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PREFACE 

When the Union of American Hebrew Congregations was established 

i.n 1873 the United States was not the industrial world power that it is 

today. America was in the begim1ing of her period of change from an 

agrarian rural society. The Jews, while not numerous, lived primarily in 

the expanding urban centers. The great industrial revolution changed 

American society from rural to urban living. 

With conttnued urbanization, the American cities posed difficulties 

with which a rural people was unfamiliar. n1e industrial revolution 

needed labor to operate the new factories of the growing mechanical age. 

As a result, immigration ·to American shores was not only accepted, but 

was encouraged. 

Cont.inued growth in j.ndustrialization led America to play a larger 

and more ominous role in world polU;ics. Because of America• s growing 

alliances abroad, she found herself in t.he midst of a great world war. 

This war taxed the industrial complex of America and demanded a further 

growth in i:ndustrializatlon and urbanization. While this growt.h brought 

great prosperity to America, it also brought with it a striving for luxury 

on the part of the Amedcan people. As a result, Americans extended their 

credH. lines to the breaking point. The American economy could not handle 

the strain and in 1929 Americans witnessed the beginnj.ng of the great 

depression, where millions were unemployed. The count.ry moved into a 

period of' so-called socializatton whereby the Federal government took more 

and more control over the free enterprise system. 

By the late 1930 1s America was again preparing for a world war. In 

1941 she entered the war, which wH.nessed the wanton destz:ouction and butchery 

of s:Lx million Jews on the European con·tinent. The industrial complex of 
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our na·t.ion was taxed again in order to make the hardware needed to fight 

the war in Europe and the South Pacific. Unemployment was at a low point 

and t;he economy was again growing. 

When the war ended in 1945, Americans began turning to the domestic 

problems that had been created by the to·tal change from rural living to 

urban life. The disparity between rich and poor, between black and white 

grew daily. The polarization that resulted has been of great concern to 

Amer:Lcans, and the domestic scene has witnessed various attempts at bridging 

·t.he gap between all peoples in American life. 

Recognizing the stablizing influence that religion can have during 

times of social crisis and social upheaval, the UAHC and the CCAR have made 

attemp·t.s at coming to grips with the problems of American society. The 

following pages represent a summary of' the work done by the Reform move-

men·t., toward bettering this society and relieving problems caused by that 

society. To understand the social action movement of Reform Judaism, one 

must fully understand that social action takes place only in a growing 

society. As we shall see, all social action in Reform Judaism is in 

response to specific social problems within our culture. 
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iii. 

DIGEST 

In times of social crisis man has oft,en looked t.o his religious 

institut.ion for guidance, help and securi:tiy. Frequently those organized 

insti·tutions of religious life hav~' developed programs which seeks to work 

wi·thin the social syst.em to change the evils which bring on frustration. 

Reform Judaism and the institu·tions of Reform namely, the CCAR and the UJUW 

have proven to be pillars in th1.s kind of social justice movement. 

Although only touching the surface of the involvement of Reform 

Jews in the area of social action, this thesis i.s an attempt at showing 

the grow·th and development of such a program of social action. 

Since 187f3 Reform Judaism has attempted to deal significantly with 

social issues in a religious context. An enormous amount of effort has 

been given to social act.ion, sometimes with very positive results. At 

other times, the development of such programs has been frustra·ted by 

internal problems wtthin the ranks of Reform Judaism causing social action 

to fail. This thesi.s is an attempt at delinea·ting the successes and failures 

with a social action program of a ma,jor religj.ous body. 
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SECURING A FOUNDA'I'ION FOR SOCIAL AC1'ION 

During the formative years of the Union of American Hebrew Con-

gregations (UAHC), questions of. social justice, and the amm.mt of. 

involvement in social action on the part of Reform Jews, were in debate. 

Not until the UAHC Conven·tion in 1878 dtd the Reform involvement in this 

area of social ;justice take on institutional dimensions. We find that 

during the convention a consti tut.ional amendment, was passed that would 

enable the Union to engage tn ·the seri.ous quest ions of social justice. 

The am(;mdmell't ·to the Union. constitution reads as :follows: 

It shall be the duty of the Union to keep a watchful eye 
on occurrences at home and abroad, concerning the civil 
and religious rights of Israelites, and to call at·tention 
of the proper authoritj.es to the fact, should any violation 
of such rights occur, and to keep up communi.cation with 
similar central Israel:i.te bodtes throughout the globe. 

To establish relations wi.th kindred organbations in other 
parts of the world, for the relief of Jews from political 
oppression, and f'or rendering them such aid f'or their 
tntellectual elevation as may be wtt.hbl the reach of this 
Union.l 

It was through this constitut1.onal amendment that the Union made ·the 

Board of Delegates on Cj.vtl Rights an established part of the UAHC. As 

was clear tn the amendment, the f'unc·tion o:f the Board of Delegates 

would be to deal w;lth problems that vJere speci.fically Jewish problems 

of' ctvil rights. This is import.ant to bear in mind at the start, as we 

shall see that the movement made many changes tn policy during the years 

that :followed. 

American Reform Rabb:l.nate did not find ttself' institutionally 

involved i.n this matter of civil right.s durtng the decade before 1885. 

However, little was done on an organi.zattonal level, this did not preclude 

Heform rabbis from speaking out. on social issues dur:i.ng these years. As 
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early as 1870 rabbis did speak on political or economic issues, even if 
2 

only rarely. 

In. 1885 the Reform movement, under the leadership of its Rabbimtte, 

adopted the Pittsburgh Platform which was used as the yardstick by which 

Reform would take place. The eighth point of' that platform, although not 

a mandate to social action., gave the Reform laity and rabbinate more 

freedom to move in the areas of social justice and social concern. 

In full accordance with the sp:Lri t, of Mosaic 
legislation which strives to regulate the relation 
between rich and poor, we deem it. our duty to 
participate in the great task of modern ·t.imes, to 
solve on the basis of justice and righteousness the 
problems presented by the contrasts and evils of 
the present organization of society.3 

This st.atement presents a much broader base than did the Union 1 s 

constitutional amendment of 1878, which was really concerned speci.fically 

with Jewish problems. 

Even with the Ptttsburgh Platform as their standard bearer, the 

rabbis still moved very cautiously after 1885. They were involved in 

the area of social concern, but they moved in a utopian and unreal1stic 

manner. 

:
11rh:is approach represented a. philosophj.cal attitude rather 

than a dynamic call to aci.;ion. The realization had not 
yet dawned tha-t religion. had to offer more than preach
ments, it had to rub shoulders with everyday politics and 
economics, and had to be willing to take risks for ·the 
sake of. ideals. •;/.~ 

Bearing this in mind, tt is not dtfficult to see why th<o1 CCAR, between 

its founding in 1.890 and 1908, passed onJ.y· two social pronouncements, 

one was to join together wi.th the Golden Rule Brotherhood for Peace, and 

the second a typical kind of social pronouncement condemni.ng chtld labor. 
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. These first 18 years of the CCAR are very noticeably void of real social 

concern, which leads Leonard Mervis to say: 11 The social concern in the 

formative period of the conference is to be described in terms of social 
5 

service rather than social justice. 11 One of the reasons for this one 

can only speculat.e. Mervis feels that the CCAR was too engrossed in its 

own internal struggles with respect to the institutions of Reform Judaism, 

that it had little energy left to tackle the monumental problems that were 

beginning to develop in the d. ties and rural areas of our own country. 

They were so engrossed in oratory on questions sueh as on which day to 

observe the sabbath, that they had little time to put into practi.ce the 
. 6 

positions that were preached on the sabbath. 

While the CCAR was trytng to make up its mind on the important 

religious issues of the day, the UAHC was busying itself in the area of 

social justice. The Reform leaders during these years immediately 

preceding and immedi.atel.y following the turn of the century were men of 

noble aspirations and genuine dedication to the religious task. 'l'hey 

sought the good of Jews wherever they might be and they began to f'lnd some 

areas of concern for all of manktnd. They thought that Reform Judaism 
7 

could lead the way into the Messianic Age. 

Examples of ·their deep concern in more than one area are evidenced 

by their dealing wi·~h the problems of Eastern European Jews and the idea 

of global law and an international police force, all at the same time. 

Although ·the report of the Board of Delegates on Civil Rights is primarily 

concerned with the problems of Russian Jewry both here and in Russia, it. 

still finds time to be cone erned with ·the overall problem of man's inhuman:i. ty 

t.o man. 
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After the turn of the century, the American people seemed to turn 

toward new dimensions. The improvement of society no longer rested in 

the hands of a few chosen leaders, but the whole nation began to be uni.ted 

on a new social quest. 'fogether with the rest of the nation, the clergy 

too, began to take up arms in defense of soci.al rights. While it was 

uncommon in the past ·iio find clergymen speaktng out on soc:i.a.l issues, 
8 

many now preached the social message. The clergy, including the CC.AR, 

became very much involved in political life. 

Taking their cue from the gentile clergy, the CCAR.turned more 

tow·ard the social scene. The first substantive :i.ssue w:l.t,h which the CC.AR 

dealt was the ,Jewish working man who lived in the squalor of the large 

citi.es. It was because of this social problem that the CCAR created i.ts 

first real social committee. Created in 1910, ·the Committee on Synagogue 

and labor, failed in its f:i.rst attempts because it was divided between those 

who espoused purely religious objectives and those who wanted to broaden 

the scope of the concerns of the committee. The committee failed to br:i.ng 

a synthesized platform which a growtng number of rabbis seemed to be 
9 

seeking. 

The social concerns of the Rabbis, were becoming broader even if 

without a legal institutional machtnery with which to work. In 1911 the 

CCAR set up a committee to do a s·tudy tn the area of criminality. Whether 

this was in response to a 1910 request of the CCAR to make a statement 

backing legislation that would halt the traffic on white sla:very, we cannot 

be sure, but we can be certain that the conference was not insensitive ·iio 

outside pressures • 

I ~I 
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At the 1911 conference a CCAR committee on 11Dependants, 
Defectives, and Delinqu.ents" was set up. It was pointed 
out that the conference should undertake a more thorough 
investigati.on of the causes of criminality. • • The synagogue 
cannot afford to be behind the church in the solution of 
this problem.lO 

5. 

Alt,hough the concerns for the Eastern European immigrants was the 

most time-consuming task of the social justice program of the UAHC, there 

were other areas in which the Union made its presence felt, even in these 

early years. It was through the offices of Simon Wolf, the chairman of 

the Board of Delegates on Civil Rights of the UAHC, that Jewish servicemen 

were finally granted passes for leaves on the Jewish High Holy Days. The 

influence of Wolf and hts office cannot be too highly stressed, as he was 

one of the most influential people on this issue. 

Wolf 1 s major concern, though, was with imm:l.gra·tion laws and the 

Russian treatmen·t of Jews. He worked diligently to secure American 
I 

governmental sympathy for the treatment that Jews received in Russia.. 

Coupled with this concern was the American passport question. The Russians 

had failed to validate the passports of American Jews. This problem was 

within the bounds of showing concern over Jews wherever they might live. 

The Board under Wolf 1s leadership influenced the President and other high 

American officials to such a degree that any new treaty with Russta would 

have as one of its points on the agenda the val:tdation of passpo:bt·e~-;of 

American Jews in Russia. Then in conjunction with the problems of Russian 

Jewry, Wolf 1 s committee worked hard to prevent an American qu'ota being set 

on immigration from Russia. 

Toward this end, we find that in 1911 the UAHC through its official 

committee, the Board of Delegates on Civil Hights moves into the areas of 

concern with other Jewish national groups. The Internatj_onal Order of 
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B1nai B1rith and the American Jewish Commj:t;tee tried ·bo fight the proposed 
11 

immigration restrictions that Congress was contemplating. Important 

here is the fact that in this area of social concern, the UAHC through its 

committee took a stand on a national issue, as a national relig:Lous 

represen·tative body. 

The UAHC annual report of 1911 also saw the Board of Delegates 

involved in trying to persuade aliens to begin the long process of 

naturalization. A number of specific incidents had been reported whereby 

some aliens were denied medical ·breatment. This inhumane treatment 

caused Wolf to urge the UAHC to adopt a program whereby the Board of 

Delegates could urge these immigrants to begtn naturalization. Once the 

prooess of naturalization was begun, when a problem such as medical 

services would arise, the immi.grant would at least have begun the process 
12 

and would not be refused this treatment. 

1'he reports of Wolf 1 s Board of Delegates betvmen 1912 and 19lh all 

dealt with the problem of i.mmigration, specifically Jewish immigration. 

The reports reflect the Board of Delegates 1 work in specifi.c cases. That 

is to say that \>Ihen some alien was being threatened wiiih deportation, if 

Wolf was contacted, he would serve as the lawyer in that speci.f:Lc ca.se, 7 

and he would try to prevent. this Jew from being deported. The Board was 

specifically concerned with the Jews who were being deported during 

these years, and for a number of years t,o come. 

Although the major thrust of the UAHC 1 s social justice program :i.n 

1913 is still found on the immigration front, the Board of Delega·bes began 

work on the labor front as the CCAR had done only two short years earlier . 

The Board of Delegates strongly supported P:residen·t Taft 1 s proposal for a 
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13 
Department of Labor. Although the Union as a whole did not adopt such 

a proposal, t.he Board of Delegates was involving itself in this highly 

political area, and was at least making recommendations to the whole body 

in an area that for the Union was vir"lma.lly untouched. 

Also in 1913 we notice that the UAHC together with the B1nai B1 ri·Gh 

and other concerned Jewish individuals helped to defeat a North Carolina 

law· which would have made Bible reading in the public schools mandatory. 

The Board of Delegates had its repre~3entatives testify against such a move 
14 

on the part of the State of North Carolina. Largely due to the efforts 

of the Board of Delegates and the B1nai B1rtth this controversial State 

constitutional amendment did not become law in North Carolina. 

-~Jith the U.S. on th{~ br:Lnk of World War I, attention was almost 

solely given to the problems of immigration. The Board of Delegates worked 

dilig,en·tly to secure basic rights for these immigrants, and to urge our 

government to take ac·tions that would enable the :tmmigrants to achieve 

some semblance of normal li-ving. The UAHC was also vitally concerned 

with the status of the Jews who lived in Eastern Europe. In the reports 

of the Board of Delegates in 1915, Wolf remarked that s:lnce the war had 

begun, we American Jews need not feel ashamed at helping our co-religionists 

in those countries which are a.t war. Assurances have been made by 

Presiden-t Wilson that once the war is over he would use his office to help 
15 

oppressed Jews in those countries affected. 

During the years of the war, the major effort made on the part of 

the Board of Delega·t.es was :Ln conjunction wt th the B 1 nai B 1 ri th and the 

United H:Las to relieve the oppressed and suffertng immigrants who came to 
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our shores. The term we might apply to this period of Union partici-

pation is social action. Now the tide had turned from resolutions and 

plat,forms in the Union, to helping people who needed help. For these years 

the Union was not, concerned with ·the over all policies as much as it was 

concerned with atding those who needed the help of the Board of Delegates. 

While the Union through the Board of Delegates, was deeply involved 

in various aspects of the social justice mission, the CCAR was groping 

with a platform from which it might eventually launch a social justice 

campaign. In 1915 as a result of the disappoin·ting report of the Committee 

on Synagogue and Industri.al Relations, the Commission on Social Justice 

of the CCAR was instructed to draw up a preamble and a set of principles. 

Thus an effort was launched to secure a firm foundat'lon for the CCAR on 

this matter of soej.al ;justice. 

· Even without such a pla:t.form, the CCAR committed itself in 1918 to 

two very important principles with respect to the problems of labor and 

management. First, the CCAR saw f'l t to recognize 11 the right of labor to 
16 

organize and to bargain collectively." Secondly the Conference came to 

grips with an increasingly more difficult problem, namely whether labor 

had any rights wi·t.h respect to the kind of remuneration it receives. 11We 

advocate workmen's compensation for industrial accidents and occupational 

diseases, a fair minimum wage and regulation of industrial conditions with 
17 

par·t.icular reference to the special needs of women. 11 

With pressures growing wit.h:Ln the CCAR to come up with a suitable 

platform from which to make these pronouncements, the committee on Synagogue 

and Industrial Relations, under the leadership of Horace Wolf, submitted a 

report in 1918 which helped the CCAR focus its plans for the :future of the 

social justice movement within the Conference. 
i I 
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The next few decades will have as their chief concern the recti-

fication of social and economi.c evils. The world will busy itself not 

only with the establishment of political, but also with the achievement of 

industrial democracy through social justice. The ideal of social justice 

has always been an integral part, of Judaism. It is in accordance with 

tradit:Lon, therefore, that the Central Conference of American Rabbis 

submits the followtng declaration of principles as a program for the 

attainment of which the followers of our faith should strive. 

l. A more equ1.table distribution of the profitr~ of industry. 

2. A minimum wage which will insure for all a fair standard. 
of living. 

3. The legal enactment of an eight hour day as a maximum for 
all industrial workers. 

4. A compulsory one day of rest in seven for all workers. 

5. The regulat1.on of industrial conditions to give all 
workers a safe and sanitary working environmen-t;, with par
ticular reference to the special needs of women. 

6. The abolition of child labor and raising the standard of 
age wherever the legal age limit is lower than is con-· 
s1.stent with moral and physical health. 

7. Adequate workmen's compensation for industrial accidents 
and occtwational diseases. 

8. Legislatlve provision for universal workmen's health 
insurance and careful study of social insurance methods 
for meeting the contingencies of unemployment and old 
age • 

~. l!iJl. adequate permanent national sys·tem of public employment 
bureaus to make possible the distribution of the labor 
forces of .rumerica. 

10. The recognition of the right of labor to organize and 
bargain collectively. 

11. The applicatlon of the principles of mediation, conciliation, 
and arbitration to industrial disputes. 

L -· ------
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12. Proper housi.ng for working people, secured through 
government regulation when necessary. 

13. The preservation and the integrity of the home by a 
system of mothers t pensions. 

1.0. 

14. Constructive care of dependents, defectives, and criminals, 
with the aim of restoring them to normal life wherever 
possible.l8 

Although the program that the Conference offered here was wi.de in 

scope, tt was not terri.bly orig'inal. The Conference still finds i '\;self 

as the follower among leaders, rather than in the role of leader. The 

pltatform that the Reform rabbis adopted, while being of signifi.cance, was 

still the stepdaughter of what the gentile clergy had already proposed. 

IIIt included all of the recommendations that were called for in the 1912 

social plat;form of t.he Federal Coundl of Churches of Chris·t in America, 
19 

and in the 1919 Bishop's program of the Roman Catholic Church. 11 

Noticeably missing from this platform was a plank on war and peace. 

This does not mean that ·the Habbis were not interested in world peace. 

Acco~ding to Mervis, the Reform rabbinate was not very much different on 

this issue than were its Chrtst.tan counterparts. On ·the issue of war, 
20 

' the Conference remained neutral. Individually many rabbis spoke out 

aga:Lnst involvement which might lead to war, but the Conference as a 

group remained stlent. 

Despite the lack of an adequate war plank, and regardless of the 

Conference taking His cue from the gentile minlsters, 11 The declaration 

was a strong social credo, showj.ng the vital social :Lnterest of the rabbis 

and their eagerness to parti.c:i.pate :Ln t.he improvement of their country. 

Furthermore, it est.ablished social justice tnstead of social service as 
21 

the proper emphasis of the conference. 11 With the adoption of this 



'[t 
:~ 

Ll 
I 

11. 

highly significant platform, the Commission on Social Justice became the 

sole authorized commit·tee for the Conference on the matter of social con-

cern.s and involvement on the part, of the Conference i.n those concerns. 

After establishing thi.s Commission of Social Justice under the 

leadership of Horace Wolf, its .first cha:l.rman, the Conference faced the 

difficult task of putting the platform which the Conference adopted into 

practice. Wolf's first report toward this end was anything but exciting. 

The Commissi.on was in the mi.dst of preparing a bibliography of relevant, 

materials and reprints of certain articles. 

While the CCAR was in the throes of launching its program for 

social justice, the UAHC through;J its Board of Delegates on Civil Rights 

was looking for direct.ion. Of course the aftermath of the World War left 

the Board with many problems with respect to immigrants. The Board still 

functioned as a sort of public defender of the rights of individual JlilWS 

who needed the help of a counsel. This job was nothing new however, and 

the Board of Delegates needed to find some new direct:l.on toward which j,t 

could direct its efforts. 

Perhaps the 1918 annual report might serve to illustrate, both the 
I 

grO:ptng of the Board, and the direction that it seems it would follow: 

On the score of civil l'tghts we have zealously watched 
the oft-repea·ted attacks on Jewish people as a class 
and as individuals. Whi.le ever-ready to defend our 
rights, let us not ignoreour duty as patroiotic American 
citizens, and aid in stamping out the attempts on the part 
of anyone, especially Jews, who destroy law, order, and 
the great Re~ubU.c founded by our fathers and maintaj.ned 
by the sons. ~2 

The intent of this statement seems to be clear, that the Union might think 

about involving itself in matters that perta.in to the whole community, not 

merely to the Jews in that community. 

~ 
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While it took the Conference a long time to adopt its first plat-

form, only two years af·ter its adopti.on the need ~-Jas felt by the CCAR to 

upda·te the platform on social jt1stice that was passed in 1.918. At the 

convention in 1920 an updated set of principles was adopted by the Conference 

with these new empha.ses noted. 

1. The Conference was more speci.fic in its declaration that 
labor had a right to collective bargaining. That is, the 
labor force had the right to share de·termination of 
working conditions. 

2. Mention was ma.de of the Bolshevik revolution and the scare 
that it was causing in the United States. 

J, Attention was also drawn to the widening gulf being .forged 
beiiw·een the blacks and whites. The Conference pleaded 
for santty and humane treatment for all. 

L~. In keepi.ng with its past work, the Conference opposed the 
racial bias that was legalized in the immigration act of 
1920. 11 The rabbis urged the maintenance of that haven of 
refuge distinguishing America from its very ~; di'OJlnding. 11 2J 

The year 1921 found the Board of Delegates with a new problem with 

which to work, Sunday closi.ng laws. The Board, according to it.s annual 

report of 1921, spent much time trying to curb the ban on Sunday business. 

More than the blue laws tfas at stake. At stake for the Board was a specific 

Jewish problem: was a man who closed his busi.ness on Saturday to observe 

his Sabbath.., to be punished economically by not betng allowed to open his 

shop on Sunday which was not his Sabbath? For the Board thts was a matter 

of separatton of church and state. 1'he Union was also concerned, as i·h 

had been in t.he past wtth American foreign policy. The Union wanted to 

make tts position clear wi.th respect to American financi.al ai.d. The UAHC 

did not approve of Amertcan aid being given to countri.es which would deny 

equal rights to all its citizens. 

I I 
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'!'he year 1922 witnessed a_new thrust on the part of. the CCAR. 

report, of 1922 mentions a great demand on the part, of. labor unions, 

universities and social groups to have the pronouncements of the CCAR on 

social issues. The Commi.ssion on Social Justice of the Conference 

recommended to the CCAR that, such a plan be put into operation whereby the 

social pronouncements would become a matter of public record. Interesting 

to note that the report mentions that similar proposals were now i.n effect 

in both P~otestant and Catholic groups. These groups had but recently· 

begun to have their pronouncements disseminated through paid publici.ty 

campaigns. The Commi.ssion also made an effort to align itself with Christian 

groups for other causes during 1922. "This desire for contact with similarly 

inclined Christian bodies is seen in the var1.ous at.tempt,s during 1922 taken 

by the Commission to unite with Catholic and Protestant leaders in joint 
2h 

social justice announcements. 11 

Other issues which ooncerned the Conference in 1922 included a 

pronouncement deplor:i.ng the Supreme Court decision which declared a child 

labor law unc·onstitutional. Also, in accordance with their platform, 

the rabbis recommended a study of unemployment insurance which would serve 

as protection for a laborer during periods of enforced illness. 

During this active year for the Conference, the Union too was 

maintaining its activities on behalf of the immigrants. 'rhe Board of 

Delegates on a day-to-day basis, sti.ll acted to help process aliens by 

aid1.ng in securing passports and clearances. Concern was also noted over 

world civil rights, especially for the Jews who lived in Poland .and Roumania. 

The issue of Bible reading in the public schools again was at stake. 'l'he 
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Board of Delegates also spent a great deal of time seeking to prevent the 

introduction of the JYlerchant of Venice into various curricula. 

The report of the Board of Delegates in 1923 reflects two new issues, 

The UAHG adop·ted a resolution on uniform marriage, divorce and desertion 

laws. Thi.s resolution was passed by the Biennial with the widest; possible 

inten·~. It was not aimed at Jews specifj.cal.ly, but rather it was the 

Union's attempt, at a resolution which was universal in nat.ure. 

The report also indicates that growing unrest was being felt among 

American. J'ews because of discrimination. The report shows that thel Union 

was concerned with the discrimination-in a Federal Park board's book which 

contained two anti-Jewish jokes. The Board was more concerned however 

with the growing tide of artti-semi tism in the American. universities and 

colleges as evidenced by limitations on the number of Jews that could enter 

the universities. Harvard was ci.ted as one of those schools which plac:ed 

a quota on· Jewish enrollment. 

Important for our di.scussion here is the fact that during 1923 Simon 

w·olf, the chairman of the Union's Board of' Delegates since its incepti.on, 

had di.ed. For nearly fifty years Wolf headed thi.s Board- and directed :l t.s 

work tn the area of social justice. With hi.s death, changes were certain 

to follow as we shall see with the report, of 1924 .. 

The GCAH under the leadership of Horace Wolf, the chai.rman of the 

Commission on Soci.a.l Justice, pursued its involvement in the areas of 

cooperation with other religious groups. During 1923 and 1921~. the Gomm:Lssion 1 s 

main activtty was in cooperation with Protestant.and Catholic groups in~ 
25 

preparing pamphlets on economic factor in international relations. In 

addition the Conference gave attention to the} industrial and economic 

sources of war. 
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On November 8, 1924, a special committee o:f.' the UAHC known as the 

Commit·t.ee of Twenty-Six. gave this startling recommendation to the Executive 

Board of ·t.he Union. 

Your comrni t·t.ee recommends that the Union should concentrat,e 
its effor·t.s upon its religious purposes and abandon every 
other activity which tends to dissipate its energy and 
occasion a departure from the real and essential aims of 
the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, to wit: the 
cultivation of Judaism. Your committee is of the opinton 
that the wor·k being done by the Board of Delegates on Civil 
Rights can be adequately performed by other agencies now 
engaged in such work, and that its continuation by the 
Union·diverts the attention which should be applied in other 
dtrections to much greater benefit.26 

Keeping in mind the above statement of principle made by the 

"Committee of Twenty-Six, 1' namely to drop the Board of Delegates from the 

Union, note the disparity presented in the report given by M. D. Rosenberg, 

the prestding officer on the :Soard of Delegates on Civil Rights, only one 

month after t,he Executive Board meeting. Rosenberg called for a con-

stitutional amendment that would enlarge the scope of the Board rather 

t.han do away with it altogether. These points would be added to the present 

program of the Board, if the amendments were passed: 

1. 110 provide means for relief of Jews from political 
oppression. 

2. To take action seeking to eliminate unjust discrimi-
nation whenever the same shall be deemed prejudicial to law. 

3. To see to it that the civic and political rights of the Jew 
are maintained whenever the same are in danger of' being 
transgressed. 

~\ 4. To supply the Union with information on questions and 
eYents whenever the same appear to affect the rights of 
the Jews on questions of immigration, passports, injustice 
and discrimination and on such other questions as the 
executive officers of the Union may from time to ·t.ime request. 

5. To see to it that in the enactment of legislation it shall 
operate with equality upon all religious faiths • 
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6. To use its offices, so far as the same is compatible, 
in the preservat:lon of American principles, conserving 
the separation of church and state. 

7. To enlighten the public through the medium of the press 

16. 

and other literature in cases of misunderst,anding of the 
Jews and misconceptions of his position and purpose in life. 

8. To use its offices i.n facilitat,ing the cause of the Jew 
in matters before civil and military authorities when 
through ignorance, poverty or other causes, he is prevented 
from maki.ng proper presentation of his case. 2? 

At the conclusion of the proposed amendments Rosenberg makes a plea for the 

reconsideration of the proposal of' the "Committee of Twenty-Six." He says: 

The work committed to the Board of Delega·tes on Civil Rights 
should receive the careful consideration of the members of 
our faith. The Board as such has continuously functioned 
now for a period of sixty-five years, and became an adjunct 
of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations in 1878, from 
which time under the able leadershj.p of l'-1r. Simon w·olf, until 
his death, i·t continued to accomplish noteworthy work for the 
welfare of Israel throughout the world. In the discharge of' 
its duties, a high s·tandard has been established, and i.t is 
hopeful that the Board as at present constituted, may continue 
in maintaining the lofty ideals of our faith and in the 
solution ofits problems, seeking to continue its usefulness 
and thereby to c:onsar;v:e the time-honored traditions of Judaism. 28 

Interesti-ng in this entire report is that an emphasis is placed on 

t.he help which the Board offered the Jews. 'l'he plea to the convention is 

on ·this ground, namely that the matter of Civil Rights as d~::fined by the 

constitution is to deal w1:1:.h matters whi·ch affect J.ew.s. 

We see here that a shift is tak:Lng place. While ten years earlier 

the CCAR would only maj.ntain social justice programs on behalf of Jews, we 

find here that the Union in trying to maintain the Board of' Delegates and 

must, seek its continued maintenance on Jew:Lsh grounds, not on the grounds 

of' general Civil Rights. Although point five o.f the proposed amendments 

might app~ar to be general tn nature, one can't help but feel that it is 

aimed at securing legislative right of Jews. 

''I 
I I: 



i 
. ,l 

_:1 

~ ! ·. 

. :,i 

• r :-

l 
f 
t ... 

L 

17. 

The Union, by contrast to some of :l ts earl:ler work, seemed very 

conservative. On the other hand, the CCAR which was extremely cau·liious at 

the turn of the century, was at thj.s t.ime working hand-in-hand with similar 

gentile groups on some areas that dld not affect Jews directly. 

This shift in emphasis on the part of the Union was noted by some 

members of the COAR at the Union Biennial :i.n 192~. Now that the rabbis 

had the momentum, they wanted the Uni.on to accept the platform which the 

CCAR had adopted, with amendments in 1920. 'l'he members of the Conference 

who attended the Bienni.al would not let the Union dtsband its Board of 

Delegates without a fight • 

A major address on social justice presented to the Union by Rabbi 

Louis Wolsey. Within the text of Wolsey 1 s paper he alluded to problems 

that were not just, Jewish problems, but problems which faced us as Amertcan 

Jews. w·olsey made a plea to ·the assemblage that they not turn their backs 

on the concerns of the day. He urged them to adopt the program. that the 

CCAR had adopted in 1920. This address was delivered on the heels of a 

dedst.on made by the Union to do away with the Board of Delegates on 

Civil Hights. 

As Wolsey concluded his impassioned remarks, Habbi Samuel Mayerson 

proposed a resolution wh:Lch would have the Uni.on adopt the declaration on 
I 

social justice made by the CCAR. After discussion by both laymen and rabbis, 

Habbi James G. Heller amended the motion to the effect that the "Chair be 

authorized to appoint a commission on social just·.i..ce to consider the platform 

of the Central Conference of Amorican Rabbis ••• and that the report o.f thj.s 
29 

commission be made a special order of business at the next council. 11 After 
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discussi.on ensued further amendmen·ts were proposed, all by rabbis of the 

CCAR. The final vote of the Council was taken and the following motion 

was finally adopted: 

'l'hat the Coundl give its heartiest endorsement to the plat
form on social justice as adopted by the CCAH and presented 
to this convention, and that this platform be referred to a 
special commission of the Union which shall be appointed by 
the incoming Ex.ecu·tive Board, and shall report at the next 
Council. 30 

Two things are worth noting here. First, we must understand that 

the rabbi(> dominated the Bienn:i.al Council of the UAHC. The proposal was 

theirs as were all of the proposed amendments. The laity participated j_n 

the discussion, and voted, but the rabbis who were present were the ones 

who made the Counc·il actually reverse a decision that it had made only a 

day earlier. Secondly, the Union did make a complete reversal in its 

policy. If we recall the report of the "Committee of Twenty-Six, 11 the 

evidence presented shows clearly that the Un:i.on was trimming its social 

justice program. There were no pretenses about doing away with the Board 

of Delegates, tn order to present a program such as was finally adop·ted. 

The ucommittee of Twenty-S~i.x11 wanted the Union to stay away from con-

trovers:Lal issues. The Council seemed prepared to go along with the 

"Committee of Twenty-SixH by virtue of the fact that they voted to disband 

t.he Board of Delegates on Civil Hights. 'I'hus we see that under the 

influence of the CCAR, or by reason of the fact that t.he resolu·t:ton whtch 

Rabbi Mayerberg presented may have come as a surprise for the first time, 

the 11nion of American Hebrew Congrega"t:l.ons aligned itself with the Central 

Conference of American Habbis on the issue of social justice. This align-

ment as t~re shall have reason to see, had important implications from this 
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time until the present. 

In 1926 the CouncjJ. heard a report on the subject of social justice 

by the special commission which was appointed at the 192~. Biennial Counc:Ll. 

The following resolution was unanimously adopted: 

Resolved that t;his Council instruct the Execut:Lve Board of 
the Union of American Hebrew Congrega.M.ons to recreate a 
commission of social justice, designed not for t,he solution of 
specific factional controversies, but for t;he pronouncement 
and preservation of the tradi ti.onally sympathetic att.:U:.ude 
of Judaism toward those who are struggli.ng for more equitable 
and just conditions of life in fields of industry, commerce, 
and social relations toward progressive effor·t in thEl realm of 
indust;rial, econom:i.c, and sodological aspects of human 
relationships and, 

that achievement of the ends in view be subserved by fostering 
through cooperation and financial a~JSistance, whenever and 
wherever the same ts deemed fitting and proper, the efforts of' 
the Central Conference of American Rabbis to apply to the 
solution of' modern soci.al problems the lofty ideals of' Judaism.31 

Thus the Union and the Conference were at one with respect to thei.r official 

positions on social justice. 

The final adoption of the Union Declarations passed at ·the 1926 

Biennial Counc1.1 read a.s follows: 

1. 

,·,1 

2. 

3. 

).j.. 

The recognition of the principle of mutual service through 
the performance of economic function is of first importance t.o 

our social philosophy. 

The recognition of the dignity of labor and ·the realization 
of soclety 1 s dependence upon the effort of ·the toiler. 

That human rights take precedence over the rights of property. 

rrhat man 1 s labor j.s his very life and constitutes his 
pr:Lmary service to society. It is not merely a commodtty 
to be bought or sold in the market. 

5. The recognitton of the duty on the part of the employers 
and employees alike, to exercise in the adjustment of thetr 
own interests a due regard for the paramount right.s of 
society. 

6. . The duty of the synagogue and its pulpit to speak courageously 
tn defense of human rights as part of its prophetic fun.c·tion. 32 
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These declarations on social just1.ce as passed by the Biennial Council 

represented the most broad~minded plat.form to date in the Heform movement. 

The key to these pronouncements however st.i.ll lies with the Execut1.ve Board 

of the UAHC, because the implementation of these principles was to be the 

responsibillty of a Commission on Social Justice. The establj_shment of 

such a commission, by a motion previously discussed, was referred back to 

the E-:Jeecutive Board for study. 

At the F..xecutive Board meet",ing, held June 24, 1928, a motion was 

made by I.eo w·eil to disband the Commission on Social Justice, before it was 

even established. Despite Rabbi Wolsey's persistent efforts to see the 

commission become a permanent part of the Union, the Executive Board 

passed the following motion~ 

In as much as the Uhion of American Hebrew Congregations finds 
it impossible to provide inadequate fasM.on · the necessary 
means and t,o devise the proper methods of dealing with the 
vast and complicated problems of social justice,· we recommend 
that the Commission on Social Justice be discontinued for the 
present, it bej.ng underst,ood t.ha:t. this action does not express 
a lack of interest in the question of ,jusi;,ice as it arises in 
social and industrial relations, but rather an appreciation of 
our ability to deal effectively and helpfully enough with iii. 
The genius of Judaism has always been imbued with a profound 
understanding and sympathy for those whose unhappy lot cries 
for better and more just condi Mons of social control. It 
i.s therefore with deep regret that we find ourselves compelled 
at this "t,ime to discontinue the commission. 33 

Although this was a disappointment to the liberal elements in the UAHC and 

the CCAR, they succeeded in reinstating the Commission later in the year. 

Important to note is the fact that there was no·t. tmanimity even in these 

early years between those who favored and those who did not favor social 

action work. 

Moving again from the theoret,ical problems of social justice in 

Reform Judaism; back to some of the real issues tha·t. faced the movement, 

we see that 1925-1926 saw the Conference inYolved in the question of bj_rth 
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control. A federal bill to repeal a law which prohibits the dissemination 

of information through the mail, was:::t>elng·.b±tteTly·· opposed by ·.the: Catholic 

church. The CCAR was asked to make public its viewpoint on the issue. 

The CCAR passed the follow:i.ng resolution: 

The subject of birth control should not be treated as 
suspect from the standpoint. of the law, and should 
not be relegated to clandestine discussion and agitation, 
but on the contrary should be brought out to the light 
of day from the secret places to which it has been consigned. 

At the same time, t,his Commission feels as a result of its own 
study of the facts ••• that the regulations of the Federal Penal 
Code forbidding t.ransmission through the ma1.ls of matters 
pertaining to conceptual devices and methods should not be 
repealed. We are of the optnion that all information necessary 
for the guidance of parents can be fully and adequa·tely 
imparted to them by ·the:i.r own family physicians. 34 

Noted here :i.s the abrupt change in the general tenure of the resolution. 

The first paragraph seems to indicate that t.he CCAR will support the 

repeal. of such a law. But. we notice ·that the CCAll aligned itself with the 

Catholic Church on ·this matter. 

Perhaps the reason. for the above stance is seen in the Conference 1 s 

attempt at a coalition group with the Federal Council of Churches of ChrifJt 

in America, on the subject of irrternational relations. The Conference 

indicated its desire to accept a similar coalition wi.th Catholics and other 

Protestant denominations. In fact the CCAR did cooperate with Protestant 

and Catholic groups investigating the strike of engineers and firemen of 

the ·western Maryland Railroad. 

Even though the CCAR still made pronouncements, there was growing 

dissatisfaction with the platform that was adopted a.s amended in 1922. 

Since the first platform on social justice was adopted by the Conference, 

there had been continued efforts made to update the platforms of the CCAR. 

' : 
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Under the leadership of Edward Israel, the new chairman of the CCAR 

Commission on Social Justice, a new platform was adopted :i.n 1928. This 

new platform came into being because the gulf between the rich and poor 

tn American life was growing ever deeper. This new platform dealt with 

eighteen specific issues, and was the most wide ranging pronouncement yet 

by any segment of the Reform movement. The strongest plank dealt ~Jit,h 

unemployment insurance. The CCAR urged business as well as state and 

federal government to come up with some plan of action on unemployment 

insurance, in addition to some system of nationally interlocking employment 
35 

agencies. 

A new area of concern for the Conference was .found in a plank on 

Interna·ti.onal Relations. For the first time the CCAR gave approval to the 

rlghts of conscientious objector. 'rhe Conference also indicated disapproval 

of compulsory military train1.ng. 

During the begirming of Edward Israel 1 s term as chairman a question 

of policy with respect to the commtssion 1 s work was resolved. Israel asked 

for greater power to act in the ajudication of problems in the area o.f 

social justice wi"l;b.out waiting for the whole Conference to give him the 

authorlty. 'rhis power was granted Israel, and with lt a precedent for the 

future. 

Highllght.s of work done by the Conference in 1928 include the active 

endorsement of the Pullman porters in their attempt at unionization. The 

CCAR urged collective bargaining in the bituminous coal miner's strike. 

They also decided to publlcize the work of the Commisslon on Social Justj.ce. 

In the area. of action the CCAR mediated a labor confli.ct between the ca:p~ 

maker 1 s tmj.on and some Chicago employers. Perhaps most important from the 
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standpoint of unanimity in the Reform movement, a dBcision was reached to 

bring to life the inactive Union's Commission on Social Justice. 

The years that followed were dif'ficul t ones indeed, not, only for 

the Reform Jews who were struggling with an ideological problem of social 

justice, but for the nation as a whole which was being thrown into the 

depths of devastating depresston which would be felt throughout the world. 

'rhe CCAR responded to the depression in very positive ways. In 19.31 for 

e:x:ample, together with two other national religious organ:Lzations the CCAR 

convened a conference on unemployment in Washington. "The purpose of the 
36 

conference was to highlight the necessity .for act:Lon. 11 This might be 

said to be the beginnj_ng of a new type of social just:Lce .for the Conference. 

Pronouncements were no longer sufficient, but they needed to be accompanied 

by direct actions. 

With respect to the depression, the CCAR made very strong statements 

against an economy that vmuld let millions be unemployed. 'l'he Conference 

did not advocat.e soci.alism, but it did hold that industry had to bEl used 

to benefit the people. 110n ·t>he whole the Conference maintained the 1n.ew 

deal' po:Lnt of view, calling for a red:Lstribution of the national income 

through hi.gh wages, the protect .. ion of the rj_ghts of labor, and hea·vy incomt> 
37 

taxes." 

For the Conference, a new era of social justice was dawntng. liThe 

Commission was beginning to have an effect upon the actions of the individual 
38 

congregatlonal rabbi in the field of soc:l.al justice.ll These years under 

Edward Israel were significant ones for all of Reform Judatsm. Changes 

were made whtch made the term social justice a living realtty in terms of 

individual partici.patt.on and a change of focus from . spectf'ically Jewish 
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problems to problems that affected all Americans. "In the years 192?-

1933 under the leaderf;hip of Edward Israel, the thinking of H.eform rabbis 

on tht:l subject of social jus·tice had undergone change: interfaith 
39 

activities began to be curtailed as independent action became the trend.. 11 

The years of indecision on the part of the Union with respect to 

the Commissj.on on social justi.ce seemed to be nearing an end in 1.931. The 

Thirty-First B:l.ennial Council of the UAHC voted overwhelmingly to reorganize 

the d'efun.'C't Commiss:Lon on Social Justice. The Commission would w·ork hand-

in-hand with the counterpart commission of the CCAR • 

The ftrst report of the rejuvenated commtsston indicated 'Ghat a 

magaztne was betng contemplated. This w-ould be in conjunct.ion with the 

CG.AR and nearly a full third of the magazine would be devoted to the 

practical application of the historic teachings of Judaism to the problems 

of daily lifr~. "The latter in other words to be a depart,ment devoted to 
hO 

social ;justice and the soci.aliztn.g of reltgion. 11 Plans w·ere also bej"ng 

made to have the Union adopt the entire program of the GCAR. In 1.932 a 

seminar was held under the auspices of the Union's Commission of Soc:Lal 

Justice. The seminar dealt with indus·t.rt.al relations, and because of i·ts 

success additional seminars were belng planned. 

Although ·t:.he program of the Union, in cooperation with the COAR was 

begirming to become a regular part of the Union 1 s work, there was s·liill the 

feeJJ.ng that the CCAH. rematned t.he mainstay of sod.al justice i.n American 

IsraeL 11Because our labors are for the most, part supplementary to the 

work of the rabbis, we are i.n a posi.ti.on to evaluate that work. May we take 

thi.s occasion to express our stncere gra.tifica·t:.ion and pleasure over the 

achievements of the rabbinical group in attaining for H.eform Judatsm so 
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M.gh a place among the churches of America in the social justice endeavor. 11 

As the rabbis had been concerned wj.th acceptance in the general 

communH.y only a decade before, now the Union, the lay organization of 

American Reform Juda:Lsm, seemed to be headed in that same direction. The 

Union was making its strong bid now for community recognition. Studies were 

begun with respect to church work, to enable the UAHC to make Judaism more 

compatible to the current environment. These areas occurred for the most 

part in the field of social justice in community action agroups. 11Both 

the sisterhoods and brotherhoods made an extremely large focal point of 

their activities the working out of ideal and practical long term and 

short range goals for ailvvio amelioration. 'I'he J·ewish community had to have 

a part and a say in the over-all civic policies of each community for the 

realization of' practical reform religious ideals. We note therefore 

greater trends each year toward intercommunal ],.iaison work between rabbis 
42 

and civic organizations.H 

In 1934 Sidney Goldstein became the new chaj.rman of ·t:.he Conference 1 s 

Commission on Social Justice. That same year the CCAR made a recommendation, 

which in years ·t:.o come, would become the most important with respect, to 

involving the whole of the Reform Jewish community. The Conference urged 

that each congregation in the Uni.on establish its own committee on social 

justi.ce. In thi.s wa:y each congregation rJOuld be able to be Hs own spokes~· 

man on issues which it felt compelled to speak. 

At the 1934 Bienni.al Convention a symposium was held on "the Synagogue 

and Social Justice. 11 At this symposium, the view represented by the rabbis 

seemed to be taking form.· The proceedings outllned the :speech of Robert 

P. Goldman, ·t:.he Union 1 s Chairman of the Commisston on Social Justice. 
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11Any statement of principle is not for the purpose of binding o'tihers so 

m1wh as it is a guide for the conduct, of our fellow Jews and of ourselves. 

Before any offlcial pronouncement, on the question of social justice is 

made the background should be laid by education and discussion in the 

congregations themselves. It :l.s therefore proposed to set up a committee 

on social justice in each congregation to study the vital questions 
!~3 

involved. 11 

1'he discussion that ensued at this symposium emphasized that the 

synagogue should identify actively with thE} great movements on behalf of 

soc1.al justice, and they should take the form of educational programs in 

order to create a consensus on the great moral questions of the day. 11 It 

was pointed out however, that such a consensus should be based on funda-

mental moral principles, but the synagogue could not be expected to make 

any decisions on controverstal economic or political questtons requiring 
L~4 

the knowledge and training of e.x;perts. 11 Although the Union is committed 

to the principles of social justice here is further evidence that the 

Union is confused as to just how to proceed wi·th its good :Lntentions. 

We also see the opposing point of view, which would ttme and again appear 

telling the Jewish communi t;y t,o stay out of the political affairs and 

11 stick to religion.n 

In 1936 the major effort waged by the Uh:i.on Commtssion on Social 

Action was in the area of trying ·to interest the individual congrega:tj_ons 

in the question of social justice. The Commisslon reported that in its 

effort, educational materials were in the midst of preparation or had in 

some cases been completed. Some fifty congregations showed enough :Lnterest 

to order either the whole lot of materi.als or at least some of ·the new 

publications. 

'' i I 
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The Commissj_on weitt. on to report that some troubles had arts en in 

some congrc~gations with respect, to the advisability of the Union 1 s par-

·~icipation in such an endeavor. "Many congregational offtcers got the 

impression that this committee [referring t,o setttng up a congregational 

commit,tee on social justic~ would be expected to take sides on controversial 

social problems and that it would be its dut,y to make definite pronounce-
45 

ments on these problems on behalf of the congregati.on. 11 Thus while part 

of the congregational structure was pushing to secure social justice 

within the congregations, another group was already claiming that the 

congregatj_ons canno·t be commi·tted to such practtces. Despite ·the number 

of congregations which may have misunderstood the :i.n.tent of the commissi.on, 

according to Goldman, the Commisston would still seek to involve individual 

congregations, because there was no intention of forcing congregat:i.ons to 

make these pronouncements without any consensus wi:thin the congregation. 

Regardless of the efforts of the Commlssion., the 1936 report is 

any·thing but optimistic. Only thirteen synagogues had adopted the sug-

gest.ed plan of forming their own social justice committee. A change in 

tactics was therefore proposed. Ftrst,, the educational program should be 

continUf)d but it. should be introduced by the rabbis, rather than by this 

commi"ttee. Second, a new name was proposed: 11 In view of the fact that 

the title Social Justice has been associated i.n the minds of many people 
46 

with political implications which are not embraced in our program .•• 11 

The name chosen was Educational Program for Social Betterment. 

In 193'7 Barnett Brickner took over the chairmanship of the CC.AR 

Committee and a reversal of the progresstve social action program emerged. 

We find that the CCAR repeated essentially vlhat, had been done under the 

administration of Horace w·olf. Most of the pronouncements were superfidal 
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and there was no willingness to run the risk of controversy. Agai.n we 

notice interfai·th pronouncements on labor practices. In short 11 i t 
h7 

appeared to be the program of 1920 all over again. 11 A new aspect did 

emerge however, the relations between Negro and whitej Negro and Jew. 

This was precipitated by a growing concern among the rabbis about black 

antt-semit:i.sm. In 1938 the CCAR recommended t;o the movie industry to 

exercise great care in the treatment of the Negro theme so as t,o avoid 

anything that would arouse racial ·tension. 

The last years of. the 30's saw Father Coughlin and the rising threat 

of Hitler's Germany. 1'he CC:AR mirrored the attacks on Jews and the growing 

tide of anti-semitism in the U.S. and abroad. The response, how·ever, was 

one of great weakness. The Conference made many pronouncements on themes 

of the past, put they offered no new concrete suggestions for action. They 

opposed fascism and communism, and urged federal programs for the care of 

the jobless and schooless youth. But in all of t.his one is left wtth thts 

conclusion: IIQne may clearly note in these statements, and in all those 

of thts period, t;he presence of much rhetoric, but sur·prisingly few 
h8 

concrete suggestions. 11 

As the decade of the thirties dre~r to a close, the social justice 

programs of both the Union and CCAR were floundering. l't is, I believe, 

partially in response to ·this that the Columbus Pla·tform included in i.ts 

planks a very strong pronouncement on the need for social j"qstice. Having 

succeeded, and then having failed at findi.ng a meaningful program for the 

Reform movement, the Conference and the Union were now back at the drawing 

board, so to ~1peak, ·trytng to find the right words to translate thi.s con-

cern for social just.ice into deeds. Wt th this in mind the fr·amers of the 

Colunibus Pla.t,forrn of 1937 included the followtng paragraphs whi.ch either 
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directly or tndirectly set. the stage for t.he next decade on social justice 

programming. 

Ethics and Religion. In Judaism religion and morality blend 
into an indissoluble unity. Seeking God means to strive after 
holiness, righteousness and goodness. The lov·e of God is 
incomplete without the love of one's fellowmen. Judaism 
emphasizes the kinship of the human race, the sanctity and 
wor·lih of human life and personality and the right of the 
individual to freedom and to the pursuit of his chosen 
vocati.on. Justice to all, irrespective of race, sect or class 
is the inalienable right and the inescapable obligation of all. 
'rhe state and organized government exist in order to further 
these ends. 

Social Justice. Judaism seeks the attainment of a just society 
by the application of its teachings to the economic order, to 
industry and commerce, and to national and int.ernati.onal affairs. 
It aims at the elimination of man-made misery and suffering, of 
pover·ty and degradation, of tyranny and slavery, of social 
inequality and prejudice, of ill-will and strife. It advocates 
the promotion of harmonious relations between warring classes 
on the basis of equity and justice, and the creation o.f con
d1:ttons under which human personality may flourish. It pleads 
.for the safeguarding o.f childhood against e.>...'Ploitation. It 
champions the cause of all who work and of their rtght to an 
adequate standard o:f living, as prior to the·rights of' property. 
Judaism emphasizes the duty of charity, and stdves for a 
social order which will protect men against the material 
disabtlities of old age, sickness and unemployment. 

Peace. Judatsm, from the days of the prophets, has proclaimed 
to 'marudnd the ideal of universal peace. The spiritual and 
physical disarmament of all naM.ons has been one of its essential 
teachings. It abhors all violence and relies upon moral educa
tion, love and sympathy to secure human progress. I·li regards 
justice as the foundation of the well-being of natton.s and the 
condition of enduring peace. It urges organized international 
action for disarmament, collective securlty and world peace.49 
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Chapter 2 

TOWARD A JOINT COMMISSION ON SOCIAL ACTION 

The decade of the forties began much the same as the Thirties had 

ended. The CCAR made pronouncements, and the U.AHC was having a very dif

ficult time selling soclal justice to the laity. The UAHC may in fact 

have given up the task, as the Commission on Social Justice had all but 

disappeared from the minu·tes of the Union. In November, 1941, the report 

of ·the Commission on Social Justice merely stated that it was in the 

process of reorganization. It appears that there was no one heading the 

"reorganization11 process, nor was a chairman listed even .for the sake o.f 

the Union directories. By the following biennial, the Commissj.on on Social 

Justice had deteriorated to such an extent that it was no longer l'isted in 

·the Union directory as a standing commission o.f the UAHC. 

Although the Biennial of 1941 saw the Th1ion pass a number of 

resoluM.ons on war, Nazism and fascism, we can hardly say that ·the social 

justice program was one of vi tal in·terest to ·the Union membership. 'l'o be 

against fascism in 1941 did not take a great deal of courage, even for 

Jewish organizations. In its wartime conventions the UAHC failed to come 

to grips with ·~he problems of the European Jewish community which was 

being destroyed by the Nazis. 

As had been the pattern in Reform Jewish life, when one of the 

institutions, either ·the Union or the Conference was lacking in social con·· 

cern, the other tried to fill the void. I think it is in tM.s light 

that we must view the CCAR during the war years. In the area of social 

justice the Commission on Social Justice of the CC.AR worked hard, even to 

the point of bringing new concerns before ·the Conference. In 1941 the CC.li.R 
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began to involve itself in the problem of housing. They endorsed a 

national housing conference program of institutes, following the lead of 

various Protestant and Catholic groups which did the same. 

On a functional procedure the Commission on Social Jus·tice request,ed 

the CCAR to merge the Commission ~;vith the Committee on Internattonal 

Peace. The commission claimed that it was impossible to maintain a totally 

domestic program with the entire world in a state of flux. TI1ey recognized 

that the problems to be faced in the Unit, ad States were bound up with the 

problems that were emerging in Europe and other areas of the world. 

By the convention of 1942, a joint committee of the CCAR was formed; 

it was to be known as the Commission on Justice and Peace. .A:w;are, however, 

that there were many areas that would now fall under the direction of this 

commission, its organizers divided it into nine suecommittees. l)inter

national relations and peace organizations; 2) race relations; 3) social 

and industrial relations,; 4) alien and immigrant problems; S) civil 

liberties; 6) agriculture and the farmer; 7) civic reforms; 8) cortscientious 

objectors; 9) world reconstruction. What needs to be recognized here, is 

that the CC.AR made an effort to bring these problems under one umbrella, 

the umbrella of social justice. Although this might be considered a rather 

nai'lre measure by today' s standard, it is the first step in many years that 

the Conference took in order to make its social justice program meaningful 

and impor·tant. 

The chairman of the new joint commission was Ferdinand Isserman. 

He castiga·ted the Conference for all of its pious pronouncements and its 

obvious lack of deeds to accompany those pronouncements. He tells the 
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Conference that when replying to Christian groups that inquire as to the 

social justice program of ·che Conference he gives this standard reply: 

liThe rabbinate is so forward looking that it can dispense 
with much propaganda.. II He then goes on to criticize the 
CCAR~ "Nevertheless I know and you know, that though 
frequently our pronouncements have been buried in the 
archives of our conference and we have never undertaken 
any systematic work among our laity.l 

. The problems of non-action on the part of the CCAR, he hoped, would be 

alleviated by the CCAR's hiring a man to fill the full time position in the 

area of social justice. 

In spite of Isserman 1 s pleadings, the Conference's new joint 6om-

mission of 4ustice and Beace presented its 1943 report. One would e:x:pect 

this report to be filled with positive programs for a world increasingly 

on the brink of utt.er destruction. Instead we find that the 1943 report 

is a throwback to the earlier days of the CCAR. In ·the pages of this annual 

message the CCAR made further pronouncements of a trite nature, like 

approving of' every act that our government was making to seek equal rights 

for all of its citizens. 

'l'he CCAR was becoming an agency that made pronouncements. During 

these frustrating years, the United States was under the leadership of the 

11New Deal 11 Roosevelt admin:Ls·traM.on. The CC.AR was bound up with the idea 

of' the man, and the ideal he presented. The socialism that had crept into 

American life induced the CCAR to make this recommendation in 1943. 

Our government should take every possible step to provide 
for a fair sharing of all available food and commodittes, 
and to equalize the sacrifice as far as possible.2 

By 19LI4 the Conference again seemed to have reevaluated its position 

on justice and peace and again called for a solution to the problem of 
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making pronouncemen·t:.s wlthou·t:. appropriate actions emerging from them. 

Thus, in 1944 the CCAR called for a full time director for the Commission 

of Justice and ?-eace. 

Also to be noted here is the CCAR position on race relations. The 

Conference seemed to be more aware of the problem of race in America. The 

CCAR instituted a yearly message, for Race Relations Sabbath, which was 

sen·t:. to Christian gro'Ups throughout the u.s. The Conference alsc recommended 

that its members invite a Negro to preach from their pulpits on Race Relations 

Sabbath. Although this seems like tokenism, it was a bold step in the 

mid-forties. 

Perhaps the most important issue for Jews during the years 1940-

1945 was the war in Europe and the accompanying news of the Nazi annihilation 

program. While there is much controversy as to just when the Jewish com-

munity in the Un1.ted States learned of the Nazi exterminations, it is well 

known that Hitler 1 s anti-semitic campaign -• pointed in the direction of 

severe steps to be taken against the Jews. It is clear that 'l:.he Jewish 

community in this country was alarmed at the possibilities of what would 

happen to the Jews on the oont.inent. 

Both the CCAR and the Uhion were ineffective in their efforts against 

Hitler 1s fascism. While searching, one is struck by the lack of material. 

In 1933 and 1935 the UAHC passed a small number of resolutions lamenting 

the oppression of German Jews. Again on November 10, 1939, the UAHC passed 

a resolution condemning barbarous Nazis for their brutal attacks and 

desecration of synagogues. In 1943 the UAHC passed a resolution that reads 

as follows: 

God uses men and people at great moments in History as the 
instruments of revelation. The four freedoms, the Atlantic 
charter, Collective security, common responsibility for a 
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just and enduring peace enunciated by our president and 
his advisors and the leaders of the United Nations have 
practical goals which may be measurably realized. To 
their achievement we pledge our unreserved devo·t.ion. 
While the four freedoms must be applied to all persons 
of whatever faith, the Union of American Hebrew Congre
gations is deeply concerned with the fate of Jews in all 
lands who are suffering special hardships and even loss of 
life simply because they are Jews. We call upon our 
go·vernm.ent, and through it, on the United Nattons, to see 
to it, that in the post-war settlement adequate provision 
shall be made to safeguard their rights, as well as the 
rights of all people who have been persecuted because of 
race of religion. We urge that adequate provision be 

3l.J.. 

made for their rehabtlitation in new homes and in Palestine. 
We ask that our government use its good offices to see 
that Palestine is opened as quickly as possible for 
settlement of as many Jews as desire to go there and who 
can be taken care of.3 

Interesting to be noted here, is that nowhere in the resolution of the 

UAHC during the war years is the whole problem of mass-extermination of 

Jews even mentioned. In all cases, the language as well as the subject 

matter seems to be placed in a universal type of formulation, and does not 

deal with the terrj.ble atrocities of the Nazi government. After the war, 

in the late 40's and early 50's the UAHC dealt with the subject of genocide, 

but this was after the fact. 

The same problem holds true for the CCAR. If the UAHC said ver,y 

little about the problem of Na'zi.. Germany, the CCAR said even less •. ~··-:.:For 

an organization that had been known for its for·thright pronouncements, even 

if there were no accompanying actions, the war years were a terrible disgrace 

to the CCAR and the entire Jewish community. Between 1939 and 1944 the 

CCAR made practically no pronouncements or even allusions to the war in 

Germany and the suffering of the Jews at the hands of ·the Hitler regime. 

To illustrate how meaningless the CCAR became on the subject of the 

destruction of European Jewry, we might look at some of the resolu·t.ions 

that the Conference passed during the Hitler years. 

i 
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On Anti-Semitism 

We note with great satisfaction the manner in which non
Jewish leaders of public opinion the world over have 
cooperated in meeting the attacks made by the Nazis 
upon the Jewish people. (1934)4 

There are no o·ther resolutions that deal with anti-semitism and the Nazis 

not even after the U.S. became involved in the war. Once the war was over, 

and the United Nations began to deal with the subject of genocide, the 

CCAR made the following proclamation in 1948: 

We vigorously denounce the premeditated destruction of 
entire religious, national and racial groups as a wicked 
and dastardly crime against humanity and urge the com
mission on Human Rights of the Ui.1.it.ed Nation§;~: t;o approve 
the draft of the genocide convention. (1948)' 

In the early years of the social justice movement, immigration laws 

were a chief concern of the Reform movement, both in the UAHC and the CCAR. 

In the war years, the CCAR did pass three resolutions on immigration. 

One in 1934 asked the government to revise the artificial quota system that 

excluded so many from American shores, and. to replace it with a law that 

allowed an individual to immigrate to this coun:t.ry if he was able to main-

tain himself. 'rwo other immigration resolutions that were passed, one in 

1943 and the other in 1944, both dealt with American policy toward the 

Chinese, in the Chinese Exclusion Act. The important thing to bear in 

mind here is that nowhere in the resolutions dealing with immigration did 

the CCAR ask the Federal government to aid Jewish refugees in Europe. 

Nowhere in the resolutions can one find, even a glimmer that the Conference 

would ask the government to open its gates to the millions of Jews of 

Eastern .Europe. 

n1e CCAR in these years had failed to come to grips with the problems 

of Jews in Europe. n1e Conference became so engrossed in being universal 
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in its ~pproach, so just, so righteous that it failed to do more than 

merely condemn Germany for its crimes against humanity. Even after the war, 

the Conference maintained its stance of aloofness as can be discerned by 

these resolutions passed by the CCAR immediately after the war. They even 

seem ·~o sympathize with Germans who aided Hitler. 

We favor the immediate trial in Allied courts of those 
Germans responsible for crimes against ·bhe civilian pop
ulation and for violations of International law. We 
believe that the people of Germany who supported Hitlerism 
have a moral obligation to aid in the restoration of the 
cities and countrysides destroyed by their jnvading armies. 
We believe that Germany must return the loot her soldiers 
have taken in occupied lands, restore confiscated p~operty 
and re-settle peoples forcibly transplanted. (1941~)6 

In considering the terms for peace for the German nation we 
are moved by no desire of vengeance or retaliation but by 
the imperatives of justice and the need to avoid future wars. 
We seek neither a hard nor a soft but a just peace ••• (1945)7 

Noticeable here by its absence is the word Jew. Nowhere in the resolutions 

does the CCAR make mention o£ its special concern for Nazi War crimes 

specifically against Jews. Perhaps the CCAR was waiting for the Gentile 

social justice groups to make such j3pecial men·~ion first, which had been 

the policy of the CCAR. 

The 1945 CCAR convention saw the urging again of a full time 

director of social justice. Perhaps this was due to the obvious feelings 

of guilt which CCAR members must have. felt once the war was over. Then too, 

the CCAR was groping to find direc·IJion for the energies that it possessed 

for social justice. The search for direction may also be born out by the 

fact that the conference was again asked to divide the joint Commission on 

~ustice and ~eace into two or more separate committees. The task to which 

the Social Justice Commission had to address itself was large. This feeling 

may have enveloped the CCAR with a sense of inability to speak on any issue 
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because of the great number of issues that were being present.ed. 

By 1945 the UMIC too, became more aware of the need to do something 

more in the area of social justice. Maurice Eisendrath, then the director 

of the UAHC, urged the Union to join with the Cen·t.ral Conference of American 

Rabbis, in forming a joint, Commission on Justice and Peace. Eisendrath was 

led to this suggestion because of his par"t;icipatj.on in the United Nations 

Conference of In·t.ernational Organizations. Eisendrath said to the Unlon 

Board: 

The presence in San Francisco of so many church groups 
·· · representing both their lay and clerical constituencies 

brought directly and vividly home to me a long-felt vold 
in the Union's program. Ever since the Union discontinued 
the Board of Delegates on C:lvil and H.eliglous Rights it has 
surrendered the whole field of social action, with the 
significant moral and spiritual issues, to secular bodies ••• 
The splendid cooperation between the CCAR and the Union in 
our several joint commissions prompts me to recommend that 
the executive board authorize its director to explore, with 
the CCAR the possibility of establishi~g a jolnt Conference
Union Commission on Justice and Peace.tl 

:> The CCAR too, recognized this need and at i·t.s convention in 1946 recommended 

• 

to its executive board that it cooperate with the UAHC in establishing a 

Joint Commission on Social Action. (CSA) What is interesting to not.e here 

is the term social actio11. It is a new term in the vocabulary of both the 

Conference and the Union, and it represents more than a change ln name. 

It represents what had been lacking in the Reform movement since the days 

of the Board of Delegat.es, namely appropriate actions to accompany well 

meaning resolutions. Both the Conference and the Union came to realize 

that pronouncements on social issues would become meaningful only if there 

was some machinery which would implement those ~esolutions. These feelings 

were expressed by Rabbi Eisendrath in Marph, 1946: 
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In so far as Reform Judaism is concerned, very little has 
been done about it fr>ocial actiorij • It is true that from M.me 
to time the CCAR has sponsored special institutes .••• however 
in the day by day, year in and year ou'\; tasks of sod.al justice 
and of building a peaceful. world, we tn the Reform movement 
have done ver,y little other than pass resolutions, forward 
looking and laudable though these be.9 

In the sprtng of 19l.!.6, members of ·the Executtve Board of the CC.AR 

met with representatives of the UAHC and later approved the joint Cornmtssion 

on Soc1.al Action (GSA). At that t:i.me~ the budget proposed was $16,000, half' 

to be borne by each organization. In March, 19!a, the Union Biennial met 

and approved the plan .f'or this national commission which would speak out 

on human relations in Amer1.ca· and i.n the w·orld, and be a means for helping 

the indi.vidual congregations implement their own social action program. 

In April, 19h7, the CC.AR met and formally approved t,he recommendation of 

their Executive Board to form this national commission. 

Although one would think that the establishment of th:i.s commission 

would have signaled the beginning of a new movement within Reform Juda:i.sm, 

we are disappointed to learn that the Joj.nt Commission, altho"Ugh approved 

had a hard time getting started, and once started met with much oppos:l.tion, 

as the report of the CCAR in 1948 indicated. 

We learn from the chairman of the Committee on Justice and Peace 

of the CC.AR ·chat the Joint Commission was being implemented and that as it.s 

first task, a series of .five position papers or st.a.tements would be made. 

The first two: "Judaism and Race Equality" and 11Judaj.sm: Management and 

I.a.bor, 11 had been issued. The Commission was asked by the Conference not 

to publish the last three statements. 11A committee of members of' the Executive 

Board waited on the chairman and indicated that there was dissatisfaction 

with the commission because: a) it w-as moving too fast; b) getting bigger 

than t.he Conference; c) too costly, and d) the statements in the annual 
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10 
report were too lengthy." While thEl commission was struggling along, 

there may have been internal difficulties as this absurd justif:i.cati.on 

for negating the work of the comm.:i.ssion indicates. There may have been 

members of the CCAR who could see that what the joint commiss:i.on was 

attempting to do, was far more tha·n the CCAR had done. 

While the internal struggle for success of the Joint Commission was 

confined to the pages of the CCAR yearbooks, the public exposure of the 

commission would indicate that it was proceeding without, difficulty or 

opposition. The magazine I,iberal Judaism announced the proposed program 

of the Commission. 

The ten point p1~ogram env:i .. sagee1 an extensive program of 
education within and without of the liberal Jewish fold, 
in addition t,o collaboration with kindred agencies of other 
religious denominations and secular·g~oups to the end that, 
'international peace, social justice and international 
harmorzy may be :furthered most effectively. It is also 
planned to make known to legislative bodies the attitude o:f 
Liberal Judaism in matters of social justice whenev.er 
legisl.a-lior·s are considering,. laws involving the problems 
of justice, peace, and race.ll 

Important to note here is the f'aot that the commissi.on seemed to be going 

in fj. part.icular d1.rect,ion. Secondly, part of that program, as reported 

here, would deal with the legislative process. This mention of the 

legislative process and the :fact that the Commiss'lon. planned to act as a 

lobby group on certain issues may have caused a good deal of tension within 

the movement. We know that in the years to follow this became a major 

issue within Reform Judaism. 

Again1 within the pages of the official documen·lis of the Union we 

find that many were not happy with the CSA or with the idea that social 

action is part of the program of the Reform movement. Eisendrath at·cacked 

those within the movement who would have the UA.HC take no part. in social 

action programs. Then he reminded those people of what strides the churches 

I 
I 

I 



had made in the areas of soc1.al justice. 

Nor do our contemporaries within the church remain quite 
as silent as some of our congregational leaders w"Ould 
wish us as a religious organization to be. Recently at. 
Amsterdam the representatives of nearly every Protestant 
denomination in Chr:tstendom. denounced the evils of a 
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Selfish Preatory capitalism. with the same vehemence as they 
did the evils of a dictatori.al oppressive communism. How 
same of our numbers would have squirmed and shuddered if 
these halls would ring wit,h such candid words as constratned 
these churchmen, lay and clerical, to declare: 1while some 
of the evils of early capitalism have been corrected, the 
system still tends to subordinat.e human needs to the economic 
advantage of those whc> have the most power over its institutions ••• 
So spoke Christ.ian churchmen, and the authority for such 
straight talk is Our Hebrew Prophets. We must speak with 
equal clari.ty and vigor with regard to the con:f.'l:i.ct, between 
labor and management, in response to the appalling revelat:ton 
of the President's commit·tee on Civil Rights, in the tangled, 
troubled realm of race rela·tions, in. the sordid international 
game of power politics, in the face of impending immoral 
use of atomic power: Religion, J·udai.sm, Liberal prophetic 
Judaism must have its say, must speak its mind, point ·bhe 
finger, name the name and do the ri.ghteous deed. The 
Joint Conwission of the CCAR and UAHC on Social Action which 
has but recently been formed i.n compliance with ·the will of 
our last Biennial, must be put to work.12 

The battle,: over the whole question of social action wj.thin the Refo1·m 

movement must have been bitter for Eisendrath to have used the kind of 

argument that he d:i.d. He asked the Jews to behave like Jews, because 

Christians were behaving like Jews should behave. Hi.s passion for the 

Stlrviv-al of the comm·issi.on was based on his fear that it would become a 

commission in name only, that it would be totally ineffective as an 

instrument of soci.al action unless it. had the complete sanction and support 

of the organizations of Reform Judaism. 

Eisendrath 1 s fears beclame reality as we learn from the CCAR yearbook 

of 1949. The Commission would issue no statement except on race relat.ions, 

brotherhood week, and labor day. It was further stipulated that the 

F..xecutive Board o:f the CCAR had t.o approve any statement of the Commission. 

----------------------------------------------~ 
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The· rabbis had been able to successfully cripple the actions of the Corn-· 

mission on Soc:i.al Action. The organization could not speak except on certatn 

issues, and what it said had to be censored by the Conference. Then too, 

there was no clear indication that the Commission could function in the 

area of social action, and in getting the individual congregations involved 

in soci.al action. 

The yearbooks of 1950 and 1951-52 clearly indicate that what once 

had some glimmer of life, was now almost completely moribund. 

The Joint Commission on Social Action this past year has not 
been particularly act,iv·e, owing to the fact, that it has been 
operating under the ltmited appropriations of the CCAR and 
the UAHC. Much of its ef'f'or·tf have been transferred to the 
Just.ice and Peace Commission. 3 

This is another way of s~ing that the Commission is defunct and the Con-

ference itself w:i.ll take ov-er speaking on social issues. Although the 

Conference tried to deal with the social problems as they had in the past, 

through the making of resolutions and statements, many members began to 

realize that their statements were merely buried in yearbooks. 

By 1952 the CCAR. was aware that more ·than mere resolutions were 

needed to accompany a desire for social change. The li1dividual members of 

the CC.AR began writing texts, invited guest speakers to their pulpj.ts, 

showed an increased need for Jewish groups to be involved wi'l;h national 

groups who had similar concerns for social action. 

This increased awareness on the part of the individual members of 

the CCAR led to a renewed attemp·t to make the Commission on Social Action 

of Reform Judaism a meaningful, important part of American Jewish life. 

The defunct, commission was restored in 1953 with a new dj.rector, Rabbi 

Eugene Lipman •.. 
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Chapter 3 

THE INTERNAL PERIOD 

With r-eestablishing of the Commission on Social Action in 1953 a. 

new era. in the movemen·t began. We might characterize 1953-1959 as the 

internal period for social action in Reform Judaism. The Reform movemen·t, 

through its i-nstrument the CSA, began a period whereby there began to de

velop a program of social action for congregations affiliated with the UAHC. 

The years from 1953-1959 set the stage whereon the whole question of pri

orities of social action took place. l'he movement became aware that there 

was more to social action than pronouncemen·ts on social issues. The indi

vidual congregations set up committees witihin the framework of the congre

gation for the purpose of promottng social action. 

During these years the Jewish community became very much involved 

emotionally with the plight of the Negro in the South, and many began to 

feel that there was some connection between the words of the prophets,. and 

social legislation. All of these changes took place during the years 1953-

1959, the internal period of growth for the social action movemen·t of Reform 

Judaism. 

Since the CSA was to be a joint instrumentality of the Union and the 

CCAR, it would theoretically represent the feelings of both organ:lzations. 

According to the charter of the Commission, the CSA could act upon cmly 

those resolutions which had been passed by both the CCAR and the UAHO. Thus, 

with the reestablishment of the CSA, there was a single organ for soc:Lal 

action in the movemen·t~ which would indicate what direction Rt;form Judaism 

would take in the area of social action. 

With the reorganization of the CSA, a list of priorities had to be 

defined so that the movement would, for the first time, have some real 

direction. 

The CSA set as its first priority the organization of indivtdual 

soci.al action committees on ·the congregational level. This they hoped would 

I~ 
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be accomplished by ·t.he issuing of an organization manuel for synagogue social 

action, along wi.th periodic suggestions for action on specific problems with 

which the social action committee might wan·t to become involved. The second 

part of the development was to be a study of various Christian denom1.nations 

and their social action program. 

By June, 1953, the Commiss:i.on reported that it was in the process of 

codifying all social action resolutions passed since the UAHC had been founded. 

This would enable the Comm1.ssion to work in areas that were already approved 

of by the UAHC Biennial resolutions. The GSA also made it known that it 

would feel free to issue s·t.atements on issue.s of the day if ·t.hose statements 

were in keeping with past resolutions. Communication between the CSA and 

individual congregations was improving since the Commission had begun the 

preparation of a periodic information bulletin, Social Ac·t.ion in Review. 

In October, 1953, Al Vorspan joined the staf'f of the Commission as a 

full time employee who would serve the function of the Executive Secretary of 

the CSA. Thus, for the first time in the history of ·t.he GSA, the movement 

seemed to be headed in a direction from which there would be no turning back. 

At the October, 1953 meeting of the CSA there was much discussion on 

the way in wh:i.ch the CSA could best do two things; first, they were interested 

in keeping good communication with the congregations, and second, they were 

vitally interested in giving program ideas to t.hose congregat:Lons that already 

had established committees of social action. It was decided that the CSA 

would issue study-guides which could be ma,ss-distributed, with speci.al 

emphasis placed on action for the temple social action committee. This was 

to be the major link with t.he congregations, and it showed that the CSA was 

interested in something other than what Reform Jewish organizations had felt 

important in years past. The CSA was more interested, in creating an atmos

phere on a local level conducive to social action than it was in declaring, 

in~~ on a national level the official posi·t.ion of the CSA on a 
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November~ 1953, witnessed the first issue of Social Action in Review. 

First 1.ndications of the paper were that it was a review sheet of what the 

Christian social action groups were doing in the area of social problems. 

'fhe bulletin, in its first four or five issues, was preoccupied with the 

gentile groups. Small news brj_efs appeared about what various Protestant or 

Catholto positions were on issues ranging from church-state separation to 

civil liberties and Communism. What is noticeable is that there was a total 

absence of news from either the CCAR, the UAHC or any individual congre-

gat.ion. This may be attributed to a number of factors: 

1. The leaders of the Social Action Movement may have realized that 
many of the constituents were vitally concerned with what similar 
Christian groups were doing in the area of social action. By 
saturating the paper with news of Christian social ac·tion, there 
would be a positive effect on Reform congregations. 

2. The CSA was just in its infancy since reorganization. Its main 
concern was strengthening the social action program in individual 
congregations. It may have been ·boo soon to evaluate the results 
of the CSA in concrete terms. There may not have been congregations 
tha'l:. were able to function sufficiently well in soc:l.al action to 
justify a description of social action activities. 

By June, 1954, Social Action in Review indicated that the CSA was 

having some impact on the movement. There appeared to be an increasing 

interest and concern for social action evidenced by a number of conferences 

and conclaves. One such conference had a panel on the subject, of the "Social 

.Action Program of Reform Judaism11 which emphasized the need for social action 

committees in individual congregations. This conference was sponsored by 
1 

the New York State Federation of Temple Sisterhoods. 

The impact was also felt by the GSA itself at its meeting on June 28, 

1954. I·t was reported that, in a little more than a year, there were more 

than 30 congregation-wide social action committees. Although all feedback 

on the commission was not, positive, some of the negative comments contributed 

to an awareness that the CSA did function actively in various areas of social 

concern. One such negative comment appeared in the UAHC publication American 

Judaism there, Rabbi Ephraim Rosensweig urged the commission t0 have the 
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11 courage and compassion to introduce a resolution that will put American 
2 

Reform Judaism on record against the H-Bomb." At issue here was not, the 

H-Bomb, but the reliance on the GSA for ma'lnta:ining a certain ethical 

standard for American Reform Jews. Involved too is the fact that this type 

of article, together with some replies, could, for the first time, be 

printed in a forum. This was a great step forward for the GSA for now it 

could present issues such as the controversial issue of Nuclear warfare 

to its constituent congregations. 

This idea of presenting issues for the education of individual 

congregations and congregants was a very important problem for ·the CSA. 

The members were vitally concerned that these social concerns be presented 

in the congregations. They were vitally concerned with the types of 

educational tools available for individual congregations. The GSA endorsed 

a number of efforts on the behalf of this educational process. They issued 

pamphlets, commissioned a number of books for religious school and adult. 

education, published the periodical Social Act.ion in Review, produced a 

number of filmstrips, and even tried their hand at the production of a 

moYie. All of these efforts supplied ideas f'or discussion wtthin con-

gregations. The Action which the GSA was striving for at thifr:stage was 

of organization and education. 

While the process of organization was slow, the Union and the 

Conference were still in a posi·tion to make their moral voice heard. The 

Union especially became involved in the whole matter of CiYil Rights. While 

there were many other areas in which the Union, the GSA and ·the CCAR were 

engaged, the interest in Civil Rights in the 19$0 1s and 1960's was most 

noticeable. 

The choice of Civil Rights as a major area j,n which the GSA wo'Llld 
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function came at the Executive Board meeting of the UAHC in November, 19,1.~-. 

The Union had issued a statement supporting the United States Supreme 

Court decision on Segl~egation. 

The Executive Board characterized the decision as a major 
chap·ter in the history of the growth of true equality under 
the law, and it urged congregatj.ons in all sections of the 
country to join with forward looking racial, religious and 
civic groups in the community in using their influence to 
secure acceptance and implementat:Lon of desegregation in 
ever,y community in our land.3 

Important here is the fact that the Union and later the CSA embarked on a 

journey in social action wh:l.ch would have great impact upon those Negroes 

e:f:feetled by segregation. Perhaps more impact was felt in Ci·ll"il Rights 

than arry other program of the social action movement. 

While the Union was laying the ground work for the GSA, many of the 

affiliated Union organizations made their views known, for representation 

in the CS.A.. The Na:tional Federation of •remple Youth.., National Federation 

of Tem,ple Bro·therhoods and the National Federation of Temple Sisterhoods 

all asked for and received: representation on the joint Commission of Social 

Action. 

Once ·t.he GSA had completed its groundwork for the laying of a secure 

foundation to the movement., they began. to project plans for future imple-

men·t.ation. Among their priorities were: the exploration with Protestant 

and Catholic groups of the possibility of a 11National Commission on Social 

Action 11 of the combined religious groups; preparation for the congregations 

of a study guide on the impltcations of the U. s. Supreme Court decisions 

on segregation cases; and preparation of a study gtAide on the major issues 
4 

involv.ed in American foreign policy. 

By January, 19,5, Social Action in Review began ·t;o carey news briefs 
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on some social action projects conducted by the·looal synagoguges' social 

action committees. One congregation gave the impetus f6r the establishment 

of a Jewish Community Council as its expression· of concern with social 

action. Another congregation held a social action workshop under the 

ausp:l.ces of i.ts sisterhood, for more than 200 women. Still another con-

gregation held a conference with local P~otestant and Catholic leadership, 
5 ' 

looking toward joint ac·t.ion on issues of mutual concern. Important to 

note is the fact that each of these briefs was read by many individuals in 

other communi·tiies. Moreover local congregations were given a sense of 

security, by reading that ot.her congregat:Lons were participating in social 

acti.on. 

We see that some congrega·liions, and many individuals were interested 

in the area of social action. But as interest grew the dichotomy between 

those who were int.erested and those who were not, grew wider and deeper. 

The debate over the synagogue 1 s being active in social concerns., began 

in the mid-1950 1 s. We learn from some of the responden·t.s to an American 

Judaism Forum: "Does the Synagoguge have a Role in Social Action. 11 The 

arguments are clear and t.hey speak for themselves.' 

No condition which involves the application of justice brother-· 
hood, or love should be beyond the preview of congregational 
action •••• ! conclude therefore that congregations not on~ have 
a right, but. a du·t.y to form committees on Social Action.6 

In our country, religious groups have been aggressive is social 
action. Protest.ant and Catholic bodies frequently issue pro
nouncements on the issues of the day •••• we Jewish laymen were 
far behind our Christian brethren when at the last Union Biennial 
we resolved to found a Social Action Commiss:i.on because: 11 The 
worship of God must be transmitted into the work of God."7 

The negative side of the debate claimed that the religious groups have a 

legitimate right to be concerned with social problems, but social action 
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was too elastic a term that could involve too many areas of in·terest. 

Many made the distinction between a rabbi 1s right to speak and a 

congregation's advisability to take collective action as a Jewish religious 

organization. 

I cannot escape the· feeling that whatever immediat.e problems 
plague synagogues, they will not be solved by converting 
their assemblies into forums for di.scussion and polemics on 
matters which are, at best, only collateral to the essential 
function of our religion, the worship of God in the beauty 
of holiness.8 

If we will be J'ews, we will be Jews :i.n our every action, and 
find religious meaning in every cause. 
But ·chis universal relevance of Judaj.sm does not mean that 
the synagogue ought, as a corpora·te body to make pronounce
ments on Social and political issues, nor that the synagogue 
or its members should act as a group, a segmented body in 
affairs which are primartly secular and American, not merely 
Jewish in scope. 

America is no theocratic state, and the synagogue is no 
politlcal action committee. The Jewish ethic is clear and 
certain, but righteousness 1s personal and Judaism is not a 
set of economic or legal or political pre-concepts which tell 
us how in the partic\llar envtronment of modern America we are 
to realize eternal precepts. 9 

The Union may have tried to conceal some of the dissatisfaction in 

the movement over soci.al action. Each issue of American Judaism carried at 

least a page of "Letters ·to the Edi toru which had been encouraged by the 

publishers. From t.he time that this forum appeared, at least a year elapsed 

before a page of 111etters to the Edit,or 11 was again incl\lded in American 

Judaism. This of course is not a sin of commission but rather one of 

omission. One can surmise that there were letters sent to the UAHC and t,he 

editors of American Judaism concerning the debate on soctal action. It 

was a current and controverslal issue. I am led to the conclusion that 

there were many who were against the synagogues 1 envolvement in ·the areas 

of political and social problems. 



'/ 

49. 

The debate over social action was also taken to the floor of the 

Union Biennial in March, 1955, There, the delegates approved three major 

declarations which were presen·ted by the CSA: One on individual l:Lberty, 

one on achieving a just peace, and one on desegregation. The Biennial also 

approved a recommendation that efforts be intensified to make social action 

effective in more congregations. There were now 100 or more social action 
. 10 

committees or study groups registered with the CSA. 

Perhaps the brightest light for the CSA was the involvement both in 

spirit and act:lon of the National Federation of Temple Youth (NFTY). During 

the summer of 1955 the N!t'TY groups that met in Oconomowoc, Wisconsin, and 

in Saratoga, California, devoted themselves to social action. Th(3 NFTY 

Board authorized a special committee on social justice to intensify NFTY 

par·ticipation in soci.al action projects. This growing spark was ltter to 

prove t.o be one of the brightest flames in the whole social action movement. 

'rhose who left the summer programs, and later who left NF1~ to establish 

themselves as men and women in various congregations in Reform Judaism, 

took with them a passion for social action which helped to promote 

involvement 1.n social action by Reform synagogues. 

By June, 1955 the Commission was in con·tact with 125 Social Action 

gro"Qps many of which were in need of materials and gutdance. The CSA did 

prepare a study guide on segregation, but Vorspan expressed concern over 

the lack of congregational response on that. study guide. Also of concern 

to the Commission was the growing tension between congregations in the north 

and those in the south. The Commission decided tha·t a task force from the 

CSA ought to visit congregations in ·t.he south which were very much opposed 

to the goals of the social action program. This they hoped would serve to 

unif.Y the congregations in the south with those in the north. In most 
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instances it was felt that the congregations which were opposed, based their 

decision on the misconception that the fight for Civil Rights was synonomous 

with social action. In other words, many southern congregations felt that 

to be i.nvolved in social action meant necessarily to be involved in Civil 

Rights. 

The tension within the movement on this issue was evidenced by the 

refusal df the Southeast region of the Union to reaffirm the lliUfC position 

supporting desegregation. While the southen1 congregations tooks their stand 

against formal affirmation of desegregation, individual synagogues in the 

north began to issue statemen·t:.s in support of Civil Rights. The Stephen 

Wise Free Synagogue of New York, issued a statement in support of President 

Eisenhower's Civil Rights program. Temple Sinai in Washington appealed to 

members in its own congregations for financial support for the c'i.tizens of 

Mon·t.gomery, Alabama, who were struggling to achieve equal rights in public 
11 

accommodations. 

Even congregations in the so-called bo~rder states became involved in 

this North-South struggle. At a special meeting of the Mid-Atlantic Council 

of the UAHC, representatives of the various congregations reaffirmed the 
12 

Union's posit.ion on desegregation. 

Although one would condemn the southern congregations for their 

.l:&ck of participation in\} social action, i't is not hard to realizeL: the 

problems they faced. Rabbis Charles Mantinband, Jacob Rothschild, and 

Perry Nussbaum were all serving tn the South during the Civil Rights struggle, 

and they informed the members of the CCAR how absolutely panic-stricken 

the southern Jewish community was becoming • 

-------------------



I£ the white Christians are fearful, the Jew is panic
stricken. He sees himself as another minority, the next 
pot,ential victim of mass hysteria. Such an attitude is 
not true of all Jews of course .••• but i.t is accurate 
enough.l3 

Another reason for the southern Reform Jewish commm1ities to be 
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displeased was due to the GSA not being altogether honest in its attempt 

at helping the local congregations' social action committee. An example 

of this disregard for the local communities and their problems was evident 

at the Commission meeting, June 29, 1956. At that time, Rabbi Lipman 

reported that many American organizations were organizing a relief program 

for the victims of segregation in the South. Lipman, the i.mmedi.a:t.e past 

director of the Commission, suggested that the CSA take the initiative at 

convening a conference of all Jewish organizations to consider joint 
14 

activities in the area of relief. For many, this indicated that the CSA 

was working outside of its mandate ·to help develop education materials 

and program ideas for the local congregations. However well-meaning the 

proposal may have been, it indirectly involved those southern communities 

which had already indicated that they were opposed to the CSA working in 

the area of Civ·il Rights, at the local or national level. 

An interesting sidelight to this mat;ter of taking a leadership role, 

in a':tdi.ng segregation v·ictims, is the comment made by Rabbi Brickner. 

Brickn.er cautioned the GSA against Jewish leadership in such a program and 

emphasized that the cause of desegregation would better be served if 
1.5 

Christian groups took the initiati.ve to play the leadership role. Again 

we see that the GSA was more concerned with national issues than it was 

with helping local congregations implement social action. When the GSA 

should have been responsive ·to its southern congregations, it. only seemed 

to antagonize·J 
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Th:Ls whole question of raising funds for those who were victims of 

the southern oppression came up agai.n at thE~ Commission meeting in October, 

1956. At tha·t ti.me ·there were at least 25 more local social action groups 

that the Oommission was dealing with, b:d.ngin.g the number to around 150. 

n. was suggested that there would be st.rong reactions against the CSA being 

the agent to set up a relief fund in the south. Rabbi Roland Gittelsohn 

contended that anything other than a gift to the Red Cross would be resented. 

But if ·t.he only choice is between defaulting in our responsi
bility to Judaism or irritating some of our people we have to 
take the lat·t;er risk. In good conscience there are certain 
actions we must take, not because we want to hurt southern Jews, 
but because we must be faithful to our own principles.l6 

Rabbi Git.telsohn' s in·t.ent was clear wit.h respect to Jewish values. 

He ind:Lcated that ~' supposedly speaki.ng for the CSA North as well as the 

South, have to be true to ~principles. In reality he excluded the 

southern congregations on ·t.his issue in which they were very much involved • 

.At the UAHC Biennial in May, 1957, Gi.ttelsohn defended his position, 

and the position wh:l.ch the Commisston had finally adopted. 

Some of my friends in the south have pleaded in my presence 
that pronouncements on desegregati.on by bodies like our Union 
will e:xpose them to angu:tsh and pain. I do not and cannot 
take theh· protestations lightly. I would not willfully and 
unnecessarily bring pain upon any human being. But I know 
that no battle has ever been won, no major social change has 
ever,y been accomplished without casualties. 

Jews who live in the South find themselves in the front lines 
in tnis war for human dignity. The only thing which gives me 
the moral right to speak to them as I do now is the fact that 
I have myself been in the front lines of' war. I did not choose 
to be there. I do not pretend for an instant that I would have 
had courage enough to volunteer for such duty. But once it was 
thrust upon me I had to accept, whatever the possible cost to 
me or those I love. 

I presume to believe that exactly such is ·t.he sttuation of 
those Christians and Jews living in the South who know that 
desegregation is morally right. They, too, are in the front 
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lines through no choice or fault of thei.r own. It is too 
late to shift the scene of battle; the war already rages. 
Their only choice is to do what they know is ri.ght or 
surrender and then try to ltve with themselves. I do not 
envy their dilemna. I have profound pity for their pain. 
I pray that God may give them the strength to do what they ~ 
must and the pri.vilege to see the fruits of their triumph .11 

The position taken by the CSA was the correct.: one for most congregations. 

Therefore the CSA began a program to teach southern congrega:!>ions that 

social action was not merely to be equated with Civ:i.l Rights, desegregation, 

and racism. While these were some o1' the issues of social action, it was 

hoped that the CSA would help the southern congregati.ons fi.nd other out-

lets. 

The success of the CSA could really be gauged only on the quality 

and quantity of the programs of the social action committees.on the local 

level. If the programs outlined in th.e news bri.efs of ~ 

Review, were any indication of the success of the CSA, then we must say 

that the experiment of a Comm:i.ssio:n on Soci.al Action w·as a success. We 

learn that some congregations were hold1.ng retreats with social act.i.on as 

the topic for d:i.scussion. Other groups sponsored Race Relat.ions Sabbath 

seminars. Still others were concerned with the issue of pr~er in public 

schools. In at least one instance a survey of attitudes and pract•ices 

regarding religion in the schools was conduct.ed by a social action committee. 

In still another synagogue, the social act.ion committee toge·ther with the 

community 1s mayor, evaluated the need forimproved community faci.lities for 
18 

mental health. 

In one case, the Stephen Wise Free Synagogue social action committee 

suggested program ideas t.o the CSA. The committee asked the CSA to develop 

a study-guide on the moral impli.ca·tions in the problem oi' Arab Refugees. 
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'Within a year, the CSA began to work on an 11 Issues of Conscience" pamphlet, 
19 

As the Drtv·en Sands. Thus we find that not only is the CSA having in·· 

fluence on the local social action groups, but ·t:.hose groups are having an 

effect on the CSA as they become more in tune with the areas of sooi.al 

concern. 

By June, 1957 there were more than 200 local soc1.al act.ion committees. 

This outstanding growth i.n the number of local groups which took up the 

banner for soci.al action, spoke well _11>f tJjJ,e efforts of the CSA. Jacob 

Weinstein,Rabbi o£ K.A.M. Temple in Chicago, called social action a new 

frontier in American Jewry. He prai.sed the work of the Commission and the 

local groups and he said: 

The work of the Commission and of the local committees i.n each 
temple and. synagogue, not only promises to a:dd a very constructive 
force to the progressive ranks of' Amer:i.can liberalism, but can 
become the true guardian agains-t~ ·t:.he use of ritualism as an 
escapi.sts cloak. 20 

One specifi-c outgrowth of the OSA action campaign, was the support 

of Koinonia. Koinonia, a farm in central Tennessee, was an experiment i.n 

b:f:.ra.cial living. l'he people of Koinonia beli.eved that they could live and 

work ·together, as friends and neighbors, whether they were black or white. 

Their chief enterprise was ·the growing and selling of pecans to whoever 

would buy the product. The CSA and especially NFTY adopted Koinoni.a as a 

special project. During the summer of 1957 whonever and wherever NFTY 

groups met, money was raised for Koinonia. The CSA au·thorized its staff 

to 11use every means of promoti-on we have in Refo:r:·m Judaism to urge support 

of Koi.nonia through the purchase of thei.r products, and that we distribute 

whatever information we can to urge men who use such produc·ts in thei.r business 
21 

to use Koinonia Is if possible. u 



By January, 1958, the CSA was already well-known and well respected. 

The idea of social action was taking hold on the American Reform community. 

Even the problem of Civil Rights for Negroes did not shock the American 

Reform movement. American Judaism carried articles, almost monthly, ort 

segregation and other problems which faced the American Negro. The Reform 

community seemed to be reacting favorably to social action. By the end of 

1958 there are 250 groups, devoted to social action. This was a large 

increase over the 30 groups which existed in 1954. 

As the work of the Commission became more successful, the kinds of 

issues with which the CSA dealt became more involved with the sources of 

problems. This meant a shi.ft in focus from dealing with practical suggestions 

at implementing social action, to groping with theoretical national solutions. 

These national activities played an increasingly more important role for 

the CSA. On the issue of' Civil Rights, the following resolution was intro-

duced by theCSA in November, 1958. 

We urge all congregations within 0ur Union to w:i.thhold the use 
of fac:i.lities in circumvention ofc; judgments and orders of the 
Supreme Court and other federal courts, and to refrain from 
any course of conduct which could support instrumentalities 
of any state or private organizations seeking to frustrat.e the 
enforcement of such judgements and orders.22 

While this is only an example, it indicates ·t;he position of the CSA, and 

the fact that it is becoming increasingly involved in issues on a national 

level. 

By June, 1959, we learn from the CCAR Yearbook that there were 275 

local social act;ion committees, "making social action a household term and 
23 

a routine aspect of congregational life." This report also indicated that 

congregations from all ov·er the countx'Y were involved in social action. 

These synagogues sought advise from the CSA on ways in which to implement 
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their programs. Below, is a sample of act.ivities of the CSA, from a ten 

day period picked at random: 

To advise on a situation in a nearby community where high school 
youngsters had organized a Nazi Club with a Furhrer, literature 
and arms; 

To alert our congregati.omJ in California, New Jersey, Washington 
and Minnesota on the dangers of certain humane slaughtering 
bills in their states; 

To meet with representatives of the Larchmont Temple about the:i.r 
new "Religion in Everyday Lif'e 11 program. 

To council a congregation in Long Island on a Lord 1 s Prayer 
crisis in the schools; 

To help the Chicago Region of t.he Union prepare testimony on 
housing for the u. S. Civil Rights Commission; 

To assist a struggling interracial Christian Settlement near 
Poughkeepsie; 

To help Rabbi Eisen.drath prepare testimony on behalf of the 
Synagogue Council of America on foreign aid; 

To advise a congregation in Sacramento, California, on what to 
do, if anything, about. a controversial Crucifixion story which 
appeared in their daily newspaper; 

To get materials and contracts for Commissioner Irving Fain's 
fair-housing fight in Rhode Island; 

To help a congregation in Boston plan a seminar on business ethics; 

To help a congregation in New York City set up an inter-synagogue 
social action institute; 

To develop, via correspondence, a social action program Ul 
Portland, Oregon; 

To meet with New Jersey youth advisers to plan a social action 
session at a Uhion Camp; 

To address a Harvard conference on business ethics; 

To meet with a new social action commi·litee in Cleveland; 

To address ·three congregations on social action i.n Reform Judaism. 2L~ 
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Int,eresting to note, is the emphasis placed on preparing testimony, .·and · 

influencing legislation which occupies the time of the GSA. The GSA, 

although still giving aid to local congregations, now seems to have expanded 

its program to include new issues and techniques. 

As ·the llinternal period" of social action draws to a close, we see 

.the GSA stepping into what man.y called political action. This period of 

relative success for the CSA is followed by two years of bitterness ov·er 

social action. This bitterness began outwardly with the UAHC Biennial 

convention:in November, 1959 • 
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Chapter 4 

THE GREAT DEBATE 

During the early 1950•s while the CSA was growing in stature and 

helping the local congregations establish their social action committees, 

the clouds were beginning to gather for a debate over the whole question 

of our involvement in the area of sot~ial action. Until 1956 small pockets 

of resi.st,ance existed, but none really articulated the·ir disapproval of 

the dire<:tion in which the CSA was moving • 
. -·~ 
: .. ~~ \ In September, 1956, in American Judaism" a symposium on liDo Temples 

'') . . 'belong in Politics: A symposium" appeared. While the debate ·that was to 

rage in 1959-1961 ostensibly centered around the establishment of the 

Religious Action Center, the real issues were already being developed in 

this 1956 debate. One central issue, which we shall confront over and over 

again, is whether or not Reform Judaism has anything to say on the social 

issues of' our time. A second issue is whether the central body of organized 

Reform Judaism in America. has a right to set forth those pri.nciples. In 

the symposium Rabbi No1·man Gerstenfeld stated his opposition to UAHC 

parti.c:lpation in Social Action in words that he used again in the 1959-

1961 debate. 

In political matters the rabbi speaks t,o but never for his 
congregation. The board of the congregation and tho major1.ty 
of the members dare not speak for the congregation in this 
field, nor have they the ri.ght to join a local or national 
organj.zation whose delegates speak for tht~ congregation •••• 
When a man joins a congregation he does not delegate to an;yone 
the right to speak for him.l 

Habbi Albert Plotkin defended the right of the Un1.on 1 s involv·emen·t in the 

area of social action: 

•••• the price of liberty is the eternal vigilance of those 
whose firm conviction it is to defend human liberties. Our 
duty is to enlarge our participation in cfvic matters ·through 
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positive action •••• Our failure lies in that frequently after 
the pulpit sounds the ethical note, there is no follow-up by 
the congregation. Temple social act.ion committees will help 
fill this void. 2 

Thus the symposium here reflected what it was that would be at issue in the 

years ahead. 

At Miami Beach in November, 1959, the Biennial Assembly of the UAHC 

passed a resolution which gave the officers of the~ Union the right to 

establish a center for Soctal Action in Washington, D.C. This Reli.gious 

Action Center (RAC) was to be purchased through a donation given the Union 

by Mr. and Mrs. Kivie Kaplan of Boston. The est,abli.shment of such a center 

was a natural outgrowth of the work of' the CSA, but. many indttriduals and 

congregations felt strongly that such a center should not be in Washington. 

As a result a debate took place for nearly two years which put into focus 

the work of the GSA and the stands taken by individual; leaders of the 

UAHC with respect to social issues. 

Although the Biennial took place in November, 1959, one must look 

to June, 1959 in order t.o gain perspective on the whole issue of t.he RA.C. 

If one assumes that the donation of a $100,000 gift is one that is not 

made in haste, then 1.t would follow that thj.s gift had been made or at 

least ooncej.ved many months before the November Btermial. In Social Action in 

Review issued in late June, 1959, there was much talk of the upcoming 

Biennial which was to deal wtth social action. Theeditors were careful, 

however, not to mention, even in passing, that there would be a discusdon 

of a proposed RAC. This omission seems a bj_t strange because one would 

think that the Union would do its best to keep its member congregations 

informed of such developments in the realm of sod.al action. One might 

speculate and say t.hat the Kaplans had not, yet given their gift to the CS.A.. 
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This is possible, but indeed not probable. 

In the following issue of Social Act!Lon in Revievi, for Oct,ober and 

November, 1959, specific plans were revealed for the Biennial. Here again 

social action is mentioned as the major emphasis with workshops on race 

relations, interreligi.ous affairs, business et.hics, ·the relationship between 

American Jewry and Israel, world peace, and the synagogue social action 

committee. Nowhere in the issue was there a mention of the poss1.bi1ity of 

' a debate over ·the establishment of a social action center in Washington. 

However, we do know that bw late October, 1959, Kaplan's gift had already 

been offered to the CSA. 

In a letter to Congressman Abraham Multer dated October 23, 1959, 

Rabbi Eugene Lipman, the director of the CSA states: 

I want to tell you about a major project on which I am now 
at work and which hopefully will come to fruition in thH next 
year or so. It is a most confidential matter at the moment. 
I do not know when Maurice (Eisendrath) will want to bring it 
to either our Commission or to the UAHC Board. 

We have a pledge of $100,000 from Kivie Kaplan an.d his wife 
for the purchase of a' ,buildtng in Washington which will have 
several functions but will serve primarily as a soci.al action 
center •••• 

I have been working wit.h a realtor or two in Washington looking 
at buildings.3 

Important to note here for reference later on, is the fact that the money 

for the Center must have been pledged well in advance even of Lipman's 

letter, because he had already made specific contact.s in Washington f'or the 

purchase of the building. This means that at least one month before the 

Biennial, and probably two or even three months before ·the Bienntal, the 

UAHC leadershtp knew that the money was available. This fact will be 

tmportant later because one of the claims of the Union was ·that they did not 
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have sufficient time to inform the member congregations of the UAHC about 

Mr. Kaplan 1 s offer prior to the Biennial. 

At ·the Biennial itself in November, 1959, Maurice Eisendrath aru:wunced 

the gift of the Ka.plans' and asked the Biennial to accept it. On the floor 

of the assembly a heated argument raged with those opposed to the center 

asking that the decision to accept the gift be defer~ed for a number of 

reasons. First, it was felt by many people present that a sufficient 

number of people had left the assembly hall, and a decision of this type 

needed the largest possible representation. A second reason offered 

' against the establishment of the Center was the fac-ti that there were many 

Jewish organizations already in Washington. Those who opposed the c~~ter 

felt that one Jewish voice in Washington was sufficient, and there was no 

fi!.'J~d for a specific "religious" Jewish viewpoint. A third reason in 

opposition to the center, was a fear that the Union leadership would use 

this office for its own pronouncements on so~ial issues. 

Those in favor of the RAC pointed to the fact that our legislative 

bodi.es often looked to the Reform wing of American Judaism for guidance and 

suggestions on major legislative issues. When this occurs, the Reform 

movement needs to be present. Those who were interested in our relationshi-p 

with other religious bodies pointed to the fact tha·t. most religious gro~ps 

were represented in Washington. Congressmen themselves favored the RAC, 

as Abraham Multer's commen·t. reveals: 

•••• We need this institution for information. We need it for 
propaganda. We need it for lobbying -- not the invidious ktnd 
of lobbying that most people refer to, but the kind of lobbying 
that, honest legisla·tors whant and seek, the lobbying that means 
guidance, the lobbying that means giving them the information 
the pHople back home want them to have. 4 

•' 

:'t 
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The one last point made during this short debate, was that if a motion to 

table or defer the acceptance of th:i.s gift. passed, the Kaplans 1 gift 

would have to be returned. This added bit of pressure from the Chairman 

of the Biennial, Earl Morse, turned the balance. The resolution to accept 

the gift from the Kaplans passed the Biennial. This closed only the first 

chapter in the f'ight for the social action offtce in Washington. 

Soc1.al Action In Review, for December-January 1959-1960 announced 

that the UAHO was to _ppen a Washington arm of the OSA. The purpose for 

the RAO according to the article was: 

'l'o express the voice of Reform Judatsm on major legislative 
issues as mandated by the Union's Biennial Assemblies.5 

This statement, is very dH.'ferent from those made at the Biennial. It 
I 

would seem that the Union would have its member congregat:i.ons believe that 

the work of the RAO would be as spokesman for the Reform Jewish establish-

ment of this country. If this is a correct analysis, the UAHO leadership 

had deceived its constitueney,,at the 1959 Bienn:i.al and those who opposed 

the establishment of the.RAO could well take issue with the UAHO. 

During the months following the November Biennial, the storm clouds 

did begin to form, but if one were judging the opposition to the RAC by 

what he read in ·t.he Social Action in Review he would think that the movement 

had healed the bitterness that was displayed ov·er the center at the Biennial. 

There was no indication given in Social Action in Review that there ts the 

least bit of dissension among Reform leaders. The only reports we get are 

those of the successful social action programs of ind1.vidual congregations. 

The debate began to gain momentum in May, 1960, when J. E. B1.ndeman, 

President of the Washington Hebrew Congregation, sent a letter and a 

resolution from his congregation to Rabbi Eisendrath. In this letter Bindeman 
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indicated that since the Biennial his congregation had studied the proposal 

to establish the RAC and they resolved that any action outside of study 

would force the Washington Hebrew Congregation to be violently opposed to 

the Center 1 s establishment. The resolution of the Wasb.1.ngton Hebrew Con

gregation which was passed on March 21, 1960 maintained these points:· 

1. Congregations are volun·tary membership organizations which 
people join for religious purposes. An essential part of 
their religious purpose is the dttty to teach morality and 
ethics. 

2. Freedom of the pulplt is maintained, and the rabbi has the 
complete autonomy to give his spiritual message and moral 
judgments. 

3. The pulpit speaks to the members but never for the members of 
a congregation. 

4. By joining a congregation~ a person does not authorize anyone 
·to speak or act. for him or! social or polit.ical issues. 

5. Pressure for legislative decisions shou3id properly not be in 
the name of any sectarian group, but through non-sectarian 
agencies. If there is a separate Jewish aspect of any social 
problem then it can best be expressed through existing non
congregational Jewish action bodies which the indj.vidual may 
join. 

Since the UAHC claims that it has the right to purchase and maintain 
a Social Act.ion Cen·ter that Hwill express the voice of Reform 
Judaism on major legislative matters as mandated by the UAHC assemblies" 
and since such a Center would assume the right of the UAHC to speak 
for the pulpits, congregations, and members of Reform Judaism on 
social and political matterst We the Board of Managers of the 
Washington Hebrew Congregation, do hereby resolve as follows: 

1. We oppose soci.al action by the Union of American Hebrew Con
gregations that will go beyond study. 

2. We deny that the UAHC has the ri.ght to be the spokesman of' its 
pulpi·ts, congregations and members. 

3. We object to the establishment of the proposed Social Action 
Center which would speak for Reform Judaism on major legislative 
matters. 

4. We request (a) that the Board of Trustees of the UAHC give full 
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and immediate consideration to the basic issues outlined 
above; (b) that the General Assembly be given the opportunity 
aft,er full debate on the issues to reconsider its decision to 
establish a Social Act.ion Center in Washington; and (c) ·that 
pending the above a~l further action establishing such a 
Center be deferred. 

Attached to the resolution wa.s a sta:t.ement of' explanation. Interesting 

to note in both the resolution and in the explanation is the fact that what 

is thougl:tto be the reason for the controversy, namely the establishment 

of the Center, is only a minor issue. What seems to be major is the 

polit:i.cs involved between the Washing·ton Hebrew Congregation, and the UAHC. 

That is to say, what appears to be at question here is who does speak for 

Reform Jews. 

While the opposition to the Center was trying to gain force and 

strength, the UAHC failed ·t,o acknowledge publicihy.' ;that .there was opposition 

which had submitted a resolution. In the June-July issue of Social Action 

in Review still no mention was made of the growing tension over the RAC. 

Not, only have the editors played down the issue editorially, but they did 

not, even print the 11Letters to the Editor" column for the past few issues. 

One would think that an issue like the RAC would have drawn many letters 

both in support and in opposition. Without having the facts to substantiate 

this claim it is difficult to make any conclusions, but one would suspect 

that the U.AHC was in the process of keeping the whole matter very tightly 

under cover unt.il a clear pattern of opposition would develop. 

By November, 1960 many congregations had voiced their opin1.ons 

to ·the Union. In most instances these letters asked for olarificat:i.on 



on the exact program that. the GSA planned to follow in the new RAC. Again 

the Union was reluctant t,o address itself to the whole question of the RAC. 

Irving Fain, Chairman of the CSA, wrote to Al Vorspan, the Commission's 

director, with regard t,o answering some questions posed by a congregation 

asking for a precise program outline for the RAG. 

I am skeptical whether we should take tM.s init.iatlve to write 
a letter in which we would go on record, on paper, as to 
exactly what we would eventually do in the Wa§hington Center 
in the near future, or in the distant future. ·r 

While the opposl tion to ·bhe Center grew during the year or so after 

the 1959 Biennial$ the Union leadership felt the responsibility to go 

ahead with its plans to implement the Kaplan 1 s generous gift. In a 

letter to Jerome Friedman, President, Chicago Sinai Congregation, Judge 

Em:Ll Baar, Chairman, Board of Trustees of the UAHC, ind:tcated that the 

GSA would look for a suitable building f'or the Center because the Biennial 

had passed t.he resolut·lon. 

While the Union leadership was very confident that the resolution 

t1) establish this RA.C had been passed by an overwhelm-ing majority., it 

,none-theless began to change its position under the steady onslaught of 

opposition ·to the RAC. A clear policy change is thus seen in the letter 

from Baar to Friedman • 

•••• whether or not we purchase a building in Washington before 
November, 1961, I can assure you that the subjf~ct of the 
:E~mily and Kivie Kaplan Social Action Center will be on the 
agenda of' the forthcoming General Assembly.8 

The Union would allow the whole matter to be brought up again so 

that unity mtgh·t be achieved within the Union membership. 

The Union still maintained its policy of not publishing or publicizing 

any of the con·broversy in its Social Action 1-n Review. By January 19, 1961, 

Judge Baar howeve~ did communicate by mail with all of the congregational 
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presidents. For ·the first. time he outl'lned the proposed program of the 

RAC as it had been delineated up un·til that point. He claimed that the 

RA.C would function, as the CSA had done within ·the mandates passed by 

the general assemblies of the Union and/or the CCAR. Its program was to 

be in two categories. 

L It would be a service arm of ·t.he UAHC by supplying materials 
that are best researched in Washington, which would suggest 
programs of education and action for the local congregations. 

2. It would represent and express the viewpoint. of ·the nat:i.onal 
institutions of Reform Judaism sometimes in concer·t with 
other religious bodies, Jewish and Christian.9 

While these are the 'two main areas of program responsibility that the Union 

saw for the RAC, there were several other program areas in which the RAC 

would function to supplement., its primary responsibility •. 

1. The RAC would house a library on Judaism and social action 
for study by government personnel and other int.erested persons. 

2. It would provide per'l:,l.nent Jewish religious information to 
requesting agencies and individuals within government. and 
non-government spheres. Th:i.s material would be on Jewish 
ethical principles as well as data aboU't the position of 
Reform Judaism and other Jewish groups on specific questions. 

3. The RAC would help set up institutes and seminars. 

While the Union offered a concrete program for the RA.C, the controversy 

was being furthered by Alfred Bachrach of Temple Emanu-El of New York and 
\ 

David Bress o:f Washington Hebrew Congregation. On February 7, 1961 they 

sent a. letter to every congregational president calling for a special 

meeting to help block the Union 1 s attempt at implementing the RAC. They 

wanted support in their bid to get the Unton to defer the establishment 

of the RAC. Their letter claimed: 

The Board of the UAHC has refused to change or even delay its 
decision. We are now left with no alternative but to state 
our case to the lay leaders of the temples of the country and 
to ask each of you to take a. stand with us.J.O 

II 
I 
i 
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Once this letter was mailed to the congregations, the Union was to 

have a better idea of where it stood in the controversy. The fight here 

however is not over the RAC or social action, but rather over the way in 

which something could or could not be carried out by the UAHC. Unfortunately 

the controversy was over the procedures under which the Union operated. 

By mid to late February the All Hoo Commi tt,ee which Bachrach represen·lied 

was beginning to get responses to its plea for suppor·b. Some of the 

responden·bs were of couree anxious to support the committee because in 

many instances the congregation had its own' ~Jaxe to grind" with the Union. 

'Other congregations on the other hand were loyal supporters of the UAHC 

policy, and they urged the Union ~ to delay in making the RAC a reality. 

One such letter which s~por·bed the Union came su11.1risingly enough, 

from a congregation in Charlotte, North Carolina. 

I do not fear unwise actions by my fellow Jews before t.hey are 
committed. I can not believe that our own people would suddenly 
get a lust for power and begin a series of embarrassing actions. 

However I do fear an ineffectual voice when there is a need 
for action to meet real problems. 

In short, Unity is not surrender.ll 

Another letter from a southern congregation indicated that they believed 

Judaism to imply actions and feelings in the modern age. 

Our understanding of Judaism, moreover, seems to be at variance 
with the statement.. (The Washington Hebrew Congregation 
Resolution) From our own study we find that if Judaism is 
anything at all, it is a religion of action, a translation into 
daily deeds and a·tti tudes of all the high ideals and principles 
enunciated so gloriously by our prophets. While there has 
rarely been uniformity of opinion as to exactly how these goals 
are ·to be obtained, ,neither has there been any concerted effo~t 
to stifle the voices that proclaimed these truths as a stimulus 
to human ef'for·t. We find almost incomprehensible, therefore, 
the statement, for instance, to the effect that, "on social, 
political, and economic issues there is not., and must not be a 
Reform Jewish viewpoint., or even a ·Jewish viewpoint. 11 Our 
understand:tng of our great heritage leads us-to exactly the 
opposite conclusion.12 

.. 
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Wh:l.le this statement indicated a social awareness, and even support for 

the Social Action Cen·tier in Washington, this congregation indicates further 

that it was not pleased with the way in which the Union leadership had 

rammed business through the general assembly. 

In no way should our position be misunderstood as one of 
opposition to the Social Action Center. We believe firmly 
in the principle of Social Action, .And in the right of the 
Union to establish such a center which will help all of. our 
member congregations to understand the demands of Judaism 
in vital areas of life. 

It is precisely because we favor the establishment of this 
center, and because there seems to be such deep misunder ... 
standing of the function of the center, that we join wruth 
you in requesting the short delay until all objections can 
be thoroughly aired, and until the function of tpe Center 
can be adequately explained to our constituents.l3 

Thus here is a congregat.ion that supported the establishment of the Center, 

but had joined the forces that opposed the Center because it was opposed 

to the procedures employed by the UAHC. 

By February J.6, 1961, the debate was beginning to take on a 

particular form. The Union had much more suppor·t than did the opposition. 

The Union had regional directors who would act as spokesman for the Union 

position, and the support of the CC.I\R and most of the influential laymen 

of the movement. On February 16, 1961, Maurice Eiaendrat,h wrote to Rabbi 

Mann of Chicago Sinai Congregation. In this letter he indicated that 

there was too much support around the country for the Union no·t to move 

forward on its mandate from the 1959 Biennial • 

•••• thirty-three congregations in the New England Region had 
urged upon our administration the speedy implementation of the 
Miami resolution. Since that time, I might add parenthetically, 
the Pacific Southwest Cotmcil consisting of some forty-five 
congregations and the Southwest Council consisting of sixty-~ne 
congregations have taken similar action.l4 
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Thus the Union had a good deal of support for its position. 

The support of the Regional directors might best be illustrated 

by the following excerpt from a letter to Maurice Eisendrath from Richard 

Hirsch, then the director of' the Chicago Federat.ion of the UAHC. 

We had a full discussion of the matter at the Chicago 
Association of Reform Rabbis meeting on Wednesday, 
February 15, and I indicated to ·the rabbis that they should 
use their own judgement. In cases where the president felt 
that he could answer the letter without bringing it to the 
attention of the board, he ·should do so. If the president 
felt confident that the board would give favorable response 
to the Union position he should take a vote of the board. 
If the president deemed it advisable, he should convene a 
meeting of the delegates who attended the Biennial to corrobo
rate the facts of the matter. If the president or the board 
was negative about the matter, the Emanu-El letter should 
be ignored ••••• l5 

Although this ~pproach is not what one would call democratic, it was 

effective, because ver,y few of the Chicago area congregations responded 

to the letter from Bachrach and Bress. 

The hear•t of the debate was seen by a number of congregations which 

responded to the Bachrach - Bress letter. Many saw this debate, not as 

one of social action, or even of ·t:.he establishment of the RAC, but one 

which involved the personalities of the men involved in the leadership 

positions on bot:.h sides. One such letter to Alfred Bachrach from Calman 

Levich reflects this position. 

We respect the motives and fears oi' those who oppose a 
social action canter, yet we pray tha·~ you find it in your 
hearts to limit future discussion of this issue to the 
principles rather than the principals.l6 

While ·~he debate over the RAC continued the Union went ahead with 

its plans to establish the RAC in Washington. In early 1961 the Union found 

a building that was suitable to house the Center. Plans for the function 

of the RAC were in the process of being drawn up: and the Union began making 

plans for the fight that would take place in Washington at the 1961 Biennial. 
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I·t would seem that the Union, although it had committed itself to a review 

of the llAC resolution at the 1961 Biennial was establishing the Center as 

though ·there was no opposition. In the process of establishing the Center 

the UAHC was also making alliances with other religious groups which had 

similar offices for social action in Washington as the following will 

indica:te: ,, 
\ 
\ 

I believe you will be pleased to see the attached announcement 
of ·the establishment of a religious action center in Washington, 
D.C. to servs as an arm of the Commission on Social Action of 
Reform Judaism. 

It, is our hope that the Center, working closely with Protestant 
and Catholic bodies, will strengthen the ideals of religion in 
their application to the great moral issues of our time.l7 

By March 23, 1961, ,:the Union leadership could see that they were far 

ahead on the debate. A tally of mail received revealed the following: 

1. Definitely affirming Union Stand 

2. Definitely opposing Union Stand 

3. Requests to postpone action until further 
discussion at the Biennial 

4. Refuse to take stand because of a lack 
of information 

14.5 

20 

27 

18 
4 

In order to gain further support, the Executive Board suggested to Judge 

Baar that he inform the congregations that although the Union had purchased 

a bu1.lding in Wash1.ngton, i'l:, would be impossible for the HAC to begin its 

program until after the Biennial. This was due to the fact that ti·tle for 

the building would no·t be in the Union's possession until July. J., 1961. In 

his letter to the congregations, Baar indicated that the UAHC was meeting 

with representatives of the opposition in an effort to resolve the dispute. 

If the dispu·t:.e is no·t:. resolved by the time of the Biennial, then there will 
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be ample time at the assembly to debate the issue further. Thus it was 

now the Union's hope to gain strength by being open on the issue of the 

RA.C. 

The Social Action in Review of June, 1961, announced the purchase 

of the Washington building. The article told of an overwhelming majority 

of those presen·t at the Biennial in 19591 as having voted to make this RAC 

a reality. No mention was made however of there even being a controversy 

over the establishmen·t of such a center, or o.f the union 1 s willingness to 

take the issue up again in the November 1961 Biennial. Thus while the 

Union is candid when it issues letters to congregational presidents, it 

is lax in telling the whole story of the RA.C when it comes to a publication 

that is as widely read as Social Action in Review. 

This seems to have been one of the failings all along with the Union, 

in its debate over social action. In private communications, Eisendra:th 

and Baar et al were perfectly willing to meet the opposition more than half 

way, but when valuable help could have been solicited through Social Action 

in ~yie~. or ~:!:_c~'l2-.".J~~iS!Jl:, ·the UAHC seemed to shy away. Perhaps the 

reason for this is that the UAHC leadership was afraid to bring the corrtroversy 

to the average congJ:'~gant lest the reaction would be negative. Although the 

debate up until this t.ime had been bitter, it had really been fought between 

the power structures on both sides of the debate. The power structures 

were well aware of what was happening, but the constituency was shielded 

from the clouds of controversy. 

Eisendrath may have had other reasons for making sure that this 

controversy was kept in low key. He j.ndicates in a letter to Judge Baar 

on August 15, 1961, that he knew what thE~ real issue was in this debate. 
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•••. I feel that this matter will never be settled until it is 
settled right.. If we should go to the Biennial indicating 
how far we have been prepared to go in the direction of 
conciliati.on, safeguards, democracy, congregational participation 
and the like but underscore the fact that all of thj.s appears 
to be in.auff.id.ent in the sight of some who desire nothing less 
than the removal of myself' from the presidency and the election 
as Chatrman of the Board or as "lay presidentll as well as board 
members unsympathe·tic and even antagonistic to myself as the 
·t.hen-to-be professional administrator, perhaps this would be 
the issue to be decided by the Biennial. Then I believe thi::; 
poison would be out of our system because if I have any political 
sense at all, and if I have any sens:Ltivity to our constituency, 
I believe that those of us who have beenseeking to lead the 
Union over ·the past decade or so would be overwhelmingly 
vindicated. Unless we face this issue which Bachrach has made 
unambiguous and central, we will be fencing with shadows, 
making concession after concession, proliferating red tape, 
stultifying our program and ourselves.l9 

Thus for the administration of the Un:l.on, the fight has not been the RAC. 

It would seem that Eisendrath and Baar would not try to bring the i.ssues 

of this let·t.er ·lio the heart of the debate. And as we shall see, by the 

time the Biennial takes place in November, 1961, the Ad Hoc committee has 

substantially changed i·ts policies concerning the RAC. 

On November 6, 1961, before the Biennial, the Ad Hoc committee sub-

mitted a number of resolutions including one concerning the establishment 

of the Center. What strj.kes the reader :Lmmedia·t.ely is the fact that the 

committee approved the Religj_ous Action Center. They even went so far as 

to approve of the Cen·ter staff givtng legislative testimony as long as that 

testimony follows the lines of' the mandates of ·the Union Bienn:Lal. Despite 

a number of recommendations which would make the work of the CSA and the RAC 

especially cnmbersomo, thE~ Ad Hoc commit.tee finally gave ground on the one 

issue over which they orginally began their controversy. 

The real issues which the Ad Hoc committee dealt with in its reso-

lut:Lon were those which surround the procedures of the Union of American 

Hebrew Congregations. It was over this resolution tha·t. the Union and the 
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Ad Hoc committee had really been debating over the past two years. Although 

the RAC was ostensibly the issue, it was, I believe, a shield and a buffer 

for this resolution: 

A standing commit.tee to be known as the Resolutions committee 
is hereby crea·ted to function when required throughout each 
year. 

(a) Proposed resolutions for consideration at Biennial 
Assemblies may be submitted in writing to the 
Resolutions Committee at any time •••••• 

(b) The Resolutions Committee shall transmit proposed 
resolutions to every congregation for informational 
purposes •••••• but tn no event shall such proposals 
be mailed to t,he congregations less than nineiiy 
days prior to the ensuing Biennj.al. 

(c) Prior to voting upon any resolution the Resolutions 
Committee shall. ••• apprise the General Assembly of 
tabulated opinions expressed by the congregations 
for or against such resolutions and of any amendments 
thereof, together with the Resolution Committee's 
evaluation of those opinions and other findings which 
that committee destres to submi·t for presentation. 

(d) All resoluttons involving subject matter of a public 
nature can only be acted upon at, a session of the 
Biennial at which a quorum is present and a majority 
vote is needed for passage. Any resolution submttted 
within 90 days of the Biennial needs a 60% vote f.ox· 
passage.20 

While the resolution oon'l;in.ued, these were the important points. We can 

see here tha·~ the issue. has been the way in wM.ch some delegates conceived 

r£ the BAC resolution having been railroaded through the 1959 Biennj_al. 

It was f.elt that the Union leadership acted in haste at the convention in 

1959 in hopes that there would not be a large deba·t.e on the floor of the 

general assembly • 

The question remains, could th:i.s controversy wh:i.ch really dealt more 

with personalities than it did with either RAC or soc:l.al act,ion, have been 

avoided? It would seem to me that what was at stake here from the beginning 



74 .• 

was the integrit.y of the Union leadership. I believe that the Uni.on made 

a grave tact.ical error in not announcing the Kaplan 1 s gift well in advance 

of the 1959 Biennial. We know that the gift predated October 23, 1959, 

because by that time Rabbi Lipman was already looking for a building 

sui t.able for the RAC. We know too, ·!:,hat there was some ques·tion as to 

the number of delegates present when the vote on the RAC took place in 19)9. 

We also have evidence that Rabbi Eisendrath was less than honest in 

his dealing wi.th local congregations, even after the 1959 Biennial. 'fhe 

date of the Kaplan's offer, it seems to me, is the crucial issue. We know 

that the gift predated October 23, 1959, but then we read in a letter 

from Maurice Eisendrath to Melville Dunkelman, President, Wise Temple in 

Cincinnati, the following: 

The idea of a center in ·washington is not a. new one as you will 
see from the background material enclosed. It has also, apparently, 
been a dream of Mr. Ki.vi.e Kaplan's, who donated the funds f'or it, 
for many years. On the eve of the Biennial in Miami, Mr. Kaplan 
first apprised me of his decision to make such a cen·!:,er for 
social action available to the UA.HC. Accordingly, I lost no 
time in including it in my !State of the Union" message the Sunday 
evening which O:Q~ned the Assembly, with the recommendation that 
it be accepted.~l 

Here I believe is the crux of the issue. The gift was offered a good deal 

of time befor·e the Biennial, yet the UAHC Presldent on many occasions 

maintaJ.ned that the gift was given on the eve of the Biennial. We might 

quarrel about terms, and say that 1eve of 1 is very relatlve. But then there 

would have been no reason for Dr. Eisendrath to make. the point that he "lost 

no time in including it in his State of the Union Message. 11 We must conclude 

that the controversy as it finally developed could have been avoided, had 

the Union leadership informed the constituent congregations that such a pro-

posal would be on the agenda of the BienniaL There was indeed ·t.ime for 

th:i.s kind of communication. 
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'l'hi.s interestj_ng chapter in the social action mO'vement of our Union, 

ended. when the UAHC posi tton on the RAG was overwhelmtn.gly endorsed by· 

the 1961 Biennial. A new era in the social action program ·was about to 

begin . 
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Chapter 5 

A STRUGGitiNG COMMISSION 

Once the great debate in Reform Judaism had been decided, with the 

excep·tion of a few stubborn pockets of resistance, the notion of social 

action wH,hin the movement had won a permanent place in the program of 

the Union and CCAR. The RAC, the culmination to the whole idea of sod.al 

act!Lon, was going to take its place in Washington, D.C. With the HAC 

firmly implanted in the minds of B.eform J'ews;. j we shall see a general 

shift. The emphasi.s of CSA, moved from local program planning to pressure 

on major national issues. 'fhe RAC was the Jewish relj.gious voice in 

Washing·ton1 and whether the CSA did or did not intend the RAC to serve as 

a pressure group on various issues, it did serve that function. 

Recognizing the possible problems involved with having a wing of 

the CSA in Washington, 1n November, 1961, the Commission began a concerted 

effort to help the local congregations on their programs for social action. 

The CSA decided to publish a 11program-a-month 11 newslettel~ which would sug-

gest a monthly program based on positions taken by the UAHC and theCSAa. 

This newsletter was to give background material, resolutions and ideas for 

implementation in tlmlocal setting. 

At the same time, the CSA heard a report from Joseph Rauh, a very 

active member of the Commtss:i.on, and a lawyer in Washington. Rauh urged 

that. pressure be put on the White House as soon as possible and to as 

great a degree as posstble so that there might. be passage of an equal housing 
1 

bill. Rauh was interested in the passage of the bill. The question is 

raised~ Was it the job of the CSA to be placing pressure on the VJhite House 

or any other arm of the government? 

While the CSA became more involved in issues on a national level, 
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the local congregations were becoming very much involved in the social 

issues in their own communities. '!'emple Israel of Boston was seeking help 

from members of the congregation in securing adequate housing for Negroes. 

At the same time they tried to help non-white employees find employment in 

keeping with the skills that each possessed. The congregation had responded 
2 

well to this call to action. 

Efforts in the South too met with favorable response. The desegre-

gation of the Atlanta schools was successful, due in great measure to the 

efforts of religious institutions. Rabbi Rothschild's synagogue social 

action committee aided that successful desegregation. 

Jev1s faced with the fighting of their own minority status, 
are always fearful and insecu:r·e in the face of great social 
change, nonetheless, I thi.nk it can be truthfully said, that 
almost without exception; the Jews of Atlanta courageously 
stood up for and out as champions of the liberal cause.3 

Rabbi Richard Hirsch, director of the RAC urged the CSA in April, 

1962 to help organize the American Jewish community. He felt that it was 

improper that Jewish community organizations only came together when there 

was concern for Israel. Being the unif.ying force in American JeVTry was not 

invis:l.oned in the formulation of the safeguards for the RA.C. In the final 

analysis i·~ is not important whether ·t.heRAC did finally approach the other 

organiza·t.ions in Washington. What is of utmost concern, however is the 

fact tha.·t the CSA was moving mo:r:·e 1.nto the realm of national programs and 

was concerned less with the needs of local social action committees. 

By December, 1962, the RAC had been firmly established. 'rhe CSA was 

still responding however to ·the bi.t.in.g issue of 11 who speaks for Reform Jews." 

Before the debate took place, the CSA was firm in positions that it took. 
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Since the debate, the Commission seemed almost shy, and timid in its 

approach. The members were concerned tha·t. whatever they did would be 

assuming a position of "speaking for all Reform Jews. 11 At issue in December, 

1962 was the affilia·t.ion by the CSA with a national peace movement. Turn 

Toward Peace. Some members of the CSA felt that it was not p.roper·.for the 

CSA to affiliate because there were questions as to just what this affiliation 

would commi·t. H.eform Jews to. Al Vorspan, an advocate of' joining the group, 

claimed that congregations in some instances were far ahead of the CSA in 
4 

this area. Both notions represent confusion since affiliating with such 

organizations was not a function of the CSA. 

Further confusions of this type were also brought to the meeting as 

a result of the CSA working on desegregation in the South. Some of ·t.he 

southern congregations could not understand why they were not consulted 

prior to representatives of the CSA coming into their communities. The 

whole attitude here, seemed again, to be one of distrust. The Southeast 

Council of the UAHC asked that prior consent be given before the CSA acted 

on a local issue in their area. The question of whom to consult in these 

congregations arose however, since Atlanta and Miami were the only cities 

in the ?iSoutheast Council ·to be represented by Social Action Committees. 

To add to the further frustration of the December, 1963/ meeting, 

the GSA began to deal with the whole problem of emerging Negro-Anti-semitism. 

Part of' the Black community was growing blatantly an:ti-semitic. This would 

make it increasingly dif'f'i.cult for the CSA ·t;o operate in the area of Civil 

Rights as we shall see. 

While the CSA sought its own self-image, Rabbi Brickner reported to 

the Commission that the southern oongrega:tions had agreed to set up commit·tees 
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within each congregation :for the CSA to consult. Brickner poin·ted out to 

the CSA however, that it was made crystal clear to these congregationl.3; that 

the CSA would not permit anyone, or any congregation to exercise its veto 

. ' power over the work of the Commission. 

This kind of stat,ement only added to the schizophrenia of the CSA. 

Many members looked upon the CSA as some autonomous body with powers 

separate from or in addition to the powers given it by the CCAR and the 

UAHC. Second, many members of the CSA really did not quite understand 

exactly what the function of the CSA was. Was it the function of the CSA 

to make pronouncements and to be involved in local issues which local con-

gregation5 did not favor? Was the GSA to be a large national group whose 

function it was to have an impact on legislatton? Or was the Commission 

to make congregation social action committees aware of issues, to secure 

informat,ion about those issues, and t,o point up why the issue was relevant 

to Jews? In the eyes of some members of the Commission, involvement on a 

nat:i.onal level seemed to be the reason for the existence of the CSA. Others 

were vttally concerned that the CSA produce programs for the congregations. 

~1e Commission became quite confused as to just where it was going, 

as the following excerpt, from tts meeting of June 3, 1963 would indicate: 

He said the Commission is under immense pressure to be 
concerned with the broad issues. The only way the Commission 
can act, and the only way it can get indtviduals to act, is 
if it has a mandate on a particular subject. There are some 
social action committees which are taking the lcind of concrete 
and individual action we would like to see social action 
committees take. Is it the .function of this Commisston, as 
an en·tity, to 11persuade and cajole individual Jews into ethical 
conduct?" Can we as a Commission convince rabbis to sit down 
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with members of their congregations who are offenders? We 
have not dnne very much of this by and large. Can we take 
respon,sibility for individual offenders? Most organi.za.tions 
have taken the position that the Jewish community caro1ot be 
responsible for individuru. culprits. Mr. Rauh is saying 
that our job is ·t:.o take this responsibil.i ty. How we can 
exert influence is a highly complex mat·t.er. 

80. 

Th-is Commission is part of' a structure, not ·a total structure. 
We cannot relate to individuals. The Commission's primary 
point of referral must be congregations and ·tlhe people who 
belong. Ite~;;; job is to express national Jewish religious 
point of view in terms of mandates from general assemblies 
and whatever action needs to be ·t.aken nationally to help 
local congregations take their own collective posi.tions. 

But we must make an important distinction very clear. We are 
not responsible for the actions of every Jewish gonif', but 
we are responsible for the actions of the leaderships of our 
congregations. This is why most of us feel frustration and a. 
sense of guilt.. We make pronouncements and those who take 
positions of leadership may on many occasions be violating 
the principles we set forth. 

Our task is to prepare the Jewish community for understanding 
its responsibilities and its members' responsibilities. It 
won't change mavericks. While the passing of resolutions does 
seem ineffectual i.n the long run, it does serve a purpose. 
We educate our congregations within the community. Then we 
hope individuals will come up to the standards we set.6 

The CSA was getting caught up in polemics and administration and was 

fast loosing the momentum that it once had in producing material for the 

local organizations. One can speculate here, that the reason for this lag 

in efficiency in the CSA, was twofold. First is the fact that the energies 

expended in the debate had sapped a great deal of st,rength from the social 

action movement. Once the RAC was established in Washington. many felt that 

the Center staff w~uld be able to help the Commission in furnishing congre-

gations with social action materials. The second reason, far more important, 

is that Negro anti-semitism was growing and being felt by the Jewish com-

munity. 
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Jews became increasingly reticient about working in areas even 

remotely connected with Civil Rights. With this gradual pulling away from 

Civil Rights, the CSA was virtually without a 11major 11 project. Perhaps the 

CSA did not feel the immediate pressure but the signs were present that 

the CSA would be searching for direction. This area of Civil Rights was 

one in which ·the CSA had done much work, had influenced many people, and 

had even helped get needed legislation passed. Now the decision would 

have to be made, in what new area of social concern would the CSA strive 

for expertese? 

Further confusions abounded during ·the summer, 1963 with the now 

famous "March on Washington." In a memo letter to congregational social 

action committees, Balfour Brickner said that the UAHC would join with the 

National Council of Churches of Christ. and the National Catholic Welf~re 

Conference in ·the ·washington March. 11We believe most of the members of 

our congregations are committed to these purposes and are anxious to demon·-
7 

strate their commitment in a tangible fashion." Although Rabbi Brickner 

thought that most congregazl.ttal would favor the Union B 8 participatton, m-.the 

March, at the November, 1963 Biennial, Eisendrath indicated that he received 

much criticism about the participation by the CSA in the March. 

Most of us s·&and callously aloof from the struggle or savagely 
condemn our Union for issuing a call to individual decency and 
religious commitment; for participating in a march which for 
dignity and decorum has few if any counterparts in history; for 
inviting as a speaker to this Biem1ial one of the greatest. 
moral and spiritual prophets of freedom in our time.8 

While Eisendra·ch was critical of those who did not favor actions, his 

postion is clear, and unbending. He would not be deterred from a high 

quali t.y program of social action. Though tired and weary from the fight,s 

over the right to engage in social action, Eisend:r.ath, was still arguing 

·---·· ··~--~----
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his point that as Jews v-re are obligated to engage in events like ·the 11March 

on Washington.H 

There are those who recoiled terrified from any participation 
of the UAHC in the March on Washington, and I too, was terrified 
when I learned of it while I was in Europe. I was terrified 
that perhaps the UAHC might not participate.9 

Eisendrath was also critical the Union constituency for its nebulous 11Call 

to Racial JusticeJ' This pillar of social action was disappointed that the 

"Call to Racial Justice" issued by the Reform movement was minimal when 

compared to the call issued by the Na·tional Council of Churches of Christ 

which authorized that risks were to be taken to secure rights for Negro 

freedoms. 

By November, 1963 70 congregations had already adop·ted the call to 

racial justice. A document which pledged that a congregation would no·t 

support institutions or use suppliers which had discrim.in~:tot.yrtJ;,~mp,;Loyment, 
10 

practices. By 1965 only 150 congregations would adopt the 11Cal1. 11 In 

addition to the rather small number of congregations accepting the 11Call 

to Racial Justice, 11 the timi.dity w:Lth which it was adopted by those 

1)0 congregations was somewha1; appalling. A follow-up questionnaire revealed 

the following: 

l. Does the congregation hire enployees without regard to race or religion? 

Yes 91% No 7% 
2. Does the congregation buy supplies only from firms that practice non

discrimination in employment? 

Yes 40% No 58% 

3. Does the congregation let out services and construction contracts only 
to those firms which are non-discriminatory in employment? 

Yes 40% No 58% 
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4. Does the congregation deal only with banks and investors who have non
discriminatory employment practices? 

Yes 34% No 
ll 

61% 

'While it is heartening to note that the congregations themselves adopted 

non-discriminatory employment practices, it is quite shocking to see that 

even these 150 congregations wouldn •·t. wholeheartedly adopt the call to 

racial justice. By 1965 no·t. even ten per cent of the Union's membership 

had been so motivated by the CSA, to fully adopt the 11Call to Racial 

Justice." 

The Union, would have us believe t.hat social action within the 

rank and file of Reform Judaism had been going smoothly. Al Vorspan, 

reporM.ng in American Judaism, revealed that social action was entering a 

new era, the era of action. The more than 400 local congregations were, 

according to Vorspan, going to make significant contributions in the action 

field. Vo:rspan gave his explanation for this new· growth in a.ctiom 

•.• Events have caught up wUh us all. . .•• ; the burstil\ 
racial challenge, the olimactical church-state developni, 
new crises of war and peace, the sickness of our cities~ 
the quickening pace of interfaith cooperation, the war on 
poverty, the deepening ordeal of Soviet Jewry, all these an 
m~y others have over~aken us. These are all on our doorsteps, 
not to be ignored. To ignore them is to doom our synagogues 
to irrelevance.l2 

Vorspan 1s air of optimism on the status of the social action movement was 

vindicated by the view that Rabbi Richard Hirsch e:xpounded in April, 196h. 

Hirsch claimed that the Jewish commu11ity tn America. was no longer insecure, 

as it had been in the 50's. Now, according to his view, the American Jewish 

community was more likely to be involved in issues ·tha·t. were devested of 

specific Jewish interests. How different this was from the American Jewish 

community of the 19·th century that worked only on issues o.f dill'ect Jewtsh 

interest. 
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These expanded efforts manifested the new secure status of the 
Jew in the new America. The change in emphasis from particu-
lar interests affecting the Jewish community alone to universal 
interests affecting all men is in keeping with Jewish tradition.l3 

The feelings represented at the Commission meeting in May, 1964, were 

less optimistic. Vorspan and Hirsch were members of ·t.he CSA by virtue of 

the fact that they worked as staff members of the Commission • The air 

of optimism present in their articles in the spring of 1964, was absent 

from that meeting in May. Rabbi Arthur Lelyveld, a strong social action 

leader said that the CSA had turned its back on the Call to Rae tal ,Justice. 
l.4 

He added that the CSA didn 1t even know where it was. The minutes reflect 

Lelyveld 1 s no·tion. While Civil Rights legislation was being passed through 

Congress, the racial tension in the U.S. was mounting. Violence was sure 

to effect the oit:l.es during the coming summer, and the CSA doesn't really 

know what advice to give the congregations which asked for counsel. Mandates 

or no manda·tes, resolutions or no resolut.ions, the Jewish Community was 

beginn:l.ng to get scared, and they were asking the CSA for help. 'rhis did 

not appear to me to be the same kind of Jewish community that Vorspan and 

Hirsch were so optimis·tic about just months before this meeting. 

Even as late as November, 1964, at the meeting of the UAHC Board of 

Trustees, Eisendrath seems to be defending social action. The fight over 

congregational par·ticipation in social action projects was still being 

fought on this national level. 

Social action does no·t constitute, as some would have you 
believe, our sole preoccupation, nor does it command a d:ls
proportionate share of those despera·t.ely needed funds, though 
I do not know why one should be apologetic or defensive even 
if this were ·true; that is, if. we really believe that one of 
our major purposes as Reform Jews, is to further the moral 
message o;r

5
our prophets and the ethical mission of our 

forbears.l 
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With respect. to the Religious Action Center, its activities had 

been quiet as it i1as in the process of' making alliances within the 

Washington community. It had sponsored a number of seminars and conferences, 

like a two-day CCAR conference on disarmament. Its plans indicated that 

long-range education for Jew:i.sh and Christian community leaders would be 

among its priorities. The first step in that. program would be a summer 

seminar for theological students. 

The November, 1964. meeting of the CSA revealed an interesttng 

development in the whole structure of social actior1. NFTY had always had 

representation on the joint commission. Local youth groups had always 

participated within their synagogues and regions on social action projects, 

but only now does NFTY come of age :!.n the social action movement. Begi.nning 

with the summer of 1964, thE~ idea of a NFTY Mitzvah Corps program,.· developed. 

When the adult congregations failed to give support to action oriented 

programs, the yout.h of the movement took over the reigns of action. For 

the summer, a group of youngsters, together wlth a chaperone couple., worked 

in the ghetto area of New York City. The volunteers, labored at many kinds 

of jobs, building bridges of understanding between blacks and whit.es. The 

program was so successful that plans were alr·eady being made to continue 

the program for the summer of 1965 in New York Ci.ty, and Chicago. This 

was one of the unique action programs that the CSA had been able to 

implement among American Reform Jews. 

As the youngsters had picked up the banr1er of social reform, the 

adults in the local communities were mostly devoid of actior1 oriented 

programs. The Commission was in the position of urging congregations to 

to take action, as evidenced by the March, 1965 CSA meeti.ng. The Commission 
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approved the go ahead for more Mitzvah Corp programs on one hand, and on 
16 

the other it asked congregations to use investable funds fo:r social uses. 

The Commi.ssion was so ineffective that. it needed to almost plead with con-

gregations for something as unacti.ve as investing money. The Commission 

also endorsed the Mississippi Summer Project, which would give aid to the 

southern Negro, and support to the Civil Rights workers, 40% of which w·ere 

Jewish. While these causes w·ere needed, the CSA lacked the ·vitality it once 

had to implement the program. The suggestions that began to come from the 

CSA dealt wtth these problems only in an ethereal sott of way, lacking in 

concrete steps for local implementation. 

Perhaps the reason for the lack of creative work in the CSA was due 

to an attitude in American Jewish life. American Jews do not see themselves 

as truly emanctpated, more of't.en than not we see that the American Jew fears 

for his posi·tion in this society. Johann s. Ackerman indicated that Jews 

ought not get involved in what he called 11poli.1;ical issuesn because when 

Jews are the enemies ot' those i.n power, they will have a difficult time in 

the United States. A second reason outlined by Ackerman w·as that Israel 
17 

could not afford for America to be anti-Israel. While Ackerman may be 

pessimistic, I believe that the evidence points to the fac-t, that most 

American Jews w·ere uncertain abli>Ut engaging in t.hese issues because of 

Judaism 8 s precarious posi ti.on in society. 

In November, 1965, Eisendrath may have sensed that it would be 

advantageous for the CSA to slow down somewhat. Ei.sendrath spoke out against. 

the American involv·ement in Viet Nam at the Bienrlial, but the issue of 

Viet Nam was not yet clearly defined. Thus, whatever Eisendrath said about 

Viet Nam, was not consj.dered as 11poli tical 11 in 1965. A't the CSA meeting 
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however, Eisendrath made a plea fo1· new priorii:;ies for the Commission. 

While he was, of course, interested in w·orld peace as an issue, he may have 

been more intent on preservh1.g the machinery of social a.c·t:.ion. The issue 

of world peace in 1965, was an issue with which no one could take offense. 

In this way, ·bhe machinery of the CSA would be maintained. The second 

possible reason for choosing world peace, was that the CSA was looking 

'for direction. The issue of Civ·n Rights was now a dif'.fioult one for the 

Jewish community. The other issues that the CSA had worked on, brought 

very l:iJ;tle response from the local congregations. 

As a result of Rabbi Eisendrath 1 s plea, it was moved, 
seconded, and unanimously passed, that the whole problem of 
world peace be made the number one priori~y of t~Commiss:i.on 
on Social Action for the next t.wo years.l 

In its struggle for survival, the Commiss:i.on on Social Action tried 

to come to grips with the not.ion of world peace. The Commission involved 

with peace organizations, bu·t; in so doing lost its ident:i.ty as the CSA. 

It tried to implement programs for a local level, but its attemp·Gs were 

naive, and disregarded by the congregati.ons. The issue of world peace, was 

too complex for the CSA to deal with in a meaningful way. 

The work of the Commission focused more or less on the work of the 

Religious Action Center, which became the kind of orga.nizati.on that ·the 

Union had ah1ays intended for it to be, primartly an educational insti.tution. 

For several weeks in July, 1966 the RA.C in cooperation with Harv~rd Divinity 

School, held a seminar for theological students. '!'he students studied the 

government from the point of view of a reJ.tgious body betng represented in 

the nation's capital. The students, from many seminaries, Chris·tian and 

Jewisl) spent the period of one month being briefed on the work of a religious 
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action group such as the RAG. They studied the impact of religion on the 

congressi.onal system~ and most important, they studied issues from a new 

perspective. The program was successful in a very significant way. 

Perhaps the most signitf;;icant realization issuing ou·t of the 
Seminar's work is that churches and synagogues may also 
become the places ''where the action isn once religious 
leaders and laity are awakened out of their parochialism.u19 

Although not repeated as a summer seminar, the ltAG has from time to time 

plm1ned shorter one week intensive seminars for seminary students. These 

shortened seminars help the student understand the work of religious bod:i.es 

in our nation 1 s capital. 

Although the GSA had little influence, wherever its influ~nce was 

felt, programs developed in an ongo:ing kind of way. Perhaps the best 

example of the influence of the GSA is the Upper Park Avenue Community 

Association (UPAGA). 'l'he New York Federation of Reform Synagogues became 
20 

partners with UPAGA on a joint venture j_n the fall of 1966. They became 

co-sponsors of a non-prof:i.t housing corporation. Although the bi-racial 

group had difficulties .in get·t.ing started on the project, and despite the 

current of black power and black mistrust of the white establishment, the 

UPAGA project continues to function. Its original goal was to convert a 

sectj_on of Harlem into 388 l:i.viable housing unUs. 1'he two groups work 

together, with a 1$ man board of directors, seven from UPAGA, seven from 

the New York F'edera·bion of Reform Synagogues and Rabbi Balfour Brickner 

who serves as med:i.ator. The group deals not only with housing, but with 

a whole range of inner city problems from consumer education to "day 

care ce:nters.u 

According to Rabbj_ Brickner: 
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who say that White and Black can 1t make it together. 

89. 

We are rehabilitating more than buildings. We are learning 
to rehabilitate ourselves through one another. It is . 
slow, hard, and somewhat painful, hut it is working.112l 

The project. is probably the best sustained program of social action by 

any group o@ Reform Jews in the count.r-y. 

By November., 1967 Rabbi Eisendra:~h claj_med that, there were $00 local 
22 

social action committees, His address to the Union Biennial 

did not indicate that the CSA and the whole soci.al act,ion movement, wi thi.n 

Reform was in very serious trouble. Irving Fain and others of the CSA 

noted that at the Bienri.ial there was an undercurrent of resist.ance to soci.al 
23 

action proposals. Rabbi Lipman castigated the CSA and claimed ·~hat they 

had done a poor job of educating the local congregations. Habbi Gittelsohn 

placed the blame, not with the CSA but rather with the prevailing mood of 

anxiety in the country, from which the UAHC and its CSA were not isolat.ed. 

What was disheartening, to the Commissi.on dj.d not seem to be the lack of 

ac·~i.on, bu·~ rather there was a feeling that the CSA was back in 19l..t.9 

expending all its energies just to get a resolution passed. 

'fhe significant truth that came from the meeting was pointed out by 

H.abbi Palni.ck of Little Rock, Arkansas. He cla:i.med that the ineffectiveness 

of the social action movement could be blamed on the total collapse of the 
24 

liberal coalition which ruled the country for ov-er ten years. The Jewish 

community by and large was no longer deeply involved in the great social 

issues as they once were. The possible reasons for the dlsinterest may have 

been White back-lash or even the association by laymen ·that Civil Rights 

and social action were the same. In any event the flame of social action 

was in danger of being extinguished. The CSA searched for an issue, so 
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that it could again put it.s vast machinery to work. 

The meeting of the Commission in March of the followi.ng year saw 
25 

Israel as the major focus of attention. The CSA was concerned that the 

u. S. bad condemned Israeli raids in Jordan. Now the CSA was faced with a 

serious Jewish problem. They respond by discussing the practicability of 

reprinting tw·o previous publications of the CSA, Israehand 1\.meri~~!!...iJW:.::Y 

•••• 1967 and :S>eyond and As The Driven Sands. 
·- -·- ...... 1 ..... -

Although the members were searching for directions in which to go, 

the immens·i.ty of t.he problem, overshadows any attempt by the CSA to deal 

with the issue s,uhstant.iV1e.:}ty. The Commission seems lost, in any area that 

deals with an international problem. This feeling of being lost, is not 

the same when we read the mi.nutes of the Commission during the Jewish 

:Lnv;cil-v:ement, in Civil Rights.. • 'rhere we read of a confident organization, 

one wit,h plans and creative ideas. Here we have a timid, defensive group, 

a group that is really without a priority or direction. 

By October, 1968 the whole mood of the Jewish community had shifted 

to the Right. Rabbi Hirsch noted that Jews are not, safe in a society that 
26 

is unstable. The Jews were pulling back and withdrawing from all social 

concerns. Viet Nam and the race r1.ots had by this time taken their tolLl 

on Jewish liberals, and many Jews were saying that we have t.o protect. the 

Jews. 

With this shift, the idea of social action seems almost unreal. Even 

i.n the area of civil rights, the CSA had pulled away. The whole process 

is reminiscient. of the famlly pulling away from one of its members who is 

dying from a terminal illness. Black anti-semitism had taken its toll 

on Jewish liberals. 
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As there had alw·a.ys been stubborn pockets resistant to social action, 

now there were those who refused to pull away in time of moral distress. 

NFTY for one, refused to quit social action. The idealism of those 

young people kept thei.r action ratio high in the area of race. Many NFTY 

regions. even this past summer, still held Mitzvah Corp programs in the 

ghettos. The NFTY members present at the CSA meeting in October, 1968 

complained that the CSA and the congregations hadn 1 t di.splayed ·the actions 

they had espoused as Jewish values, during times tt' social crises. TM.s 

period in history they claimed demanded these Jewish values. 

As the CSA searched for something to do, the NFTY groups worked 

at doing something. The CSA grasped at s·traws even at it.s meeting in 

March, 1969 where it tried to pass a resolution that in spite of Black 
27 

anti-semitism, the CSA would do the right thing. While reports from 

all areas of the country were being received that the socj.al act.ion pro-

grams are bei.ng s·t.opped :l.n congregations, the CSA l:l.mped along avoiding 

the obvious and turning its wheels of machinery with little or no effect. 
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