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Digest 

Reconstructionists define Judaism as the evolving 

religious civilization of the Jewish people. In early 

Heconstructionist writings, Jews are ca.lled a nation. Nation 

is a cultural concept with no political or geographical 

connotations. People was later substituted for nation to 

avoid ambiguity. The bonds of peoplehood are land, language, 

literature, art, law, custom, r~ligion, common history, 

common interests and a common destiny. These bonds in their 

totali.ty form the Jewish civilizati.on. Jews in America must 

live in two civilizations, of wh:tch the Jewish is secondary. 

Refr.igioue ·truths are universal. Religions dJ.ffer 

only in their sancta. Judaism is not a universal religj_on 

because it interprets universal truths in terms of the 

experience of the Jewish people. 

Reconstructionists generally redeflne the terms they 

use in order to make them applicable to the Jewish peop)-1$. 

The two basic Reconstructionist propositions are: 

Judaism was, is, and ought to be a civilization; Jews were, 

are, and ought to be a people. When Reconstructionists use 

the present tense, they usually are expressing an aspiration 

rather than ~ reality. 

From the S6cond Commonwealth to 1789, Judaism was a 

universal religion. Jews were the peoplE.~ of God. All::tha:: .. 
the 

bonds in/Reconstructionist definition of peoplehood were 

religious. :r{econstructionists maintain that whatever was 

strictly religious was not part of J'ewish relig1.on r .... 

. but of Jewish civilization. This is incorrect •. 
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Zionism arose as a reaction to .Anti-Semitism in 

an age of nationalism. Zionism is the exact opposite of 

Pharisaic universalism. 

Reconstructionists assume that what makes one 

Jewish j_s that one ispart of the Jewish people and partakes 

of the Jewish civilization. , Today a J'ew j_s what society 

recognizes as such. Judaism is whatever Jews want it to be. 

Now, the only bond of peoplehood is a common fa.ta. 

.Reconstructionists misinterpret Jewish history 

because they are interested in history only as it contri

butes to Jewish survival. 
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Preface 

With the publication of !l.\!9J.tism as a Clviliz5l ... t.iqn, 

in 1934, a new philosophy of Judaism presented itself for 

serious consideration on the part of American Jews. Since 

that time, Dr. Mordecai M. Kaplan and those who adhered to 

~-is point of view have produced many stimulating and 

challenging books and articles. Reconstructionism has 

gained a foothold on the American Jewish scene and has _ 

succeeded on capturing the imagination of many American 

Jews. 

No less important than the staunch adherents of 

Reconstructionism have been those who have repeatedly or 

occasionally challenged either the whole or various aspects. 

of its philosophy. In the long run, perhaps the greatest 

merit of Reconstructionism will have been its catalytic 

effect in stirring up some interest and concern for the 

present coridition of Jewish life and for the status 

of the Jew in the modern world. Whether one agrees or 

disagrees with Reconstructionist philosophy, one must 

certDinly take it into account in any serious reckoning with 

what has been consistently called 0 the Jewish problem." 

The '.catalytic effect, which Reconstructionism has 

had on Jewish thought, was modestly envisaged, or at least 

earnestly hoped for, by Dr .. Kaplan in his preface to Judaism 

~t~_a .Q.ivilizati9q~ "The lack of controversial writing about 
'l 

Judaism, especially in English, does not mean that there is 

inward peace in Israel; it betokens the peace of stagnation. 

This spiritual stagnation in America must be disturbed, and 
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if some of the views expressed in this book will produce 

the slightest ripple in American-Jewish thinking, the book 
. 1 

will have served a useful purpose." 

'rhe philosophy of Reconstructionism has been 

criticized on many different counts. It was accused of 

reducing Judaism to a secular culture. Its concept of an 

organic Jewish community was declared by some to be 

impractical and by others undesirable. Its reinterpretation 

of the God idea. was said to be inadequate and even "un

Jewish.11 The need and .the value of living in two civilizations 

was questioned. The looseness of the definitions of its 

primary concepts was attacked., The theory of cultural· 

pluralism was declared to be inoperative on the practical 

lt;ivel. Its attitude toward law and ritual was considered 

heretical by Orthodoxy and unnecessary by Reform. Its 

method of reinterpreting the past was said to be of 

questionable value .. 

These critic isms of Reconstructionism have been 

limited ~lmost entirely to a philosophical and practical 

appraisal. The purpose of this thesis is to view 

Reconstructionism from an entirely different point of view ... 

from the point of view of Jewish history. How accurately 

does Reconstructionism interpret Jewish history, and to the 

extent that its interpretation is inaccurate, what underlying 

causes account for this inability to arrive at a true 

estimate of the past? 

At this point it may be asked, what effect does a 

misinterpretation of history have on the validity of a 

philosophy? Insofar as history is used to aonfirm or justify 

2 
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philosophical premises, the failure to understand the past 

invalidates the premises. Thus, if the concept that Judaism 

Q)..lght to be a civilizDtion :i.s based on the fact that Judaism 

has al':JJlIS beep a civilizat:i.on, then clearly, if it can be 

shown thcit Judaism was never a civilization, the "ought" is 

invalidated. 

History serves not only to justify but also to 

confirm philosophical premises.. ~Chus, if one main to.ins that 

Judaism ~-ught to be. a civilization, it is much easier to 

persuade people to accept this concept j_f it can be shown 

that Judaism has alwa:i~ been. a civilization., All that is 

;now required isthat Jews remain true to tr:e:Lr hi.stor.ic past. 

On the other hand, if Judaism has never been a civilizat'i9n, · 

resons have to b(:) supplied as to why it should want to 

become one and thereby negate what it ·.always was • 

In any philosophical system, there are basically 

two kinds of statements--statements of fact and statements 

of value. That Judaism was or is a civilization is a 

statement of fact, which can be proved true or false,. That 

Judaism ought to be e civilization is a value judgment. 

The two are interrelated in that the latter is often 

confirmed and justified by the former.., 
I.H.F. 

3 



n-
! 
I 
I 

[\ 

i 

I 
.I 

I 
i 

I 

~ 
1) 

Ii 

! 
1) 
[1 
11 

I I 
11· 
II 

I 
Ii ~ ,, 
I 

I _ 

The Philosophy of Reconstructionism 

Reconstructionism:. A Definition 

Milton Stei.nberg once summed· up the basic elements of 

Reconstructionist philosophy as follows: ttAt core and in 

essence, Reconstructionism is a definition. It declares 

Judaism to be the evolving religious civilization of the 

Jewish people. In this formula •••.•. every word counts both as 

a negation and an affirmation. ''Evolving' denies the static 

Judaism of Neo-orthodoxy and insists on the unremitting 

legitimacy and desirability of the new in Jewish affairs. 

'Religious' rejects the secularisms of race, nationalism~ 

culture and, on an unreflective level, of mindless, 

purposeless, Torahless and Godless Jewish sociality. 

Contrariwise it requires some f.r1gm of theistic commitment 

as a central element in Jewish living.. 'Civilization,. 

repudiates the truncated Judaism of old-line Reform and also 

of contemporary Jewish escapists, which by limiting Jewishness 

to faith alone, hopes to make it slight in scope and 

significance., At the same time, it demands the nurturing 

of all ·the· variegated aspects of Jewish e,xperience and 

aspiration. Finally, 'Jewish people' breaks the proc'.J'.'US'tean

ism which allows only one form for Jewish group life, 

affirming against it the possibility of diversity within each 

setting and also setting to setting--nationhood for Israel, 

for example, and a religj.o-cul tural charac:ter in America, a 
\ 
I 

cultural attachment for one American Jew, religious for a 

second--and yet insisting simultaneously on a unity and 

reciprocity among J·ews and Jewries more fundamental than 

4 



theological formulations, cultural differences or social and 
2 

political status •11 

.An intensive analysis of the terms of this definition, 

with their implications, will yield e more or less complete 

picture of Reconstructionism. 

Nation, Nationhood, Nationality, and Nationalism 

Reconstructionists maintain thet the Jews are a 

people and that what unites J·ews should be called peoplehood. 

The use of the terms "pe6ple 11 arid 0 peoplehood 11 represent a 

change in Reconstructionist termino1ogy, for in early 

Reconstructionist writings, the terms "nation" and 

"natlonhooa.u were used. This change in term:Lnology did not 

correspond to any change in ideology, for what was formerly 

assumed to be true of Jews as a nation is now assumed to be 

true of Jews as a people. 

At least as early as 194·4, the terms 11people 11 and 

"peoplehood" were used in Reconstructioni.st literature. 

"Jews outside of Palestine will be ci.tizens or 'nationals• 

of the countries in which they dwell. This does not mean 

that outside Palestine, Jews will be members only of a 

religious communi.ty--Americans or Frenchmen or Englishmen 

of the Mosaic faith. They will still be members of the 

Jewish people, of a historic people, the product not only of 

a geography but of a history.. (The word 'nationality• might 
\ 
I 

be used in contrast to 'nation'):'"' Peoplehood. connotes more 

than religion; it connotes a common language, a· common 

literati.ire, historic memories, common hopes and aspirations, 

a link with a land, as well as a common religion. Being a 

5 



member of the J·ewish people or nationality and a citizen of 
3 

the American nation are in no way inconsj_stent •••• " 

The terms "people 11 and "peoplehood" are seen here in 

an early stage of their usage, even though the concept 

involved is fully developed.. From the parenthetical remark 

as well as from the expression ''Jewish people or nationality", 

it is clear that the term 1·1people 11 ha·s not been definitely 

a.dopted. Nat1onality is offered as an alternative 

designation for people, but it was the latter term which 

Reconstructionist writers found most acceptable •. 

A year later, in 194~, Milton Steinberg is still 

defending the use of the term "nation", but, after due 

consideration, deems it advisable for the sake of clarity to 

drop the term.. After pointing out that 11!1ation'' can 

legitimately be used in its non-political significance, and, 

therefore, is appli.cable to Jews, he concludes by saying, 

nrrry as one will, specify reservations as one may, •nation t, 

for most Americans, Jews or non-Jews, has inescapable 

connotations of political sovereignty and citizens.hip. To 

employ it is to invite confu.sion. It would be wiser to 

look for some other word suitable not only to Jewries 
4 

abroad but to the one at home." 

Steinberg maintains, is 11 people. n 

~~he mo st suitable word, 

The term 11 people 11 , as well as ttpeoplehooa.0 , is used 

in all subsequent Reconstructionist li tera t-ure, and the 
" I 

former usage of "nation" and "nationhood" is repudiated .. 

Thus Kaplan ·wr:Ltes that, "the Jews of the Diaspora are 

obviously not a nation in the accepted sense of the term 

6 
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today; neither are they a race, nor a. religious communion .... 
·5 

that which unites all Jews 11.is" peoplehood .. 11 In the same 

v~in, an editorial repudiates the word 11nationhood. 11 

"Events of the last few years have rendered the concept of 

nationhood, as applied to world Jewry, irrelevant and 

anachronistic, even from the standpoint of the most ardent 
6 

zj.onist. u 

One wonders what events are referred to. Since 

the editorial was written after the establishment of the 

State of Israel, presumably this is the event. However, 

the term "nation'', as we shall see, was applicable to world 

J·ewry neither before nor after the establishment of the 

State of Israel. Perhaps the fact that Israel was now a 

nation brought home to Reconstructionists the absurdity of a 

positJ.on which labelled both the State of Israel and world 

Jewry a nation. 

An understanding of the way that the terms "nntion", 

":nationhood11 , "nationality", and 11nationalismtt were once used 

by Reconstructionists is essential to illustrate the 

inappropriateness and looseness, which is characteristic of 

Reconstru.ctionist terminology as a whole., In llJ.d.aJ..s.ll! A.$-Jl 

Civj.Ji.~a .. tio_n, Kaplan offers the following definitions: 

"The _term 'nationhood• is used in these chapters to denote 

a f.Q!m of associated life, 'nation' or •nationality' the 

g,rouI1:,.which ish~ld together by that form of associated life, 
' 

and 'nationalism' the national idea which approves that form 
7 

of associated life.u As appliedto Jews, we find that Jews 

are a. nation or nationality. The terms are here used 

7 



synonymously.. Nationhood is what unites them and nationalism 

is the ideology which sanctions this unity. 

When these terms came under scrutiny at a subsequent 

Reconstruction1.st Summer Conference, a distinction was made 

between nation and nationality. 0!;1-atio .. r}, should be regarded 

as the name applied to any group that has almost all of the 

characteristics commonly implied in thBt term;. nationality 

should refer to any group which :Ls striving to be a nation.u 

Nationhood is now redefined to include this d:l;stinction •. 

"Nationhood should refer to those bonds of unity which make 
9 

a group either a nationality or a nation.u According to 

this new concept of nationality, Jews in Israel were a 

nationality whereas world Jewry was a nation. 

It is significant that the notes to the Conference 

also stated that uattention has been called ....... to the fact 

th2t the Supreme Court of the United States, when using the 

term nation always refers to a group which occupies a 
10 

definite geographical area.-'1' Perhaps this was one of the 

8 

considerations which eventually led ·to the abandonment of the 

term nation as applying to Jews... What is important here is 

not that the Supreme Court differed with the Reconstruction

ists over the proper use of the term nation but that the 

Reconstructionists took a term with more or less definite 

signification:.and by eliminating an essentia.1 element made 

it apply to ~ews.. It is also worth pointing out that 
I 

whereas formerly Reconstructionists saw no purpose in 

distinguishj.ng between nation and nationality, now that a; 

nation was emerging in Israel it was convenient to make such i,./ 

8 



a d:Lstinction. One wonders whether convenience is a proper 

cause for making subtle distinc·tions in terminology. 

In what sense did Reconstructionists consider the 

Jews a nation'l Kaplan quotes two definitions of the term 

11nationu, one by Alfred Zimmerman, the other by Renan. tt:A 

nation is 'a body of people united by a corporate sentiment 

of peculiar intensity, intimacy, and dignity, related to a 
ll ' 

definite home··-country.,ni· '"A nation is a spiritual 

principle ma:de by two things--the one in the present, the 

other in the past:. the one the possession in common of' a 

rich bequest of memories; the other a present sense of 

agreement, a desire to live together, a will to make 

effective the heritage received as an undivided unity ... 8 It 

is in that sense that the Jews must insist they are a nation, 

and it is in that sense also that they should regard the 

nationhood of the people to whom they are united by the 
12 

bond of citizenship. n· To what extent even these limited 

defin:i.tions of' ttnation" ct:in be applied to Jews is a matter 

which could be disputed, but this much is clear. Kaplan's 

concept of the nation is completely devoid of any political 

connotations., 

Reconstructionists feel justified in overlooking the 

political aspect of nationhood because they employ another 

term in which thl.s aspect is taken into consideration. urt 

is important,u· Eisenstein writes, t1to distinguish between 
\ 
I 

the nation and the state. The state is the administrative 

unit; the nation is the cultural unit, derj.ving its character 

from the possession of a language, a history, a land, and the 

9 



sense, among its people, of a common future and mutual 
13 

responsibili.ty .. n 

To Reconstructionists, then, Jews do not form a state

nation but a cultural nation.. 11When a people that· is 

scattered and is without a central sta.te to ;keep it together, 

is so constituted that its various fragments recognize and 

abide by a common code of 11;w and way of life, it is not a 

state-nation but a cultural nation.. If the term 'nation' is 

used to denote a people that is governed by a central state, 

then 'nationality' would be an apt term for a people that is 

governed by a common code of law or any other instrument of' 

cultural life. From that point of view, the Jews have been 

throughout the greater part of their history not a nation but 
14 

a nationality,.u Jews are a cultural nDtion more 

appropriately called a nationality. 

'.Che loos~mess of' the way in which the terms 11nation" 

and 11nati.onali ty11 are used, is now apparent. Nationality 

is employed as the equivalent of nation, as a nation in the 

making, as a substitute for nation, and as a cultural 

natj.on. It is probable that the last two designations of the 

term 11n.ationalj. ty11 are one and the same. When Reconstruction

ists substituted the term "nationality" for "nation", the 

substitution was one of words only. The content remained 

the same. J·ews were a cultural nation, whether they were 

called a nation or a nationality .. 
\ 
I 

Yet another meaning of the term 11nationalityt1 is 

indicated by the fact that Reconstructionists often refer to 

the Jews as a "minority nationality0 in Central and Eastern 

10 



·Europe. 

~~he term "nation" is used as denoting a cultural 

entity only, despite the fact that Reconstru.ctionists were 

fully aware thc;t this is not what the term actually meant. 

Kaplan admits that, as commonly understood, tta nation is a 

group whose members are united by a central state, and who, 

as a consequence ofthat central state, are related to one 

another in a manner that affects their conduct and 

happiness.,,,.,,,..,,, In that sense, the Jews were a nation only 
15' 

during the first commonweal th. 11 Reconstructionists were 

also aware that the term n8tion :ln reference to Jews is not 

used "in precisely the same sense" as it is with reference 

to "Germany, :F'rance, or the United States..... When we 

Zionists speak. of the Jews as con:ati tu ting a nation we have 

in mind that the basis of Jewish affiliation is not the 

.·~ voluntary association of individuals for scme specific 

purpose ..... but an identification with a particular ethnic 

group or community into which the Jew i.s born, a group with 

-.,, .. ,\_·.·_ 

historic memories, common present interests, and a .. common 

will to continue living its group life under the best 
16 

condi ti.ons it can obtain for i.tself. 11 

Kaplan later acknowledges, although inadvertently, 

that he had not been using the term "nation" in i.ts 

!!£9.§12.ted •• sense, for he writes that "Jews must now transform 

themselves into an amphibious society, partly a nation in the 

§:.£.9.Q.PJt,~d sens~-~ the. ;~erni, JJ. vi;ug in ;i,ts gwn. lana. (emphasis 

mine) where it can achieve the fUll measure of nationhood, 

and portly a people which can integrate itself with other 

11 
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17 
nations in other lands without losing its own indivj.duality." 

Like the terms 11nation° and ''nationali ty11
, the term 

11nationalism 11 is also used in an unorthodox m~mner. 

According to Kaplan, nationalism is the ideology which 

sanctions the group known as the nation. Since nationalism 

applies to the J·ews who are said. to constitute a nation, it 

nrust be interpreted as a force for the good. However, Kaplan 

cannot overlook the fact that 0 all nations nowadays in their 

relations to one another are selfish, imperialistic and 
18 

predatory." The same sentiment is repeatedly expressed. 

"It is hardly necessary to labor the point that nationalism 
19 

can be, and has been, put to the most vicious uses. 11 

ttThe poli tj.cal set up of the modern nation ...... is an instrument 
20 

of exploitation. 11 But these stetements are countered by 

others wldch endeavor to show that there is nothing wrong 

with nationalism per se .. It is merely the:perversion of 

nationalism, as man:tfested by ill modern states;, which is an 

evil force.. 11Perv-ersion of modern nationhood should not 

blind us to the truth tlwt basically it intends to serve the 
21 

individual .. 11 "The particularistic aspect of national 

cultures is an incidental phase, a reaction to the hositilty 
' 22 

displayed by other groups. 11 "Nationalism need not 

necessarily connote militarism.... 'There is a J"ew:Lsh 

attitude toward nationalism that is creative, wholesome and 
23 

peaceful.. It is an ethical and religious nationalism. u 
\ 

UJews must be prepared not only to foster their nationhood 

but to see in nationhood as such, whether it be their ovm or 
24 

that of any other people, the call of the spirit. 11 

12 
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Thus, Reconstructionists consider nationalism to be 

a spiritual concept leading to man's salvation. But this 

spiritual conception of nationalism must be recognized for 

wb.at it is--a pious hope rather than a true picture of 

reality. UThe doctrine of national sovereignty, 11 writes 

Eugene Kohn, 0 as effectively maintained by most modern 
n 

states, implies that there is no higher law that the will 

of the nation itself.. The danger of this J\ipq of nat:j..Q~~J:ism 
2 

(emphasis mine) to the peace of the world is obvious. 11 

But whet other kind of nationalism exists? Look where you 

may, theonly k:tnd of nationalism that we know of is described 

j,n the above statement. Any other kind of nationalism is 

merely a pious dream •. 

This abuse ofthe term nationalism was recognized by 

Mordecai Grossman, who wrote that 11 the Reconstructionist 

definition of nationalism is based, not on the ways nations 

actually function, but on the way it is wished they should 

function •.••• Exclusivene~:is of spirit, imperialism, and war 

are written off as perversions of nationalism. In its 

essence, we are assured, nationalism is a humanizing, 

civilizjng force; To be human in the largest possible sense 

is to participate in the life of the most inclusive human 
26 

group, which is the: natiox;i.• 11 

The Reconstructionist attitude toward nationalism, 

as ideally conceived, is totally incompatible with the 
' 

c.oncept of nationalism, as concretely realized. In fact, 

one might say that ideal nationalism is a contradiction in 

terms.. For nationalism, which demands "the subordination 

13 



of all trans-state interests ...... to the economic and political 
27 

interests of the statett can in no sense be considered ideal. 

This is tacitly recognized in the following statement:: 0 The 

future of civilization demands not the dissolution of unique 

national units but their subordination to a transcending 
28 

loyalty, an international world order." But such a 

situation would in no way be compatible with nationa.lism •.. 

Internationalism, which is conceived in terms of depriving 

nations of their sovereignty, is the very antithesis of 

nationalism. 

The above analysis indicates that the terms 11nation", 

11nation.hood0 , 11nati.onality", and ttnation<~lismn, when applj.ed. 

to world Jewry are replete with difficulties and invite 

confusion. Recognizing this, Reconstructionists substitute 

for them the terms "people" and "peoplehood. 11 "Nation'°,. 
0 nationhood1J, and ''nat:tonalism11 are now applied to the 

State of Israel, whereas "nationality" --though previously 

much used and much abused--has largely fallen into disuse. 

People and Peoplehood 

Whereas '1nationu was too definlte a concept to apply 

to world Jewry, the term "people", from the Reconstructionist 

point of view, had the opposite disadvantage of being too 

general., Although Kaplan acknowledges that 0 the term 

'people'' when e.pplied to a group ha.s hitherto meant little 
I 29 

more than a c~nglomeration of humen beings" , he goes on to 

say that 11we shall have to fill the term 'people•· with new 

content..... What shall the concept •people 1 denote for us? 

14 
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It should mean to us a succession of generations united by a 

common history and culture which originated in a particular 
30 

land, and permeated by a sense of destiny ...... n 

A more complete picture of what Reconstructionists 

mean by the terms "people" and 11 peoplehood" can be 

ascertained from the following definitions: ''A people is a 

body of persons who partake together in a social pa.st and 

its heritage, a present and j_ts problems, a future and its 

aspirations. 1ro outsiders it appears as a distinct 

identifiable historic entity. Viewed from within, it is 

marked by a sense of kinship and shared interest among its 
31 

membars. 11 "Jewish peoplehood is.based on historical 

continuity, language, literature, and art, law, mores, and 

folkways, and attair~s its consummatj.on in religion. In a 

world of free cultural mobility, the unity of the Jewish 
' people can no longer be based on uniformity of belief arid 

practice. It must be based on common interests, common 
32 

historical memories e.nd a sense of common destiny.tu 

"Peoplehood, f.1.§. ~e use the tem (emphasis mine), therefore 

includes not merely a mutuality of responsibility among 

members who adhere to a specific faith but also includes 

historical and geographical realities which must be woven 
33 

into the pattern of their personal and communal life .. 11 

Since peoplehood is wh;:::t unites a people and since 

these bonds of unity may vary with circumste.nces, what is 
\ 
I 

meant by peoplehood "depends on what actually, in any 

particular era, happens to be the recognized bas:Ls of 

homogeneity.. Thus in tho ancient kingdom of Isrnel and. 
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Judah, peopJ.ehood consisted mainly of lnnd, government and 

cult; in the.Babylonian exJ.le, of race and religion; in the 

Second Commonwealth, of land, law, religion, end custom; in 

the Middle Ages, of religion, law ond community life. But in 

all these epochs, whatev:::r constituted the basis of homogenei:ty· 
34 

was felt to constitute the peoplehood of tJ:1i') Jews .u 

It is- obvious from the preceding that Reconstruction

ists have indeed infused new con-tdnt into the terms ttpeople 11 

and 11 peoplehoode ~· .From the Reconstr•uctionist standpoint, the 

necessity of sucn a procedure is dictated by the fact that 

what had formerly been described by the term "nation" must 

now be described by the term npeople. 11 Both words were meant 

to convey the same basic content, as can easily be observed 

by a comparison of how Reconstructi.onists define the two 

terms • 

That Reconstructionists should redefine a term to 

suit their own purpose is understandable even though one may 

question both the validity and the necessity of the 

redef.inition. However, Reconstructionist critic:tsm of 

others who use the term 11people 11 in its commonly accepted 

but vague sense is hardly justified. Kaplan ·writes, "Although 

Reform had come to accept the idea ofthe common peoplehood 

of all Jews, the impl.ications of that acceptance are fully 
35 

grasped only by a limited number of Reform Jews." It is 

perhaps unnecessary to state th[-lt the 11 implicationsn of 
\ 
I 

peoplehood, which Kaplan refers to, are implications only 

from the Reconstructionist redefinition of the term. The 

reason that only tta limited number of Reform Jewsn fully 

;'I 
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grasp these implications is undoubtedly due to the fact that 

they were not implied when tb.e term "people" was used in the 

Columbus Pl~:itform .. 

.Al though "people 0 is so defined to leave out 

everyone except Jews--i t is a def'ini tion made to order--· 

Ka.plan sometimes maintains that 11we are not the only group 

in the world that is entitled to use that name. 'rfi.e term 

'people 1 •••• ,may indee·d be applied to Christiandom and the 

entire Moslem world.. What is Christiandom if not a 'people' 

whose history and culture are rooted in Palestine? That i·s 

why the Christion Holy Places in Palestine mean so much t;o 
36 

the Church. 11 This position is in direct contradiction 

to other statements to the .effect that Jews constitute tta 
37 

unique sociologic1'1l form .. u Kaplan writes that the 

ucultural conception of nationhood't--or in accordance with 

the new terminolog~B npeoplehood11--is "at present represented 

only by the Jews .u 

Peoplehood, like nationhood previously, is a 

cultural concept; and yet, it seems to have certain 

political overtones, since membership in the United Nations 

is sought for Jews on the basis of their peoplehood •. 

nworld ,Jewry should lmi te as a people, and apply to the 

United Nations·Assembly for recognition of its claim to 

peoplehood...... That Iraq should be represented in the 

Council of the Nations, while we Jews who play a role in the 

world's affairs1
, not only as individuals but as a group, 

should not have their corporate existence recognized is an 
39 

unconscionable wrong." 
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It i.s. difficult to reconcile application for 

membership in the United Nations with the concept of the 
40 

Jewish people as ~tan abstractiontt--·a concept also found in 

Reconstructionist writings. Thus Eisenstein maintains that 

"the Knesset Yisrael, the Israel of dreams, is what we 

believe about ourselves and what we dream for ourselves. 

It is tl~~ ..... i.d~al .~i;.el t?,.~t ... ac~allI neyJ:C:. "}!._a.~, but ~E.. 

aJ..wai:s ;e,e.cowin~. femphas::ts:.nd.1e) u 

The State of Israel and the Organic Jewj.sh Community 

The creation of the State of Israel necessitated 

some statement concerning its relati.onship to J'ews in the 

Di.aspora. As long as there was only a Yishuv in Palestine, 

the relationship between Jews in Israel and J'ews in the 

Diaspora was clearly defined by the Reconstructionist 

concept of Jewish peoplehood.. According to th1s concept, 

Jews throughout the world constituted one indivisible 

people held together by common bonds •. 

After the establishment of the State of Israel, 

Reconstructionists generally mai11tained :that Diaspora Jewry 

had a relationship not to the State of Israel but to the 

Jewish population of that State. Although this seems to be 

the basic Re·constructionist position, it is countered by 

statements in which a rel.ationshj.p to the State per se i-s 

clearly conte~nplated. "Because we are 1:-1 unique people, not 

to be catalogued, the relations between Israel and the 

Diaspora will also be unique, unlike the relations between 
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any other £.Q.Y.Ptr9*
2

(emphasis mine) and its kinsfolk, citizens 

of other lands • 1• 

Similarly, with regard to whether or not the State 

of Israel is a Jewish State, two contradictory positions are 

maintained •. ·Kaplan writes that "although Jews constitute a 

majority of the people in Israel, and Israel is therefore 

often spoken of as a Jewish state, that is about as accurate 

as calling the United States of America a Christian republic 
l+3 

or an Anglo-Saxon republic." On the other hand, he says 

that the "nucleus (of Jewish civilization) is the Jewish 
4lt-

state.0 

Whatever position is taken with regard to the two 

points just discussed, Reconstructionists, in gern.~ral, 

maintain that the mere existence of the State of Israel has 

a beneficial psychological influence on diaspora Jewry.. It 

wou.ld tend nto normalize the psychology of the Jew in a way 

similar to the normalizing of the Irish state on the Irish 
45 

people e.verywhere.u One wonders how similar the two 

situations are, since both Jewish peoplehood and the 

contemplated relations between Israel and the Diaspora are 

unique. One also wonders how it would tend to "normalize 

the psychology of the Jew0 since Jews are still Ieft with 

an anomalous relationship and and anomalous status. 

Reconstructionists regard the State of Israel, or 

more probably. in this case, the Jewish community in Israel, 
1 · the 

as essential to the survival of Judaism.. This follows from/ 

proposition that Judaism is a civilization, and, consequently, 

19 



·." 

required a spiritual center. 11It is a fundamental truth," 

Kaplan writes, "that it is impossible for a people to be 

united through a civilization unless there is a nucleus of 

that civilization which will continue to create new values. 
46 

That nucleus is the J'ewish state. 11 Israel thus has a 

very vital part to play in the preservation of J'udaism--· 

so vital, in fact, that "without Palestine, there would be 

no need to reconstruct Jewish life. Jewish life would be 
47 

lacking such basi.c content as only Palestine con supply. 11 

However central the role of Israel may be, the 

diaspora also plays a very important role in Jewish life. 

Without a planned program of reconstruction of J·ewish life 

as it exists in the diaspora, Palestine will lack the 

stimulus to recreate the elements of :religion .. law, and 48 " I 

education in the J"ewish .civilization .. 11 

The concept of Jewish peoplehood, as applied to 

American J·ewry, means that Jews should organize themselves 

into voluntarist or genie Jewj.sh communities.. The purpose 

of such communities is twofold: first, ttto enable the Jew 

to experience the reality of Jewish fellowshipu and to make 
49 

him aware that the Jewish people is not 0 a mere name" ; 

secondly, to provide the necessary structure on which to 

build a J'E-JWish life ttrich in content and creative of 
50 

values. 11 

If the Reconstructionist concept of peoplehood is 

granted, then certainly some form of an organized Jewish 
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community is called for. What kind of community do 

Reconstructionists envisage? Reconstruct1onists look 

forward to tta community with civil laws and civil courts 

all its own, with an autonomous 'general will' sufficiently 

persuasive and povrnrful to fashion the conscience of 

·individual Jews and to control their outer conduct; a 

community which 1.must at least make a serious attempt to 

accomplish whl'o!t, under normal conditions, a nation ought to 
51 

do for its citizens in the spirit of justice and peace.'" 

Tbe concept of' organic Jewish community, here 

01:.tlined by a critic of Reconstructionism, has given rise 

to the charge that Reconstructionists advocate importing to 

America the Ea s t-E..'uropean Keh ill ah. Al though Kaplan' s 

inspiration undoubtedly derives from Dubnow's concept of 

minority community rights, that concept .had to be greatly 

modified to adapt to it the American environment.. Eisenstein 

writes, 11The modern kehillub, must differ from that of earlier 

generations by constj.tuting a voluntary, rather than an 

imposed, organizatj .. on..... .Another :tmportant d:lfference is 

the absence of segregc.:tion.. •.• • No one wants to ghettoize 
51 

the J'ews." In the snme vein, Kaplan writes that the 

organic Jewish community should be 11held together by a sense 

of mutual responsibility on the part of all who belong to 
52 

it • 11 'l'hus, the community should be both democratic and 

voluntarist. 

Although Kaplan repeatedly states that the community 

should be democratic, one may questj_on whether the term 

democratic is appropriate. Kaplan writes, nonly the kind of 
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an organic cornmuntty that the Jews were in t.b.e past, that 

the Catholic Church still is, or thFt communist Russia is 

trying to be confers status and human dignity on those who 
53 

are identified with it. 11 None of the communities mentioned 

in this statement was or is democratic.. The Catholic 

Church and Communist Russia are clearly authoritarian j_n 

Structure. As fait as the medieval Jewish comrnuni.ty is 

concerned, it was held together by an authoritarian code 

administered in an authoritarian manner. 

'rl1e use. of the term voluntarist in reference to the 

organic Jewish communi.ty is also open to question. Kaplan 

comes close to admitting the coercive nature of the 

proposed community in the followj_ng statement: 111ro 

whatever degree .Judaism is to be l:Lved in the diaspora, 

the element of social efficacy must supplement its ethical 

principles and precepts, and translate them into law or 

jurisprudence. This is no plea for coercion in the form of 

social ostracism or excommunication. Yet some means of 

approv-al and di.sapproval is necessary to lend efficacy to 
51+ 

standerds.u But whDt means other tha11 social ostracism, 

no matter how mild or severe, is conceivable? Perhaps, a 

financial penalty would be imposed on recalcitrants, but if 

they refuse to pcy, the only recourse would be to social 

ostracism._ 

C:l..vilization and Culture 

In Reconstru.ctionist thought, Jewish peoplehood and 

Judaism--defined as a religious civilization--are two sides 
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of the same coin. Jewish peoplehood is what unites Jews, 
is 

and what unites Jews is the Jewish civilization. And that/why 

Reconstructionists define peoplehood in the same terms as they 

define civilization.. The Jewish people is united by certain 

bonds and these bonds, in their totality, compose Juda ism or 

the Jewish civilization. 

If one compares the. following definitions of 

11civilization 11 with those given for 11 peoplehood11 , the point 

will be made obvious. A civilization is flthe cluster of a 

people's language, literature, laws, social insti.tutions, 
55 

folkways, morals and religion. 11 As applied to Judaism, 

this means tho t "Judaism includes the nexus of a history,. 

literature, language, social organization, :folk sanctions, 

standards of conduct, social and spiritual ideals, esthetic 
56 

values, which in their totality form a civilization." 

"'J.udaism is the ensemble of the following organically 

interrelated elements of culture: a feeling of belonging to 

a historic and indivisible people, rootage in a common land, 

a continuing history, a living language end literature, and 

common mores,, laws and arts, with relig:l.on as the integrating 
57 

and soul-giving factor of all those elements.11 

When H.econstructionists maintain tl:rnt Judaism is 

a religious c i vj.lization, they mean to convey the idea that, 

although religion may be the most important element in 

J'udaism, J'udaism is more than a mere rel.:Lgion.. The term 
\ 
I 

11 civilization 11 , then, describes more accurately the true 

nature of Judaism., As a. consequence of this, the term 

ucivilization" has certain advantages over the term 
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"religion." Kaplan writes, llThe advantage of a category 

like 'civilization' as descriptive of Jewish life is that 

it suggests the basis and material for interaction among 

the most divergent elements of Jewry, by reason of the 

large consensus of Jewish interests and purposes wr~ich it 
58 

connotes. n J'ude.ism, understood as a civilization thus 

provides an overall frame in which both the religious and 

secular elements in J'ewry can find a place.. On the other 

hand, if J'udaism is thought of as a religion, a secular 

;few is a contradiction in terms.. He h<' s no place in Jewish 

life... One wonders, however, whether the Reconstructionist 

at ti tu de toward J·ewish secularism. is in reality any more 

inclusive, since it regards 11 irreligion among J·ews" as a 
59 

"phase of Jewish maladjustrnent. 11 

A second advantage of the term. 11civilization11 is 

that it can explnin the presence in J'udaism of "non-~ 
60 

understandable conventions", .which are expected in a 

civilization bu-t completely out of place in a rational 

religion. What is meant by a "non-understandable 

convention " is not q1;;.ite clear. It probably refers to a 

convention, the origin ofwhich is non-rat:Lonal.. If this 

is what it means, then one must point to the obvious fa.ct 

that most religious ceremonies, even of rational religons, 

are non-rational in origin .. 

If Judaism is a civilization, it has a third 
I 
I 

advantage in that it does not have to justify itself to the 

world. Other philosophies of Judaism find their rationale 
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in some kind of a mission, but Judaism as a civilization needs 

none of this, for "as long as the will to live continues in 
''61 

a group th~lt group deserves life. 11 "There is something 

ultimate about the will-to-civ1.lize which carries its own 

justificntion. If we deny to any group the right to transmit 

its language, its experiences, its sancta, its beliefs and 

its desiderat~we rob all its members of the elementary 

right to exercise their most human, as distinct from 

subhuman, function--.that of eliciting the humanity inherent 
62 

in the child. 11 

It is questionable whett:.er the will-to-civilize is 

any more ultimate than the will-to-religion, for according 

to Kaplan's own definition, religion isthe most important 

element in a. c).vilization., If civilization as a whole can 

be characterized as ultimate, then certainly its most 

important element also deserves to be so characterized. 

The fact that the religious philosophies of Judaism 

have used either the doctrine of the chosen people, or its 

counterpart, the doctrine of the mission, to justify the 

existence of Judaism does not mean that a modern religion 

must justify itself. 'fhe fact or the matter is th.et even 

Reconstructionism has sought to justify the existence of 

iews as a distinct group. .11 At present we Jews are content 

to abide by the ethical standards of the majority 

population.... If we wish to foster _Je~t.f>h fil'oup_Jo.J.J.da.ri:tz, 

we must_.lj.ve up t9. €!.higher .E!thicgl st~ndard ,than t~2_ 

a.verage. No other justification for our remaining an 
63 

identifiable minority. will avail." But why is any 
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justification necessary, since Judaism as a civilization 

allegedly requires no justification? 

If Judaism is a civilization, Jews in AmEJrica must 

live in two Civilizations, the American and the Jewish.. Of' 

the two, the American oi vilizatj_on is primary and the Jewish 

secondary. Living in two civilizations presents the J·ew with 
64 

a. spiritual challenge to 11:blend the two into a new creation. u 

Reconstructionists maintain that Christians, as well 

as Jews, have to live in two ci vilizatj.ons.. Ii'or according 

to Reconstructionism, Christians have to live in their own 

reJ.igious civilization in addition to living in the American 

civilization, which is 11 secular-nationalist;- '. ~511 tic ally, 

economically and to a major degree culturally .. 11 However, 

the analogy drawn here between J·ews and Chr:Lstians, ,Judaism 

and Chri. stiani ty, is very misleading. uchr:i.stiani ty desires 

to fashion national civiliz,ntions the world over in its own 

image; J'uda1sm, as Reconstructionists conceive it, requires 

the setting up of a Jewish national civilization alongside 

the national civilizations of different countries~ To a 

Christian, loyalty to a universal human society supplements 

loyalty to his nat1.ve land; to the Heconstructionists, 

loyalty to another particular nation (or people) supplements 
66 

the Jew's loyalty to his native land.,." 

It seems that Reconstructionists themselves are not 

wholeheartedly convinced of the validity of this analogy. 

They do not re\ally believe that Christians in the United 

States live in two civilizations, for if they did, they 

would have to admit that J·ews 111. Israel also live in two 
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civilizatj.ons--the Jewish religious civilization and the 

secular-nationalist Israeli civilization.. But Reconstruc

tionists do not say this.. On the contrary, if a Jew 11wants 

to live as a Jew only, and to be free of the need of 

reckoning with the civilization of any other people, he will 

t . "67 have ·o go to PalestJ.ne. Now, if the Jew in Israel lives 

in one civilizatj.on only, then the Christian in the United 

States also lives in one.~'only;. According to this position, 

Jews wou.ld be the only people in America who li.ve in two 

c :L vilizations •. 

That Christians in America lj.ve in one civilization 

only would also follow from the fact that Kaplan regards 

Englj.sh civilizetion as being u1argely religio-national •••.• 

religious on the basis of Israel's experience and national 

.·. on the basis of the experience of the English people. The 

sarpe is true of every modern civilization, whether Christian-. .. 68 
or Mohamruedan.n Whot is true of ••every modern civiliza--

tion11 is presumably also true of American civilization .. 

This would mean that American civ1.lizat:ton is religio-· 

national, rather than secular-national, as previously 

indicated.. If American civilization is religio-nationa.1, 

then Chri.stianity is part of that civil1.za.ti.on and not a 

separate civilization., Christj.ans in America consequently 

live in but one civilization .. 

Only if Reconstructionists maintain-contrary to 

the statements just quoted--thc:t the J"ewish ci viliz.ation is 

ns different from the Israeli as the Christi.an is from the 

American or the English, does it follow that Jews :1.n Israel, 
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as well as Christians in America, lj.VE-:l in two civilizations. 

Then, the basic difference between living ~is a Jew in Israel 

and living as a Jew in .America would be that the Israeli 

civilization confirms and strengthens the Jewish, in the 

same way that the American ci.vilization provides a favorable 

environment for the Chr:Lsti.an • 

.Although Kaplan calls Judaism a civil:lzation, Jewish 

civilization is unlike any other modern civili.za.tion because 
. 69 

in Judaism, "the religious and the national coincide.," 'By 

this he means that both the religious and folk elements of 

Jewish civilization are native to the Jewish people. Although 

all other modern civilizations are religio-national, the 

religious element :Ls not indigenous. 

Despite Kaplan's assertion that Jewish ci viJJ.zation 

differs from all modern civilizations, he also says that the 

Hindu and Far J~astern c1.vili:z.ations are like the Jewish u-in 

deriving both the religious and the national sanctions from 

0110 and the same historic background and that altogether 
70 

its o'W?l." But Jewish civilization also differs greatly 

from Hindu civilization in that thelatter is limited to a 

particular geogrCJp.hical area whereas the former :Ls scattered 

throughout the world. One is forced to conclude that Jewj.sh 

civilization is unlike any other civilization and that 

perhaps the term is inappropriately applied to Judaism. 

Whethe:r J·ewish civilization is sui generis or 
I 

whether Christians in America live in one or two ci.viliza

tions, Reconstructionists consistently maintain that 

Amerlcan Jews must live in two civilizations. Critics of 
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Reconstructionism have often quest:Loned the practicability 

of living in two civilizations. They claim that 11 life in 

two civj.liza:tions, a primary and a secondary, means for 

the average person, because of time expended j.n preparation 

for and in earning a livelihood, simply a duplication of 
rll 

certain forms of expression, such as language ...... 11 

Furthermore, since the two civilizations are in a sense 

competing for the t:i.me and energy of the individual, the 

secondary civilization is bound to be the loser.. If this 

be the case, of what avail is it to call Judaism a 

civilization'? 

Reconstructionists look upon a civilization as 0 a 
72 

complete an.cl self-contained entity,.n Each civilization 

is sharply differentiated :from every other,. ttReconstruc;;.. 

tionists deny the reality of civilization and affirm only 

the reality of civilizatj_ons.. Just as humanity is divided 

:l.nto nations, so civi.lizatlon is divided :i.nto civ.ilizations, 
73 

one for each nation • 11 It is questionable whetLer the 

close cultural cooperation wbJ.ch Reconstructionj.sm 

advocates is compatible with this concept of c:Lvilization. 

Furthermore, 11 the qualities of organic wholeness and self-

sufficiency ·Reconstructionists attribute to all civi.liza

tions are characteristic only of the culture of primitive 

tribes cut off from outside contacts. In a world made 

interdependent by science and technology, there can be no 
\ 
I 

organj.c, self-sustaining, self-suff:l.cient cultures and 

civilizations. The growing reality is not civilizations 
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but Civilizati.on., Along with the 'transferable' elernen ts, 

everyth:ing else, in.eluding social institutions, religious 

ideas, art motifs and literary patterns, is now transferred 

from nation to nation. To strive to preserve the integrity 

of a national civilization in contemporary times is to 
7l1-

attempt to perpetuate a trc.nsient cultural lag .. •1 

The term c:Lvilizntion, as used in Reconstructionist 

literature, is open to one additional cr:Lticism. What 

Kaplan calls civilization, anthropologists call culture. 

''To anthropologists £:!J,ilurg_ is the inclusive term denoting 

the unique. heritage of a group; to Reconstructj_onists the 

inclusive term denoting the same entity is 2J.Xilizat1Qn.. 

In Reconstructionist usage £.lll·t,u±:.§. has a restricted mean:i.ng, 

denoting the literary, artistic, intellectual and spiritual 

aspects of a group's total heritage or civilization. 

Reconstructionists employ tb.e term 'Jewish civLlizat.ionJ 

to emphas:Lze that Judaism is more than a culture in this 

restricted sense, that it includes in addition an inherited 

way of social life, with a community, social institutions, 
75 

and laws." 

Kaplan's reason for preferring 111civi1ization11 rather 

trwn 11 culture 0 is that 11 in recent scientific usage, cul t.nr..£. 
is virtually synonymous with 9.i..Y..lli&,?tJPP.., bt.rlt

0
in popular 

?. 
parlance it has a much more limited me.!'.ming • 11 Although 

it is true thatin common usage culture is entirely "non-

material", in scientific usage civilization generally 

includes many cultures. 

30 



Basic to the philosophy of Reconstructionism is the 

theory of cultural pluralism, the underlying postulate of 

which is that America is not a melting pot but rather an 

orchestra composed of many parts. In support of this theory 

Kaplan marshals the aid of 11 outstanding anthropol.ogists11 who 

"advocate that minority groups be permitted to foster their 

cultural integrity.. They maintain that a program of 

'accommodation'', rather than 1assimiJ.2tion 1 , advances both 

majority and minority interests without essential loss to 
'18 

either." 

Cultural pluralism is looked upon as a "moral and 
79 

spiri.tual right • 11 Reconstruc tionists "believe that those 

who are different (not Anglo-Saxon) have ....... the right ........ to 

make for the survival of their distinctive ethnic and 

religious civillzation, so that it will contribute not once 
80 

but recurrently to the whole ..... 11 Actually, what 

Heconstructionists seem to want is not only the ri.ght to 

cultural differentiation but official sanction for it •. 

"Heal Americanism should mean an active encouragement of 
Bl 

cultural diversity •. 11 

With respect to the possibility of culturol minoritie·s 

surviving in the American environment, it has been pointed 

out thc-:;t ttdespite changes in the Americcin conceptlon of 

minorities it i.s doubtful whether tolerance or even an 

appreciation of minori t:ies is sufficient to enable them to 

maintain their identity apart from the soil of that soclety 

which gave tb.em birth and sustenance. On the strength of 

cultural attributes alone, whether it be in terms of' 
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language, literature, music, art, or folkways, there is no 

likelihood for American Jewry to survive much longer than 

any other ethnic culture. The validity of J'ewi.sh survival 

in America must needs rest upon factors other than purely 

cultural, namely those of a religious character. What 

distinguishes Jewry and J·udaism from Scand:l;navian, German, 

Irish, Italian, Polish and other minorities is its 

-addi tj.onal religious quali ty--for Judaisn is a religious 

civilization, with all the power for persistence character-
82 

is tic of other religious grou:ps .° Kaplan also is aware 

that culture alone is not enough to insure survival, for he 

wr:L tes, 0 what the secularists cannot understand is that the 

entire character of Jewish civilization, as well as the 

particular character of American democracy, is bound to 

make any cultural minority, which 1.s not religiously 
83 

motivated, into a superfluous nuisance •. " 

It is cl~~ar from the foregoing that Reconstructionists 

believe that only a religiously oriented culture can survive 

in America. But if this is so, why the emphasis on c1~1tural 

pluralism? If the culture which Reconstructionists want 

to preserve and create is relligiou.s, would not this be 

sancti.oned by the generally accepted theory of religious 

pluralism? 

Religion 

In its attitude toward religion as well as in its 

general philosophic approach, Reconstructionists have 

followed the neturalist school of thought. Supernaturalistic 
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assumptions and beliefs are often criticized as being out 

of keeping with modern scientific thought.. Reconstruction

ism 11calls for nothing less than an approach to the 

religious interpretation of life with the same unbiased 

empirical attitude as that which constitutes the spirit of 

science, that spirit which regards truth not as something 

absolute and final, but as an active process of the mind 

whereby error is gradually el:Lminated.. A conflict between 

science and religion is possible only when we assume that 

knowledge of God originates not from our understanding of 

the universe and of human life, but from some supernatural 

revelation which is entirely extraneous to the natural 
84 

powers of the human mind.11 

Many modern people assume that religion must be 

supernatural, and since they cannot accept the· supernatural

istic .assumptions, they have been estranged from their 

historical relig:Lon., 111.rhe initial and hardest step, 11 

Kaplan wt'.i tes, 11 in the process of religious readjustment at 

the present time is to grow accustomed to the idea. that it 

is possible to have reJ.j_gion without subscribing to the 
85 

to the supernatural character of its origins. u "To the 

modern man, religion can no longer be a matter of entering 
. 86 

into relationship with the supernatural.u 

In order for religion to play a vital role in life, 

a religious ideology must be evolved which is 11consistent 

with the highest in modern thought and capable of eltciting 
87 

the best in modern man.u Religion, to be vital, must be 

presented "in terms of modern day exp,:crience and 
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aspirations.ti 

As a cor0llary of its rejection of supernaturalism, 

Reconstructionism also rejects the idea tha:t any particular 

religion has a monopoly on truth.. All religions must not only 

be tolerated but must be recognized as having a legitimate 

right to existence.. ttThe ethics of group relations ....... must 

assume the right of religions other than our own to permanent 
89 

existence.,t• Eisenstein attributes the root cause of inter-

faith hostility to "the contention of each of the three 

major religious groups that it is the sole possessor of the 

truth. gach religion is, by its very nature, exclusive of 

all the :rest. gach group assumes that thE~re can be only one 
90 

true or legi tj_mate religion--its own.u 

Basic religious truths are universal and it is only 

in the way a religlon concretizes these truths thet 

differentiates it from all other religions. Tlms, according 

to Kaplan, there are universal religious truths, there has 

not yet been created a universal rel:Lgion, for "a universal 

religion ought to show no preference for the heroes of any 

one particular people.. It ought to contain a sort of 

pantheon to :which neroes of all nationalitj.es shoi).ld be 
91 

admitted .. u Perhaps the Bahai religion would approach what 

Kaplan means by a univerii:tal religion. At any rate, 

Christianity, Mohamedanism, and Judaism are not universal in 

Kaplan's sense of the term. Judaism j_s not universal 

because it interprets universal religious truths in the 

light of the experience of the Jewish people and appli.es the 
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practical consequences of these truths to present day Jewish 

needs. The particularity of a religion i.s not 11 due to the 

profession of some truth or teaching that is necessarily 

denied by the relig:lon of some other grOl.~p, but to the fact 

·chat the experiences, upon which the particular religion is 

35 

bBsed, and in terms of which its liturgical forms are 
92 

expressed, are peculiar to the group professing that religion." 

The particularity of a religion is expressed in "its 

different constellntions of sancta. :~ach religi.on has its 

own objects, persons, places, and events that are deemed 

holy, or occupy a place of supreme value in the collective 
93 

consciousness of its adherents." 

In the light of this attitude, loyalty ·t;o the Jewish 

rel1.gion cannot be based on ~:my consideration of its being 
94 

11 the best of all religions. 11 Loyalty must stem from the 

;f'act thtt it is our relig1on., nthe only religion we have, an 

inseparable part of our collective personality as a 
95 

people .. " 

Kaplan defines religion as consisting of "!L~' 

the 9tti tude towQ.,rd J.;.ife _that .t.~·f··).mr>.lY .and th~ sp_<?..9J.fiq, 

Q.bse:i:;;vanc.es that tgey ill§P.irs:i .•. 0 It is difficult to 

reconcile this definition with his assertion that 11 in the 

matter of religion, there is more in common between the 

orthodox Jew and the orthodox Christien, than there is 

between the liberal and the orthodox either in the Jewish 
l 97 

or in the Christian grovp .. u Only if religlon is limited 

to intellectual attitudes, does this assertion make sense. 

:F'or with regard to 11 sancta ..... and the specific observances 
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they inspire", there is clearly more in common between 

members of a particular religion. 

Kaplan's definition of religion, quoted above, seems 

to imply that the religious element in a civilization, or in 

J"udaj_sm, is something distinct from the cultural and social 

elements.. This is confirmed by the fact that Reconstruction

ists often refer to Judaism as 11 a trinity of peoplehood, 
98 

culture, and religion.u The same thought is also expressed 

in the following statement: ttTo be a goo.Q. Jew, one hDS to be 

a J'ew socially, culturally, and rel:Lgiously. To be a Jew, 
99 

religiously, mesns to believe ln God .. 11 But when we 

consider that Kapl~m c:.1Bo defines :rellglon as "the sum of 

all~ •.•.• ways in whlch the God idea functions pragnwtically 
;·100 

in the civilization of a pe~ple~,: it is obvious that 

religion is not a distinct element~ Rather is it something 

which is all persuasive, for clearly the God :l.dea can 

manifest itself in cultural and social, as well as religious, 

activities. That the relig:Lous inplu§e.s the cultural and 
~ 

and social is also indicated i.n the follow5.ng statements: 

11 From t.h.~ .~t.f\J1.dp9int o:(.J:he .EeJ.1gious-C11J.t11r~l..J-... nrogr,?JU, 

"fillatev:~r helP.§ ... to produce creative social interactio11...£1nong 

;f.:gw§. r~.,ght,ly: __ "QeJ_ongs to_ tJ::ie .c~t.~q,ry:, o,f ,JeV{iSh .rEi'.l:l,gion,, 

because it contributes to the ~lvation of the Jew. Hence, 

a movement like sp:Lritua.l zj.onism, the purpose of which ls 

to keep the Je-1,.-.rs united and creative, :Ls entitled to a place 
101 

in the Jewish religion.u "Were the actual facts 

concerning rellgion considered, it would be realized that 

religious freedom means essentially the right of any group 
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within ·the nation to maintnin i.ts social solidarity and 

the cultural ins ti tut ions wj.th which its life is inter-
102 

twined .. 11 Thus, Reconstructioni.sts use the term relig1-on 

to ind:Lcate .both a specific element in Judaism and an all 

pervasive element. 

Whatever plnce religion may have wi th:i.n a 

civilization, Kaplan maintains that religion is basically 

group or folk religion.. In J:ds emphasis on the prima~y 

importance of the,gro-µp, he follows "a school of sociologists, 

associated w:l.th the names of Levy-Bruhl and Durkheim, which 

attempts to understand all the phenomena of present-day 

culture from a. study of civilizations of primitive peoples •• 

these sociologists conclude, religion is nothing but the 

manner in which the group consciousness of the tribe is 

expressed. What is important to the tribe is t SEWred'' 
103 

to it.u This is essentially Kaplan's position. 

Although "religion always constituted an integral 
104 

part of a civilizationtt, religion has now been separated 

from civilization. However, 18 the divorce of religion from 

modern civilization should be viewed. os temporary. The 

next step wi.11 find each civilization once again identif:i.ed 

with reJ.igj_on, though it wi.11 be a different type of 
10? 

religion from that of the past." Kaplan seems to 

maintain that because :rolk religion served the needs of 

primitive society, it can also serve the needs of modern 
\ 
I 

society. What is found in primitive society ought to be 

found in modern society. 
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The J-ewish religion is a foII.k or group religion .. 

This means that Jews in the diaspora have two folk religions .. 

"An important corollary of this analysis of folk religion is 

that those who live in two civilizations will tend to give 

adherence to two folk religions. This is as it should 
106 

be .. 0 

The concept of folk religion implies that ~one's 

people will always constitute one's chief sot:<rce of 
107 

salvat:i.on; and therefore one's chief rned:Lum of religion .. 11 

11To acce:gt foJ;ls; rel;;j,giog...Jri1il_b.e :t.Q~. realj..z§ :t;he truth :l;,htl 

the ;basis ,of individuality:, and char:f!..9.t!ll' Js SUI?.J2lied :p.,ot b~ 

:thEil ... worl.d 9't lp,rg~, with. i,ts multitudlnQ..us .. cultur.§~.J2µ,t b;y, 

:the se~gSo.n _o.f. P1~!19: which constitutes one' S.J2.arti9yJ.ar. 

foJ.:,k." 

In criticism of Kap·lan's entire position on 

religion as folk religion, it is perhaps needless to point 

out that "the highest fo·rm of religious universalism has 
109 

cut across the lines of Volksgeist •. 11 1•The rep lac emen t 

of the gr01~·p-element by the ethical element is the mark of 
110 

all higher religions." 

Kaplt:m' s emphasis on folk religion places him in a 

precarious position with regard to personal religion ... 

Since folk religion "is not likely to transcend the 

limitations of folk morali.ty, personal religion, with its 

element of universalism, will therefore have to act as a 

check and corrective..... Folk religion necessari.ly moves 
111 

on the plane of popular intelligence and crowd emotions .. 11 

If folk religion always operates on such a low level, why 
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should anyone want to reinstate it? 

to try to develop personal religion? 

Would it not be better 

God, Creativity, and Evil 

Although Reconstructionists generally follow the 

naturalist school·of thought, there are several notable 

instances where Heconstructionj_sts are not in accord with 

the na:turalist tradition. This j_s especially true with 

respect to Kaplan's concept of God, creativity, and evil~ 

While Reconstructionism is not committed to any 

particular concept of God, the movement is usually 

associated with the one propounded by Kaplan, who defines 
112 

God as the pm·rer that makes for salvation.. Belief in 

God is belief that 11 the world :ls so constituted as to 

possess the resources necessary to enable man to fulfill 

himself a-s a humnn being, and that man is so constituted 

as to possess the abilities thDt enable him to utilize 
113 

those resources for his self-fulfillment • 11 In brie:f, 

belief in God is belief that the universe guarantees 

salvation. 

Kaplan feels that his God-idea is objective in 

that it can be va1idated by the pragmatic test. 'rhus he 

writes thDt 11 there is no reason why a conception of God 

should be less objective than any other conception that is 

besed on experience. There is a way of checking its 
I 
I 

validity. It must not only harmon:tze with other elements 

in our experience but must lend to them even greater unity 

and meaning than they derive from the arts and sciences,. 
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The power to help us orient ourselves to life, to elicit 

the best of which we are capable and to render us immune to 

the worst that may befall us is the pragmatic test to 
114 

validate a conception of God. 11 

However, most w.:i,turalists would deny that the 

pragmatic test is a sufficient test for validating a God 

concept, for the pragmatic test is clearly a test of useful

ness, not of the truth. William J·ames statement thEit "truth 

is that which worksu is, as everyone knows, one of the 

weakest amd most ambiguous points in his philosophy.. A God 

concept to be objectj.ve must be validated by evidence. 

Natv.r.alists would, the'refore, insist thnt Kaplan's God 

.concept is "if not untenable, then at least not warranted by 

a candid appraisal of nature and its forces ... .,. 1rhere is no 

evldence at all that nature is so ccnsti tuted that :tt 
115 

guarantees salvation." 

Kaplan sometimes maintains thtit his God concept 

is ~ a matter of evidence but of faith.. In this case, 

his God concept "would be, in the eyes of most naturalists, 

as unreliable as most trad:Ltional religious doctrines. 

Naturalists would f:i.nd both. Kaplan and traditional rel:Lgj_on-

is ts non-rational, and insist that :Lt is as hazardous to 

assert that the striving for salvation is inherent in:,nature 

as to assert thet it is the working of a supernatural entity. 

'l'hat same Humian-Kontian revolution which drew the bounds 
'; 

of human knowledge and excluded man 1 s knowledge of super-

na tur81 hypotheses would also exclude speculatj.ve 

)laturali.stic hypotheses as to the eventual outcome of 
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nature .. " 

The concept of creativity, as found in Kaplan's 

writings, would also encounter objections from naturalists. 

Kaplan writes that 11creatj.vi ty, or the continuous emergence 

of aspects of life not prepared for or determined by the 
117 

past, constitutes the most divine phase of reality." 

This point of view is similar to that propounded by Henri 

Bergson in his book Q.r,..§,?.:ti.v~ .. i.~"il.ol:i-tti.9.D.• Bergson maintains 

that the Darwinian hypothesis of natural selection couil.d 

not e.xplain certai.n facts of animal life.. These facts are 

said to be the result of the elan vitai, a crc?ative force in 

:.the universe. But neither Bergson nor onyone else has been 

able to show instanees of creativity "not prepared for or 
" 

determined. by the· past. 11 ·Furthermore, it must be pointed 

out that although there are gaps in the Darwinian hypothesis, 
l 

as well as in other scientific hypothese9, positiong an 

elan vital or a principle of creativity does not explain 

anything, br .. t merely gives a name to our ignorance •. A 

consistent naturalistic approach would have to maintain that 

exp1anation involves show:i.ng c~msal relations. 

Naturalists would also object to 'I\aplan' s concept 
118 

of evil as' 11 the chance of 5.nvasion of sheer purposelessness." 

or as "chaos still uninvaded by the creative energy, sheer 
' ' 119 

chance unconquered by will and intelligence." Although, 

the traditional concept of God as the creator of both good 

and evil is somewhat paradoxical in the traditional setting, 

Kaplan's substitute is even less satj.sfactcry.. When Kaplan 

refers to evil, he means those forces in the universe which 
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thwnrt man in his endeavor to acLieve salvation. But these 

forces are subject to the same n1aws of nature" as those 

other forces which aid man in his eternal quest. Kaplan's 

position is absolutely untenable unlc::ss it can be shown that 

there are such tblngs as chence, chaos, and creative energy, 

in the sense that he uses these terms. 

The Functional Method·of Reinterpretation 

If Jewish religion is to be made relevant to modern 

life, the past must be reinterpreted.. 11 The task of 

reinterpretation consists first in selecting from among the 

ideal tional ar.td practical consequenc(~S of the trndi t:lonal 

v0lues those which e:;re spiritually significant for our day, 

and then in tl,rning those consequences into modes of t;hought 
120 

and conduct•" The tradition is not something to be 

rej.ected or accepted but som~;t.hing to be utilized "as a 
121 

symbol for a spiri.tual desideratum::. in the present .n 

In the past, reinterpretat:Lon was an unconscious 

process, bl:,t this method cen suit us no longer, because it 

i-s too slow and because radical modifications are necessary. 

~L1he process of reinterpretation, which Kaplan 

suggests, ng_onsist,sJ.n d_;l.,§fill~rQ.lJl J~QfL~rsiai tion§.1 

g,Qntent those e~nts in it whi.~h •. a.n.sJL~.r pe:r.m.fills:n .. t. 

p,ostu.l...§...t§JZ--9.1..J1uman nat.pre, an,q_;1!L:!.n~@.grat:j..n,g_t_h,?m into 

gur .o.~J .. 4.Ro;L9g:y:.. •. .. They need not necessarily be such as 
i 

the ancients would have been able to articulate, but they 

should have psychological kinsh:Lp w:L th wlwt the ancients 

did articulate .n
122 
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A few examples will illustrate the functional 

method of interpretation. In traditional Judaism, there 

was a belief in the world to come. "Interpreted f'unctioally, 

the tr a.di tional conception of the world to come expresses 

man's d:Lscontent with the things as they are and his 
123 

yea.rnings for the things as they ought to be.u 

'I'he .covenant idea is reinterpreted as follows: 

"If we regard God as the Life of the universe, the Power that 

evokes personality in men and nat1ons, then th~ s.en.s~~ ... .91:..~ 

n,atJ.on' s .r.~sponsi.billtI J:c?.I~ c9p.J~.r:i-,byt1ng _9.1:.Q.a,ti_vel:y tq, 

hu)ll_an ... weJ.f~;r-Ei _and_ J2..r.Q£.r.e.£l_~ •. in, __ t.he ... +..ight ... .P.±: ,:L te.~-2.~ best 

£.eE.~:r.t._e~f-~· .~.e .. £2.rri..~.§. .... th.e. mo.S\§:.rlJ. •.. ~91!!.Y,tlen t o:r the covenant 
12+ 

i~·" 

"Belief in God ..... can function in our day exactly 

as the belief :i.n God has always functioned; it can function 

as an affirmation that life has value. It implies, as the 

God idea h~1s always implied, ...... the assumption that reality 

is so constituted as to endorse and guarantee the realization 
125 

in man of that which ts of greatest value to him". 
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1rhe Reconstruct:j.onist Interpretation of Jew:tsh History-
A Critique 

Peoplehood and Civilization 

The two ba::dc concepts of Reconstructionism are 

peoplebood end civ:Uization. Jews are a people by virtue 

of thetr civilization.. The bonds of Jewish peoplehood are 

land., language, l:Lterature, art, law, mores, folkways, 

re11gion, a common history, common interests, and a common 

destiny. All these bonds in their totali;ty form the Jewish 

c:l.vilization. 

As has been pointed out, the concepts of peoplehood 

end civllization are applied some'What differently to Jews 

and J"ucfa ism than they are applied to any other people or 

c:i.vilization. No other group is a people in q,vi te thE~ same 

sense that Jews are, and no other civilization is quite 

like the Jewish civilization • 

Reconstruction:tsts descr:i.be Judadsm as a 

civilization in contradistinction to those who ·say it is a 

religion snd those who maintain that it is a secular 

culture. The question which must be asked at this point is, 

does the term c:Lvilization, rather than the terms religion 

and secular culture, more adequately describe what Judaism 

was in the past and what it is today? 

The problem with peoplehood is somewhat different. 

Since most Jews would undoubtedly say th[t Jews were and 

are a people, the question beccmes one of determining to 

what extent the ·:Reconstructionist def:Lni tion of peoplehood 

applied or applies to Jews. 'J~o phrase it differently, in 

what sense was or is the term people applicable to Jews? 
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1~he Reconst.rl:~ctionist interpretation of the Jewish 

past end of the Jewish present, as well as its hopes for the 

J·ewish future may be summed up in two simple propositions. 

J·ua.aism was, is, ana ought to be a civj.lization •. Jews were, 

are, and ought to be a people. In Reconstructionist 

literature one can find statements to confirm each part of 

these two propositions. The fol1owing examples will illus.;.;: 

trate this point: "Judaism 1.2. but one of a number of unique 

:national civilizations guiding humanity toward its spiritual 

destiny.. It has functioned as a civj.lization throughout its 

career, and. i.t is only in that capacity that it £.ffG....f.L~.n.9..ll.9.n 
126 

in~~:ture .. 11 "The entire civilization by which the 
127 

Jewish people ;t;Lv.ed had to be accounted as the will of God. 11 

11 It (Reconstructionism) declares Judaism ~ the evolving 
128 

religious civilization of the Jewish people. 11 11 Jewish 
129 

civilization is ,today an as2iraj~_ion rather than a rea:lity. 11 

In the Second Commonwealth, Jewish 11 peoplehood consisted 

. mainly of ........ land, law, religion and custom; in the Middle 
130 

Ages of religion, la.w, and community life • 11 "The Jews 
131 a 

~. a people .. 11 "We dare not remain/nameless and faceless 

1
mass. We must become a people, a K'lal Yisrael, determined 

to enrich our new status with cultural, moral, and spiritual 
132 

content of the highest order." (emphases mine). We must 

"raise the presEmt status of the Jews from a dd~sintegrated 
133 

mass of :L:ndiv1.auals into an organic .unity." 

With respect to the use of the term civillzation in 

the above statements, it is clear that Reconstructionists 

affirm t.hat Judaism was a civilization in the past. But it 
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to 
is not quite so clear as/whether Judaism is a civilization 

at present. Although Reconstructionists repeatedly state 

that Judaism 1§. a civilization, they also maintain that this 

statement represents an aspiration rather than a reality. 

Now this appears to be an outright contradiction, for if 

Judaism is only aspirj.ng to be a c:Jivilization, it is not 

now a civilization. But if it is not a contradiction, it 

must be that when Reconstructj.onists say that Judaism is a 

civilization they really mean that it has the potentialities 

for becoming one and that these potent.iali t:tes should be 

developed., But if this is what Reconstructionists do me-an, 

they are not properly using the verb 11 to bett. At any rate, 

Reconstructionists have never attempted a factual 

demonstration to show that J"udaism is now a c:tvilization. 

The situation wlth the use of the term people is 

the same except for one complicating factor. Most .Tews 

would find nothing wrong in applying the term people to 

Jews, either tn the past, the present,· or the future, but 

when people is so used, itis not the Reconstructj_onist 

definition of people that is intended. Thus, even those 

who are not Reconstructionists would probably admit that 

Jews were, are, and will remain a people. But when 

examining the statements quoted above, it must be borne in 

mind that Reconstructionists have infused the term people 

with new content and that, therefore, it does not mean the 
) 

same thing as is ordinarily meant when the word is used. 

As with the term civilization, so with the term 

people. Reconstruct:i.onists affirm that Jews were a people 
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in the'past (in the Reconstructionist sense of the word) .. 

When the reference is to the present, the meaning :Ls not 

clear.. For although Reconstructionists maintain that the 

Jews are now a people (again in their sense of the word), 

they also maintain that at present Jews are 11 a disintegrated 

and ;fragmented mass of individuals 11 , which is certainly not 

a people as Reconstructionists use the term. Now either this 

is a contradiction or Reconstructioni.sts are misus:Lng the 

verb 11 to be 11 • As with the concept civilization, 

Reconstructionists have never attempted to prove that Jews 

are now a people in their sense of the word. 

In the above section, it has been shown that 

R(~constructionist statements concerning what Jews and 

Judaism are at present, really refer to what Reconstruction
When 

ists would like them to be in the future. /Reconstructionists 

use the terms 11 is 11 and 11 are 11 , they are not using them correct-

. 1.y,. Consequently, the basic Beconstructionist position 

seems to be that tTews were once a people and ought to become 

one again; and as a corollary of this, that J·ews are not 

now a people in the Reconstructionist sense of the word, nor 

is Judaism now a civilization. That this is actually the 

Reconstructionist position is certainly confirmed by 

references such as the following: 
, 134 

J'ews today lack 11 a folk 

spirit 11 , ,do,. not feel a sense of 11 oneness with all 
135 

preceding generations of the Jewj.sh people, 11 

136 
cult.').lrally almost completely assimilated. 11 

and ttare 

Reconstr"L.ctionist statements about the future, 

although arguable from a philosophic point of view, will not 



be dealt with in this thesis.. However, it must be borne in 

mind that the force of the "ought'' in Reconstructioni.st 

philosophy depends to a large extent on the validity of the 

11was 11 .. It is in order to examine the vvlid:'L ty of 

Reconstructionist assertions about Jews and Judaism in the 

past that we now turn to a study of the Jews and Judaism 

in the Second Jewish Commonwealth. 

The Second Cormnonwealth 

During tLis period, J·ews were called by three names-

race, nat:i.on, and peoplo. These names were. not used 

indiscriminately. The term race was app.lied to Jews during 

the time of Ezra and 5..t was a term which included all J'ews .. 

Ezra's ban on intermarriage was basically racial in character 

since he wanted to keep the 11holy seed 11 pure .. 

With the rise of Pharisaism and the subsequent 

emphasis on proselyti.sm, the te:rm race was no longer 

applicable to a.11 Jews. Proselytes were not of the same 

ancestry as those who were born Jews. rrhis wns particularly 

true after J·ohn Hyrcanus forcibly converted the Idumeans and 

after the Adiabenes accepted Judaism. These peoples became 

Jews but could not claim descent from Abraham, Isaac and 

J·acob, and were, therefore, not of the J'ew:i.sh race. 

The period of the Second Commonwealth found many 

Jews living outsic1e of Judea. The term nation was applied 

only to those1 Jews who lived in .Judea, and the term people 

was used when refer:ring to all Jews. 

Both the Greoks and the Homsns recognized that there 
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was a difference between a people that occupied a particular 

geographical area and a people at large. The former was 

called ethno s and no t:lo (nation), while the latter was 

called laos and populus (people) .. 

In the Septuagint, os well as j_n the Gospels and the 

Book of Acts, ethnos was applj_ed to non-Jews, whereas laoi:i 

was applied to Jews. This cUstinction .is later found in 

rabbinic literature where )r( refers to J-ews and 'le to 

non-J·ews •. The use of laos and jJ "(/ was meant to convey the 

idea th<Jt J-ews were the people of God.. Al though a part of 

th(~ Jews WDS still a nation, the term nation could 

obviously not embrace all J'ews. 'rhe significance of the 

terms lnos and J Y is that they were transnatj.onal" Jews, 

then, during the Second CommonWE)alth were a transnational 

people. What they had j_n common, what made them a people, 

W<JS Judaism .. 

'rhe tenn J\-,daism is first found in the Fourth Book 

of Maccabees ru:n.d in tho Epitome of the Second. Book. Both 

these books were composed :Ln the city of Antioch, which 

would seem to indicate th~t the term was a creation of the 

diaspora. Consequently, it could have no political 

connotations. D:l.aspore Jews would never hove appl:Led such 

a term to themselves in a political sense, for they considered 

themselves citizens of the d.ity or country in which they 

happened to dwell and were often called by the name of their 

city or country. The J·ews of .Antioch were called Antiochians, 

those in Bc-1bylonia Babylonians, those in Alexandria. 
137 

Alexandrians. J·ews in the Roman Empire were called 
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Roman citizens~ It is obvious that the.Jewish state did 

not exerci.se any political power over the J·ews of the 

diaspora, since diaspora Jews did not generally pnrtlcipate 

in the revolt of.70 and those who did fought @_gei11st the 

Jews of Judea. 

Judaism, then, came to refer only to the religion of 

the Jewish people. Also, the term Judeans, although 

or:Lginally applied only to the Jews of Judea, had by the time 

the 'femple was destroyed, received a religious connotation. 

This is indicated by the fact that, althotigh it was the 

custom of the Homan Emperor to add the name of a conquered 

nation to the title of Imperator, neither Vespacian nor 

Titus was called Judaicus., Furthermore, after the 

destruction of the ~J:'emple, official Roman d.ocumr:mts 

addressed to the Jews of Judea omit the term natton, whereas 

formerly it had always been used. 

Pharisai.c Judaism and the Rise of Christianity 

~~he d.i.aspora. a.nd the encouragement of' proselytism 

were the two moin factors whlch led thePhariseos to a new 

conceptton of J·udaism. 'I'he old idea<s that Jews were a race 

or that they we:r.e united by a common history could no 

longer app1y. J'ews were now united by r.eligion, by a 

sp:Lritual unity. Judaism was a universal religion, the God 

of Israel was a universal God, and J·ews were the people of 

God, not bound\ to a.ny particular land. Universalism made 

room for the proselytes, while free:lng Judaism from 

attachment to a particular lBnd made room for the diaspora .. 

50 



/ I 
1' 

This new conception of J"uda:i.sm is particularly 

evident in the attitude of the Pharisees toward proselytes .. 

Anyone who accepted Judaism became a Jew. Ee was permitted 

" to marry Jewish women and, most important of all, was 

obligated to recite in h:Ls prayers, 0 Qod our God and God of 

our fathers .. " Since the proselyte was not ph~sically 

descended from Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, it would seem 

strange at first that they should be obligated to pray in 

the name of tttb.e God of our fathers. 11 But fllthough they 

were not physically descended from Abrabc)m, they were 
139 

considered to be spi.ritual descendants .. , The same 

posi,tion with regard to Christians is maintained by Paul 

in his gpistles .. 

The fact that religion was now the basis of 

affiliation with the Jewish people necessitated a new 

approach to Jewish history.. The most obvious example of 

this is the complete disinterest of the P.harisees in the 

historical aspect of Ha.nukah. But Hanukah was not the 

only festival that lost it~ historicol significance. In 

connection with Passover, for example, the physical exodus 

from Egypt was deemphasized and the spiritual redemption of 

the J'ews WDS stressed. rrhe name Wt\S Changed from the 

festival of unleavened bread, which represented the physical 

. gxodus, to Passover, which commemorated how the Jews were 

saved from the plague God had inflicted on the Egyptians. 
, ; 

The same is true of the other festivals. 1'he Pharisees 

emphasized the re1igi,ous significance and ignored the 

hj.storical. 
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The struggle of Pharisaic J"udeism with Paulinia.n 

Christianity necessi tc:1ted a change in Jewish nomencTI..ature. 

Jews became known as 11 Israel 11 , "Knesset Israel" or 11 .Am 

Israeln, and Judea was called the "Land of' Israel". This 

was due to the fact that Paul maintained that the Christians 

were the true Israel, the ohos.en peop,le.. The reason that 

the word "Israel" wns so tmportant was that God had always 

been called the God of Israel, and, therefore, the wo:rd 

carried with it theological connotations· only •. 

Reconstructionists completely misinterpret the use 

of the term Kenesset Israel. Kaplan writes, ttisrael was to 

the Habbis an ecclesia., Kfi11esse.:t_-XJsra~. 'lhis fact has 

misled some presGnt-day Jewish thinkers into believing that 

'rabbinism ·altogether denied the nationhood of the Jewish 

people, or considered it of secondary importance. The 

barest acquaintance, however, with rabbinic writings should 

disabuse one of such an error. We may question the log:tcal 

consistency of a tradition (Mmrdtimllir£11) which considered 

snlvation in the other world as the principle purpose for 

which Israel was cal1ed into being, and yet insisted that 

Israel must remain a nation held together by the sa.rne kind 

of physical bonds as any other nation. But whether consistent 

or not, it is an incontestable fBct thvt there is not the 

slightest hint any-\vhere in rabbinic literature that Eres 
\ 

Yisrael, the holy tongue or messianic government CBn be 
\ 140 

omitted from the program of Israel's future. 11 This 

passage shows a complete misunderstanding of Pharisaism 
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and the changes that it wrought in Judt.1ism. 1r.he key idea , 

in Pharisaism was to dissociate Judaism from a particular 

11md and a particular nation. 'rhe reason tbC1t the term 

Knesset Israel was used was becau~rn the te1~m Israel had 

·only theological connotations. For th:Ls seme reason, it 

was first adopted by Christianity. The inconsistency which 

Kaplan sees in Pharisaic Judaism is not there at all, as a 

correct interpretation. of Pharisaism indicates. And the 

11 :Lncontestable fHct" thet Kaplc.m points to--namc~lY.', that 

the Land of Isreel, the holy tongue, and messianic 

government cannot be omitted from Israel's future--is 

indeed an 11 inc:ontestable fact" but not in the sense that 

Kaplan understands it.. As wj_ll be sr1011m, each of these 

incontestable facts has religious implications only .. 

The early Christians understood clearly the nature 

q)f Pharisaic Judaism.. They knew that i.t wes not a religj.on 

confined to one nation but t.het it was ·universal. We there-

fore find that the Gospels and the Book of Acts always use 

the term laos when referring to Jews. Later, when 

Chr:l.stianity came into power, the Church regarded the Jews 

a~s a nation in order to deny that Judaism was un1.versal and 

to affirm that it was the religion of a particulnr people. 

When the Church called the J'ewS" a nation they meant to 

associate the Jews with a particular land and: to indicate 

that the Jews were a particular people. Throughout the 
\ 

Middle Ages Jews called themselves either /Ji or .../JOJ.J • 

The term nation was subsequently adopted by them becuuse of 

the influence of the Church. 
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That Judaism was nothing more than a religion in 

the period of the Second Commonwealth and in the Middle 

Ages is indi.cated by the fact that if a Jew converted to 

Christianity, he ceased being a Jew in the eyes of the 

Church. The only reason used to justify persecution of 

Jews in the "Middle Ages was reli.giou s. 

Language and Land 

'rwo of the essential elements of peoplehood, as 

Reconstructi.onists 1 use the term are language and land. 

During the p2:r.iod of' the Second Commonweal th J"evrn had 

neither in common.. Jews .in J\1dea and Babylonia spoke 

Ara~aic, while Jews in the Hellenistic cl.ties spoke Greek. 

In the medi.eval period Jews spoke the language of the 

country in which they 1ived or a dialect of that language 

mixed with Hebrew phrases~ 

When Reconstn..:;.ctionists talk about lC';inguage, they 

do not refer to the language J"ews usually spoke but to 

Hebrew. Hebrew is one of the bonds which makes the Jews 

n people, and j_t is a ~.:iJJ:.t.ill'..al bond. What Reconstruction

ists seem to forget is that to the Pharisees Hebrew was the 

holy tongue.. Certainly, it was a bond of unity among Jews, 

but it was only as the b.oly language--the langua..ge in wb.J.ch 

their rQJJ.gion ·was expressed--tb.Dt it was cultivated. 

Hebrew, then, was a religious bond and derived. cLts;,:taison 

d'etre from rkligion. 

A people or a civilization must have a land, and 

for Jews that land is the Land of Israel. With regard to 
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the role that the land of Israel has played i.n Jc-:?wj.sh 

history, Kaplan writes, ttJews in all lands wanted to be a 
141 

nation i.n their own land.fl "It does not need a practiced 

eye to discern the hope for the recovery of Palestine in 

e~ery move and turn of Jewish life and thought since the 
ll+2 

destruction of the Second ·commonwealth. 11 11Even when the 

belief in a return was countered by all actualities it 

colored the J-ews' entire soc1al and rel1gious conduct, and 

constituted their princ1pa.l hope during t.hH incessant 
Ft-3 . 

persecu ti.on e:c.dured in the diaspora • 11 ''Since the for ah 

makes Israel 1 s relati.onship to the lBnd, :Lts principle motif, 

it is hard to conceive how the Jews could ccntemplate their 
144 

functioning o s a group apart f1eom the l°'nd .. 11 "Jews 

conceived thelr salvation in terms both national end 
11i·5' 

:1.nd.i.v1dual. 11 

'11hese quotes indicate that Kaplan believes 1) that 

J·ua.aism. is inconceivable without the Lan.d, 2) that Jews 

fervently hoped for a return to the Lond, and 3) that the 

return to the L.and is :in sol11;3 sense 11national 11 .. All these 

statements .are true but only to an extent. The Land of 

Israel certainly played an im.portcint role :Ln medieval Jewish 

:Ldeology but it is significant that this role was purely 

religious. The Lm:td of Israel had strictly a religious 

VE,lue, since it was believed that 1tconsummate purity and 
146 

absolute holiness could be achieved only in Eretz Yisrael. 11 

While the Temple was in existence, diaspora Jews sent their 

sacrifices and gifts to the Hol_y. G.iU· But they did all 

this, because 1n so doing they were performi.ng religious acts .. 
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As has been pointed out, diaspora Jews did not part:i.c:Lpate 

in the revolt of 70, because the land had only a religious 

s:Lgnificance to them. .H:ven Yehudah Halevi went to Israel ,, 

only because it was a Holy Land~ When J·ews thought of the 

return, they conceived it in purely religious terms and 

this involved, among other things, a restoration of the 

Temple in J·erusalem together with its religious cult. ·The 

J·ews of the diaspora never relinquished their religious 

attacbment to the Land, but this attachment was strictly 

religious. 

That .Jews fervently prayed for a return to the Lend 

is incontestable but this return again was conceived i.n 

pu;rely religious terms. The Messiah would gather the Jews 

from the four corners of the .wot.ilid hack to the Lend by 

means of supernatural forces, and there the Jews would be 

ruled by a scion of tht.1 House of Davi.d... David was not 

viewed as a king but rather as a religious model. If 

someone denounced God or denied that the Torah was divine 

but maintained that he loved the land, such a person would 

be looked upon as a traitor and hereJtj.c. 

In what sense was the return 11natione.1 11 ? Since it 

was only Jews who would be taken back to Israel, we might 

imagine that this was a "national" :Ldea. F'urthermore, since 

"after the destruction of theTemple there were no more mass 

conversions to Judaism, the:, Jewish ;religion al-vreys remainee 
\ 
I 

the heritage of one particular people. Those who accepted 

Judaism were only a smal1 fract:Lon of the. ~Tewish people 
lr+7 

and were mixed in the leaven of the Jewish people .. u:_ rrhus' 
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by dint of historic<Jl circumstances, Judaism remained 

essentially the religion of one people. But the important 

thing to bear in mind is that a Jew was a Jew not because 

he belonged to &1 particular people or nation but because he 

was a member of a religious community. 1I1he test of loyalty 

to the group was r·eligious affirmation and the acceptance 

of a religj.ous covenant. The sign of that covenant was 

circumcision. Anyone who di.d not accept the religious 

be.sis of the Jewlsh group would have no place in the 

restoration. 

Medieval J·ewish Religion 

Reconstructionists recognize the true character of 

medieval Judaism but do not fully comprehend it. They are 

cognizant of the fact that "in the past, the Jewish 
148 

tradition spoke entirely in terms of religion'', that 

Judaism was conceived of as 11 the supernaturally revealed 
149 

religion of the J·ewish people •11 Furthermore, th$Y are 

aware that in the Mid .. dle Ages, "religion was •••• coextensive 
150 . 

with life 11 and ttall-embracing 11 • ur~very mode of social 

behavior, every form of conduct which answered to the 

expectation of fellow-Jews, fell under the category of 
151 

divine command.n 

With regard to creativity, wLich j.s so much 

empha.sized by Reconstructi.onists, Kaplan writes that 11 i t 
i 

was regarded es belonging to the domain reserved for gods 

or heroes. The greatest works of art .were achieved not 

with the purpose of giving full vent to man's creative 
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urge, that would have been considered presumption. 11.11 

works of art were entirely subordinated to the wo1•ship 
152 

pf God.11 

Now if everything is subsumed under religion'.' in the 

Medieval period, as Reconstructionists admit, how is it 

that they refuse to concede that J"udaism was a religion only 

and not a civilizetlon? 11he reason is due to the fact that 

they s1Q. recognize that everything was subordinated to 

religion. n11.11 of what we might call today the secular 
153 

aspects of life was part of the Jew's religious pattern." 

Reconstructionists mad.ntain that when religion ceased 

to be the all-embracing phenomenon that it once was, these 

so-called secular aspects of Judaism emerged in their C)W!l 

right and, therefore, should be treated as part of Judaism 

irrespective of their connection with religion.. It is well 

to point out here that the distinction between religious and. 

S8cular is a modern distinction and that the so-called non-· 

rel:Lgious or secular elements of Judaism formerly deri.ved 

their justification solely from the religious. 

In this connection, Kaplan writes that 11 it was not •••• 

a religion in the usu.al sense of the term, that constituted 

their bond of unity, though the worship of the same God of 

Israel, no doubt, contribnted to that unity. It was rather 

the 1J:iorah which functioned as a common code of law and way of 

l:tfe .. · The Torah was fundamentally not a means of bringing 
\ 
I 

each individual Jew into relationship with God, but of 

regulating the relationship of Jew to Jew, so that all Jews 
154 

might together constitute the people of God. 11 
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When Kaplan says that what united J·ews was not "religion in 

the usual sense of the term 11 , what he is actually is saying 

is that he does not consider some laws in the Torah as 

being reJ.:igious. This :Ls understandable because Kaplan 

does not accept the Torah as the revealed law of God. But 

the J·ews of the Medieval period did so accept it. And, 

therefore, whatever is contained in the '11orah is, from their 

point of view, religious. Whether one refrained from 

committing adultery or from eating shellfish, one's reaiSon 

for so acting was based on relig:l.ous sanctions. 

FurtLermore, it dces not really matter what purpose 

the 'rorah served or whether it was primarily concerned with 

the Jew's relatj.onship to God or to .hi·s fellow Jew. It 

does not matter because whatever the Torah commanded was 

looked upon as the will c:L" God and, consequently, was a 

religious commandment regardless of how we would like to 

classify it. 

In the .Middle Ages, then, art was religious art, 

music re1j.gious music, literature religi.ous literature, and 

law religious law. Wc-:i may not today consider everything 

that was subsumed under religion to be rel:Lgi.ous, but at 

the same time, we cannot properly apply the term secular to 

any aspect of medieval Jewish religion. 
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Emancipation 

From the preceding, it is clear that the sole bond of 

unity among Jews prior to the French Revolution was religion. 

Jews believed that they were the ~eop!e of God and that 

Judaism was a revealed religion. 

The French Revolution resulted in the grantj.ng of 

c:L tizenship to Jews. Cltizenshi.p mea;mt that Jews were to be 

considered loyal members of the nation in whi.ch they 

resided and that they were different from their fellow 

Christians only in religion. French J'ews and German J'ews 

had only religion in common •. 

Reconstructiorlists often lament: the fact tha.t 

"everywhere the price for emancipation was the surrender of 

Jewish cultural autonomy. E:verywhere it ·was expected of 

Jews that they lose their identity as a. distinct people.u 

This is unfortunate, Reconstructionists maintain, because 

social and cultural autonomy are necessary for the 

preservation of Jewish civilization.. Without autonomy, 

there can be only a truncated J'udaism... This attitude is 
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completely devoj_d of histor:Lcal basis. No matter where J'ews 

I lived in the ancient world, they were always considered as 
f ·, 
J · citj.zens of the city in which they lived.. They were granted 

I. a certain amount of autonomy, j;t is true, but this autonomy 

1 · was granted on religious grounds and the Jew:Lsh group was 

held together by religious sanctions. In medieval times, 

the same principle held. This is obvious from the fact 

thrt when Jews were not persecuted, e.g. in Moslem Spain or 

in Venice in the early sixteenth century, Jews participated 
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in the culture of their environment.. They differed from 

Christians only with respect to religion .. 

If the nature of Jews and Judaism in the modern 

world is to be properly understood, it is first necessary to 

atta:l.n a true estima.te of the much maligned Assembly of the 

Jewish Notables and the Napoleonic Sanhedrln. In response 

to questions submitted by Napoleon, these bodies clearly 

defined wh8.t they thought was thE3 true nature of Judaism .. 

Reconstructionists maintain thet the Sanhedrin completely 

erred in its appraisal of Judaism.. "Jewish nationalj.sm", 

writes David Polis, "which is' .. the hope for the restora.tion 

o:f a Jewish state in Palest:lne, was never challenged by any 

Jewish authority until the French Hevolution and Napoleon's 

Sanhedrin, by whose fiat Israel ceased to be a nation and 
15'6 

became a SEJct .. 11 1rhe reason that Jewish nationalism was 

never challenged before the French Revolution is obvious. 

Neither J·ewish nationalism nor any other ne.tionalism had 

yet come into existence. With respect to the latter part 

of the above statement, it must be pointed out again that 

Jews were consj.dered a nation only by the Church, vJhich did 

not use th€1 word with its nineteenth century meaning. Jews 

did not consider themselves a nt.3tion but a people of God. 

Reconstructionists also affirm that the Sanhedrin 
157 

gave 1 ts answers 11 virtue.lly under duress • 11 No proof is 
\ 

giv(:m to support this statement, and the evi.dence that is 

available contradicts it. The members of the Sanhedrin 

stated, 11We declare that we do not form a national body and 
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great nation." This statement, as well as the whole tenor 

of tl;iei1~ answers, disppoves.·.the contention that these answers 

were made under duress. 

The Assembly of Jewish Notables proclaimed the 

followj.ng wj.th regard to the Jew• s relationship to France 

and to his fellow Jews in other countries. uwrn the ·eyes of 
159 

the Jews, Frenchmen a.re brothers and not strangens •. 1 u 

111 The love of country is in the hearts of the Jews, a 

sentiment so natural, and so powerful a.nd so consonant with 

the religious opinion that a French J"ew considers himself in 

.&ingland as among strangers although he may be among Jews; and 

the case is the same with English Jews in France.' The 

Notables further declared, 'To such a pitch was the 

sent:.tment among them that, duri.ng the le.st war French Jews 

were seen fighting desperately agc:dnst other Jews--the 
160 

subjects of countries then at war with France. 1' 11 

"Lipmann Cerf ... J3err, in his speech at the opening of the 

Assembly, said, 'Let there be no longer distinction between 

Alsat':!.an, Portuguese or German Jews (since they are now all 

part of the French Empire) .. Scattered on the face of the 

globe w·e form only one people, worshipping the same God 

adhering religiously to the obedience which our la.w 
J.61 

commands towards the power under whose protection we live.'" 

1:l.1he position taken by the Notables was shortly 

afterwards affi.~med by the Sanhedrin. This position may 

be sv.mmed up a.s follows: Jews owe loyalty to France. They 

differ from other Frenchmen only in religion. The basis of 
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unj_ty among Jews in different countries is that they all 

worship the same Goa.. In maldng these affirmations, both 

the Assembly and the Sanhedrin correctly interpreted the 

nature of Jews and Judaism. 

Heconstructionists criticize t.hej.r position on the 

. grounds that it 11cal1ed for the renunciation ofthe unity of 

.the Jewish people and for its fragmentation into religious 

communities, divided by their respective national affiliations. 

It implied:.the surrender of the age old hope of a return to 
162 

their ancestx·al lnnd. 11 None of the statements here is 

correct. 'J.1he Jews had been since the time of the s·e:corid 

Commonwealth fragmentized into religious communities. The 

Assembly and the Sanhedrin only affirmed a reality. They did 
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not, as is charged, renounce the unity of the Jewish people, but 

on the contrary, maintained that the Jews were one people 

united by religion. With regard to the restoration, it was 

looked upon as a religious belief, in no way inconsistent with 

loyalty to France. 'I1he restoration would come about a.s the 

result of God's intervent5 .. on in the affairs of man. When 

the Reform movement gave up the idea of restoration, they 

gave up a religious idea--transforming it into another 

) religious idea, that of the Messianic Age. This :r,e:tnterpre ... 

] ,, tation proceded along mucl1 the same lines as the Reconstruc• 

.1 tioni.st interpretation of the God idea or of the doctrine of 

the chosen people. 
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Zionism 

The term nation was applied to those Jews durtng the 

peri.od of theSecond Commonweal th who lived j_n Judea. After 

the destruction of the Temple, the Honrnns no longer called 

the Jews a nat:Lon as they hed previously but a people. J·ews 

thought of themselves as a universal people and the early 

Christians agreed to this designation for theJews. 

During the second nnd third centuries, the 

Christians ~rin.1.;Le,d the term ne.tion to the Jews. Origj_n 
163 

refers to Jews as a 11 peculiar nation", which was a 
n 

transla.trton: o.f''. ;).} ,-&' i? j; 1 . By this designation the Church 

meant to convey the idea that Jews were a particular people 

descendr:id from the dnhabj_ tants of Judea and, therefore, 

could not be a universal people. That this is all that was 

mt:iant is indicatE:;d by the fact the.t before the 'F'rench 

Revolution, a J·ew could cease being a J·ew by accepting 

Christianity. It was on1y his rel1gion that made him ,Jewish. 

Because of the dominating influence of the Church 

during the Middle Ages, all Christ:Lans "looked upon the J'ews 
I 

as a nation. Luther as well as He'.tc:hlin referred to the 

Jews es a nation., Sha~espeare, in his Merchant of.,Y..e.n~, 

had Shylock use the words 1He scorned my nation. t Lessing 

likewise appli<:Jd the term nation to the Jews. Thus the 

Christians, whether hostile or favorable to the Jews, owing 

to the influence of the Church looked upon them as a 
164 

nation. u 

Jews Wf3re also influenced by the Church and soon 

applied the term nation to themselves. Mendelsohn rofers 
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to the "Jewish nation 11 in his Jerµ_§.al.Q!!!.. When employed by 

the Church in reference to J·ews, nation was a term of 

reproach. Jews accepted this designation and translated 

the word Jr' as nation. 

Because Jews had been colled a nation by the Church 

during the Middle Ages and because Jews sometlmes called 

themselves a nation, the problem arose during and after the 

French Revolution as to what kind of a group the Jews were·. 

If they were anation, they could not be admitted to citizen

ship, but j_f t.hey we:i:'e a religious group like the Catholics 

and Protestants, tbey could. This problem was first discussed 

by Chr:Lstians at the Gonst.:Ltutional Assembly. Witb.i.n the 

Assembly "there were two dist:Lnct groups with widely 

divergent views. '.rhe reactionary group, which could not 

reconcile :l tself to the revolutionary trend of the French 

people but was ready to accept some reforms, maintained 

that· the Jews were a nation and? therefore, should not enjoy 

the privileges of citizenship like the French people, but 

that they should be protected by the State as human beings. 

Those of the liberal group held that the .Tews constituted a 

religious group and not a nation, and therefore should be 

granted equal rights with the rest of the French people, and 

should enjoy the same privil~ges as the members of other 
. 165 

faiths, Catholics and Protestants.u 

The question whether Jews were a nation or a religious 
\ 

community raged all through the nineteenth century, and to 

some extent is still a problem today. Reactionary Christians 
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consistently maintained that J·ews were a nat:Lon, while 

liberal Christians said they were a religious community • 

The status of religious community was adopted by 

only a. small number of Jews, mainly those living in F'rance 

and Germany. The reason for thj_s was not, as Reconstruc

'tionists conti:ind, that only a few Jews could be duped into 

believing that J·udaism was a religion, but rath(:'Jr because 

the tide of reaction set in before emancipation reached 

n:astern .G'urope where the majority of Jews lived. 

Cons~quently, the Jews in Eastern Emrope were never given 

a chance to decide whether or not Jews were a religious 

community. They were never given the opportunity of having 

equal rights. 

The rise of Zionist philosophy has its roots in the 

:Emanc:Lpation. Had the Emancipation succeeded in Western and 

Central Europe and permeated f.fa stern li:Urope, :l t is highly 

improbable that Jews would ever he:1ve seriously considered 

that they were a nation. Both Hess and Herzl arrived at 

their concept of Jewish nationalism because emancipation had 

failed. Pinsker came to practicalJ.y the same conclusions 

becm, se ernancipBtion never reached Rus~~ia. 1rhese thTe.e m.en 

had two th:lngs in common, which are seldom pointed out. F:Lrst, 

beforG adopting Jewi.sh nationalism, their primary interest 

was not in Jews or Judaism. Secondly, they all wrote tb.eir 

classic works immediately after a period of reaction or after 
·: 

an extraordinary incident of persecution of Jews. 

Hess did not receive a gocd Jewish education and 

11was at first very rn.uch absorbed i.n Hegelianism, Socialism, 
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and Communism. tt Pinsker was an active participant in the 

movement for the R11ssifi.C?.ii:!1J.011 of the Jews.. Herzl in .hj.s 

youth hr;d no interest in the Jewish people. Hess wrote 

~..fil1LJ§.r..llJ?..aleill! after the Dernascus Affnir in 181+0. ar..d the 

failure of the revolts of 1848. Pinsker wrote his Auto

Ema!l<;.inat).on after the pogroms of 1881. Herzl wrote his 

J!3_WjJl-h.J?tat§. after the Dreyfus Affair. 

The philosophy of Zionism cannot be derived from the 

Zowish tradition. It was a philosophy imbued with nineteenth 

century nationalsim and arose as a result of anti-Sem:ltism. 

The clr;l,v:i.ng force beh:Lnd Z:lonism was not tradi tonal Jewish 

messianism. Although Hess wanted the new Jewish State to be 

in Palestine, Herzl did not nedessarily want Palestine, and 

Pinsker preferred another land. 

It is well at this point to re:t terate a warning 

which Reconstructionists give about the influence of anti-

Semitism on the Jei.1r 1 s concept1.on of himself. An editorial 

runs as follows: 11Herzl, like Ahad Ha-Am, drew· our 

attention to the fact thl1t, in the diaspora,,, the Jew's own 

views about themselves are influenced by anti-Semites. In 

the beginning of h:Ls introduction he poi.nts out that 1 even 

Jews fai thfUlly repeat the cry of anti-Semites t and warns 

about •unjust accusations 1 which may 'weaken our self

knowledge. • This warning against adopting anti-Jewish 

conceptlons about J·ews is assuredly as timely today as j.t 
i 167 

was fifty yea1·s ago. 11 It is this very warning which 

neither Herzl, the Zionists, nor the Reconstructionists have 

heeded. For j:t was the Christian reactionar•ies of the 
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nineteenth century who said the Jews were a nation. Since 

the Jew was part of the Jewish nnt1.on, he could. not be 

part of any other nation. Since the Jew was a Jewish 

national, he could not be a French or German citizen. He 

must be regaTded as an alien. It was this cry of the anti

Semi tes on which Herzl based h:i.s philosophy. 

Reconstructionists wholeheartedly support Zionism 

but in their historical appraisal of ·the movement they often 

grievously err.. Eugene Kohn yJri tes, "It is therefore 

apparent that those Zi.on:i.sts who feel tr.wt Zionism should be 
of 

the modern expression of the loyalty/Jews to Jewish history 

and Jewish destmy, and who wish to keep the.Jewish people 

in the majn stream of that historic development which is 

J"udaism, mus·t accept the Reconstructionist thesis that 

Judaism is the religious clvilization of the Jewish 
168 

people .... ,., 11 Kohn speaks of zj.onism as an expression of 

the modern Jews loyalty to Jewish history, and of a desire 

to keep the Jewish people in the 11main stream." If any 

stream can be considered the "main stream" in J"udaism, it is 

certainly the Pharisaic point of view which shaped almost 

two thousand years of Jewish history. Zionism has no 

relationship to Pharisaic J"udaism.. On the contrary, after 

the destruction of the Temple the Pharisees did their bes.t 

l~'. to dissociate J'udaism from the land of' Judea. The only 

connection between Jews andthe Land in Pharisaic ideology 

is religious. Zionism can in no way express the J·ew' s 

loyalty to his history because that history leaves no room 

for Zionism. 
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No greater misunderstanding of J'ewisb. history can 

be found than in the following passage: "Zionism is in 

origin and present motivation closely associated with the 

Jewish religion. Aft.er all, Zionism has its sources in the 

utterance of the prophets. It was supported by the teachings 

of great rabbis and sages throughout the long swe2p of 

Jewish history.. All these alike conceived. Israel in terms 

of nationhood. All these alilrn looked forward to a 

reconstruction of the Jewi.sh people in its own 18nd. 

Certainly, our non-Zionists would not charge Jeremiah and 
169 

Johe.nan ben Zakkai and Judah Halevi with being secularists •• " 

Although Reconstructioni.sts admit that Zionists 

tttransformed the traditional idea of redemption by means of 

miraculous intervention into the concept of national 
170 

sel.fredernptionu, they also maintain that "'neither Herzl's 

analysis of the Jewish question nor his proposal for its 

nsolution" ·was new. The idea of restoring the Jewish state 

may be found ..... in Jewish prayers, in the Messianic 

movements, and in other nationalistic manifestations of the 
171 

!c1pre-Zionist 11 p<?riod. 0 In the first quote j_t is admitted 

that Zionism is something different from messianism. In the 

second it is assumed that Herzl's solution was heralded in 

traditional Judaism. 

J·ews1 and Judaj_sm ~roday 

Although Jews were always in n sense beyond 

categorization, at least until the French Revolution, one 

f could describe what a Jew was and .what .. he: believed. Since 
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the French Hevolution, a new type of J·ew htrn appeared 

wh:Lch IJWl<:E:s any term, other than a very vague term, 

inapplicable to Jews as a whole.. This new type may be 

called the non-relig1.ous Jew, for .his affiliation with 

J·ews and Judaism is based on something other :than religion .. 

He is ej.ther a cul turalist, a Ziortist, or a marginal J·ew, 

i.e., a Jew who ls recognized as a J'ew by society but has 

np Jewish affiliations or interests.. If Judaism is merely 

a religlon, how can we account for Jews who will have 

nothing to do with. J·ewi;:;h r·eligion'? Reconstruction1.sts 

assume that what makesthem Jews j.s that they are part of 

the J·ewish people and partake of a com1~:on civi.lization, 

which is cultural and social as well as religious • 

On the eve of the French Revolution J'udaism was a 

religion, pure and simple. Why didthe character of 

Judaism change in the eyes of some Jews? The answer is to 

be found i.n the new type of ent:t-Jewish feeling which 

manifested itself in the ni.neteenth century.. Whereas 

formerly a Jew could redeem himself by becoming a 

C.hr:Lstian--there was nothing inherently bad about a Jew, 

now the Jew was considered irredeemable. "His orig:Ln., .... 

condemned him to an 1.nferiori ty which no effort on h:i.s part 
172 

can possibly alter.!' There was nothing he could do 

about it and there was no way to extricate himself from 

this situation... He could not become a Christian and yet 

could not assimilate because he was said to have Jewish 

blood or to be tainted by the J·ewi.sh nationality. No matter 

what he did, he would always be identified as a.,Jew. 
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Now, suppose a J·ew could not accept the Jewish 

religion. He was still a Jew because his society said he 

was. 1'here ware several paths that such a J·ew could take 

and. actually did take. He could become a marginal Jew, 

almost assimilated, and with no Jewish connections. He 

could become a Zionist and either go to Palestine to start 

a new life or work toward that goal for other J·ews. Ile 

could become a culturalist, interested only in Jewish 

cul ture--a culture purely religious in med:i.eval times, but 

in modern times most of this culture would be considered 

non-religious. Jews took all thr:ee of these paths, but lit 

must be borne in mind that the great determi.nant in all 

three was the judgment of society .. 

Because society would not permit Jews who rejected 

JevJ'i.sh religion to become assimilated, the phenomenon of 

secular Jews and secular Judaism a.rose. '.l1oday a person is 

a Jew if either he or fuis society recognizes him as such. 

Judaism now means religion for J·ewish religionists, culture 

for Jewish culturalists, nationalism for Zionists, and 

civilieatioh for Reconstructionists. Judaism is what it 

once was--a religion, or it is whatever Jews want to think 

it is. 

Jews are often called a people, indicating that 

there are certain bonds whj.ch unite them. The above 

analysis j_ndicates tha.t the only bond which unites Jews 

today is a common fate. What happens to Jews.'dn one place 

may happen to Jews elsewhere. All Jews are in the same 

boat or are likely to be in the same boat. 
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Why Reconstructionism Misinterprets Jewish History 

Although the basic concepts of Reconstructionism are 

peoplehood and civilization, the key word for an understand:l.ng 

of Reconstructionism is survival. Reconstructionists want 

Jews to survive. 11Prejudice in fe.vor of Jewish surviva111 

should be 11 a prerequisite to taking up studies for the 
173 

rabbinic calling." So important i.s survival that the 

only Jews who whuld be read out of the Jewish community 

would be Jews who refused to accept it. 11The only limita

tion to which that right (to think for themselves) should 

be subject, if they \•.rant to remain Jews, is at least an 
174 

unqualified acceptance of J·ewish surviva.1 .. u 

But why should Jews survj_ve? Reconstructionists do 

not accept the religious rationale of the chosen people or 

the doctrine of the mission. Is there any justification for 

Jewish survival? Reconstructionists would answer that no 

rationale is neEided. "As a civilization, Judaism possesses 
175' 

the prerogative of being justly an end in itself • 11 

"Jewish life is a unique way of experience, it needs no 
176 

further justificatlon • 11 But granted that Judaism does 

not need to justify :.i.tself, why should it survive1 Who is 

interested in Jewish survival? To whom has Reconstructionism 

appealed? Reconstructionism serves as a phD.osophy for 

rabbis, Jewish social workers, J·ewish center leaders, Jewish 

educators, and Jew:1.sh communal workers. It is a philosophy 

which requires only an acceptance of Jewish survival, and 

those to whom Reconstructionism has appealed have a vital· 

interest in J·ew:Lsh survival. These people can no longer 
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accept traditional Jewish theology or are not interested 

in it, but they are interested in Jewish life because they 

are personally involved, economically, socially, and 

psychologically. Reconstruct1onism supplies these people 

w1th a modern philospppy-""'a,philosophy which is acceptable 

to them. 

In order to survive, Jews must have status and 

they must be known by a namE? which gives status. Hence, 

Kaplan first chose the term nation and, when this term was 

no longer usable, he substituted the ter.m,people. Although 

a name is important, more is needed than a name to give 

status. Jews must be united and the J"ewish people must 

become a living reality. Therefore, J"ews should organize 

themselves on the local level into organic Jewish 

communities and on the international level into an inter-

national people which would seek representation in the 

United Nations •. 

However, organization is not enough either. To 
must 

survive, Judaism must be made worthwhile. Its civilization/ 

be developed, for otherwise it will fail to get the Jew's 

loyalty. Judais~ nmst become creative, but it cannot be 

creative withou:t: a spj.ritual and cultural center, where Jews 

are in the majority. Therefore, Jews must support 

Zionism. 

Jews must be considered a people and Judaism a 

civilization because the.se terms can j_nclude,,all J·ews. It 

is not fair for religioni.sts to monopollze the word Judaism. 

With this philosophy in mind, Reconstructionists 
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approach J"ewish history, but they are not interested in 

history per se.. They are interested in history only 

ihsofar as it supports Jewish survival. Reconstructj.onists 

do not look at the po.st with the purpose of understanding 

it. Rather do they look to history to bolster their 

phi.losophy. .And this is basically why Reconstructi.onists 

can see a nation where there is only a people of God, a 

nationalism where there is only a religious messianism, 

and a civilizati.on where there is only a religion. 
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