was sought 

by Jervvs outside of his, own conununi ty., supervising and teach­

ing the educational progran1 of the commurti ty., and cultiva­

ting a certain pietistic detachment from the commotion of 

the marketplace. We also noted a number of n1inor' duties 

rabbis would.fulfill in validation of the role they occu­

pi~d, duties whi?h would vary from place to place such as· 
. 

raising furids, supervising Kasbruth., ~d presenting scholar-
. . 

ly arguments before Christians in defense of Judaisr11·. 

Our inquiry into the authority of the rabbi disclosed, 

ths.t the individual rabbi was the recipient of. authority by 

virtue of his occupying a hallowed office. Through the 
. . 

traditional ceremony of ordination, the rabbi was granted 

the. right to render legal decisions. The conditions of 
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' . 

his contra.ct also assured him of an authoritative position .. 

in the community. 1toreover., his own intellectual attain;..· · ··. · 
. . 

' . . . . 
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rnents as a scholar enhanced the authority that was inherent 

in h:ils posit ion. • I • I 

' ) ., 

Vie noted that continuity was manifest in the . ba.ckgrou nq. 
' i I 

and. training of candidates for the rabbinate. · Fathers 

would encourage their sons to study for t~ r~bbina.-.~,e e,; an~ 
. c1)1-,.A,Q~v•''Jv."''.i~ . . . 

would start them on rabbinic studies from infancy. · Commun-

ities would recompense students in order to permit them .to 

continue their studies, and would house them with the rab-
.. . 

bi so they could constantly be exposed to the influence of .. 

. ' 
their master. Higr1 standards were set for these future 
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rabbis, including high moral character and intellectual · · .. · · ·•·. 
, . • ''i I 
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ability, so tbs. t the rabbinate would not cease to be an· 

exalted position. 

In discussing incentives to the rabbinate., we noted 

. ,•· .. ' 
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that attaining this goal represented. a high acco~plishment,.;·, ~'':;: ; ;, 

among Jews of the medieval period. The position was alao 

endowed with high status., and the rabbi was awarded many .. 
' ,, 

' . . 
'. ·, '·: / ,, ', 
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• • \ I 
• I /, .. 

honors. When the rabbi became so occupied with.his rabbi­

nic duties that he had no time to maintain an outside oocu--: 
' 

pat ion, he was given a salary by the c onnnunity for per-... 

forming his work, and alsd received many perquisites for 

special services that he rendered. Often his economic 

position was well above average in the communityL 
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~
1 inally, we dis cussed the symbolic image of the rabbi. 

We noted that he came to represent the cultural values of· 

the society in V!Jh ich he lived. Thus, aside from any act ions 

he might perform, his very pi-1esence in the comraunity vvas as 

a living testimony tq the purity of the ethical standards 

of · the t rad it ion. 

These were the elenients of continuity wh·ich kept the 

rabbinate as a vital force througl1out the medieval period • 

The ability of ~he rabbinate to maintain itself also is a 

·. major reason for the suco~lss of the whole community struc­

ture of self-government, for .he enabled the cormnunity to 
. , 

face new situations in the. light of an established tradi-

tion. The final proof of .the supremacy of. rabbinic con-
. 

tinuity is the· existence of the rabbi to this day. 

' 

• 
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ORIENTATION 

Forces tending toward the destruction of s:ny in8ti­

tution may· emanate frorn w.ithin the structure of that in­

stitution or impinge· upon it from without. Tl:1e effect of 

the tv~o types of forces working together in combination 

hastens .the disintegrative process. so tl1at the institution 

may suddenly and cataclysmically collapse. When the dis­

ruptive forces operate at both internal and external lev­

els., the institution can only surv.ive tbrougl1 the oper~ 

tion of countervailing forces sufficient to outlast the 

storn1. · Yet, when the disruptive forces reach sucl1 an 

intensity., the institution can rarely survive without the 

necessity of 11.doptir1g significant changes in its structure. 

This general analysis of the causes of institutional 

decay is evidenced concretely in the .breakdow11 of the Jew­

ish community.and the fall of the medieval rabbinate in 

the nineteenth century. The external coercion which held 

tl1e community togetl1er and sanctioned the rabbinate came 

to an abrupt end with the Emancipation., and the Jew no 

longer found himself living forcibly within the narrow 

confines of a ghetto community. Within the co1nmunity, 

forces of corruption ate away at the rabbi's autl1ority, un·­

til he re1nained a povver in name alone. The me tamorphos ia 

was sudden and devastating. ~1e end of the external co­

ercion combined with the force of the internal corruption 
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to· topple the rabbi from the ·pedestal he had occupied. 

Vi/hile the explosion resulted from the prese:qce of • 
. . 

these immediate forces, still it would be incorrect to state 

that elements of disintegration had not been building up 

prior to the Emancipation. In general, revolutions· repre- ·· 

sent the ou·tbrea.k of forces which have been seetl1ing be-. 

neath the surface for considerable lengths of time. · Even 

prior to the t.1ge of Enlightenment when s ta tesn1en began. 

their work of creating a new ilnage oi' the Je\"J, a \'Vork · 

which eventually led to tl1e crurnbling of the ghetto wall, 
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weaknesses of the Jewish eystera of self-government had 
. 

begun to sJ:1ovi1 up vJithi11 the comnunity. Inhei-1ent in the 
., 

medieval system were elen1e11ts of discontinuity, fo1,,ces 
. 

which by them~elves did not succeed in causing the over-

throw of the conu11unity and its rabbi:, but whicl1 existed r,:, 

nonetheless and were responsible for sapping the strength 

of the co1nr11u11ity as a fu11ctioning entity. These elements· 

play~d ah in1portant part in the eventual disintegration .of 

the independ.ent, self-governed community int he nineteenth 

century, although they v~e.re not as obvious nor dynamic as 

the sudden unleashing of ne.w· forces which gave the death 

blow. In this chapte·r discussion shall center on (1) dis-· 

continuities inherer1t in the conununity organizatio11, (2) 
. . . 

the growth of disruptive forces wi t·hin the conmunity, and 

(3) the forces of ultiniate disruption in the nineteenth . . 

century~ Finally, we shall discuss the post-:emancipa.tion . 

' . 
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rabbi· as he groped to find a new role for 1:1ir11se 1f', and the 
• 

predicament of the newly-emancipated rabbi V11ho sought a:· 

new Judaism on American shores. 

DISCONTII,TTJITIES. Ol?. THE RA.BBiliATE 

INIIEREI'JT IN. C011IviUi'JI'I1Y STRUCTURE 

The Jewish c ommuni.ty of the 1ned.ieval period vJas like 

a small island surrounded by a mighty sea. The roads 

linking towns were dangerous, and the fear of robbers V'Jas 

sufficient to diso·ourage 'travel. The corporate body c,f 

diaspora Jevvry .1:1ad been severed into its constituent parts, 

each of which recognized a kinship with the whole, but was 

unable to affect any·unity because of the geographical dis-
'. 

tances between Jewiah settlements. It was in response to 

this a.tomizatior1 tl1at self-government becan1.e the guiding 

prino iple · within e.a.cl:1 con1111ul1ity ~ and the rabbi of the com­

munity achieved an authority which was absolute within the 

comrnunity he served., for no rabbi fron1 anothe11 n1unicipa.lity 

could override his decision. Thus., we read in :an ordinance 

of 1554 at Ferrara., typical .of the regulat io11s of the med-
-

ieval period., that : 

No Rabbi shall issue any order or decree 
· to any inhabitant of a city which has · 
another Rabbi unless the local Rabbi 
agrees or declares in the presence of 
witnesses or in writing his unv~illing­
ne ss to interfere in the litigation. 1 

' '.,I 
·'• .. . ·/ 

~:r~ 

i~ ii ,, 
?l, 
i' 1 
/, 

1--:'~ 

i 
,•. 
ltci 
• 
', 

• 
• 

Yet., acceptance of the independent status of each 

Jewish settlement could never find complete favor within 

the Je,~ish he a.rt. Life in Palestine had bee11 character-
. ' 
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ized by a single community cer1tralized under the Ten1ple in 

Jerusalem., with a centralized leadership. The Babylonian 

exile had been regarded as an aberration; the exiles were 

in a condition of bewilderment simply because they were 

separated from the connnunity. Tl1e idea of.k'lal yisrael, · 

the unity of the Jewish people, developed in Palestine., 

. ' 

and the diaspora Jew could never forget it. This idea per­

meated th~ books he studied,· found expression in inter-· 
. 

personal relationships, and flew in the face of the atom-

ized structure of European diaspora Jewry. Conflict and 
' . 

' · .. 
confusion was only inevitable, 

The rabbi fell heir to this inherent problem of com­

munity organization •• He could never feel completely author­

itative in his decisions. Originally., with the realization 
. . 

that geographical distances rendered impossible the achi~ve-

ment of any unified diaspora Jewry, the splintered, settle­

ments decided that if self-rule on the local level waa · 

'. 

necessary., it was bast ·that each locality govern it~elf-

through complete democracy. The result was that all deci­

sions had to be made· unanimously, since the presupposition 

was that each member of the coramunity had voluntarily join­

ed hi1nself to that conuuunity, and the power of that conmiun­

ity lay in each member's voluntary adherence to each 
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ordinance. 

' . 

A 1 'origine, _la communaute juive est un 
groupement qui s 1eat constitu~ librement 
et dont les diffdrents membres ont libre-. . ' . . 

ment pris certs.ins engagements.· Ces .• 
engagements ont ~t~ pris ~ 1 1unanir11itd 
et sont seuls contraignants. Ainsi 
lorsque la communautd · a d~c ide d 'dstab­
lir le 'Herem ha-Yishub elle 1 1a fa.it 
avec l'accord unanime de ses membres; 
pour le ·Ei'Upprimer, · il faut d 11ouvea.u 
rdunir cet accord unanime. Le ~efus 
d 1une seule personne suffit pour 
maintenir le statu quo. 2 
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A result of the require1nont for· unanin1ity was the im-
. 3 

possibility of achieving effective legislation. The coin-

' 

muni ty, faced with tl1is problem, called upon tl1e rabbi, 
4 

wl10 was originally not a legislator but a scholar, to de-

termine a.n expedient rr1eans of effecting legislation. This, 

in itself, provided a built-in limitation to the rabbi's 

authority. Due to the 01-iiginal voluntary na.tu11e of the 

community, the rabbi 1s decision had to be acceptable to 

that. community. Even ,Nhen l:1e had achieved authoritarian 

status in the community, the rabbi was not permitted to 

give judgement in an issue unless both parties, the plain-
. 5 

tiff and the defendent were to con1e before hir11. 

Yet, the greatest problem facing his authorj_ ty lay 

in the realization that he could only give decisions affec­

ting the community in wl1ich l1e he.d. been chosen rabbi. The 

chaos emerging from decisions which mig,b.t vary widely from 

J 
5 .. 0 . 

one ewish settlement to the next, and the persista~ce of ___ ,,. 
the attitude that all Jew~ should be under a common juris-
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diction led to the founding of the rabbinical synods. 

These synods were convened during intercommunal trade 

gatherings, time~ wl1en the early rabbis, being tradesmen, 

vvould have the opportunity to get together. Discussions 
. . 

centered around judicial. problems which could not be · · · 

settled at the looa 1 level. Out of these synods came 

takka.noth, legal enactn1ent s wr1ich were meant to be binding 
6 

upon all Jewish conmunities throughout the country. 

Yet, these measures designed to create uniformity of 

practice did not alleviate the basic problem. The ques­

tion still remained: Did the local rabbi have ultimate 

jurisdiction within his comtriunity, or was there a higher 

authority? On one l1and, the necessity of establishing the 

jurisdiction of local courts forced an enactment that any 

rabbi who attempted. to handle cases outside his local juris­

diction was to be excommunicated. Tl1us, at the Synod of 

Frankfort in 1603, a takkapah was issued ·stating: 

No Rabbi or head of a Court shall extend his 
jurisd.iction over communities or districts 
which are traditionally subjects to another 
court; if any men refuse to obey·the orders 
of their court and prefer to choose a Rabbi. 
for themselves, that Rabbi or Teacher shall 
be excommunicated as shall also be those 
men until the heads of the provinces are 
re cone 11·ed to :them. 7 

On the other hand, legal questions were submitted to rabbis 

from cot~aunities other than those. over which those rabbis 

presided. Moreover, persons s·eeking answers to legal ques­

tions could reject the responsum of one rabbi, and seek an 
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. 8 
answer from another, thus breaking down demarcations of 

er . 

authority. Conipounding tbe chaos, a thirteenth century 

rabbi had decreed that no leg is la tion was to be passed on . ' 

the local level; instead,. only the greatest scholars of the 
9. 

generation were to legislate. It becante clear ·that the 

problem of isolation versus interdependence of Jewish 

settlements was 111ore than an academic question. 

In the .'tenth· century, Rabbenu Ger·s11om had issued 

takkanoth with the intention of thereby bringing all the 

independent collllnunities together into a federation. His 

attempt was to substitute a voluntary constitution among 

the ~cattered communities, gaining its authority solely 

from the n1embers of the communities, in place of obedienc0 
10 

to an author•ity based on pa.st ages. u·1t1mately., the plan 

did not succeed however. Al tl1ough the chaos resulting 

from the decentralization of diaspora Jewry was reduced. 
. . 

I 

the unifying effects of the takka11oth, the medieval com-

munities continued to function in an independent-manner. 

Each community derived most of its legislation from its 
. 

own rabbi who interpreted the traditional law and trans-

by 

lated it into terms acceptalJle to his co:mrnunity. Still, 

the most promihent rabbis in a country did tend to become 
11 

courts of appeals when questions of community rights arose. 

In brief, the rabbi 'a problem of authority was impli-

- cit within the problem of community organization •. The 

opposing movements toward both poles of centralization and 
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decentralization created uncertainty whether the local 

rabbi's jurisdiction was complete., or whether it could be 

overridaen by higher sources. The fact that the rabbinate 

continued despite the tension does not minimize the prob-

lem, for it was never cornpletely overcon1e. 

DEVELOPtIBN'l1AL DISCONTINUITIES -
As a functionary of the Jewish comrllunity, the rabbi 

was keenly involved in changes tl1a t evolved within the com­

mu11ity. His ability to adapt to changed conditions. and­

thus maintain a role for himself has already been noted. 

Yet., certain changes openated. in a way to reduce his effec­

ti veneas and his authority within his community. 

An important development which had telling effects on 

the rabbinate was the stratification of the community into 

economic and social classes from its earlier, classlees 

condition. The weal thy Parnas in1., though relatively few in 

number, came to d.01ninate the vast majority of comnunity 

members who, in times of economic distress, suffered the 

anguish of extreme poverty, The fortunate minority· sought 

to control the rabbi, so his decisions would favor their 

cause at the expense of the in1poverished majority. Vie are 
. . 

told how wealthy community·leaders strived to depose the 

rabbi when he favored the masses in his decisions, 

Influential interests among the J~ws stood 
ready· to rid themselves of the Chief Rabbi 
whose close contact with the ms.sees and 
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whose sympathy fo1., the unfortu11ate _poor raade 
him their natural protector ••• Economic mo­
tives vJere revealed more openly until the 
aggressive leaders of the wealthy class 
finally declared. themselves willing to dis­
rupt, ·if neces~a.ry the united ••• Community. 12 
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Bitter struggles arose bet1vveen tl1e upper and lov~e:r classes 
. . . 

for leadership in the community. 
. . 

The poorer class ea tried ito seize the .lead­
e.rsl1ip over the co_mraunity, while the weal th- · 
ier classes fought· t·o retain their leader- · 

- ship ••• In tl1e eighteenth century, the 
struggle became even more acute, l)articular­
ly after the Lisbon eartl1quake in 11755 which 
had a great influ~nce on _the ec.oriomic life 
in Han1burg, a.rid which ruined· many of the 
wealthy class who lost their fortunes,. and 
consequently their leadership in the cotmnun-. . . 

ity. The a.:r is toc1.,acy was no longer strong, 
and the poorer classes gained some povJer, 
and tried to. snatch _leadership fron1 the 
leaders- a.nd tbe rabbis. 13 

Class emnity arid oligarchic rule, unhe,ard · of in tl1e four-
. 14 

teentl1 century, now reached a crescend.o. 

The relationship between rabbi and Parna.sim had always 

contained possible grounds for conflict. Even prior to 

the rise of the rabbinate, the Parnasim l1ad l1eld some power 
15 

within the comm.unity. As their ~ower increased and they 

assumed the· right of choosing the rabbi for the community, 

the question arose whether the rabbi 1s authorj_ty extended 

over those Parnaain1 who selected hir11 as well as over the 
16 

rest of the connnunity. Some rabbis became completely dom-

inated by the wealthy community leaders. 

R, Ezekiel I<:atzenellenbogen had been co1nplete­
ly under the thumb of the leading parnas, 
Issa.char Baer Cohen. Baer. Cohen, who, in 
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particular, ruled the comrnuni ty with an iron 
hand called the Chief Rabbi, Zeid~ (Grand­
father), and he would ask condesc·endingly, · 
"Vvhat does Zeide think of this or that?'' 
ICatzenellenbogen seemed only too ranxiou-s to 
please the rich parnas. 17 
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Others fought vigorously ar~ainst the lay encroachment on 

their ecclesiastical authority • 

Indeed, so devoted was · Leo11 · ( da. lAodena )· to 
tl1e rabbinate, that he fougl:1t with great 
tenacity against any restrictions/of its 
powers or any reduction of its privileges. 
It was Leon who in 1594 and again in 1616 
wrote poems deploring the attempts of the 
laity to deprive the rabbis of aome of 
their power. Similarly, there is· every 
reason to believe that he was instrumen- · 
ta..l. in advocating a unified opposition of 
tl1e rabbis to lay encroachn1en t; and it is 
clear fro1n his responsum attacking the 
conununal ban against gambling that he ob­
jected to lay rlecis ions which lacked of­
ficial rabbinic sanction. 18 

As class stratification grew more blatant the rabbis 

lost ground to the ~ounting power of the wealthy. They 
19 

v1ere overruled i11 the law courts, forbidd.en from investi-

gating conm1unity finances, and. deprived of the right to 
20 

sign any documents witho,~t first obtaining perm.is sion. 

The rabbi 1s position no longer entitled. hin1 to a seat on 
21 

Kahal Gadol, the in1portant comr11unity governing board. 

In those instances where the rabbi was wealtl1y enough to 

gain a&nission to this body, his vote was regarded as no 

more than a single opinio11, and had decisive force. only 
22 

when there was a tie in the balloting. Since tl1e Pa.rnasim 

controlled the salary of the rabbi, they could threaten to 
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withhold. the rabbi's pay ur1less he \11Jas vvilJ~ing to adhere 
23 

to their· wishes. By 1614 the rabbis of Venice were for-

bidden from giving 
24 

mu~-i ty elders , and 

ordinat ion v,1 ithout co11su lting the com-

by 1628, the cor11n1unity leaders usurped 
25· 

the right to impose bans without consulting the rabbi. 

A han.dn1aid to the privileged and disowned. by the poor be~ 

·cause of his favoring with the wealthy, the rabbi no longer 

was the voice of a unified Jewish co1iununity. Rare was the 

rabbi who could defy the wealthy leaders of the con1n1unity, 

end his reward would be pove1,ty and di3n1issal. 

'lbe subordination of .the rabbinate to the wealtl1y 

class. had telli1,g effects in destroying the symbolic image 

the rabbi ha.d established. Saintlir1ess and frugality less-
' . 

ened· as typical traits ,of the· re.bbis, as many of then1 accept-

e·d the worldly view of tlieir benefactors •. In striving to 

obtain high-ranl{i:n'.g .positions., rabbis resorted to bribery 

. ·and intrigue, thereby debasing their office. Seeking life-
. C •. 27 

tim.e tenure., they would en1ploy f·la ttery. IJ.1hey would ren-

der unfair judgen1ents, oppressing the poor in favor of the 
. 28 . . . 29 . 

wealthy., and generally hold the masses in contempt. Their 

sermons would deliberately avoid reference to the social 

evil3. Jon.athan Eibeschuetz., an eighteenth century rabbi 

who courageously upheld the lower classes said in one of 

his own sermons: 

It is fortunate that our preachers per­
petually deal with then1es relati11g to our 
duties to God. Tl1e expatiate on prayer 
and ritual practices. But they refrain 

from condemning the evils that disrupt 
our social relations.such as plunder, 
deception, expropriation, slander, con­
tention, and detraction. T11e people 
justly despise such a preacher •. They 
contend that he always soars heaven­
ward busying hilnself' ~Ji th the mys ter­
ious and .re1note and avert irig his gaze 
from the more patent wrongs because· 
he is bent on pleasing people. For, 
sad to say, of many of the above 
social sins, especially those arising 
out of the inequitable collection of 
the special taxes, in which favori­
tis1n plays such a glaring part., n1ost 
of the leading raem.bers are guilty •••• 
Therefore, they say that he deliber­
ately ignores these evil practices. 
It is for this reason that preachers 
a.re held ir1 contempt. But let the 
preacher without fear or favor raise 
his voice against the 1na.lpractices of 
men of prominence, and tl1e people 
will soon learn to love hin1 and to 
delight in his ser1nons. They will 
adn1ire his courage and be drawn to 
his message. 30 

' 
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Again, functions of the rabbi's role, such as l1ee.ding the 

academy, were delegated to lesser r(ten who ca.me to regard 

their trust as b1..1t a stepping stone· to a better position 
31 

in the comn1unity. As a result of this, the quality of the 

rabbinate dropped severely, and acl1olar-aa.ints in the rab­

binate became the except ion rat lier th.a11 the rule, as his­

tory 1noved toward the Emancipation. 

'fue :tiealiza't ion of the decay of the power and majesty· 

of th.e :r1 abbina.te often led the rabbis to stubbornness in 

last ditcl1 efforts to assert their authority. Excominunica­

tion, the final expreesion of the i:r sovereignty ~vhich they 

· 32 
earlier used only in consultatior1 v~ith the ,vl1ole co1:11nunity . 



61 

becam.e a tool which they brandished in their own right, and 

totally miBused it. S9 constantly did they declare their 

opponents ex.conm1unicated., tba t instead of fearing it people 
. . 33 

began to ignore it. Thus, by. using their authority so un-
' ' 

scrupulously., the ~a.bbis in fa.ct undern1ined th.a. t authority., 

th·ereby depr:i.vi·ng _.tbem~·elvea ;'of the only effective means 
· ,, · · · . 34 

•' . 

of -asserting their power over the. oprnm.unity. 

In sumnmry, the rabbinical role declined. throughout 

the medieval period because of changed conditions. \i'lith 
' 

'the development of .classes wit,11in the conm1unity,· t:t1e wealthy 

Parnasim. gained control and proceeded to exert their author-
' ' 

ity upon the rabbi.·· The rabbis, unable to stop the growth 

of· power of the 001.muunity's leaders, adapted themselves to 

the new conditions by abdicating·their traditio11al saintly 
'.: ~-

roJ.e., and searching for ways of gaini11g new v~ea.lth for 

them.eelves. Their le.st attempt to ret~in power, by iln-
' ' . 

posing excommunication, b~ckfired· .on them, for they ,'Vere so 

liberal in application of this punishment that it ceased to 

carry any- weight. · 

These c.onditions were not inherent outgrowths of 

fourteenth century situations, but evolved toward the seven­

teenth and eighteenth centurd.e.s. In the:mselves, they might 

not have caused a total disintegration of the rabbinate, 

for despite these factors, the rabbi still served the use-· 

ful purpose of ren1inding the people that they were the de-
. 

positorie~ of a religious heritage which needed preservation 

I < 
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despite internal conflict. But it was the nineteenth cen­

tury, with its totally new set of conditions, that sealed 

the doom of the medieval rabbinate. 

THE IfINETEEI\fTH CENTURY AIID 

DISRUPTION 0111 THE RABBINATE 

In writing about the role of the rabbi, Morton M. 

Berman deflcribes the chaos engendered by the Emancipation •. 

He states: 

By 1841 the process of emancipation had_ 
produced Je,~a who felt that they could 
no longer be bound by· the traditional 
ord.er. Nqt only the reformers, bt1t even 
those wl10 were loath to yield one iota 
of:tradition were faced with the neces­
sit,y of ;readjusting them.selves ;to the 
ne,iv forces, .. politic al, .soc :lal and in­
tellectual, wl1ich ,'\Jere molding their 
lives. 35 

In countries where separation of church and state was pro- . 

claimed, the element of governmental .enforcement was to­

tally re111oved.. In o:ther lands, Jewry became .. ··ar11a.il:.ganta·ted 

with Western society so .that Judaism was treated a.a a 

denon1inat ion, md Jews denied. ethnic-cu lt.ural self-gov-. " . 

,' 

errunent. The community generally faded into insignifi-

cance. In those few countries wlwre the community did sur­

vive as an institution entorceq by public law, its func­

tions became closely circumscribed and limited to the col-
36 

loction of taxation, Availing themselves to the opportuni-

' ' 

' ' . 
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ties for obtaining a secular education., Jews left the con­

fines of traditional learning and immersed them.selves of 

the learning wl1i_ch they could 9btain in European universi­

ties • . The incidence of conversion was high ronong those 

Jews who expoaed them.eel ves to secular learning. The doors 

leading from the co1nm.unity to the outside world were flung 

wide. open, and. all who d.esired could cast· aside Judaism as 
' .. . . ' 

though it were a relic of the past. In those places where 

· the community co 11tinued 111 an e111ascula ted form, JevJs a ban..;. 
37 

doned it if only to· eave ·tr1e expense of Jewish taxation. 

The advent of the 'Reforrn.ers somewhat stemmed t~ 
. . . 

waves of c.ohversion., for . these men were dedica. ted to for-

mulating a Judaisn1 in consonance witr1 the new freedom. 

Yet~ the growth of:the Reform movement further mutilated .. 

what was left of the community, for its leaders envisioned 

a. ·religious organization which would meet only religious., 

non-secular needs at the expense of sacrificing a communal 

life which had combined both aspects. ~1urtherr11ore., the 

growth of Reform and Zionism created splinter groups within 

the cownunity., and the result ,vas internal strife. Communi­

ties were broken into separate bodies, often at warfare 
38 . 

with each other. The coup de grace was the new a.the ism which 

began to sweep througl1 the comn1unity. Having lo·st·their 

faith., the young intel·lectuals by ~ord and deed proclaimed 

to the world that the God whon1 their fathers had known so 

intimately, was dead. The sacred syat:m.m. and the conm1.it-

I 
I 
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' ' 

1~ents on which it rested lay. sr.ioldering in the ruins. 
-

The resultant ir11pact on the rabbinate waa deva.stat-

ing. Vfuen Jews sought· their rabbi in order to find a new 

directio11., rabbinic leadersl1ip knew not where to turn·. 

Juda.ian1, in its great hour of need, was 
left practically defenseless by its inter­
preters. Vfuen the ghetto was abolished . 
and the lure of no11-Je,yish learning and 
society became aln1ost ir1.,es:iatible, the 
rabbis were no.t · able to adapt Judaisnt 
to the new age., and 111ake its vitality · 
and gra.t1deur felt.· Perhaps they could 
_not have done it, but they did not even 
try. Consequently, nm.ny deser-ted the · 
Jevviah people and others found. new .' 
leaders. J1Iendelsohn, Friedlaender,, 
Jacobsohn., \rVesseley became the guides 
totthe next generation, and the western 
rabbinate never fully regained the 
leadership which it then lost. 39 

The factors leading to the sudden collapse were n1ani-

f old, and often lay benea. th·. the surface. As we have· in­

dicated, forces had been ea.ting away at tl'1e rabbi 'a author-·. 

ity, and theisy1ubolic image he projected. had lost impact 

through his associatkn w~th tl1e oppressive upper class. _ 
I • 

When Jews no longer had.to live in the closed coimunity 

which had been split by vested interests, their rebellion 
. . 

was not only against t}:il-tt contmunity but also its leader-
. . 

ship. The rabbi was rejected along with all the upper-

class leaders. So complete ·was this rejection that army 

rabbi, however sympathetic to their cause, found it moet 

difficult to be accepted by the rebels from the ghetto. 

The internal sentin1ent ,vbich l1ad been building up against 

' ' j ,' ',,, 

' i 

l •' I 

' 
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corrupt religious leadership· suddenly let loose when the 

external bonds V'hicl1 forced the Jews of a conmunity to 

obey their leaders were removed. 

O.ther factors were involved also. By the tin1e of 

the Emancipation., the rabbis. r1ad fallen victina.a to intellec­

tual inertia. The· suddenness of the transition into the 

light of the· Westerrr· world caught then1 11naware and con1plete-
i, 

ly overwhelrned tl1em. In the face of his cataclysmic · 

change., the rabbi of the period could hardly be expected to 
40 

make such a rapid change. 

Again, the rabbis were directing their battle against 
• 

·the wrong enemy. Vfuen Sabbata.i Zevi announced that he was 

tbe 11essiah in 1648., he attracted throngs of followers who 

were imxioua to be delivered from the poverty of the ghetto. 

When it became evident that Zevi was but an in1postor, gen­

eral disillusion prevailed. Yet., the hope that the Messiah 

would soon c om.e became rampant, rand an ai1'1 of a.nticipa. tion 

prevaile'd for a long tin:i.e. Capitalizing on these_ hopes., 

demagogues arose with messianic claims. The rabbis se.\'V 

only too clea~ly the potential threats of these imposters., 

and devoted their efforts to eradicating all traces of 

false measianisn1. So inflaraed were these rabbis., that they 

often went to the other extreme and sensed false messian­

ism where ,none existed. Being so involved in this struggle, 

the rabbis had no tin~e to study and adjust tot he new trends 
41 

around them. As a result, when the E1uancipe.tion dawned, the 
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rabbis had. their sights elsewhere, 

Thus, the Emancipation marked the end of the classi­

cal rabbinate. The community collapsed as Jews were grant­

ed political freedom and received new status. The influ­

ence of the conimunity rabbi ceased, as con1peting grou pa 

fougp.t for ideological leadership of the Jewish group, and 

atheism and agnosticisn1 cut the underpinnings of the sa­

cred order. The rabbis, ass.group, were helpless against 

the new forces. They had permitted their authority to 

wane, had attached tl1emselves to the wrong causes., and. were 

unable, to adapt the1nsel ves to the ne,JIJ type of scholarsl1ip 

which dealt with non-Jei.\lish matters. The days when the 

rabbi could direct and represent tl1e Jewish community had 

come to a crashing close, 

T OlflARD A NEV( OltDER 

In our m tudy, we have explo11 ec1 t11ree varieties of 

forces of discontinuity which affected the medieval rabbi­

ns:te. vVe found that the fir.st discontinuity errierged out of 

the ambiguous nature of the conununity. Iv1ovement existed 

toward sovereignty of the local communal unit and, at the 

same time., toward consolidation of _diaspora Jewry. The 

. comm.unity responded to this ambivalence by giving the local 

rabbi aut.hority within l1is lin1ited jurisdiction but yet 

auperceding his authority by appealing to more widely re-
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• 

puted rabbis for answers to legal questions that arose. 

A second discontinuity had its roots in the disinte­

gration of conununal values, whicl1 c o:mraenoed in the latter 

half of t11e seventeenth century. Upper classes gained. 

control of th~ comr1unity's self-govenntent and doraina.ted the 
. . ' 

\ 

rabbi., forcing him to con1ply with their den'lfl.nds. In re-

sponse to this, the rabbis surrendered their saintly role, 

adapted materialistic values, and lo.st the respect of the 

masses. 

'111:ie third disco11tinuity VJas the rem.oval of the state 

sanction which was behind t11e rabbi-a authority, an event 

which occurred v1ith the En1ancipation in tbe nineteenth 

century. The Jews v11ere free to leave the ghetto, i11Uuerse 

themselves in secular culture, and free the1nselves from. t 
' . 

the sacred system. The rebellion was sudden and complete. 

The rabbi was unequipped to cope with the new conditions 

and abdicated his authority, as 11is former role lay in the 

dust. 

The fact that the rabbinate continued to exist follow­

ing. the advent of the Emancipa.t ion is nothing leas than 

amazing. The forces of disco11tinuity had come to a head 

and the existence of any farces of continuity vi1orking to 

perpetuate tl1e rabbinate seemed to fade into insignificance. 

Yet., the rabbinate continued through this period of stress 

and evolved into a forra. v1hich justified its cor1tinuance in­

to the present day. To achieve this, it l1ad to confront 
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i.tself with the realization that a to tally nevJ orientation 

was required. Autl1ori ty l1ad to be won on a different 

basis, and new role functions had to be discovered. In 

confronting the problen1 a11d undergoing the stress of cre­

ating a. new role for themaelv.es, the rabbis of the nine-
' . 

teentl1 century showed a flexibility rarely evidenced by a · 

group dedicated to the. conservative purpose of preserving 

a heri t_age. The ra bbia were faced with the realization 

that tl1e sacred sys tern was dead. 

During the first decades of the E1nancipation, dis­

cussions were held to deter~ine precisely whut need there 

was for the rabbi v1ithin the new order. lieopold Zunz 

stated, at one point, that the rabbi scarcely had to exist·· 
42 

at all, since he no longer had judicial power, for the law 

of the state now replaced rabbinic law as a means of direct-

. ing the life of the individual Jew. Still, this view did 

not beco111e the c oncensua of opinion, and it niay 11.ave repre­

sented Zunz' view toward the future of a. particular rabbin­

ic function (i.e., rendering legal judgements) rather than 

his outlook on the nineteenth century rabbinate in toto. 

Out of these discussions can1e t11e cor1viction that the 

rabbi did. have a role to fulfill in the ne.w world, but that 

his role must not be a throwback to the pre-emancipation 

position he had occupied. Thus., it was agreed that the 

rabbi must be fully at home in the secularized culture of 

integrated Europe. The n1ain. prerequisite set for the rabbi 

. . 
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was that he pos seas a n1od.ern general education. Zunz goes 

to special pains to give credit to tr1ose rabbis ·who had 

obtained Pr1.D. 's at German universities and those who r1ad 
43 

written Gennan books. By studying the culture of the sec-

ular society, it was hoped that a rabbinate wouJ_d en1erge 

that could. maintain itself tbrough presenting to the Jew­

ish masses a Judaisnt fully con1pa tible v~ith the new life. 

In addition to subjecting the rabbi to the currents of 

secular culture, it was recognized that th.e Jewish heritage 

must be taught in a new forn1. The methoo.s of indoctrina­

tion employed for centuries could no longer ge effective 

in an open environrttent, where the rabbinic candidate could. 

call into question all that he was taught. Tl1e result of' 
' 

this was the creation of the.theological seminary. The 

difference between the sen1inary and the yesp.ivah was irn­

m.enae. The pr im.ary purpose of the farmer vvas enlighten­

ment rather than indoctrination, and its method was to turn 

the light of scientific method upon the tradition. There 

is no doubt that this concession to n1odernism. n1et consider-
. ' 

able opposition. Gruenewald states: 

The establishment of the rabbinic Semi-
. nariea constituted a break with the 

school tradition of the Jewish people. 
They were and they still are bei11g 
frowned upon by those who regard the 
Yeahivah as the only adequate instnu­
nient of higher Jew Lsh lear11ing. 
Yesl1ivoth n1ay differ in their n1ethods, 
in their emphasis on and 1;resentation . ... 
~f Talmud·ic treatises, in their in-
tellectual and moral discipline, but 

' 

they a.re not Seminaries with tl1eir his­
torical methods and diversified curric­
ula. In Berlin as well as in Bresla u 
( Sen1inar ie s ) there was a:warene s s, of 
course, of t};le novel character of a 
Seminary ant ala o of the out right 
opposition to this ne,v venture. 44 
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Still, even the orthcdox were forced to create seminaries 
. 

for the training of their rabbiei. 

As instruments of change vhich pron1ised. to lend con­

tinuity to the rabbinate, tl1e sen1inaries did not achieve 

their purpose without difficulty. Internal conflict with­

i11 the sen1inary con1ple111en ted the external pressures of 

traditio11alisn1 wl1ich beset it. Conflicts between the tra­

diti ona.lists and the Reformers constantly raged, wi tl1 the 

result that students could. take either side, a.lthou·gll the 

bulk of students avoided taking sides, presumably to gain 

a better vantage point from ,mich to viev, the a truggle. 

Tl1e teachers in the seminaries steered toward. the Ortho­

dox position •. As a result, a.ltho~gh acceptance of scien­

tific method was the foundation of the seminary, Biblical 

criticisn1 assun1ed lesser in1portanoe, as the traditional 

teachers felt they might n1ore safely direct ·their oriti-
45 

cisn1 to ott1er areas of Jewisl1 reaearcl1. 

Yet, tl1.e seminaries ultimately appealed 1uostly, to 

liberals., for doubts c·ould be openly expressed. Fiebrew 

was rejected as being ultimately important to the preser­

vation of Judaism, and students with wider interests and 

from leas intensive religious backgrounds were accepted for 



• 

·• 

' . ; 

46 
· admission. Attention was concentrated· on d.eveloping n 

theology to defend ·Judaisrt1, in the ·face of Christian 
47 

·attacks .upon -the 'inferior' Jewish religion. These mea-. ' ' 

sures were large steps tov,ard. creating rabbis who could 
. . 

juetify then1selves by. the standards of an op@n society. . . . 
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· .· The muocess · of the seminaries in preparing candidates 

for the rabbinate was far ,from complete however. Ye&1.ra 
. ' 

after tl1e founding of the se111inar1.es, it still remained an 
' 

48 
open quest ion a.s . to what the· role of the rabbi ahould be. 

}~oreove:ri, by devoting tl1.en1selves to o:rieating e11lightened 

rabbis, the semina:riies had igno:ried the duty of indoctrinat­

ing their g:riaduates with a meaningful Jewish ideology. 

Berman states: 

This kind of approach. produced, f i:rist of 
all, the rabbi v1ho was content to think 
.of Judaism only as a catechism, as a set 
of universal p:riinciplea. or etl1ical axioms 
capable of n1eeting all the needs of Jew­
ish life. It is apparent that what 
happened here waa a protestantization of 
Jewish values. The make:ris of the Jewish 

· :catechisms were blind to the fact that 
·. Judaism was not a mere abstract of uni­
versal principles, but a vital world in 
itself, as much as the out er world. had 
participated in its shaping. 49 

Posses.sing a set of universals but no particulars, ·the rab­

bi n1ight well have wondered precisely wl1at he ,rvas to convey 

to his people, and how he was to do it. The protestantiza­

tion of values left tr1e rabbi bereft of un:iqueness. 'l'he re­

sult was that he preached a Judaism lofty ,,i th prophetic 

idealism, but an idealism which frequently did not touch 

-
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concrete realities. 

Still, this was ·the period of the great transition. 

.Witl:1 a11 ·its shortcon1ing~) the rabbinate of the nineteenth 

and early twentieth century succeeded in providing a 
' 

Judaisra that could su:rivive outside of the self-governed 

con1munity. The European seminaries created a model for 
, 

the rabbi through which he could justify his choice of 

profession, and. they motivated l1i1n to sea1,ch for new func .. 

ti ons through which he could pron1ulga te the religion he 

serve_d. It was this model, this concept of tl1e re. bbi, which · 

Isaac Jlilaye:ri \11/ise carried when l1e can1e to Arnerica and, in 

1875 established the Hebrew Union College, a seminary de­

signed to produce rabbis to serve in the new land. 

On July 13, 1894, Rev. Dr. IvI. Landsbe:rig preached the 

Conference Serm.on before the ass enibled members of the Cen­

tral Cohfe:rience of Ameridan Rabbis on the to_pic, The Duties 
·, 

of the Rabbi in the Present Tllne. The message is that of 

an ema.ncipa ted Europe~.n rabbi. ,,..,ho was attempting to define 

the role of the rabbi in America. He defines the dutieB of 

the rabbi in prophetic terms: 

Never have the duties of the religious 
teacher been more concise, in language 
more significant, than in the outline 
given by tl1e Prophet Ezekiel, of the 
work·which he feels called to accom­
plish, (XXXIII, 7). "I have set thee 
a watchman to the House of Israel that 
tl1ou ahouldst hear the Vvord from ~y 
mouth, and warn them f ro1n me. 11 50 

The conception of the :rabbi as watchman ove:ri Israel is ttie 
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central force of continuity which has extended from the 

Biblical ·prophet until.the present day, for Landsberg. 

Ivlore specifically, Landa berg notes th.at the modern 

rabbi n1uat be aware of historical trends and scientific 

progress. 

. If· he. be a true watchlnan he will closely 
observe the signs of the t:ln1e, all events 
and cond.itiona ,,vhich fashion the reli­
gious and moral life of the people. And 
certainly his fiel~ of ·observation should 
not be confined by any narrowing lilnits 
of sectarian or partisan consideration. 
Yfu.o ,v ould ask of the Jewish teacher to 
lose sight of the progress made by sci­
ence, in all brancl1es of literature, and 
of every interest of domestic, commer­
cial a_nd public life. 51 

In confronting scienc~, the rabbi need not fear that it 

oonflic ts· with religion, for, 
. . 

He can show that·, · to the Jewish think­
er there can be no conflict between the 
teachings of his.religion and the es­
tablished results of scientific inves­
tigation, becauae Judaism accepts the 
revelation of God as rt1uch in the laws 
of nature, in the lessons taught by the 
rooks and the stars, as in the ethical 
law which wells up in the consciousness 

' · :·of;.1. man and -produces the s enea tion of 
the s up:remac y of du ty. 52 
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Landsberg understood that the leaders of the Reform 

movement were often accused of stripping so much away from 

· Judaism that it was !'educed to liberal Christianity. He 

retorts: 

He ( the rabbi) oan show how liberal 
Chri at iani ty has done nothing but 
cut off excrescences which had nev­
er disfigured the stem of Judaism, 

• 

nothing but discard Greek snd pagan dog­
matism end revert to the si:mpte faith 
and the pure ethics of the ruother reli­
gion, as taught by the ancient prophets 
and preached and practiced through all 
the centuries by the learned expounders 
·of Jewish thought, often under the .: 
most unfavorable conditions. 53 
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., 
And the rabbi is to be a good~,:Will ambassador to the Gen-

tiles. 

Of equally as great importance, however, 
it is tba. t we ah ould set Judaism and the · 
Jews in the rigr1t light before tl1e 
world. 54 

Final:j.y, Landsberg talres note of the attitude toward 

ritual that l1e feels the Arrrerica.n rabbi. should adopt. He 

states: 

Prayer and song and liturgy and oere1nony 
are unques tio11ably a n1ea11s of awakening 
and strengthening religion, they are a 
l1elp; but only a help., they are not a 
religion. 55 

He:re Landsberg was touching upon a controversial issue, for 
, 

in his day n1ucl1 a~scu5.sion centered on the centrality of 
, 

traditional forms of worship, Wise, in attempting to create 

a unified,.Am.erican Judaism was willing to make conoessi9ns 

to the traditionalists. David Einhorn and a. number of rab­

bis on the eastern seaboard disagreed however, feeling that­

Reform should risk a schism in order to rest itself on the 

conviction that ceremony was not central. Consequently, 

these radicals wished to strip the worship service of or­

thodox ornaruentation that they considered out of keeping 
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with the liberal viewpoint. The conflict between the two 

parties continued past the turn-of the twentieth century. 

The path toward the 1->econatruction of the rabbi 1s role 

.·· which commenced in Europe d.uring tl1e En1ancipa t ion gained 

impetus and direction in America. Gone was the communal 
... 

rabbi; the rabbit,.now served a congregation. Gone was the 

· . sacred system; the r abb.i now had to justify Judaisn1 in the 

face of protestantized values. lfo n1ore did tho rabbi in­

·herit an authority derived fron1 tradition; r1ov; lie found 

that· he could gain re~peot of others, and perl1aps there 

was reverence for his. of.t'ioe, but he could. not rely on his 

ordination to give him authority over his people. He had 

to earn their respect. 

For better or for worse, the progressive rabbis of the 

nineteenth century, both in Europe and America., had en1bark­

ed on a path vmich leads us to this very day. 

' ,, 
, 
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- CHAPTER III -

THE lVIODERN RJ\BBI : 

CO}J'I'INUITIES Al\JD DISOOl\fTINUITIES IN HIS ROLE -----
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A study of the modern rabbinate reveals a variance 

of opinions held about the relationship of the p-resent 

. role. of the rabbi to th&\t of l1is medieval predeces~or. 

One rabbi· may feel tlwt his role is basically a contin-. 

uation of traditional rabbi1•s role which evolved over 
. 

the centuries: . 

1,L1he che.11ges that l1a.ve take11 place and 
a.re st 11·1 taking place i!l the functions 
of the rabbinate ha.ve not impaired the 
unity and continuity of the rabbin~te 
as an institution and as a profession. 
This can b.e true only on the presun1p­
tion th.at -the rabbinate is conscious 
of one specific function inherent in 
it •... This function has always been a11d 
must always be - to teach the Torah 
to the end that "all thy cl1ildren shall 
be te.ught of the Lord and great sr1a.ll 
be t.he pence of thy children." l 

Another rabbi may understand the historic grov~th of the 

rabbinate but feel that today's rabbi fills a role tl1at 

is totally alien to the rabbinic role of the past: 

Tl1e emergence of the American rabbi is 
a novel and uniqt1e .· phenomenon in Jew­
ish experience. IIis office is related 
to the earlier forn1s of JevJish lead.er­
ship by historic continuity; yet the . 
n1odern rabbinate presents so radical a 
change both in fu nctior1 and ten1per as 

-to constitute a virtually new profes-
sion. 2 

In an area where opinions are dogn1at ically held and 

clarity is lacking, we seel..: answers to tl1e se questions: 

To what extent does the role of the rabbi today evidence 

continuity with the historic role? Wba t aspects of the 

. ' 

''.' 
' . '•. 
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modern role are total discontinuities? Are there areas,. .. 

. . where the modern rabbi 1s role i11volves ·· similarities with .. 
. . . 

the past in for1n but not in content? 

In exploring these questions we may refer to var­

-ious sources. Tl1.ere are a lin1ited number of v~riti11gs 

by trained sociologists vvhich deal specifically with 
. 

the rabbinate in a. scientific, non-apologetic ma11n.er • 

..i\l.nong these we fir1.d 1Aarsl1all ~klare 's analysis of the 

Conservative rabbi in his book, Conservative Judaism. 

Here the author studies the relationship between rabbin­

ical training at the Jewish T11eological Sen1inary of Am.er-
. . . 

ica and the realities of Jewish life whicl1 tl1e rabbi 

finds when l1e leaves the Son1inary. lie .and. Vo:sk are:::11re­

sponsible for the Riverton Study which, vvhile it does 

not treat the l'iabbinate directly., nonetl1e less discusses 

the values of contemporary Jewish life which effect the 

role of the rabbi. Sklare 1 s anthology, The Jews,· also 

contains an article by Jerome E. Carlin and Saul H. 

lvlendlovitz entitled, "The .American Rabbi: A Ileligious 

Specialist Responds to Loss of Authority". 'l"his latter 

article, an adaptation of the authors,t. I\iaster 's thesis 

for the University ~f Chicago is based upon a survey ·,< .· 

undertaken to detern1ine the rabbi 'a attempt to cope with 

tr1e new va.lues of Araerioan Jewry. In addition, there 

are Lee Brau de' s article, "The Rabbi: Sonte Notes on 
. 

Identity Clash" in the January 1960 issue of Jewish 

. . 

' ( . 
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Social Studies, and Josep~ Zeitlin.'s \'V ork, Disciples of 
.. 

the Wis~, a ~tudy of the religious and social opinions 

which are held by American rabbis. All considered, it 

must be; stated that there is a paucity of 1.,esearch which 

. has been done on the n1odern rabbinate, and these studies 

have. only rnent~·oned· incidentaily the continuities and 

discontinuities · in the role of the .Al;1ericsn rabbi. 
. . 

. Much work has been done however on the role of non-

Jewish religious functionaries. l~oteworthy here is the 

work of Joseph Fichter, s. j. on the Ca.tho lie f\1nction­

ary, entitled Religion as an Occupation, and the writings 

on the contemporary Protestant minister by Samuel 

Blizzard, including such articles as 11 'I'he Protestant 

· Parish Minister's Integrating Rol®s" in Religious Educa­

tion, July - August 1958, 11 'l'he Parisl1 1Jinister's Self­

uua.ge of His Master Role" in Pastoral Psychology, Decem­

ber 1958, "The IVIinister's Dilemma" in The Christian Cen­

tury, of April 25, 1956, and 11 The Parish r~inister's Self-
. 

· Image and Variability in Con1n1unity Culture" in Pastoral 
• 

. ' 

Psychology of October, 1959. Insofar as the :modern rab-

bi is a religious functionary wl16, like the Cl1ristian 

minister, participates ir1 the lnrger American society 

'\llh.ich has created values common ~o all religious groups, 

we are justified in utilizing these studies of non-Jew-

ish personnel to establish categories and preliminary 

hypotheses for studying today's rabbi. 
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In addition to the· above writings tr1ere are a nu•-

' 
ber of publications by American rabbis which at telnpt to 
define_ the role of the rabbi in contem.porary society. 

Some of these repute to be scientific; others ·are im­

pressionistic views of the rabbi's role taken from the 

ex:perience of particular individ.uals. We shall utilize, 

among other vJritings, Bernard J. Bamberger I s art iole., 
-

"The American Rabbi: · His ChRnging Role rr in Jewish Life 
" 

in Altier ica, edited by Theed.ore Friefuu;tn and Robert 

Gordis., and a nun1ber of wri tin.gs by Abraha1n J. Feldman., 

including The Changing Functions of the S~µagogu~ and 

the Rabbi, and The Rabbi and His Early Iviinistrj[. Addi-
. , 

tional sources. of this n.ature n1ay be found in rabbis r 
,. 

biographies and autobiographies, addresses before rabbin­

ical seminaries, and articles in annual and quarterly 

publications by rabbinical conferences. 

· In this chapter we shall examine these vvritings 

by and about the n1odern rabbi and attempt to relate the 

findings toward tr1e discovery of aspects of oontinuity 

and discontinuity within th·e .moc:iern rabbinate. Opinions 

expressed by the rabbis in· their own writings will be 

' con1ps.recl, soc iologioal observations noted, and through 

the critical approach we shall attempt to arrive at de­

finitive conclusions. 

' ' ' 
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STANDARDIZATION OF ROLE 

~nvest igation into the contemporary scene reveals 

littl@ standardization of the rabbinic role. This is 

due to the f ragmttntat ion of the Aroo rioa.11 Jewish co11u11un­

ity into three rr1aj or segments, the Orthodox, Conserva­

tive, and Reform groups, each with its own rabbis mo 

subscribe to the. ideol?gical position of the group they 

serve. The rabbi's role is determined by all the parti­

cipants in the religious social systen1 to which the rab­

bi gives leadership, but since the n1ajor• part of the rab.;... 

bi's leadership is confined to the particular synagogue 

·~·~hich h&a.s hired him., the n1ajor dete1lrt1inants of his role 
. 

evolve from within his congregation. The lay leaders 

of the congregation in addition to non-leaders exert the 

· strongest force in detern1ining precisely hov1 the rabbi 

shall construct his role. Since it is assuraed that these 

. persons believe the ideology of the Reforn1, Conservative 

or Orthodox congregations to which they belong, their 

effect upon the rabbi vJill be to pro·ject an image upon 

. hin1 which has been determined by the denon1inational ideol­

ogy. Thus, the rabbi finds that his rabbinate cannot 

be,compared to a model role in the present period for 

many variables exist. The traditional rabbi may con­

ceive of his role as a continuation of the his torica.l 

role, but even so he cannot carry the blueprint into the 
. . 

-
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present without rnaking nuajor mcdifications. '11he anarchy 

of tt1e raodern role is a far cry fron1 the n1ode 1 of the 

1nedieval rabbi wr1ose role was determined not by a seg­

mented group within the Jaw ish connnunit y, but by the 

community as a whole. 

The spl.it into rabbinic ty];>es ll'la.y be fragmented 

beyond the obvious differential groups of Or~hodox, Con-
. . 

servative, and Iteform. Carlin and lvlendlovitz have noted 

sever1 n1a.jor rabbinic roles: (1) the Traditionf1l rabbi, 

(2.)th0.,Fnee-La.1.1ce rabbi, (3) the !viodern Orthodox rabbi., 

(4) the Intellectual Reform rabbi, (5) the Social Re­

former rabbi, (6) the Traditionalistic Reforn1 rabbi, and 
3 

(7) the Conservative rabbi. This estiniate n1a.y itself 

be conservative. The tendancy toward specialization ha.s 

evidenced itself in the rabbinate as it has in ail other 

professions, with the result that we have such special­

ists as ·preacher rabbi, the youth group 1'labbi, the edu­

cator rabbi, the Hillel Founda,tion rabbi, and the rabbi 

· who is eraployed by na:bi.onal · organ iza. tions. A s ta.ndardized 
. 

rabbinic role appears to be an illusion in the face of . 

today's denominalization and specialization. 

' 

A word of cautio~. It is true that i11 our study 

of the n1edieval rabbinate we uncovered a prototype of 

the rabbi, a singular role which evidenced itself through­

out European Jewry. By comparison, today's fragmentation 

.appears as a total di soont inuity. At the same tin1e how-
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ever, we noted that the medieval rabbi performed a num­

ber of optional functions which varied from oorarnun.ity 

to community., snd v1hich beca.r11e aspects of tl1e role of a 

· rabbi only in the town in whicli. he resided. Vie noted, 

for example, that certain rabbis represented Jewry to 
\ 

the non-Jewish world; others· devoted· tin1e to lceeping 

the 0oimnu11ity records; still others 1nade Sli1ulets. We 

must conclude the. t these functions, 110,~ever iraportant 

they were., were only subsidiary to the standardized role 

which the rabbi fulfilled, and l1ence it is the lack of 

a conunon denominator rather than the perforrnance of the 

varied tasl{s tbat constitute a disconti11uity of the 

. present rabb 1 's role. · 

There is a limited amount of standardization in 

fu.e rabbi's role today·. The tern1 "rabbi" is denotative 

· of a certain general role to all Jews and especially to 

non-Jews who may only have a vague understanding at best 
I 

· of the d jf ferences runong the Jewish groups. He1.,e we n1ay 
. . 

• f 

n1.ake reference to the "master role" concept which Blizzard 

has developed. He states: · 

The minister plays many professional 
roles. The clergyinan qua. cler.gyum.n 
plays a master role ••• that distin­
guishes him fron1 those in other pro­
fessions (lawyers, pl1ysicians, social 
workers) and occupations (policemen, 
salesmen,· plumbers). The master role 
not only ,identifies hin1 as a minister 
but it also identifies his occupation 
in relation to other roles he plays. 4 

Applying Blizzard I s concept to the rabbinate, we find 

that it is wra t the rabbi does to identify hin1self as 

rabbi which may be called his nias ter role. 

~\lb.at then is the rabbi's master role? Here we 
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can find no clear-cut formulation of vuhat tr1e worc1 "rabbi" 

de11otes. Yet I11ortor1 Berman presents an opinion that has 

much truth value: 

T11ere r 1 enia ins a field tt1at is the spe­
cial realm of the rabbi. It is Judaism. 
Here we behold the factor that n1ak~s 
for. consonance witl1 the values of all 
Jewish expe 1.,ie nc e ~ The rabbi ha.s al­
ways been the one recognized authority 
for Judaisr<1. _and in t·hose other matters 
of common l_ife ·where_ they touch Judaism. 
••• The rabbi thus becomes, for la ck of 
better terms, the · Judaizer and tl1e 
legit in1atizer of Jev~ish life. 5 

The singular rllas ter role of · all :rablJis today is being 

a legitin1ist for Jewish life. and values, Tl1ls aspect 

of the rabbi's role is reflected in the general image 

of the rabbi which is. held by all actors affecting his 

role. It is inconceivable for a rabbi to do other than 

to uphold the traditional values of tt1e group wl1ich r1e 

serves. At this core level there is standardj_zation in 

the rabbi's role ru1d direct continuity fron1 the pa.st. 

It is wJ:1en VJe leave this level and rl'love in the direction 

of the rabbi's orientation tovv ard those values and the · 

various 1ne ans e1nployed to bring them into concrete ex-
. 

pression truat the standardization falls apart and we 

confront discontinuities fron1 the past. 

' .. 
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THE SOURCE 01? THE RABBI'S AU.1J.1HORITY -
In our d.iscussion of the authority held bJr the 

medieval rabbi we concluded that his power was deter­

mined partly by virtue of his l1olding a sacred. ofi'ice 

. and partly by the respect given him as a.n indi vid.ual 

who had mastered tr a.di t iona:b learning. The comm.unity 

was bound to follow his decisions, and. he had. sanctions 

behind. hin1 to enforce his decrees. 

·It is clear that the modern rabbi has not the 

great authority of his historical predecessor, Yet., 

. there ~y be vestiges· of his forru.er authority which 

cultural forces are now serving to maintain. Certainly 

the 'question of the rabbi I s &Uthori ty, its basis and ex-

. tent., is the subject of mucl1 debate runong· rabbis today. 

An exploration of this probler~ must niake reference to the 
' ' 

social factors whi-ch inf].uence the rabbi 's role today. 

The traditional ceren1ony of Sen1ikah, ordination., 

· is still conferred by many rabbinical se:rninaries upon 

its graduating rabbis as a mark of continuity of author-
,, 

ity fron1 ear+i:est times •. Fror11 the rabbi's view, receiv-

ing oro.inat ion may ~eem a basis for his authority. Yet, 
. ' ,'. 

objectively. seen, the authority of the ordination only 

could have validity if those whora the rabbi serves were 

willing to co~cede authority-giving powers to the cere­

mony •. But l\lodern soc·iety does not condone autl1.ority 

• 
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,, 

which claims a supernatural basis (with the notable 

found exception of the linear transmission of power 

among fun.ctionaries of the Catholic church). The move- . 

men t of rationalism., in strilting a blow against such 

in rriitigating gainst th~ 1de~ that authorit:ii~ is trans­

lnitted by the ceremony of ordination. The congregant 

is scarcely aware Qf any::· importance which may be n ttached 

to tl1is ceremony which n1arks the culmination of the rab ... 

binic student's training. It beoorr1.es sira.ply a ceren1ony 

of graduation, a mark that the student has f an1ilia.rized 

himself in detail witl1 ·the. tra.dit ion, and is co:mparabl0 

with the gritdua tiot1 of any other student from a prof es-· 

sional school • 

We have also discussed how the n1edieval rabbi 

ea.med authority through· rr1astery of the traditional lore. 

Changed values today render such a basis for the rabbi's 

authority impossible. The e:rnphasis on utility in pres­

ent society relegates knowledgs without practical_appli-

cation to· the category of the ,,orthless. A traditional 

rabbi recalls the old d.ays when his knowledge had value 

and ctarned him es teem nnd au tl1ori ty: 

' 

A rabbi is good. to be if you have the 
correct authority. The authority has 
been broken. A rabbi like in the old 
home, a rabbi for the town, we know 
his word was law. We knew that the 
people must obey the rabbi, and if 
they have a shal~ (ritual qu&stion), • • • 

' l , • . ' 



to ask the rabbi; if they have a milk 
pot and it get m.ixed up then with the 
ntt, at dishes. Or ·it occurs an argu­
m~nt between solne people and the rab­
bi should decide ••• The rabbi felt that 
he was needed and he was leader, and 

· r1e was satisfied. with his posit ion. 
They needed m.e and I they. But take 
a look at America - they are lost ••• · 
their posit ion., their correct posi­
tion ·aqe.sn 't exist . . It's that way 

. throughout, the _country. Satisfac-
tion is · at·· a minimum. 6 · 
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This rabbi is reflecting .-the ·:rrustration born of the 

knowledge that traditional studies no longer serve a 

. purpose in_ society and do· not create any respect anymore. 

A Reform. rabbi reacts:· 

People (formerly) turned to the rabbi 
spontaneo1lsly., as the talmid chacham, 
for the satisfaction of tl1e ir actual 
needs.·· They lived by the Law and so 
they had to know wl1at it meant., they 
sougp.t authoritative answers on ques­
_tions to vb ich they r1eeded. arrswers. 

T1ll t si tua tior1 is gone, and no 
amount of magical incantation of tt1e 
word "organic" will recreate it., 
· just as no an1ount of prophetic proach­
·ntent fron1 tl1e pulpit ,vill erace the 
present separation between religion 
and life. Test it by the fa.ct that 
within that pre-emancipation situa­
tion the people loolced to the rabbi 
as. an authority. In wbat areas of 
concern that genuinely count do 
people look to the rabbi as an 
authority today? For a few of the 
ignorant he is an authority on eve­
rything., for a few of the sophisti-
cs. ted. he is a.n authority on nothing, 
for the most part he is ignored. 7 

:
1
.:' Ifi ,,a :Liberal rabbi is not frustrated, it is only be­

caure he never expected the authority of old and is 

' . 

• 

. . 
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' . 

reconciled to l1'is uncertain state. 

To so:rne rabbis., the basis for their autl1ority 

lies in an area of specialization to ~it1ich they have 

devoted their lives and in which they have become highly 

proficient. 1b.ia, according to Carlin and Iviendlovitz, 

is a recognition of the· loss of 01"1iginal authority and 

an attempt to re-establish it on a new foundation. Va.r-

' 
ious n1eans 111ay be ernployed to g;ain this new basis o.nd 

they manifest themselves in mii.t Blizzard terr11s the 

"integra.tive role" - the 111iniater 's · goal orientation or 
' ' '. 

the particular frante of refereno~ he. d.evelops to his 
8 . 

work. For ex~11ple, we read of the Intellectual· Reforni 

r~bbi who integrates all his 'duties by an intellectual 

approach: 

1
l

1m Reform rabbi sought to base his 
authority within ~e philosophies of 
rationalism., idealisr11, hun1ani·sm., and· 
in line with the scientific method. 
In this way he began the process 
111Jr1ereby he vJa,s to substitute his clairt1 
for authority in terms of knowing and 
living a. sacred law by a clain1 for 
autl1ority in terrt1s of l1is intellec­
tual ability. In effect he side­
stepped the problen1s of rabbinic au­
thority; the authority he claimed was 
that of an intellectual. 9 

The Intellectual Reforn1 rabbi seeks an authority based 

on his congregants:~ respect for intellectuals, niuch as 

they would respect a uni v0rsity professor. He attempts 

to gain proficiency in both secular and religious know­

ledge. 
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Again we are given the example of the Social Re­

former rabbi w:r~o seeks to irn.prove e1~is ting social con­

ditions in confonnity with prophetic idealism, Carlin 

and .}flendlovitz state that such a rabbi seeks authority 

through assuu1ing the role , of general conm1unity leader. 

When we come to the· ·question of the kind 
of a:i thori ty that the Social Re farmer 
possesses, we m.ust ren1aaber th'1.t he sees 
l1in1se,lf as a lcl3'ader :in both the Jewish . 
conm1unity •arid the general co:ti1munity, 
He integrates his position and activi­
ties by insisting, ti::.a. t the 1na intenanoe 
and fulfillm.en t. of the values and be-

.. liefs of the, Jewisp. corm1.u11ity a.re q.e­
pendent upon the realization of thl'J 

· generalized liberal democratic values 
, as w~ll as the goals of the wider . 

, . • community. His ti\U tho1-.1 ty in one is 
therefore inextricably bound up with 
his au triori. ty in the other. 10 

,.'I 

The Intellectual Reform rabbi· and the Social Re­

forl't,1.er h!tve sought new foundations for their authority 
. . 

that forn:1. a discontinuity, Vile l1.a.ve noted how the me-
I • : 

dieval rabbi was often well versed' in secular wisdorn 

• 

• and sought to relieve social inequities, but these a.c-

tivi ties never formed the b2~sis for the authority he 

·, claimed, They represent a resort to the secular realm 
' I '• 

for a. new authority, 

ltabbis vlho :ntay not be subsumed under these two 

categories can only seek to re-establish their authority 

by attempting to in1bue ·Jewish values in their oongregants 

and thus gain respect as having authoritative knowledge 

of the source of those values, We have noted the frus-

■ 
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tration of the ultra-orthodox rabbi at seeing how Jews 

have become. alienated from the closed Jewish culture, 

Yet, roth he and his more liberal colleagues seek to 

inculcate these values in the laymen in order to sub-·· 

stantiate a position of. p~wer. The rabbi feels no : 
. . 

other basis can exist for his authority, He must master 

the Jewish past and he cannot relinquish the tradition 

despite the amount of acculturation the Jev~ has exper­

ienced in his free environment, Berman writes: 

1J}he rabbi's expertness in his field 
provides for him, as expertness in 
other fields provides for others, the 
basis for authority, , He becor.o.es an 
expert oniy by ex~ rt knowledge. . 
This n1ea.ns that the ma ih stress in 
the education of the rabbi m.ust be 
on the acquisiti.on of Jewish know­
ledge ••• He \\I as the man who was . 
granted snnction by the col':l111lunity 
to teach and to judge only upon th~ 
basis of his ceaseless applies. tion 
to Jewish learning ir1 every field, 
As has always been the case in Jew­
ish history, superior learning is 
still the principal basis for r.ab­
binic authority. 11 

Berman then adds: 

But our history has also shown that 
the extent of Jewisl1 information is 
not th@ only condition of rabbinic 
authority, The other condition which 
cannot be dis oensed with is person--
al piety, 12 

There is no way of gauging the amount of authority that 

piety conveys upon the modern rabbi, however, The 

pious person may be genuinely respected as a rugged in­

dividualist who follows a ,pattern of behavior·much 

' ' ' 

. , 



91 

· different fror.1 that of others wl10 direct then1selves by 

more marketable values such as popularity and success. 

Nonetheless, it is doubtful whetl1er tr1e respect accorded 
. . . 

' . 

the pietist is sufficieht to plac~ hint in e. position 

where he can exert_ authority _over the behavior of others 
. . 

who do not personally accept his pietistio values. The 

rabbi who seeks authority throug11 l1is piety is re-affirnt­

ing a continuity of the past ·rabbinic role, but mny not 

be achieving pragmatic results. . 

On the other hand, there are forces at work with­

in tho general Aruerican culture that tend to give the 

rabbi a m.e~sure of BJ.1thority. American_sooiety niakes 

religion an important factor in classifying individuals. 

Tl1e individual Jew i·a viewed as a member of a religiqus 

body, a "churchu, and he becomes highly conscious of this 

fact. I11 addition, ·Americans hold a l1igh degree of es-

teem for religious institutions; this tends to increase 
. . 

the status of their functionaries. The rabbi benefits 

from these cultural value~, for he shares in the high 

status of Araerioan religious functionaries. 

'ro buttress this general respect which he achieves 

from being identified as a religious leader the rabbi 
. ' 

also receives· authority bec~use of the special nature 

of the sub-culture which he serves. Despite the break­

down in sanctions which occurred during the Emancipation 

and the decline of the medieval Jewish value system ·1n 

-
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. 
the freedon1 of American society, .tl:1e modern Jew still 

is cognizant of the authoritarian position of the rabbi.·. 
• 

in earlier times. ~Vhile Jews may realiz.e the lack of 

sanctions that stand behind the rabbi and raay operate 

from a different value ayste1n than their rabbi, they still' 

are aware of the ethnic nature of the group to which they 

belong and pa.y credulsnce to a history which magnifi~s 

rabbinic leadersl1ip. As a' result, vestiges of autl1ori ty. 

n1ay yet be attributed to the rabbinic office. 

We may note here that· ~here ar·e t:wo distinct l{inds 

of authority that the religious specialist nw.y possoss. 

These aro: (1) imperative authority, whicr1 involves the 

-possibility of applying specific sanctions including 

coercion., ·or (2) influential authority., which involves 

. hortatory or exa1nplary cond.uct and only unorganized, dif-
13 

fuse sanctions. Clearly the .rabbi has no ilnperat ive 

authority today. At the very best his a utl101'li ty is ·1n­

f lue ntial., e. far cry from the rabbi of the pal?t. Sidney 

Goldstein has written: 
• 

His re lat ion to the me:inbers of a con­
gregation is not a con11t1and-obey re­
lationship. The most that he can hope 
for is compliance v~ith suggestion. The 
rabbi is f~ noncharis111atic person p· os-. ., 
ses sing no supernatural power by vir- . 
tt1 e of wl1ich he do1nina te s the external 
world in an authoritative vvay, 14 

Yet, the rabbi's influential authority can be great. 

Tl1e extent of that authority is determined by the abi].ity · 

of the individual rabbi to combine the status inherent 

... 

. ' 
' . 

I l , ' 

'. 

• j ' • 
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in his office with his personal program for relating the 
' . ' 

values he represents to the lives of his i:e ople. 

Ulti1nately., tbe rabbi ' .. s autho1-tit y nuay be largely 

determined by the force of l1is :own personality. He nay 

be personally adept at conveying to others an authori-
' . 
! ' •.. 

· tative image of himself., or may more subtly present a , 

' ' ,. 

program whic~ wi,11 _bring others along the road' hs wishes 

them to tread. On the other l~and., without leadership 
' 

abilities., he may lose all effectiveness. 1I1his prerequi-
' ' 

site for authority marked by the importance of tp.e rab­

bi 1s personality contl"'a.sts starkly with previous bases 

for ·rabbinical. authority. 
, ' 

. · · In sunamary., we have noted that ordination and the 
. ' 

document of Semikah no longer serve as a basis for rab-

. binic authority. Similarly., the rabbi's k11owledgo of 

law which enables hiut to settle ritual and le gal 1nat ters 

cannot be considered as an element wvhich gives him. any 

power over the laity. Faced with th~ loss of his former 

authority, the rabbi r1as become a specialist with a par­

ticu la.'r orientation., such as being an intellectual or a 

social .reformer., and thereby he hopes to establish 

a.uthori ty on ·the basis of his n1astery of a li1nited. area.. 

·The majority of l)abbis hope to gain respect '1nd stature 

·by acquiring an expertness in the totality of Jewish 

knowledge themselves and then by teaching their congre­

ganta a -respect for those Jewish values. This involves 

the rabbi 'a dedication to .a pietistic life •. 
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But the ult ir11J.a te bas is for the rabbi I s authority 

must be attributed to the high evaluation of religion 

am tbe eleva tecl status of clergymen in general in the •. 

American culture. This is supported in the Jewish group 

by remn·ants of the old conm1unity life and respect for 

the rabbi· as a preserver of Jewish values. These forces 

give the rabbi influential rather than imperative author­

ity aril raise the problem that· the final source of the 

rabbi I s authority is the power of his own personality 

and his ability to ta.ke advantage of v1hatever ascrib.ed 

status he may possess. The .authority of tl1e present 

rabbi is largely deterri1ined by new forces and is severely ·. 

circumscribed., a strong discon.tinuity from the past • 

SPECIFIC FUNCTIONS 

The specific :furic tions of the rabbi are determined 

today no less than in the past by exr,e ctations of the 

participants in the social religious system to which the 

rabbi gives professional leadership. The role of the 

rttedieval rabbi was determined by. the membership of a 

closed comr11u11ity sharing oomn1on values, its Parna.sim., 

and his own expeotat~ons which ca.ri1.e largely .from the 

lengthy training &t the feet of his teachers. But today · 

both the participants and the values which determine the• 

rabbi's functional roles differ to such an extent th.at 

' 

it is possible to find a. variety of new functions. Mor.e- · 

, •I -
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.. 

' 

over, in virtual:J_y e_V'ery case where there is a continu-
' \ \ ' ' . . 

· · ity of function f ~o• the past we shall see th.at the 
' . 

content of these functions is markedly different from 

f or:me r . qays • 

. . 
· '11he · Rabbi as Soho lar-Teacher : ..• · 

•. 

· The rabbinic func~ion of being a. scholar-teacher 

most closely resembles the traditional function of the 

rabbi df the· past. As scholars rabbis are n1ost proli- · 

· ·;_f ic :writerw · of scholarly wo1~ks, their writings including 

dissertations, co1npilations of se1'ln1ons, co11ununity and 

. congregational histories, r1eligious school textbooks, and 

aids for the practical n1inis try. In these· areas rabbi-
' . 

nic scholarship resembles that of the past, al though the 

medieval rabbi's work was more of a commentary on the 

sacred texts whict1 he inherited fro111 his ancestors. 

Modern rabbinic scholarship also dee.ls with new 
. 

areas of Jewi·eh investigation, such as the:ology. Poetry 

an¢lprose from the hands of today's rabbis are not rare 
15 

phenon1ena. In. devoting their ei"forts to tl1ese areas 
. . 

the. rabbis are not perpetuating aspects of the intellec-

tual: life v1hioh were essential parts of the rabbinic role, 
. . 

Yet earlier· rabbis did often pursue these means of ex-

pression but they did so as individuals. Today these 

areas of endeavor represent the attempt to supply new 

forms to the original role of scholar which the rabbi 

filled. 

. . ' . 
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' 

A·oorrelation to study· in the Jewish tradition is 

tea.chi11g, .and consequently the scholar who does not also 

have an enthusiasm for r:assing on l-1is insights to others 

is a. rarity. '\life have examined the great in1portance of' 

teaching in the medieval rabbinate and have seen its cen­

trality in the rabbi 1s rola. Iviodern rabbis continue 

this emphasis. One rabbi states: 

,_ 
What are the basic functions of the 
American rabbi? He must be the 
teacher .and interpreter of Judaism 
to his people.. To t l1is e11d he must 
have a co1uprehensive knowledge of 
Jildaism in all its 11is toric n1ani­
festat ions, together with an un­
derstanding of the needs and the :.: . :: , 
temper of our time. He must present 
the message of the ages in light of 
the perplexities and tensions of tl:1e 
age. 16 

To intplime nt this progran1, rabbis have established a wide 

variety of educationaJ. programs af1~ecting both adults . 

and children. Forum series are held , a comp1,,ehensi ve 

religious school program planned, and adult education 

. groups organized •. Meny congregations have hired full­

time educa tio11B.l direo tors, but the· rabbi st ill bears 

the brunt of the success or failure of the· educational 

program., for he is _its instigator and sees the neod for 

this program as den1a.nding his full attention. A rabbi 

writes~' 

In 1..,elation to.education the rabbi must 
also assert his function as Judaizer and 
legitimatizer. He is the ultimate 
authority 011 what sl1all constitute the 

' . 

' . ' 
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content and aim of Jewish education. 
He should concede to . the· educator the 
right to devise methods and apply them 
but he must never yield in his author­
ity to say what should be tau·ght and 
far what ends. 17 . · 
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Inf act, the rabbi often does not totally concede to· 

the· educator the right to devise methods. Courses in 
. 

Jewish education offered at seminaries have· given the 
1 

·. nabbi insigit into techniques by which he can achieve 

desired ends. The rabbi learns th.at he must :make Jew­

ish education palatable to his laymen: 

Of course the rabbi may· still do son1e 
teaching and interpreting, but he. no 
longer claims authority· for his dec­
larations. He cl.oes not attempt a 
legitima. tion in terms· of the di vine 
system and he acts more like the secu­
lar teacher· who c omn1unicates a body 
of.knowledge which the listener is 
free to accept.or re:ject·on the merit 
of. content. 18 

Thus, a major function of. the rabbi's role is that 

of scholar and teacher. While press·ing tin1e demands may 

force him to relinquisl1 hours he might spend in scholar-· 

ship., ra.b.bis still 1nanage to produce scholarly writings 
I . 

. ' 

and cultivate an intellectual atmosphere. As teachers, 

they are exi::eoted tb n1ake .• Judaism rel event- to the accul­

turated Jew. This requires kno,'Vledg~ of the corpus of 

·tradition and proficiency of' technique, for the rabbi 

faces-a laity unwilling to accept the indoctrinational 

·procedure of the closed comn1unity. 
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The Rabbi As Preacher 

The centrality of preaching in the modern rabbi's 

sphere of duties is en op}n question today. One Reform 

rabbi states: 

We must admit.with (David Phillipson) 
that "the rabbi stands and falls in his 
pulpit work". The importance of preach­
ing is felt just as strongly today as 
it was in early clays of Reform - if 
not 1110:re so. 19 

,\nether rabbi disagrees about the relative importance 

of preaching: 

Preaching is still a major task; but 
its relative importance a eems to· have 
diminished. The silver tongued orator 
in the pulpit is now a comparative 
rarity. The rabbi. is expected. to be 
a competent preacher, but this alone 
will no longer suffice, A great part 
of the rabbis r t-ask n1us t be acoom-.. 
plished tr1rough direct dee.lir1gs with 
people. 20 

But regardless of the importance which attaches to his 

preaching, he must still spend countless hours in pre­

paration of his weekly sermons: 

The sovereign place given to the sern1on , 
fron1 the early l1istory of Reform until 
quite recently., still haunts us today.· 
The sern1on not 011ly l1overs· over ~ur 
day rs work and sullenly regards every 
other duty as an intrud.er., but com­
pletely pre"'."e1npts our Thursdays and 
:B1ridays. 21 

We have noted how preachi11g was a function of the rabbi· 

of the past_ but it never reached such proportions in the 

rabbis r role as it now does, especially an1ong Reform. rabbis. 

' . 
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Ivloreover, the purpose of preaching in the r,1edieval 

period was primarily to teach Torah. Textual sermons 

were continually used, But today the content and farm 

of the sermon has been altered. The text sermon is but 

on~ type used today. Jviore over, the ob jec ti ve of the 

sermon is not necessarily the teaching of Torah: 

The content of the Reform rabbis' ser­
mon covers a wide rang~ of subjects; 

· · soc,ial and econon1ic problems, racial 
· and labor pr oblen1s, tr1e latest r1ov0l 
and play; psychiatry, p11ilosophy, . 
)politics and the care and:. feeding of 
. children have all been discussed. from 
the Reform pulpit. One. rabbi inform­
ed us ·that h6) had spoken on Arthur 
lVIiller rs Death of A Salesman on seven 
successive weeks ••• It would be fair to 
say that the 1uajority of Refor1n. rabbis 

· thm. t. we spoke with., conceived . of the 
pulpit as a lecture platform., and the 
sermon as a learned discourse only 
incidentally related to Jewish values, 22 

. ', . ' 

This observation is descriptive of the place of' the ser-

mon in the Reform rabbinate. The ·srune secularizing forces 

are at work upon more traditional rabbis also. Jewish 

values cannot be preached except by :pelating them· to 
. . ' 

. ' 

current secular ideas, and the traditional rabbi .finds 
. 

that he must devote more·t1me and effort to sern1on pre-

paration than in prior tin~es. 

-Seen i11 the. larger context, preaching becomes but 

a method of teaching. As such the rabbi must utilize 

teclmiques which will nial{e his people want to learn and 

n1ust bridge tri'e gap between his storehouse of Jewis~ 
. ' 

.. . . ,. 

.' 

• 
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. ' 

lmowledge and their.lack of it: 
' . 

Rabbis today ·preach to people who have 
little or no Jewish learn·ing. The 
successful preacher~ says (Solomon) 
Freehof, moyes· ,froni the known to the 
unknown, takes advantage. 9f. the fears, 
griefs. and. disturbing problem.'s . of the 
r1fodern man, and uses t11em as a spring­
board to motivate his listeners to an. 
interest in ·what he· wants to teach them. 
The real problem in modern Jewis·h . 
preaching, tl1erefore, see1:11s to be find-· · 
ing a v-1ay to get the people to be will­
ing to be taught.· 23 

Today 1s preaching thus en1bodies botl1 continuities · 

and discontinuities fro1n the past.· It is continuous· 

because it represents an aspect of the rabbi>s role as 
. ' '· 

teacher and it continues· a form of teaching which was: · 

f ollow0d to s oriie extent in the middle ages. . Its dis-. 

continuities lie in the overbea11 ing weight which is · · 

placed upon its relative importance, a result of the 
. . 

' . 

Protestantiza.tion of the rabbinate, and the new· themes. 

discussed in sermons today which may va:ry considerably 

from Torah Lishn1oh, study for its own sake wl1ich high-

lighted n1any a n1edieval sermon •. 

The Rabbi As Priest and Pastor . , . 

. ' 

As leader of the prayer service, the rabbi perf.orms 

.. 
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a function that has evolved only sihoe the Enmncipation. · 
' . . . 

Prior to that time the laymen were well qualified to. 
.. 

conduct the ritual and consequently the rabbi either re.­

ma.ined a.t horae to conduct daily worship witl1 his students . 

'. . . ' . 



. .. . .·-. 

" ... 

or else to come to shul on the Sabbath and participate 
. . . . . . 

in the· worship as a regular· member -_of the congregation. 

But the inability of the layman to master the liturgy, 

and the eff.eot. of the Christian model in which the min-· 

ister is responsible for conducting the service have 

combined to make the rabbi's p1~iestly function a major 

aspect of his total role. 

. The rabbi is responsible for conducting an orderly 

. service. in which he is the uncl1allenged lead.er and his 
. . 

•_. congregants often passive followers. I1e rnay bo the vi-

· carious intercessor to Gerl for his congregants who feel 

· an inability to pray to a God who me ans little in their 

day to day ac tivitie,s: 

It has been said 11ot without reason 
that the American rabbi prays for the 
congregation. The ability to :r•ead the· 
liturgy calls out the spiritual Rnd 
religious qualities of the rabbi~. 
Here he n1oves in the w 01.,ld of fee ling 

· rumd. en1ot ion, evol{ing a n1ood that 
to,uches the heart-strings and creates 
the music of prayer. This . too is a 
modern role. In the past the ordin­
·s,r,y la.ymabpould lm ve lead the coi:i­
gregation in prayer ••• Today, few in-. 
d.eed a.re the Jewish laymen who can 
conduct the religious wo1.,ship ser-

·O,vice in the average congre.gation. · 
This is among the du ti es of the rab-

. bi as spiritual l0ader. 24 

The figure af' the rabbi lea.ding prayer and even praying 

for l1is congregants ,is· tot.ally -:a:isc ontinuous front the 

past rabbinic rol~ but•. does find precedent in tl1e priest-
{ 

ly functions . of the Kohanim of the First and Second 

' ' ·, 
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Connnonw~alth, who offe1.,ed sacrifices on behalf of the 

· people. 

Present pri_estly functions supplen1enting the rab­

bi's role as the leader of worship 'inolu.der: .rabbinic.al 
. ' 

participation iri _fife-cycle c'eremonies. 
·' t • 

;·' . 
Agaih we are· 

• _l ' 

confronted w itl:1 n~,w elements introduced into Judaism.· . ' . ' 

, .J I 

whicl1 were borrowed from the 011.ristian environm.en t. No 
' I ' • 

r11ore can the layman conduct vt1eddings, funerals and other 

priestly functions. 11hose ceremonies are nov1 entirely 

in the hands of the rabbis. lVIoreover, tl1e occasions 
' . 

for such functions· have been increased to inc]. ude con-. ' . . ' 

secrations, baby-nan1ings, confirmations, anniversaries 
. . 

. 

and a. .host of other occasions that th~ modern rabbi:feels 
'•. 

should be sanctified. Rabbis' manuals now incl.ude appro-
. 

pr iate ceren1onies for :all tl1ese occasions and r11ore. At 

· tiraes such as these, tin1es:of joy and sorrow when the 

congregant ( or non-co!).gregant in many c'a.ses) exhibits 

strong en1otions, the cerera1ony and the presence of the 

rabbi as a surrogate of Goo may have a strong impact 

upon tho la yraan - far stronger than daily rabbinic--lay ... 
.. 

contact where emotional involve111ent is lacking. · 
. 

Closely allied to the rabbis· priestly duties are 
I , • 

his functions as pastor.· Sucp. a role is e.n adaptation 

of tlw Protestant ministers pastoral operations. The ·._ 

closest proxin1ity to any precedent in rabbinic tradition 

was the rabbi's funo tion as · judge, for both as judge 

• 
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and. pastor the elen1ent· of rabbinical direction of others 

is found, Here the similarities cease l1owever, as the 

rabbi as judge handed d.6,ivn. m:arida.tory dee is ions whereas 

the rabbi as pastor may give advice v~hen it is requested, 

.. but he is more concerned with the w_elfare of those . 
. . 

· seeking counsel than with upholding a· legal stru?ture. 

As pastor the rabbi is present at ri1any .occasions 

of emotional i1npact even when he does not perforn1 priestly 

activities. Carlin and Iviendlovitz report the rabbis 1 

.motivation for engaging in these activities. 

· As one correspondent told us: 11 '11his 
gives -the rabbi .a. c.hance to identify 
him.self with the fmnily in their time 

· of.joy and honor. I a~so go to a. 
home wr1en they have some special 
birthday such as tr1e seventietl1. I 
·visit couples when a baby is born~ t1 

During grief situations the_ Reform. 
rabbi feels that he may be able ~~'bo 
explain to th~ Vassar grandchildren 
the :ia1e aning of tpese traditions. t1 

During condolence 9al1s he acts as ·. 
spiritual adviser·., personal confi­
dant and business consultant .•. Ivimny 
rabbis have felt· that their influ­
ence with congrogants has been en­
ha.nced on such occasions. 25 

The rabbi is taking a ne\llJ function and 1·s endowing it 

with traditional content. He seelcs to relate Jewish 

values to. persons 'When they rnay be most receptive to 

them. 

But pastoral counseling occurs in less dramatic 

si tuatio11s when the rabbi is sougl1t out by those with 

pe rson~l pr oblenis. I-Iere we. search _in. va. in -to find· a 

,· 
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continuity from the past in relation to mich the rabbi's 

therai:s ut ic (but not psychiatric) counsel is sought: 

Vvhat is nJewish 11 or 11 rabbinic 11 in the 
rabbi's counseling? He does not es­
tablisl1 his roots by .the formal and 
perfunctory act of citing a rabbinic 
quotation. He could rationalize his 
counseling role as an act of Gemiluth 
Hasadim. But his congregants al- -
ready accept hi1n as a friend. He is 
considered a professional teacher 
and preacher of wl1on1 it is natural 
to anticipate more personal counsel 
when such is needed. Ivruch of the 
rabbi's counseling, frankly has oo 
specifically Jewish or traditional 
orientation. 26 

It must be concluded that as pastor and priest 

the rabbi is ~rforming functions which were not a part 

of his ear lier role. They l1a ve resulted from the trans­

ference of Christiar1 n1inisterial functions to the rab­

binate am are maintained by the influence of Protestant­

ism upon present-day Judaism. The original Protestant 

concept of a minister and his flock raay now be applied 
27 

to the rabbi and his congregants. These functions have 

now become major as pee ts of the rabbi 's role and are 

likely to remain so. 

The Rabbi as Administrator and Organizer 

Serving as administrator and organizer of his syna­

gogue has today beco1ne a major function of the rabbi's 

role. This is an outgrowth of tl1e proliferation of 

synagogal activities which have evolved, their purpose 
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being to combat indifference to Jewish values and to c 

compete with other congr•gations and extra-synagogal 
. 28 · · ... · . 

activities. Rabbis now find 1hat_t;they are harnessed 

with the responsibility for maintaining the smooth 

· operation of youth groups, young marrieds and unmarrieds, 

golden-agers, brotherhoods, sisterhoods, and a ayriad 
. 

ot colllllittees wl10 •• conce~ns •1 range fr011 community 

ethics. to social affairs. The congregational rabbi 

finds that he must be· -a c .. onatant; source of new ideas, 
,. ' '' . 

' . . . 

a resource person· who can deli v~r suggest ions to improve. 
. . 

the operation of. 1hes• s,nagoga_l a:c·tivi ties, and as a 

result he auat keep aware· of a.ctivities of other con-
. . 

gregationa and of sucoesses md failures mere innova-
. . . 

tions have been attempted. He 11.uat be in constant lia-

aon with the synagogue st_a:t't, and, with its 11.em"t?ers, he 
. . 

• 

plans programs and me• tings, offers suggest ions about 

th• la1out of the temple bulletin~ and often involves 
' 

hims• lf in the business aspects of the congregation,· 

· such as raising dues and alloiilng funds for use. by vari­

ous activities. Thus, the rabbi is both an adllinistra­

tor of the •nifol~ activities associated with the syna­

gogue and S3'Ilagogue center, and an organizer who is 
' 

seeking new means through whicl1 the congregation can 

reach its members and expand its •mbership. He becolles 
I 

a promoter who knows ha must "sell" his congregational 

program, us 1ng much the s .. , technique as a :merchant 

I. 
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attempting to interest a ·cu·s'tomer in his products. 
' 
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' . ' 

· The rabbis' reactions to the ~ew activities lhich 
• 

have beco•e part or the synagogal prograra are largelJ 
. 

negative. · . There is a feeling· that these new activities 
. . 

are not 8SS8!1t1ally religious. in:· nature and have over-
. ' 

shadowed· tha 

institution. 

. , ', 
. . . 

purposes .. of' the s,n,gogue .as a religious· . : 
' 

A rabbi writes: ·. 

· In actual practice, the Synagogue 
Center too often be·comes a substi-­
tute for the ~ynagogue, since people 
c~me there to derive benefit from · 
the multiple activities af' the Cen­
ter, bl t remain aloof from the spe­
cifically religious activities ot 
.the Synqgogua ••• The recreational anci. 
social attractions are primary, while 
the rel1g 1ous functions are little 
more than a oonoession to the pro­
prieties. 29 . . . 

The present attempt to•:':ntake the synagogue an all· 

ino lusi ve organization represents an a ttem.pt to rest.ore 

its centrality in Jewish. life by giving it all the ac­

t1 vi ties performed in tl'i. nUte ot Juda ism, just as the 

synagogue was the focal point for· the whole communitJ 

in the medieval period. But non-synagogal agencies have 

already usurped many or these connnunal activities, ani 

it appears that this effort by the synagogue to include 

all that is Jewish under its domain defies a separation 

between the secular ani the holy which did not exist 

during the. :medieval period. A Jewish educator has ex- · 

pressed the opinion: 

• 

. ' 

! 
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The synagogue must make its choice be­
tween one or the other functions of or-

_ ganized comn1unity life. It must either 
frankly am openly devote itself to the 
strictly religious ·activities, namely to 

·. preaching, the co n:lu ct of public worship_ 
and to pastoral duties, or it n1u&t def­
initely becon1e the agency through which 
the more numeroua norm.al non-rel1g1oua 
needa of Jewiah men am women can be 
aatistied. 30 
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In hia analysis of the Protestmt minister's role, 

Blizzard found that l'll1n1sters derived the least amount 

. of enjoyment Qlld felt least ef:t'eoti ve in per.forming 

the 1r adminiatrative and organizational :t'unotions. 

-There is an apparent lack· of clarity •• to vhat ~1 

"religious" about these functions and why the minister 

as a religious personalitJ .lhould involve himself in 

such mundane pu?"tsuits. ,·'.Blizzard concludes: 
. 

Thi minister is urged to spend much 
time organizing and administering 
programs. The national church 'body 
is at the same time failing to give 
him an adequate theological under­
standing of these offices. That is 
the minister's dilemma. 31 

1l1hi1 also is the rabb1.'s dilemma, Rarely does the 

r~bbi aee anything· ·essentially "rabbinical" about these . . 

functions. Rabbis do, in fact, react against this 
'· 

' 

obvious discontinuity in their role more than any other 
' . 

aspect~ Carlin and Mendlovitz report this response of 

a Conservative rabbi ·concerning his function as organi-

zsr: 

Ther• has been an unfortunate change 

I 

.... 

in the function and role of the rabbi. 
Whereas the whole momentum · of J ew1sh 
life .for the rabbi in Eastern Europe 
was positive, that is it was something, 
today it is some thing else. He ia 
warding off working against assimila­
tion. In doing so, he becomes a 
drummer, a fifer, a salesman, an ad­
vertiaing agent. Let us remember, too, 
that drummers and .fifers and not gen-. 
erals, they- are drummers and fifers. 
He becomes a ouapaigner, an adminis­
trator of the communit1 endeavors.· The 
rabbi becomes an extrovert and is a 
functionary at a ceremony. We a .. him_ 
at the opening of golf clubs, birth­
day- parties, club meetings, weddings 
and many · su oh occasions. 32 
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Yet, there is th9 realization that this function, 

so strongly discontinuous fran t·he .role or the earlier 

rabbi, is incre·asing rather . than decreasing in impor~ · . 
. ' 

tanoe. The force of centralization has now 111.de itself 

felt in Jewish life, as national ·Jewish organizations 

have attracted rabbis as full time organizers and ad­

ministrators. On the local level the rabbi must oo-
. . 

. ordinate activities both sent down fron1 the national con- · 

gregational bodies and those which have grown out of th•. 

parti-cular nature of the local lx>ay. It would thus 

. appear that as this function increases in importance, 

the rabbi:_\g role will become even more discontinuous · 

from that of his earlier •medieval predeoessor,who in no 

way served as agministrator or organizer. 

The Rabbi As COhlJllunity ~Vcrker 

'!he needs of his awn congregation ar• major 

) " ( 

.• 

• ' . I 

. 
' 

. ' 
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· determinants of the mod.ern rabbi's .functions. But ·be-. 

yond the· perforunce ~- ~uties which· directly affect . 
' . . . . 

' ' .,, 

his congregants alone; th; ·r.abbi 1s at'ten expected to 
. . 

· engage in act1v1 ties which transcend the limitations 

or his role as c·ongregational · rabpi. This 1s especially 
. '/ 

. true with tht Reform rabbi.'. The congregation is. ~t 
: . ' ' '. 1., ; . . .. 

' ' , . ' 

one segment ~f Jewish life am corigregants expect their 
. . ' 

rabbi to represent them .as a group in public affairs. . . 

Before the larger _community .he stands as representative 

of his congregation, and_ he stands ,as the Jewish am­

bassador before the non-Jewi·sh 11:>rld, a symbol of Juda-· 

·1aa. • 

Within the Jewish ·comraun+ty the rabbi ·may par-. 

tioipate in charitable, fraternal and Zionist organiza-

tions. It is not uncom.rnon to he~ of rabbis who have 
' 

assumed hi{#l.11 iaportant positions within such organiza­

tions. Here the rabbi 1s ·generally given freedom to 

· choose the organization with whiol1 he desires to work, 

and as a result, rabbinic participation in 0011ntunity en­

deavors is manifest· in virtually all Jewish organizations 

mioh follow a wide variety of goals. B1na1 B'rith, the 

Zionist Organization of Allerica, am the United Jewish 

Appeal are but a few of these organizations to which 

the rabbis have lent their active support. 

In reference to manb·ership in s uc_p; groups, Carlin 

and Mendlovitz ·mention: 
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While most rabbis feel that their , 
rabbinic status offers them entrae 
to these· organizations, they rea­
lize that outside their own s,na­
gogue they are unable to sustain 
their in:f'luence. 33 

Such a statement o.an actually .be ·neither affirmed nor 

denied. It is possible that a rabbi with overwhelming_ 

status within .a prestigious cor1gregat ion may well find . 

that some of' that prestige spills over into non-syna­

gogal Jewish organizations; whereas the rabbi who en-. . 

joys little respect in a synagogue which itself may 

not enjoy high evaluation in th~ comm.uni-ty will find he 
. . 

has lost all power when ~ leaves the confines of his 
I 

synagogue. But it is beQoming evident that. should the 

Kehillah move•ent ·toward a ·unified American Jewish ooa­

muni tJ gain an1 momentum, rabbi's will, with fU 11 con~ent .. · 
. . ' . . 

of. the 1r oongregants, ·. play an active part in the non­

synagogal aspects of Jewish life~ 

As good-will ambassador to the Gentile. world, ' . 

· the rabbi also performs a function or which his congre-
. . 

gants approve. He exchanges pulpit's· with ministers, 

devotes ti11e to community service organizat;ons sucp as 

Rotary, Kiwanis, Lions, etc., and participates in ser- .. · 

vice and philanthropi'o· organizat·1ons, suo:p: as Re·d Cross .... 

and Community Chest. The rabbi whp works successfully i ·• 
. I 

with non-Jewish organizations and activities often gains 
34 

heightened respect and influence in his own congregation. 
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Rabbis also serve to uphold' th• Jewish' viewpoint . 

. . . ' 
, 

as spokesmen on is_sues such· as church and state, d1s-

cr1m1~ation, social· action, legislation and opposition 

to political corruption •. The rabbi. ma7 well feel that 

the Jewish ideology de•nds that he _lift up.a prophetic 
' . 

voice against injustices. Weinstein states that rabbis 

may be. grouped into three major categories according 

to their attitudes . toward _ social. Ji.Ct ion. There are 
' ·- ' 

· (1) .r.abbis who feel that charitable organiz-._tions will 

alleviate social injustices; {2) rabbis who cry out, 

but alone against such wrongs, and (3) rabbis who 

quie1Jly but effectively persuade laymen to i;:articipa te 
35 -

in social movements. 

In serving the fumtion as a e011JJ1unit1 worker, the 

modern rabbi is creating a precedent. We have no evi-
• 

dence of ant such functions being an aspect o~ the rab-

binic office prior to the _Eman,e1pat1on. It is true that 

certain medieval rabbis would ·represent the Jewish com-

• 11.unitJ in apologetic discuss ions before Christians. It 

is eq.uallf true tha1t a number of rabbis actively devoted 

-them.selves to. improving social oondi tions am to raising 

charities. Yet, these activities are to be associated 

with these aen as individuals rather than being seen as 

necessary functions of their rabbinate.· To be a rabbi 

one did not have to be a comn1unit1 worker - (even thou~ 

the rabbi was a s,mbolic representative of the community)-

4 
I 

" 

• 

whereas this is a mandatory :function incumbent upon 

today's rabbi, l:oth in the larger Jewish and non~ 

Jewish worlds. 

Summary 
·•. ' 

' • • I • 
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In ou~ ·i_nv~st1gat1on of present rabbinical funo-
' ' 

tions, we have estab~ished a number of categor-ies am 
' ' ' 

' ,, 

analyzed the continuities and discontinuities included· 
' ' ' 

within each. We haye found that the rabbi's function 
• . . , , • 'l 

as scholar-teaohe r c,o~t11ined the most continuity f'rom. 
,, ' • • 

the i-.st rabbinic ~ole;. :f'or ln. performing this function . ' . 

the rabbi devotes· hillselt to abs_orb1ng knowledge ani. 
' ' ' . . 

transmitting"' it to othe~s. It was rioted·, however, that 
' ' 

•ny of today,'s rabbis -are ooric'erned with different 
' . ,• . 

. 
' ' 

subject utter than their predecessors, for pursuits 

into secular knowledge and theology are relatively new 

to the rabbi's domain., al though certain medieval rab­

bis did delve into the areas of non-re11g·1ous thought •. 

We also noted that, as teacher, the modern rabbi , .... 

_ ploys sc1ent11'1c method and uses techniques far differ.; 

ent fro• those of the early rabbi.I.teacher. He must now 

relate the subject matter to the lives of his concrre-
- 0 

gan~; i,t no longer is of _inherent value as a body of 

knowledge. 

We ala o noted that in his pre·aching function·· the· 

rabbi embodies some continuities from the past. Early 

' . 
• • I ' 
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rabbis used the pulpit to teach Judaisa., and today's 

rabbi.also uses it for educational purposes.· Yet, the· 

modem pulpit has assumed an importance which is entire­

ly new, and tl:e rabbi ma.y preach on themes t_otally dif­

ferent from those which formed the basis of the medieval 

rabbinic sermons. ,. 

, ' ,· .. 

As prd.est and pa ~t·qr:, tm · rabbi now performs f'uno-
. . 

t1ons which were formerlJ in tm hands of 'the laity. 
. . . 

, • , , 1 : I , 

While it was not uriusual to-'find the rabbi performing 

a priestly function on. spec1ai occas~ons or making 
' ,. . . 

pastoral calls, he did so not be·c·ause ·it was required 

of him., but s1•ply to lend the honor of his presence. 
.. 

Anyone could perform these duties. Yet, the modem 

rabbi finds th"t through these :f'unc~ions he 'can of~en 

gain closeness to the m•bers of his congregation and 

hence he regards them as important to his minist17. 

The functions of administrating and organizing a 
. . . 

. congregation are total discontinuities from the rabbinic 

role of the pa st. The complexities of s,nagogue lite 

have placed the rabbi in a position where he must syn­

chronize and organize tbs various activities which are 

performed under its aegis. The rabbi must also be a 

promoter <:L tht ac ti v1 ties of his congregation, for they 

are· competing with other congregational and non-s111a-

·go gal activities. There are indications that rabbis 

approach these functions with negative feelings. There 

.. 

' ' ' 
r. 

., 
f • 

' " ,, 

:• 
I 

. 
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is an uncertainty about the specifically rel1giou·s 

nature of these present rabbinical functions. Yet, 

there is a recognition of their iJJportance · in present 

society. . . . 

As a community worker, the rabbi is representative 

or his ·congregation to both tbs Jewish comrnunitJ and the 
• 

non-Jewish world. H·e may ~ngage 1n ani number of phil-
' . 

anthropic, social, civic and cultural activities; the 
' ' 

ahoioe is his own. But this too is • new rabbinic func-

tion. The pre-Emancipation rabbi ay have engaged in· 
. ) ' ,. . 

com1tunal activities and may: have represented the coa­

munity in discuss ions befor·e the Cµristian world, but . 
' .• 

these functions were never pa;rt of. the rabbinical office 

nor did they assume the impor.tanc e they have today. 

. The v~ry proliferation of practitioner roles is 
1 

itself a d1scont1nuity·from the past. The rabbi today 
. . . 

ma1 feel the burden of performing many activities, none 

of which is necessarily related to the others. A· rab­

bi writes: 

It is- just not possible to be accepted 
am approved by a congregation by 
rounding out but one aspect of the 
rabbinic position. So the rabbi must 
be something of a trapeze artist, 
working out a balance and an alloca­
tion of time with the hope that he 
may equate expectation with perfor­
mame ••• The attempt to behave 1n so 
many ways is itself the· wellspring 
of conflict. 36 

The result of this con.fusion may be specialization of 

... 

. ' 

. c., ,, 

'· ' 
' ' 

' ' 
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the rabbinate, just as this solution has been evidenced 

in other professions. Yet, tbe majority of rabbis, 

those who serve congregations w1 th.out ass 1stant rabbis, 

· · .. · ·. will ·be unable to devote themselves totally to special­

ization am will of necessity re111.in general practi-

tioners •. 
' ' 

. Our analysis of rabbinic functions· is subject to 

modifications. Tmre is a variability in expectations 

from one co1nmun1ty to another, which is strongly aani-. 

test in the -differences between urban and suburban com-
. 37 

■unities. The weight accorded to tile various r.abbinic 

· functions in differing types of oa1m1Jniti1s is a subject 

· where empirical investigation w_ould prove fruitful. 

THE· RABBIS ' BACICGROUND AND TRAINillG 

· Earl1 American rabbinical leadership was provided 

.in great measure by Eur.opea,n immigrants.·· Trained to 
· serve European Jewry these men faced the immediate prob­

lem of adapting their 111n·1s·try to serve a laity which 
' .. 

was molded by new forces. The· founding of American rab­

binical seminaries· somewhat alleviated the problem, but 

the early supply of rabbis emanated from :O;tthaiox Jewry, 

thus con tinu1ng to pose a problem to the more liberal 

Jewish groups who sought to produce r~bbis from among 

their own adherents. This problem continued until re-

. cently when it became evid~~t that each movement - the 

. ' 
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Reform, Conservative and Orthodox - had reached a matur-
38 

ity where it could produce •ny of its own leaders • 
. . 

8011~• mobility is maintained, with a number of' Reform 

rabbis stemming f'rom Conservative backgrounds and Con-
. :· ' . 

servative rabbis from Orthodox backgrounds, but a point 
' . 

of relative stability .. appears to ha.ye been- reached. . 
. ' . . . . 

With the a tta1·nment· of this stabil1t7, new prob-

lems have arisen in the ·area of recruitment. Sklare •s 

study of the Conservative r.abbinate reveals· that many 

parents downgrade the rabbinate as ,.a profession for 

their sons, ·and 1h us discourage thElll f'ron1 entering such 
39 

a career. This obvious discontinuity- from 1he past where . 

the rabbinate was· considered a· highly desirable prof'es"." 

sion is likewise applicable to· the Reform· group •. The 

relatively limited chances for attaining high income 

compared with tm other professions may dictate this 

attitude on the part of' the parents who wish to see their 

off spring succeed and measure success. by the yardstick 

of material gain. Little can be done to al.·leviate this 

.. problem, as long as the present concept of 9.1 coess pre­

vails in American culture, for positions of high econom- · 

ic gain remain limited in number. . In addition, wl1ile 
' 

assuming a pulpit over a large congregation may be 

another criterion of success, ·such pulpits are few, end 

many who aspire for these are faced with disappointment. 

A second recruitment problem 1s the lack of 

. ' . '; 
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adequate preparation available prior to enrollment in 

the rabbinical seminary, another dis cont 1nu1ty from 

·the i- st when rigorous religious training assured the 
' ' . . 

Yeshivah of. a steady supply of well-trained rabbinic -------
, ' 

.students. Sklare indicates there 1s only a small en-

· ·ro llmen t of Conservative children in achoo ls wl'4ch pro-
.· . . 40 

vide a reasonable Hebraic background, and the problem 

1s likewise evident in the Reform movement. Only the 

right wing Orthodox have provided training in early 

. ·· childhood which is fully adequate in preparing t~ ·child 

for rabbinic training. As a result, the adolescent con-
: . 

sidering a career in the religious field is frustrated . 

by his inadequacies am will _often turn from the rab­

binate· to either a career 1n Jewish communal organiza-
~ 

ti ons or else completely abandon the idea of a religious 

career. ~'his problem ~ill continue to exist until each 
. . . . 

aovement provides s. progr~ which will enable prospec-

tive candidates to meet standards of admissions to its 

seminary. 

The.i choice of .tm :rabbinate as. a profession is . 

: ~ot. based upo~ · a~' "call", ·a concept popular 1n ·chr 1st 1an 

circles based on the idea that the candidate for the• 

ministry feels personally compelled by divine choice to 

enter tl1e ministry. Lee Braude has written: 

Attached to the m le of the religious . 
f!P8Cial1st 1s a. cl1aris11.a of office. 
f" or the minister or priest, this 

' ·1. 

. 
l 
' 
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charisma ex ere is as a peculiar f asc in­
ation; one d~ s not cl1oose the ministri, 
it chooses him. The person is ttcalled . 
to the service of God.; unless tm as­
piring mini·s ter senses this "call II the 
life of the cl erio is not .for him. 
Now, the rabbi., on the other hand the 
data suggest, is quite aware of the 

· step he takes; he enters the r~bbinate 
quite consciously and for a variety of 
reasons. He nay commit h i1ns elf rather 
late during his pre-seminary life. Or 
he may decide, or r1is parents may de­
cide .for him quite early that he is to 
be a rabbi, and he prepares only for · 
this. 41 

The choice of career is performed rationaliy, after a 
' ' 

survey. and weighing of the other al t_ematives;, such as · 

law, medicine am teaching~ As a result, rabbis do not_ 

evidence the missionary zeal of so1r.e Christian ministers. 

The requirement of a thorough secular education 

for rabbinic ce.ndida tee introduces· new prerequisites to . 

the profess ion. It w~s not uncommo11 to find n1edieval 

rabbis who· devoted a certain amount of their time to 

gaining secular knowledge, particularly during .periods 

of relative freedom for the Jewish group. But rarely 

was this expected of the rabbi qua rabbi. Recent sta­

tistics reveal that one hundred per cent c£ the Refom 

and Conservative rabbis in this country pcsess Baohe­

lor 's degrees,· and eighty-seven per cent of the rabbis 

.who have graduated fran Orthodox se:~naries in the 

United States have· similar degrees. The requirement of 

four years of a liberal education is now a prerequisite 

for ordination in leadi~ seminaries •. It is evident 

' ' 
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I . 

' ' . 
that the· rabbi is now expected to. have a. thorough 

' ' 

. secular as we 11 · as religious knowle dge. 

The seminary t:raining: accorded ·rabbinic students 
, , 

'' 

· • 1s · intende·d to per.fonn · -the j o~nt -tasks of teaching them 
. . 

· . a corpus of Jew 1s h knowledge as well as preparing them 

· for the -rabbinate by giving ~em c,ertain tools by which 
. ' i' ' 

they •Y relate the1tsel~es to re_a·liti.es they will find 

in Jewish life. 'l'he re ~s 'a contlic t between these two 

elem.en ts. Traditional studies find little ·relevance 
' ' 

• ' I ' 

as. aids in _the rabbi •s practical career, for they mean 

little to t~ Jewish laity. Conflicts mq develop be-
' 

tween schoolaen, · who favor the traditional studies, and 

. -practitioners, who wish their seminary to present 

' courses which will better prepare th~m for 
43 

realities of 

congregational life. The weight of Jewish tradition 

favors study of class ioal sources, and as a result, 

courses stressing traditional stuiies fora the bulk or 

the seminaries' program. 

-Kallen to write: 

. 
This. has prompted Horace 

. . 

' ' 

. What is at present of· moment 1s the 
fact that in spite of all the brave 
~nguage about leadership and living 
Judaism in Amerio an life, welded 
together by rabbis., the rabbinical 
training has no specific American or 
generally Jewish as against Judaistic 
content whether in method or attitude. 
It is a thing apart, pre-ocou pied w1 th 
very little beyond the remote past, 
and needing translation to get. pres­
ent signifi cane e. 44 
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Se■inary curric_ula haye. been updated since Ka.llen 's 

writing (1932),. and catalogs issued by the seminaries.· 

now reveal that· courses inv~lving the s t·my. of human 

motivations and ef'f'.e.ctive means for the ·rabbi to re-· 

late himself to his congregan ts and to his tutu re role . 

now are integral,-parta of the seminaries' programs. 

A related problem is tm attempt of modern sea1·­

naries to present material in a scientific way and to· 

indoctrinate the student with a meaningful ideology 

simultaneously, - a problem which has e*isted since the 
i'. 

advent of' the Wissenschaft des Judentums in the nine- · 

teenth century.- During the medieval period no problem· 
. ' 

of this nature existed since indoctrination-and educa-

tion were viewed as synonJJU.ous. Thus, the objective 

presentation of Jewish law and literature which opens · 

the possibility of' the student's rejection -of tradition-. 

al elements, formerly endowed with sanctity, is a dis­

continuity from the pa~t ~ so much so· that the method . 
. . 

often itself' may be regarded as the cause for destruc-

t! on of the past. 
' . 

. ' 

The probie■ of indoctrinating the rabbinic student 
' ' 

with a personal ideology.is i:-,rt of the seminaries' 

larger problem of' _present_ing- the student with an identi- · 

ty, the concept of what his later role will be and 

toward which he can 11.oid hblself'.: Some students exper­

ience a clash between early conceptions of the nature 

' . 
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of tr.eir rabbinate and that which they evolve while at 

the s em.inary. Otners d.o not. sense the clash, far they 

either have no clear c.onoeption J>rio:r to ·entrance at 
' 

the seminary or· else they.find th·e1r concept ions legi-
. · ·. . .... . 45 

· timated during their sem:i.n~y· experience. But it is . 

clear that the seminary exerts a g:reat influence on the 

rabbinic student: 

To ·some it provides an outlook and·a 
pattern of behavior which will guide 
t·he person in the work world.. To 
the majority it provides but a set 
ot tools and a system of concepts 
and perspectives which will orient 
the rabbi as he molds his profes­
sion in the light of previous ex­
perience. But to all, it serves 
as a validating agency for what­
ever the vocational identity happens 
to be ••• the receipt of ordination 
after a period of intense study and 
preparation legitimizes the sort ot 
rabbinical anti ty the per son _has. 
The very fact or graduation vali­
dates his conception of the rabbi­
nate and his place in it, and since 
this is, for most, primarily the 
identity with which he entered the 
institution, graduation - ordina­
tion - 11ter~lly puts the stamp of 
the denomination upon it. 46 

We have noted basic discontinuities between the 

background and training of the mode.rn :rab~i and that of 

the :rabbi of t:te .pre-Emancipation pe_riod. Paren·ta now 
-

do not feel any strong motivation to direct their 

children toward a career in the rabbinate, and the lack 

of any extensive program for providing a thorough Jewish 

education involving study of traditional s·ouroes has 

I . 

.. 
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. ' 

., .. 

resulted in discouragement tor those. who, hacl they the 

adequate background, migi~ oonsid.e:r the re.bbinate more 
' 

seriously. The requ•irement thllt the rabbinic student 

possess a: Bachelor's degree testifying to his having 

acquired a b:road secular education is new, as are semi-
.. 

naryocourses designed to give the student techniques for 
. . 

improving their effectiveness as religious practition-· 

ers. 
I 
) 

There is some uncertainty as to the goals the 
' . ' . . 

seminary should pursue with conflict existing between 

expectations of practitioners and schoolmen. The rab­

binic student· also experiences difficulties in maintain­

ing an identity, a ·concept or his rabbinate. But as re­

pository of the Jewish.traditions, todays seminaries may 

be regarded as ~the strongest force for continuity ·of .· 

Jewish life toi.:be round in the community, even though 

they themselves represent a considerable change front 

the Yeshivoth. 

. ' 

THE RABBI'S INCENTIVES 

The downfall of the values spawned by the medieval 

Jewish conununity is responsible for lowering the status 

of the rabbinate from 1 ta fol'lter state. No longer is 

the rabbi adored for his meticulous scholarship or for 

the deliberated judgements he :renders in legal am· 
. . ' 

I 

ritual matters. We have seen how he must now. battle. for 
' . . , 

, ·: ' ' - ' ' : 
,. 

. .. 

< 
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· any authority he possesses, and how the rabbinate has 

ceased to be an office tor which many outstanding young 

■en aspire, The youth: who studies fer the rabbinate is . . 

regarded as if he had abandoned the popular drive far 

success instead of working toward its pinnacle, . His· 

'. goals are not the community 1s goals, his .concept of 

. success not theirs. The quest ion arises: What moti-
' 

· va-tes the rabbi to per form the· act1v1 ties that fall 

upon his off ice? 
' . 

A motivation ·continuous with that of the medieval 

rabbi is the perpetuation of Judaism as a source of 

value. The rabbi is a-ware that he speaks on ·behalf' of 
. . 

a tradition that is -impeded by the existence of oppos-
. 

ing values and the lack of a common core of lay assent, 

He ma.1 be driven by the 1-noentive to preserve Judaism 

because it1··1s a historical religion that he feels must 

. ··be maintained. Or, the rabbi may be motivated by a 

strong sense of idealism, a recognition th at thrrugh 

placing Jews in contac_t witl1 specific. Jewish teachings 

he can ·inspire .them,· bring meaning into lives which would 

be otherwise devoid of purpose, or lead society along 
' 

a messianic path. · Again, the rabbi may find his m.ost 

;taportant incentive .not in the larger continuitie~ of 
' . 

his· role, but in ta, newer pastoral aspects which enable 

him to get close to his 001?,gregants, to .aid them in 

solving perso.nal problems ani to enhance institutions 

•• 
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. ·' 

' . 

such as the family;' hence, he gains a sense of being 

appreciated. 

A difficulty facing the rabbi is the inability to 

gauge the measure of success he is achieving in his ac-. ' 

. . . 
tivities, He does not receive the s·atisfa.ction felt by 

the nedieval rabbi who had settled a problem perplex- . 
. ' . . 

ing himself and·his comm.unity. A modern rabbi writes; 

But wl:iat, you ask, has ·the minister to. 
show as a result of a life of sacrifi~ 
cial effort? What monument is there 
for ·him, or what achievement by which, 
when he has passed away, men shall re­
meliber and honor l1im? Let it be remem­
bered first. of all, when one asks such 
questions, that spiritual results are 
seldom opvious and. palpable. One can­
not measure the renewal of spirit, or 
the strengthening of faith, or the 
changed life, or the courage to face · 
the present and the future without 
flinching by any standards that are 
wholly material, Nor can one always 
know what the fruitage shall be of 
the seeds whicl1 he is sowing here 
and there. 47 

Th, lack of clear criteria as to success in the 

rabbinate may be the source ·of a great amount of frus­

tration and alienation from the rabbi 1s ortginal sense 
. 

of direct ion, This . pr o·ble m is one tba t faces the gen-

eral American ministry, There is a need for the minis-
, 48 · 

ter to constantly de:f'in_e his·- goals, a· problem compounded. 

when success is so elusive, 
' . . 

We must conclude that the rabbi's incentives to 

fulfill his functions are diffuse and sundry. He stands 

at one with his earliest predecessors in striving to 

, .. 

' .. 
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' ' 

. ... '. . 

p~eserve Jewish values and institutions, but differs 

. from· them to the ext~ t that he is motivat ad to work 

intimately w1 th others in so 1 ving personal problems 

· and improving social oo nditions. . Ife may find diffi-
.. 

. ' . 

culty in evolving suitable criteria of success, and 

· this poses problem.a. to his sense of direction. But 

. the intrinsic reward of ·serving a religious cause and 
' . 

the esteem he achieves through_personal counseling ef­

£orts complement ·the rewards of high status and rela­

tive security to produce a rabbinate with great devo­

t1 on to its duties. 

. . THE. RABBI AS A RELIGIOUS SYMBOL 

The pre-Emancipation rabbi's stattn'e as a symbol 

of cultural values bas been discussed 1n detail 1n 

chapter one •. Through personally devoting himself to the . .. 

cultivation of piety and scholarship his life became 

the accepted standard by whicl1 others could measure 

their own achievements or failures within the tradition­

oriented value system to which they subscribed. He 

never became a vicarious Jew for the~ because he was 
, 

not distinct from them nor did they abandon thtiir own 

religious obligations to him. But his cultivation of 

the holy, his saintly delleanor~~ and his aspiration ·to 

. learn and live by the precepts of the Torah tradition 
' 

made him the co1nrnunity's conscience and a symbol worthy 

' ' ; .. , . 
·. 

; ., ' .. ' ' ' ,· 

' t 
1 

; 
i 
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. '. , 

' .. 

of emulation. 
.. . 

' 't :- '. ' 

Symbolic features· of' this early ;rabbinic ;proto~ 

type are still manifest 1·n lay images of the modern 

rabbi. Tradition - ·deter~ined values which still exist 
. ' 

are projected symbolically upon the modern rabbi. He 

becomes the link between the Jewish past and the, present. 

The-. values cherished. by the .earlier c ommun1 ty are viewed 

as the modern rabbi's values. He is expecte.d to live· 

up to the mitzvoth and to devote himself to scholarship· 

and piety. 

' 
I •.• ·~ ' ' • 

' , ' ' .'·. , I , • ·1 _;· .. 
I,. , • ·, 

' 

. ' ' ' . ' 

',· 

,, ... , '·,• 
' ' . 
, 

' ,• ' ' ' : ' . . . . . . . 

'' .. 

. . 
I / \ • '• • 

The rabbi is in a precarious position where his 

personal life is the .direct concern of the community • -I ' . ' . : ' ' ... ,, .· . ' 

. ' . 

But in this position, the rabbi remains the only au then- . S: 

tic interpreter and conserver of Jewish v~lues. ·_. Ips_ofar 

as laymen have an emotional attachment to these values, 

the rabbi becomes a source of strength and trust, and 
' 

also gains prestige.· He.,beoomes ,a SJmbol of the unity 

and integrity o:t the entire Jewish co1nrnun1 ty al'li a 

potential unifier of all it·s members. 
. ' 

But the· decline of the ·Jewi·sh comrnunal value sys-: 

., ' . , . 

. 
.. 1 '.•.. : ' 

,' . . ' 
. i ,- '. ~-.. • 

,' _.'' ' 
I•• ' 

. ', ... 
' : : }'._ :' . 

' 
' . .. 

. . ' . 
. ' ' . . ' 

'• . 

,,· 

. . . . . : 
' ':': ' . . ' .. 

i'·· 
' ... 

' ' 

tem. l1as had important effects on 'the rabbi 1s image 
'. '. t • • ' • •,, I 

' ' 
' 

among laymen. · His values · are not theirs. Thus, he 

becomes a ;,vicarious Jew, a sy.bol of. the old order which 

i~ no longer feasible, a representation of the God which 

modern man rejects except during times of personal.· :c·rtse~a • 

He becomes the scholar that ntcxiern Jews have given up 

r' ., , 

.. 
. . . l • ', 
· .. -: 

. . 
•:i ···,; ~--

,' .,;·~---\?':-'.· . 

'· ' '! .•. 
' . ' ' 
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all hopes of- becom_ing, a. visionary who .refuses to con-
. . . 

f'or;m to the lay pl tte;rn which _despairs ~f ever achieving 

Messianic goals. The congrega.?1-t may wish him to re­

main as such and attaches a pos,1tive valuation to its 

symbolic image of hill. But he resists any attempt of 

the rabbi to inculcate· him w1 th this idealistic fervor. 
' 

Rabbi and co~regant have separate channels of discourse. 

· A writer stat~s rather despondently: 

The rabbi may be more or less success­
ful 1n enlightening his congregants, 
but they associate themselves with his 
Jewish learning. Someone, it seems, 
must be actively Jewish, and 1f' the 
member is not, or cannot be, he at . · . 
least derives satisfaction from the 
paid employee who is, on his behalf'.49 

With the dissolution of-the ·1ntegrated community 

.,, and the aligmnent of Judaism along congregational con~ 
< • '. 

·figurations, the rabbi becomes father-figure of the 

· congregation in a· 

families as he is 

psychological sense, a member of many 
,, . ' . 
,. •, . . 

.• . 

l~~de·r :·or th~_ ·co.ngregation. This 

· strengthens the impact he_ may have. on his congregant_s. 
. ,, 

In moJien ts of gr 1ef or. j'oy, he can en joy close proximity 

that no one else _can achieve.· His preaching am. the 
,, . . ' . . 

' : . , 

sheer impact of his person~ity are heightened by the 
. . ,:, ~- . 

latent father ~ image others have 'of him. 
' 

But as father - image the rabbi may be the reci-
. ' ' 

pient_of both positive and negative responses. The ori-

gin of the individual's response lies in the multitude 
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of forces which compos·e his·_ own background and in the 

attitudes he assumes. t.oward. his membership in a minori­

ty ·group. In his study, Clergymen, Teachers and. 

Psychiatrists, Kasi-r _D. }?e.egele states: 

A· minister, even if' to le ranee and com- · 
·passion are prominent among the · stan­
dards he represents, cannot become to 
his parishioner a vague enough figure 
so that many feelings vthich have their 
origins in·early patterns of related­
ness far removed from him can neverthe­
less be projected on to him. lie may be 
thought of as a "father figure" but one. 
cannot tell him how n1uch one hates or : 

. loves him, for .contact with him is not . 
; confined to. a specific occasion. so· 

Thus, the rabbi may be regarded· as either a -hating or 

loving father,. a competitor, a partner, a symbo_l of 

rationality, a useless orna:ment or an important member 

of society, ·an integrator of Judaism w 1th Americanism 
. . 

or· the .disturber of one's marginality. :J.i'he elements 

determining the projected image upon the rabbi are 

fou·nd ·1n each layman •s individual background and value · 

system. 

The rabbi is awaite that many images have been 

projected upon him,~ 'r~1-He ~ows that his effectiveness in 

interacting with his congreg~nts may be either helped . 

or hindered by the congregan t 's pre-conceptions and 
. . . ' 

,.. . 

e.X:peotat ions. Nonetheless,, the· rabbi doe:!3•:,not submit 
. . ' 

passively to these proj·eotions or conceive his actions 

only to justify expectations. He maintains tl1e freedom 

; ..... ' ·, : . '. ' . 

. ' 

' ' : . . . . . ' 

' . 

' t ' 

. ' 
/ 
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to determine his actions as an expression of his indivi­

dual pers:onality and thus can validate, invalidate or 

alter the congregant•s initial expectations. 

In review, we note that vestiges of the symbolic 
• 

imagery projected on the medieval rabbi are retained by 

the modern rabbi. He is regarded as the embodiment of 

the Jewish cultural and religious ideal. But the 

dichotomy between lay and clerical values have made the 

rabbi into more of a vicarious Jew. He occupies a sym-

bo lie membership in the family of each of l11s congre­

gants, but may be regarded either positively or nega­

tively, the determin~nts being the degree of the lay­

man's marginality as a Jew an~ his personal psychologi­

cal factors. It is to be expected an1ong non-marginal 

Jewish elements that, as lay participation becomes 

greater and the rabbi becomes an enabler rather than a 

· doer, he will become closer to the lay peer group and 

lose some of his symbolic status as a vicarious Jew. 

Still, he will retain lay projections of Jewish cul­

tural ideals. 

CONCLUSION 
./l 

()··~~ 
Our exploration l~t.o· the modern rabbinate has shown 

that ·its present state 1s due to a composite of forces. 

Tendencies work to remake the rabbinate into a new pro­

fession employing novel patterns of response to changed 

,, 
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condi ti ona. At the same time forces of tradition pul·l 

the rabbi rack to his original role as scholar-saint. 

The conflict evidences itself in every ·sphere of the 

rabbi's activities. He 1s faced with an inability to 

formulate a consistent self-image - a problem about whiob, . . 

the layman is·totally unaware. As a result, the tradi­

tional rabbi's call to his colleagues to maintain iil.e 

continuity w1 th the original rabbinic role can be ana­

lyzed as a protest against his own inability to make 

peace with changed conditions and ,,1th the new rabbinic 

role which is developing. 

We first noted the lack of stam.ardization of the 

modern rabbi's role as a total discontinuity. There is 

no modern prototype, no model to m1ch the rabbi can 

compare his own concept ion of his role. A lack of sta­

bility is the result, since tm model of the pre-Emanci­

pat ion European rabbi is no longer applicable. Not only 

are there Orthod.ox, Conservative and Reform rabbis each 

searching for a model (which may evidence itself in the 

rabbi's pu1"suit ot a modern code of practice vh 1ch will 

bring about uniformity), but there are sub-categories 

of each. There is also an increasing number of rabbis 

who devote tr1e1r· rabbinate to a specialized area. It 

is true that the term "rabbi" is denotative of certain 

specific cl1aracteristics, and we may say that all rab­

bis bave the same "master role" of being unifiers anl 
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legitimators of Jewish values. Yet, the means used to 

fulfill this master role differ so widely among rabbis 

that it must be ooncluded that the term "rabbi" signi­

fies little about expected performance. 

The authority of the modem rabbi is singularly 

lacking the strength of ·the medieval prototype. I~either 

Sem.i-kah n<r scholarly ability nor piety convey autp.ority 

upon him. The rabbi may ei tl1er become a specialist and 

thus earn -authority through the respect shown him as an 

expert in a limited area., or else try to teach the value 

system of Judaism which developed over centuries and 

earn authority as the legitimate interpreter of that 

value system. But 1h e most authority that he can 

achieve 1s only a non-imperative _influential authority, 

and th:e ultimate source of this is the power of his own 

personality and the ascribed status of the clergy in 

American society. 

The functions performed by the rabbi find only 

limited precedents in the rabbinate of the middle ages. 

As ·scholar am teacher, the rabbi performs functions 

derived from the original rabbinic role. But the modern 

rabbi utilizes a more scientific method in both scholar-., 

ship and teaching., and the. subject matter with which he 

works may be quite different fron1 that with which the 

medieval rabbi was concerned. As preacher the rabbi 

follows a function established in the medieval period, 

i 
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but the themes on wh:tcr1 :tie discourses and the centrali­

ty of the sermon as a pe.rt of his role are newer inno­

vations. In pe rf onning functions as pas tor, aclminis­

tra tor, crganizer and community worker, the rabbi has 

undertaken totally new tasks. 

In our discussion of the background and training 

of the modern rabbi, we noted the unfemiliari ty of the 
. 

potential rabbinic student wit~ traditional law and 

the failure of parents to motivatE, tbeir sons to pre­

pare far a religious career. Analysis of rabbinic 

training sl1owed the new prerequisite established by 

sen1inar ies that their students l1ave a liberal education. 

We also noted tl1at mod.ern seminaries find themselves on 

the horns of a dil:enuna., trying both to indoctrinate the 

student and to present traditional studies in a scien- · 

tific, objective manner., a dichoton1y quite non-existent 

in ear lier times. 

Our study of the rabbi's incentives has shown 

them to be diffuse and uncertain. ~he rabbi is motivat­

ed to preserve Jewish values., but often this concern may 
' 

be equalled by the des ire to be a c_ounselor in a face 

to face situation where he feels useful. He also recog­

nizes ~hat as a rabbi he possesses a high status and can 

maintain a comfortable 11 velihood with security. 'lhe 
. 

rabbi is somewhat confused by an inability to determine 

personal criteria of success. He can no longer feel 
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a strong motivation to settle a ritual or legal ques­

tion, nor can he feel the joy of success experienced 

by the old rabbi who had managed to solve a technical 

problem of Talmudic reasoning. 
. 

The modern rabbi, like his ancestral predecessor, 
', 

possesses symbolic rep~esentat_ion in the eyes of the 

laity. There is a continuity in the :I.mage of the rabbi 

as the embodiment of the cultural ideal. But the modern 

rabbi is a. vicarious Jew for many layrneh who themselves 

cannot subscribe to his value system. He also is a 

father symool to each member of his congregation, and 

as such :may be the unwarranted recipient of b_oth adula-_ 

tion end hostility. Tbe rise of an educated laity may 

reduce the symbolic status of the rabbi however., as 

laymen con1e to see him more as a peer. 

Our study leads us to certain convictions regard-

. ing the future rabbinic role. The prototype of the med­

ieval scholar will have a lessened impact upon determin­

ation of tn, future rabbi's role, but in a quest for 

authority and an authentic role for himself in a secular 

society., he will attempt to gain proficiency in a limit-

·ed area. Inherent confl1c t will continue, as he will 

find he must perform a wide variety of operations and 
\ 

although he can determine p~ior.ities he cannot become 
. . 

the expert counselor, social worker, or administrator 
' 

who devotes his whole life to a limited area. 
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. 
The rabbi will continue to be d1s.tur1)ed by the 

dichoton1y between his own value system and that of his 

la-ymen. His demands will often be ignored or rejected, 

and he will find that to work effectively he must form 
• 

a satisfactory synthesis between religious and secular 

values. Unless this can be achieved - and the .. :pros­

pect does not appear likely - there will be elements of 

inherent instability in the rabbi's role. 

, 
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