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Su<nmary of Thesis
"Kaufmann Kohler as Reformer"

Born and raised in an atmosphere of strictest Orthodoxy,
Kaufmann Kohler was deeply influenced by his Orthodox teachers
and especially by Samson
love of Judaism Kohler emulated. Through his studies at vari-

ideas of Reform Judaism. In writing his doctoral thesis, Per
Segen Jacob* s, he utilized the principles of Bible Criticism
and came to the realization that Judaism, far from being a static
religion, revealed a continuous process of development.

V/hen it became clear that no Rabbinical position would be
available to Kohler in Germany, he turned to America, and with
the endorsement of Abraham Geiger, he was offered a rabbinical

David Einhorn who met Kohler upon his arri-position in Detroit.
val in tliis country, was to become not only Kohler’s father-in-

but his spiritual father as well. Admiring Einhorn’s ar-law,
dor and devotion to the cause of Reform Judaism, Kohler referred
to him as the
eers."

As Rabbi in Detroit, in Chicago and in New York, Kohler
In the spirit ofchampioned the cause of progressive Judaism.

radicalism and in an effort to stem the tide of "apostacy and
indifference," Dr. Kohler introduced the Sunday service. He

however, that his views toward the Sunday ser-later admitted,
vice had changed, and he emphasized the importanc e of maintaining

Though he often inveighed againstIsrael’s historic Sabbath.

ous Universities, however, Kohler came into contact with the

Raphael Hirsch, whose idealism and

"Theologian par excellence among the Reform pion-



blind letter worship," Kohler respected sin­
cere Orthodoxy. It was actually the spirit of irreverence and
irreligion which he opposed. For this reason, he objected to
Zionism, regarding it as a national rather -.than a religious
movement.

It was in 1385, during his ministry at Temple Beth El in

controversy with Dr.
vative point of view. In the same year, in an effort to clarify
the principles upon which Reform Judaism was based, Dr. Kohler
convened the Pittsburg Conference. The Platform which this con­
ference issued has come to be regarded as a most important state­
ment of the principles of Reform Judaisn . Kohler’s conviction
that the position of Judaism must be clarified, guided him in
editing the philosophy and theology sections of -the Jewish Ency­
clopedia and in writing his historic and systematic study of
Jewish Theology.

Though Dr. Kohler had never completely agreed with Isaac
it soon became apparent that he was the most suit-Mayer Wise, ■

able man to succeed Wise as the President of the Hebrew Union
Accepting the position in 1903, Dr. Kohler endeavoredCollege.

to instill a deeper religious spirit into the College. Though
he was opposed by several members of the faculty, his position

sustained, and he succeeded in creating a theological semin-was
which stood Ibr "definite principles". Dr. Kohler ever

and moral integrity. To these ideals he devoted his life.
!*

New York that Dr. Kohler defended Reform Judaism in a public

Alexander Kohut,’ who represented a conser-

ary
advocated a Judaism which would emphasize spirituality, honesty

"Orientalism" and "
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i.
INTRODUCTION

The last decades of the nineteenth century were crucial
ones in the history of Reform Judaism. In Germany, the crea­
tive energy of Geiger, Holdheim, Samuel Hirsch and of the
other giants of reform was spending itself and the spirit of
enthusiasm and of idealism which characterized the activities
of these early reformers was on the decline. Instead a snirit
of iconoclasm and pessimism which led to assimilation and con­
version seemed to hold sway over the enlightened Jews of Ger-

German Reform Judaism came to be regarded by many asmany.
merely a stepping stone to Christianity.

The reasons for the failure of the Reform movement in
Germany are numerous and complicated. Surely one of these
reasons is the lack of vision which characterized the later

Reform in Germany assumed a self-critical,German Reformers.
Many of its adherents carried Holdheim’snegative attitude.

radicalism to its extreme and endeavored to bring Judaism to
the point where it could hardly be distinguished from Christi-

The effort to transfer the Sabbath to Sunday was merelyanity.
one aspect of this attitude.

A more important reason, however, for the failure of Re­
form Judaism in Europe, is to be found in the very nature of

Born of the same spirit which producedthe reform movement.
the French Revolution, Reform Judaism breathes the spirit of

The cry of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity whichfreedom.
result of the Revolution and as aswept through Europe as a
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result of Napoleon’s conquests, could not fail to stir Juda­
ism as well. It could not fail to reawaken the ancient long­
ing for freedom. In Germany especially, leaders arose who were
anxious to free Judaism from the chains of authority and to
transform it into a living force with a vital message. Under
the impetus of their new found freedom and equality, the lead­
ers of reform were able to make Reform Judaism a powerful force

But in Germany the promises of free-upon the religious scene.
dom and equality for the Jew soon became a fleeting dream. It
was soon realized that only assimilation, only conversion to
Christianity could bring a semblance of real freedom. Arid so
the hope of Reform Judaism was frustrated.

Disappointed in Germany, the men of vision who could not
desert their ideas turned their energies elsewhere—to the free

One by one they deserted the bigo-soil of the United States.
try and the medievalism of European oppression, and wended
their way to America and freedom. This was the path of Isaac
Mayer Wise, of David Einhorn and Samuel Hirsch, and of Kaufmann

These men brought with them the living spirit of Juda-Kohle r•
ism, and in free America they transformed Reform Judaism into

These men realized that only
in a free country could Reform Judaism hope to attain its full

Kohler expressed this very idea when he wrote:stature.

a meaningful and powerful force.

"The generation which groaned under the yoke of 
Egyptian bondage were not permitted nor qualified 
to see the light and liberty of the land of prom­
ise. Neither does the generation brought up in 
the social and spiritual subjection of the Ghetto
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As much as any other single man, Kaufmann Kohler deter­
mined. the destiny of the Reform movement in America. The
present study shall attempt to analyze Kohler as a reformer,
and to determine the nature and the quality of his reforms.
For the purpose of this study the details of Kohler’s life
are not of primary importance. It is impossible, however, to
fully understand Kohler’s activities as a Reformer without
also understanding the conditions and the events which influ­
enced his life .

The sources which present a picture of Kohler as a Refor­
mer cover a wide range-, of material.
information are the published volumes of Kohler’s studies and

These include: The Hebrew Union College and otheraddresses.
Addresses, a collection of sermons and addresses which was pub­
lished while Kohler was president of the Hebrew Union College;

(1) The Reform Movement and Russian Intellectuals," American 
Jewish Chronicle, Vol. I, No. 4, June 2, 1916, p. 103. See 
also Kohler’s article "American Reform Judaism" which was 
printed in the January 19, 1923 issue of the American Hebrew: 
"Alas the anticipated religious reawakening of the people in 
the fatherland of Reform did not take place. The reaction 
which set in from above and from within checked the movement, 
and the masses fell back into religious lethargy and indiffer­
ence. America, the land of promise and of unimpeded freedom 
and progress, was to offer the congenial soil for the Reform 
movement." p. 342,

Invaluable as a source of

realize today what mighty world-redeeming 
forces and what glorious opportunities for 
the future a truly free and universalistic 
Judaism, as the world’s unconquered conquer­
or, will have." (1)
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Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, a collection which was
published after Kohler’s death by the Alumni Association of
the Hebrew Union College; and finally, A Living Faith, sermons
and addresses edited by Dr. Samuel S.Cohon. The library of the
Hebrew Union College possesses many of Kohler’s published ser­
mon s and addresses. In addition to these volumes of addresses
and studies, Kohler’s doctoral thesis, entitled Per Segen Jacob’s
and his Jewish Theology complete the list of published volumees
which are indispensable to an understanding of Kohler as a Re­
former.
written by Kohler which appear in the Jewish Encyclopedia, and
which are helpful in understanding how Kohler’s scholarly studies
influenced his attitude toward Reform.

In understanding Kohler as a personality, this author re­
ferred to H.G. Enelow’s "A Biographical Essay" which appears in
the introduction to Kohler’s work, The Origin of Synagogue and
Church as well as in the American Jewish Yearbook for 5687 (1926-
7). Another insight into the life and ideas of Kohler is pro­
vided by David Philipson in his biographical essay, "Kaufmann
Kohler" which appeared originally in the Publications of the
American Jewish Historical Society in 1928.

Dr. Kaufmann Kohler, Theologian of Reform Judaism, whichmon,
delivered in the chapel of the Hebrew Union College on Maywas

10, 1945 in commemoration of the centenary of the birth of Koh-
also of much help in understanding Kohler as a person-

Y/herever possible, works which dealt with Kohler as aality.
ler, was

Dr. Cohon's ser-

Not to be forgotten, however, are the numerous articles
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Reformer and as a theologian, Y/ere consulted. In this con­
nection Philipson’s autobiography, My Life as an American Jew,
as well as the articles written by Philipson, Max Kohler, and
David Neumark which appeared in Kohler’s Festschrift entitled
Studies in Jewish Literature, were very useful. This latter
work which was published in honor of Dr. Kohler’s Seventieth
birthday, contains articles which deal with Kohler the man, the
reformer and the theologian. Numerous periodicals, such as the
Reform Advocate , the American Hebrew, the Jewish Times , and
The American Israelite reflect the influence of Kohler. Even
more imoortant are the periodicals The Jewish Reformer and the
Sabbath Visitor which are full of sermons and articles by Koh­
ler and whose pages reveal Kohler’s editorial influence. Of
special interest were the Yearbooks of the Central Conference
of American Rabbis between 1890 and 1926, for the pages of
these yearbooks give us a picture of Kohler as he championed
the cause of Reform Judaism.

One of the most important sources of information for this
study was found in the material which the American Jewish Ar-

This material in­chives so graciously placed at my disposal.
eludes unpublished sermons and addresses by Kohler as well as

In addition, the Archivesof his manuscripts and letters.some
several letters written by Abraham Geiger with refer-posse ss

ence to Kohler, and most important of all, photostats of the
FinallyMinutes of the Board of Temple Beth El in New York.

must mention the minutes of the Board of Governors of thewe

{
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Hebrew Union College which illumine the period during which
Kohler served as president of the College.

To Mrs. Srnst Lauter of the American Jewish Archives and

Their helpfulness placed at my dispo-cial debt of gratitude.
sal materials which otherwise would have been inaccessible.
My deepest appreciation is offered to Professor Samuel S.
Cohon, without whose inspiration and guidance this study could
never have been undertaken.

■

i
i I

to Mr. Maxwell Lyons of the Hebrew Union College, I owe a spe-
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THE PATHWAY TO REFORM

A. Education and Bible Criticism

On the 10th of May, 1843, in the Bavarian city of Furth,
no one would have dreamed that the son of Moritz and Babette
Kohler, who was born that day, would someday become one of Re­
form Judaism’s greatest leaders. Kaufmann Kohler was-born and
raised in an atmosphere of strictest Orthodoxy, Not only was
Furth the seat of a great Yeshibah and a strong center of Or-

Kohler tells of how his father would

Kohler’s mother, too, was steeped in the

The religious education of Kohler, too, seemed to point
By the age of five he had been introducedtoward Orthodoxy.

Kohler’s father was one of the directors

Other teachers of the

(4) Ibid.(2). Kohler, op.cit.
(3). Ibid.

there and so he paid for his son's instruction, though most of 
(5)

the pupils were indigent Jewish orphans.

orthodox tradition, and she could trace her ancestry back to 
(3)

a long line of rabbis.

study after the morning service in the Synagogue as well as at 
(2) 

home in the evening.

thodoxy, but also Kohler’s ancestors were numbered among the 
(1) leaders of Orthodoxy.

(1) Cf. Kaufmann Kohler, "Personal Reminiscences of My Early 
Life," Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, pp. 469-70.
See also H.S. Enelow, "A Biographical Essay" in Kohler's, The 
Origin of Synagogue and Church, p. vii. This essay is also to 
be foun in the American Jewish Yearbook for 5687 (1926-7).

to the study of Chumesh, and a year later he had begun the
study of Talmud at the Jewish Orphan Asylum under the tutelage 

(4)
of Simon Bamberger.

(5) Max Kohler, "Biographical Sketch 
of Dr. K. Kohler" in Studies in Jew­
ish Literature, p. 1
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young Kohler included Dr. Marcus Lehman, the head of a yeshi-
bah at Mayence, R. Jacob Ettlinger of Altona, and, most impor-

Of Samson Raphael Hirsch, Kohler wrote:
erted the greatest influence upon my young life and imbued me
with the divine ardor of true idealism was none other than the

It is important that we do not underestimate the
tremendous influence which Hirsch’s strong personality had
upon young Kohler. It was he who instilled Kohler with the
love of Judaism which was to remain with him even after he

"Samson Raphael Hirsch", heleft the ranks of the Orthodox.
wrote," liberated me from the thralldom of blind authority
worship, and led me imperceptibly away from the old mode of
thinking, into the realm of free reason and research... The
spirit of his teachings electrified me and became a life long

Even when in later years, Kohler was forced
to struggle with the problems presented by reform, he was able
to write: "Still, while wrestling with my God and my own past,

(1)
K. Kohler, op.cit. p. 475(2)

(3)

K. Kohler, op.cit. p. 478(4)

Yearbook of the Central Conference of American Rabbis, 
Vol. XVIII, 1908, pp. 210-214

tant of all,

(3) 
influence to me."

(1)Samson Raphael Hirsch of Frankfort.

I never lost hold upon my ancestral faith, nor did I for a mo- (4)
ment become a skeptic."

representative of what was called Neo-orthodoxy, Samson Rachael 
(2)

Hirsch..."

"The man who ex-

K. Kohler, op.cit. pp. 473-5; Enelow, op.cit. p. viii
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contact with the forces which were to turn him from Orthodoxy
to Reform. While studying under Hirsch at Frankfort, Kohler
also attended the Gymnasium of Frankfort where he met the two
sons of Abraham Geiger. Still, however, Kohler remained loyaL
to his Orthodox teacher and refused to have anything to do with

duced to their renowned father, the Reform leader. Nor did

Finishing his studies in Frankfort, Kohler entered the
University at Munich where he studied, among other courses,
Arabic, under the tutelage of Professor Mueller. It was this
course under Professor Mueller which started him on the path-

"My arable studies under Prof. Mueller inway toward reform.
"at once undermined the exegetical sys­

tem of S.R. Hirsch, built upon the assumption that Hebrew was
the original language, and the philosophical and historical

Deeply disturbed by the new ideas which seemed to
crowd into his mind, Kohler turned to Frankfort to his old

But insteadteacher, Samson Raphael Hirsch, for reassurance.

(1) Ibid, p., 475
(2) Ibid, p. 476

•i
1

1

lectures I attended knocked the bottom out of his whole theol- 
(2) 

ogy."

Muni ch , ” he w r it e s ”,

I ever enter any of the Reform temples either in F-rankfort or

Mayence, having been taught to regard them as a Tiflah — a per-
(1)

version of a house of worship."

But at the same time, Kohler was beginning to come into

them (i.e. the sons of Geiger) with the view of being intro-

ref orm. "Not for the world," he wrote, "would ± ever approach
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of helping him solve his doubts, Hirsch announced: "My dear

never

At Munich, at Berlin and at Erlangen, Kohler continued
his studies, and drew further and further from Orthodoxy.
Kohler soon came under the influence of Professor Hayim Stein-

"It was Prof. Steinthal’s mythological,thal of whom he wrote:

Per Segen Jacob's.
sensation when it appeared, marked Kohler’s complete break

Using the critical method, Kohler dealt withwith Orthodoxy.
the forty-ninth chapter of Genesis, the Blessing of Jacob, and
sought to discover the period in which the Blessing of Jacob

He also tried to analyze the conditionswas probably written.
To some his conclusions werewhich the Blessing reflected.

startling, for he was able to prove that the Blessing of Jacob
as well as the entire Pentateuch reflected a process of his­
torical evolution, that the concept of the Mosaic origin of

(1) Ibid, p. 476
Kaufmann Kohler,

(3) K. Kohler, op.cit. p.- 477

the influence of Steinthal, Kohler wrote his doctoral thesis, 
This thesis, which created a comparative

philosophical and historical studies which exerted the pro-
(3) 

foundest influence upon my whole thinking and feeling," Under

Kohler proceeded, but it soon became clear that he could 
(2) 

return to the point from which he had started.

Kohler, he who wants to journey around the world must also
(1) pass the torrid zone; proceed and you will come back safely."

(2) Ibid. See also Samuel S. Cohon, Dr. 
Theologian of Reform Judaism, pp. 6-7
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ever, was his theory that the prophetic element was not limi­
ted. to one period of Jewish history, but that its influence
formed part of the continuous evolution of Jewish history.

One of the most interesting and controversial aspects of
the Segen Jacob’s was its introduction. Here Kohler pointed
to the shortcomings of a religion which has become enmeshed in

In moving words, Kohler pleaded for a living religion,its past.
one which would adapt the past to the needs of the present, not
one which would shackle the minds of men.

Freedom of thought, in religion as in all matters, Kohler ar-
”Is it notgued, is indispensable to a meaningful religion.

imperative", he asks, "that children be taught nothing in the
name of religion which,

Shallor

(1) Ibid, p. 478
xi(2)

(3)
(4)

L -

Ibid, o. V. "Oder soli - und das 1st der weniger ausgespro- 
chene als gehegte Plan des Indifferentismus und des materialls -

the next hour, would be contradicted
(3) 

nullified by the teacher of the natural sciences?"

Ibid, p. V; Enelow, p. xi

"In the name of religion everything that is old 
and traditional is called holy, while all that 
is new is as such condemned, as well as all pro­
gress. In the name of religion, men are not 
allowed to think, to gain spiritual independence 
and maturity. That foolish principle has served 
to transplant crass ignorance and pollution to 
Jewish soil, also; a principle, the harshness of 
which is felt in its full force by him only who, 
through love of truth and in the service of faith 
and by a sense of deep union with Judaism has 
struggled for freedom of thought and has had to 
pay for it dearly step by step." (2)

we make religion ridiculous, or shall we make it vital and
(4)

meaningful? -- This is the question which confronts all re-

5.
(1)

the law was no longer tenable. Most interesting of all, how-

Der Segen Jacob's, p. IV; translated by Enelow, op.cit. p.
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ligious leaders. Only by combining the truths of the past
with the needs of the present and the ideals of the future,

The prophetic element, in religion, Kohler maintained, has

It is important that we do not underestimate the impor­
tance of the Segen Jacob’s for Kohler’s thinking. Beginning
with a critical approach to the Pentateuch, Kohler was led

.=• inescapably to the conclusion that Judaism, instead of being
static religion was an ever growing and evolving one. Thea

concept of evolution, in turn, led him to a formulation of
The interpretation of Israel’sIsrael’s mission as a people.

is anything but a static concept; it may vary
■

i

(1) Ibid., p. VI; Bnelow, p. xi.£

I

"And what are the ideals of the future of 
mankind, if not those which Judaism, or to 
speak more generally, Prophet!sm, put forth 
more than twenty-five hundred years ago, 
namely, that the time would come when men, 
.united by a love of peace and truth, would 
regard and love one another as the children 
of God?" (1)

ever fought for a higher concept of religion and for a more 
(2)

pure worship of God.

(4) (con’t.): tischen Nihilismus — die Religion zur Lacher- 
lichkeit und der Auflosung entgegengefiihrt werden?"

mission, too,

he said, can Judaism remain a living religion.

(2) Ibid., p. VI. "Der Prophetismus ist nichts anderes als 
ein steter Fortschritt der Ideen, ein mit immer wirksamerem 
Erfolg fortgesetzter Kampf der Wahrheit gegen den Unverstand, 
der Idee gegen die rohe Sinnlichkeit, der reinen slttlichen 
Gottesverehrung gegen den menschenentwurdigenden Gotterdienst
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in the different periods of Jewish history.j

grow.
Needless to say, the concept of an evolutionary process

working within Judaism was to have a tremendous influence upon
Kohler throughout his entire life.
livered before the Central Conference of American Rabbis, deal­
ing with the origin of ceremonies in Judaism, Kohler was able
to show that the entire sacrificial cult was the result of the
same process of evolution and assimilation that characterized
later periods of Jewish history. A study of Phoenician, Baby­
lonian and other sources as well as the Mosaic code itself, he
pointed out, provides convincing proof that the authors of the

simply adopted the rules of "priestly practicesacrificial law,
prevalent for ages," eliminated objectionable elements, and in
general "gave the whole service a higher and more spiritual

Thus Kohler .is able to see in all
religious ceremonies, and, for that matter,
constant process of growth and development,

Some of the problems which Kohler touched upon in Per
Segen Jacob* s

Suffice it to say thatwe have more information before us.

But just as Juda - 
ism evolves and grows, so too must the concept of its ml on

(1) 
meaning and purpose."

(1) Yearbook of the Central Conference of American Rabbis, 
Vol. XVII, 1907, pp. 210-211.

we must discuss in greater detail later, when

and a constant search 
(2) 

for nobler forms of expression and religious ideas.

Years later, in a paper de -

(2) Ibid., p. 210, p. 222.

in all religion, a
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the ideas which Kohler first introduced in his doctoral thesis1

a re­
former and as a theologian. Kohler himself regarded his study
as the first analysis of the prophetic element in the Penta-

"Some of my main arguments," Kohler reports, "were
adopted by the well-known Dutch critic Abraham Kuenen in his

The principles of Biblical criticism which Kohler utilized
in his Segen Jacob’s formed the very basis of his activities as

Throughout his entire life Kohler remained a stauncha reformer.
defender of Biblical Critism.
be read in the light of its own history. Its characters, its

If one will only ex­
amine the Bible thoroughly, he cannot escape the conclusion
that far from being the product of one revelation or of one
period in history, the Bible is

Even the forms of worship
and the laws prescribed in the Bible are not uniform throughout.

Also Enelow, op.cit. p. xii.(1)
(2) Ibid.

the standard of their age, not by ours, which, owing to the 
(3)

Bible’s influence is a far higher one."

(1) teuch.

"The Bible in the Light of Modern Research", Hebrew Union 
180.

a product of many periods and
(4) 

it reflects many stages of thought.

were to have a tremendous influence upon his thinking as

History of the Religion of Israel without even the mention of 
(2) 

my name except when he differed with me as to detail."

Kohler, op.cit., p. 478.

laws, its legends, its poetry, and history must be judged by

The Bible, he maintained, "must

(3)College and Other Addresses,p.
(4) See Kohler, Jewish Theology , p. 12.
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Certain

another those same laws may be no longer tenable. Thus, for
Kohler, Biblical Criticism is the very basis of Reform Juda­
ism.

Just as the Bible reveals a process of growth and evolution,
be in a constant

For the Conservative scholars who maintain that the Mosaic
Law and its Rabbinical interpretation were given to Moses on

’’They would ratherMount Sinai, Kohler had little patience.
impute to the sacred writers all kinds of deficiencies in logic
and grammar in oratory and common sense,

overlook the fact that the Bible which we possess has certainly
"A careful study of theundergone changes since its writing.

chapters have escaped corruptions by mistake of writers,few

Ibid., p. 179.(2)
Ibid., p. 180.(3)

than allow the intact
(4) 

state of the Holy writings to be questioned'.'

(1) "The Bible in the Light of Modern Research", Hebrew Union 
College and Other Addresses, p. 180 •

(4) 
Hebraica

"Emendations of the Hebrew Text of Isaiah," Reprinted from 
, Vol. II, No. 1, October 1885, p. 39.

was convinced that the scholar in his search for truth can not

the Bible offers the broad and solid foundation to that reli-
(2) 

gion of humanity of which Reform Judaism is the exponent."

so must religion in order to remain vital,
(3)

state of progress and evolution.

Kohler, however,

ceremonies and laws may be acceptable for one age, and in

text of the twenty-four books," he wrote, "has convinced me that

"I maintain," he said, "that only this liberal view of

"They are changing, shifting and constantly imoroving, thus
(1)showing that all rites and ceremonies must change."
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But Kohler always insisted that Biblical criticism had its
time and place. Discussions of the Priestly Code or the Deuter-
onomic Code, or of the late origin of the Day of Atonement and
the belief in Immortality, have no place in the pulpit. They are
all right for the lecture hall, or for the class room, but they

tido not belong in a religious service. You can not inspire the
people with reverence for the scroll of the law which you hold
up as Israel’s banner of truth through the ages and at the same
time dissect this very book,

When Per Segen Jacob's appeared in 1867, it was greeted by
a mixed reaction.

On the other hand, Koh-

had planned to make Kohler rabbi of the congregation of Neuren-

In reply to this

4737
(4) Ibid.
(5) Ibid.

r
4

■j

■

(1) Ibid.
(2) "The Scholar and the Preacher,” A Living Faith, p. 142.

(3) "Personal Reminiscences of My Early Life,” 
and Personal Papers, p. 478.

Geiger greeted Kohler as a friend and p? alsed 
(3) 

his contribution to Biblical research.

as the botanist does the beautiful 
(2) 

flower when endeavoring to show its component parts.”

ler’s former teacher, Dr. Marcus Lehmann, pronounced an anathema 
(4) 

against the work and against Kohler himself.

Studies, Addresses,

berg, greeted the work by asking: "Must a man tell all he knows 
(5) 

to people who will hardly understand him?"

as well as alterations and interpolations at the hands of the
(1)scribes."

Dr. Loewi, who
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4

that it cannot be quenched. I went indeed through the pangs cf
my parents who had built such great hopes

a fire was burning within Kohler, a fire
which no criticism, strong enough to quench.

B. Reform and Reformers

It Soon became apparent that a Rabbinical career in Europe

As a man of action,was out of the question for young Kohler.
a man who had a spiritual message to convey, he found little sat-

”Alto-isfaction in looking forward to a purely literary career.
gether," he writes," my heart was hot in mere literary enter­
prises, and Dr. Geiger pointed to America as the land of promise

Nor was Kohler completely satis­
fied with the direction which the reform movement had taken in

In his Reminiscences he reports that he attended theEurope•
saw

there.
but have impressed the young idealist, but Kohler could not help

(1) Ibid., 478-9.

Synod at Leipzig in 1869, but was disappointed in what he
Surely meeting the great leaders of reform could not

(2) 
for progressive Judaism..."

no reproach, was

of Jeremiah when I saw
upon my future, e:

(1)
Yes,

criticizing the "half measures agreed upon in the spirit cf com-

criticism Kohler remarked: "He did not realize that there was
in me something of that fire of which the prophet Jeremiah says,

(C.) Ibid., p. 479.

xposed to fanatical animosity and reproach for
not disowning me."
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Despite his disappointment in the synod at Leipzig, Kohler

Judaism reporesented the only correct interpretation of historical
Judaism. appeared in
the Jewish Times Kohler emphasized the idea of de-
velopment within Judaisn. Clearly showing the influence of Geiger,

5

On behalf of his young friend, Geiger wrote letters of rec­
to

”1 want him to

It was to America,

(1) Ibid.

"Kaufmann Kohler as a Reformer."(3) Ibid. See also David Philipson,

I

(4) "Personal Reminiscences of My Early Life", Studies, Addresses, 
and Personal Papers, p. 479.

(1) promise."

In an article written in Germany, bat which 
(2) 

of New York,

r

Kohler tried to show that Reform is necessary to the concept of 
(3)

an ever developing and growing Judaism.

sow his seeds in America’s receptive soil", wrote Geigpr," and I 
(5) 

will always be interested in his future."

ommendation to the leaders of the American reform movement, 
(4) 

Einhorn and Adler, to Felsenthal and Lilienthal.

(2) "Das Judentum und seine Reformfahigkeit" ("Judaism and its 
Capacity for Reform") Jewish Times, Vol. 1, June and July, 1869. 
Nos. 16, 17, 19, 20.

was becoming increasingly strong in his conviction that reform

(5) Letter from Geiger to Dr. Adler, dated April 4, 1869, which is 
in the possession of the American Jewish Archives. This letter 
reads in part: " So sei er Ihnen denn aufs Waermste und Nachdrueck- 
lichste empfohlen, moege er dort, wo doch die Menscheit und das 
Judenthum sich ihre Zukunft gruenden werden, auf dem empfaenglichen 
Boden seine Saaten ausstreuenl Ich se_che mit vollster Theilnahme 
seiner Laufbahn, entgegen und werde einem Jeden von Herzen dankbar 
seine, der sie ihm eroeffnet und ebnet; ernstlich sie zu durch- 
scHreiten wird er schon selbst verstehen."
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J then, that Kohler turned his attention and when an invitation

through Dr. Lilienthal, to accept the pulpit of Congrega-came,

tion.Beth El in Detroit, Kohler readily accepted. On August 28,

1869, he arrived at New York, where he was greeted by Dr. Einhorn
with whom he had been in correspondence for some time. The warm
reception accorded by Einhorn was to be even more significant than

after his
he married Einhorn’s daughter,arrival,

The influence which David Einhorn had upon young Kohler is
not to be underestimated. In Kohler’s beautiful tribute to his
father-in-law delivered before the Central Conference of American

and affection
The relationship that developed between the two men was more than
that between a father and his son-in-law. There was also a deep
intellectual bond that drew the two men close to one another.
"In this intrepid Reformer," Professor Cohon pointe out,

Throughout his career he reverentlyler found a kindred spirit.
cherished the character and teaching of this passionate lover of

He was convinced thatexcellence among the Reform pioneers.'

(1) Enelow, op.cit. p. xiv.

op,cit.,pp. 7-8/

3

-i1
day

Johanna.

(2) "David Einhorn, The Uncompromising Champion of Reform Judaism", 
Yearbook of the C.C.A.R., Vol. XIX, 1909, p. 215 ff.
(3) Cohon, op.cit.,pp. 7-8/ See also Kohler’s,"A Pioneer of Reform 
Judaism—David Einhorn and His Place in American Jewish Life", 
Studies, Addresses, and Personal Papers, p. 522.

Kohler at first suspected, for one year to the da- 
(

truth and righteousness and acclaimed him as the ’theologian par 
(3) - - - Hl

^abbis, on the 100th anniversary of Einhorn’s birth, the respect 
(2) 

which Kohler felt for Einhorn becomes apparent.

"Dr. Koh-
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important counterpart of Isaac M. Wise in the his-3
tory of the reform movement. "While the great master-builder of

and regretted
most deeply that Einhorn had not been more clearly understood.

and the masses
Nevertheless, it was due to Einhorn’s energy

to the "irresistable force of his arguments nand personality, and

An analysis of Kohler’s relationship to Einhorn provides us
with an excellent point of departure for discussing his attitude

Of all the German reformers, Kohler couldtoward other reformers.
He felt that Einhorn’s inter­agree most completely with Einhorn.

he admiredpretation of reform was the correct interpretation;

(3) Ibid.

ii
i

=

(1) "David Einhorn and Samuel Adler", Hebrew Union College and 
Other Addresses, p. 71.

(4)"Moses Mendelssohn", 
p. 331.

above all to his "ingenious model prayer-book, that Jewish reform 
(4)

became a vital movement upon the American religious scene."

Einhorn was an

"He stood on top holding aloft the staff of Reform, 
(3) 

understood him not."

understood the limitations of his father-in-law;
(2)

he remained German in speech and mode of thought --

American Judaism, Isaac M. Wise, followed the maxim of the German

Kohler, too,

Studies, Addresses, and Personal Papers,

yieldingly by the principle: ’First Truth and then Peace,’ and
(1)thus became the master mind of Reform theology."

state-builder: ’First Unity and then Liberty,’ Einhorn stood un-

(2) Ibid. See also, "David Einhorn, The Uncompromising Champion 
of Reform Judaism", Yearbook of the C.C.A.R., Vol. XIX, 1909,p.252.
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In readirg

that Einhorn has combined all of their virtues while avoiding most
of their faults.

Surely there were other German reformers besides Einhorn who
deserve admiration and respect. Had not Mendelssohn made a tre­
mendous contribtuion to the enlightenment of European Jewry? His

But Kohl er

view that Judaism is an immutable religion. Such a view, Kohler

As the founder of Jewish learning

Studies, Addresses

(3) Ibid., p. 379.(3) Ibid., p. 379. See also, "Abraham Geiger—The Master Builder of 
Modern-Judaism", Hebrew Union College and Other Addresses, p. 86«

translation of the Bible into German and his magnificent work, 
(2)

Jerusalem, forms the very basis of the Refonn movement.

(1)Einhorn’s fiery spirit that could brook no compromise.

(1) "David Einhorn and Samuel Adler," Hebrew Union College and 
Other Addresses, p. 71.

he was of too conservative a snirit to participate in the necessary 
(4) 

overthrow of antiquated customes and beliefs.
Especially disappointed was Kohler ir|Leopold

liant scholar who cut a path through the forest of three thousand 
(5)

years of Jewish literature.

(2) Cf. "Moses Mendelssohn and Modern Judaism", 
and Personal Papers, pp. 364-382.

could never accept Mendelssohn’s unhistorical approach, nor his

Kohler’s accounts of the other reformers, one can not escape the
feeling that he is always comparing them to Einhorn; one feels

Zura , that bril­

felt, was too shallow to meet the demands of the oresent critical
(3)age. Mendelssohn’s life was regulated by the Orthodox system, and

(4) "Moses Mendelssohn or the Dawn of the New Era," The American He- 
brew, Vol. 2, No. 9, April 16, 1880, p. 101. See also , "Moses Men­
delssohn and Modern Judaism", Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, 
p. 373.
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J1 But, while admiring his stu­
pendous learning, Kohler regretted that Zunz’s efforts were lostI

by incessant study of the tragic fate of his people, Zunz himself
!

We have already pointed out the tremendous debt which Kohler
owed to his teacher and friend, Ab? aham Geiger. It was Geigp r who
introduced Kohler to the concept of development within Judaism. It

Geiger also who regenerated modern Judaism, separating thewas
precious from the worthless, the kernel from the shell, in order

With Geiger

Builder of Modern Judaism", op.ctit.

March 26,

(4) 
to bring into greater potency Israel’s eternal truth.

(1) "Leopold Zunz", The Jewish Reformer, 
1886, p. 8.

(2)"Abraham Geiger, the Master 
p. 88.

(3) "Leopold Zunz," 
1386, p. 8.

(4) "Abraham Geiger, The Master Builder of Modern Judaism," Hebrew 
Union College and Other Addresses, p. 93.

as a science, Reform Judaism cannot but see in Zunz the "god- 
(1) 

father who stood at the cradle."

buried under the dust of books of past ages, and he art-hardened

lost faith in the progress of Judaism, and turning backwards, he
(3) 

became as it were, a pillar of salt, a misanthropic pessimist..."

The Jewish Reformer, Vol I., No. 13,

(5) "Abraham Geiger, the Master Builder of Modern Judaism", Hebrew 
Union College and Otter Addresses,?. 87. See also "Leopold Zunz", 
Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, p. 387.

in a dry-as-dust erudition, and that he became an embittered op-
(2)

ponent of Reform. "Embittered by disappointment in his own career,

Vol. I, No. 13, March 26,
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the scholar and vitalizer of Judaism, Kohler could find no fault;
but with Geiger the practical reformer, he was not satisfied.

But despite his

Like Zechariah Frahkel, that champion of Conservative Judaism,

who "fell shortand Leopold Zurz
because," he was concerned

so too did Geiger fail to attain the promise which
Afraid of carrying his theories to theirhe earlier had shown.

logical conclusion, Geiger became more and more "conservative in
practice and indefinite in his positive views and ideas, instead
of reconciling both,

Ibid., p. 96.(1)
(2) Ibid., p. 83.
(3)

88.

Kohler could not accept Geiger’s conservative attitude toward
(3)

practice, toward and ceremony.

who "drew a line beyond which he would not push his historical re-
(4) 

search nor practical reform,"

Gladly did he hail him as the man who gave the reform movement its 
(2) 

scientific basis and its historical foundation.

(6) 
as he had intended.".

Readily, would he admit that Geiger’s brilliant grasp of Jewish
(1) history, his fertility and richness of mind could find no equal.

Studies, Addresses and 
“B ee also Gohon, op.cit., p.9. ’

(4) "Zechariah Frankel", A Living Faith, p. 225.
(5) "Abeaham Geiger—The Master Builder of Modern Jidaisra", Hebrew 
Union College and Other Addresses, p. 88.
(6) "Moses Mendelssohn," Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers,p.380.

more with dead formulas and tombstone inscriptions than with the 
(5) 

living faith,"

indebtedness to Geiger, and his personal friendship with him,

of the expectations he had aroused,"

"Moses Mendelssohn and Modern Judaism", 
Personal Papers, p. 380.
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Kohler now turned to Holdheim, the most radical of all the

But Holdheim’s chief

As
the years passed, it became apparent to Kohler that Holdheim was

the ceremonies of Judaism.

Nor could Kohler accept the views of Samuel Hirsch, that other
like Einhorn, had been a leader of Reform in both

Germany and the United States.
tellectual honesty and independence" which enabled him, with the

Kirsch’s effort to reinterpret Judaism along Hegelian philosophical
lines.

helo of Einhorn to emancipate American Judaism from "the thraldom 
(3)

of ritualistic hypocrisy and deceit," Kohler could not accept

cacy of the transfer of the Sabbath to Sunday and his desire for
(1) other ceremonial reforms, appealed to Kohler .

could he accept Divine revelation as

radical, who,

he oould never conceive of Judaism as a philosophical system, nor
(4)

an act of reason.

While approving of Hirsch’s "in-

too radical in his thinking, too iconoclastic in his approach to 
"History," wrote Kohler years later, 

(2) 
"has given its verdict in disfavor of such radical measures."

virtue also became, in the eyes of Kohler, his chief fault.

Holdheim’s very radicalism, his advo-reformers, as his ideal.

Though Kohler, too, emphasized the rational side of Judaism,

(1) See Cohon, op.cit., p. 9.

(2) "Moses Mendelssohn or the Dawn of the Nev/ Era", Studies, Addresses 
and Personal Papers, p. 380.

(3) "Samuel Hirsch," Hebrew Union College and Other Addresses, p, 79.

(4) See "samuel Hirsch—A Historical Study," A Livi ng Faith, p. 232ff. 
See also Cohon, op.cit. p. 10.
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it was David Einhorn whew Kohler

respected and admired more than any other. Kohler saw in this

titan of the pulpit a combination of qualities thi t he could

emulate. the

Einhorn’s sincere devotion to the cause of Refom Judaism, more

than any other characteristic, which won Kohler’s admiration and
■affection.

Sorely that meeting in New York,
when Einhorn welcomed Kohler to America and to a new life was a

happy occasion and an impcrtant one for both men.

the personality of Moses, Kohler described that greatAnalysing

prophetic figure as having two spiritual qualities—humility and

In addition, Kohler discerned in Moses two mentalcompassion.

qualities, qualities which are indispensable to the successful

(4) Ibid.

refomier--an historical sense for the past, and an understanding 
(4)

of the needs of the present and future.

Jewish Times, Vol. I, 
1869, pp. 10-11.

Kohler’s first sermon at Beth El, preached in German, dealt 
(3) 

with the theme, The Qualities of a God-called Leader of Israel.

He possessed the firmness of character of Luther, 
CD idealism of Schiller and the clear vision of Darwin. But it was

(2) Ibid.

(3) "Die Eigenschaften eines gottberufenen Fuhrers der Gemeinde 
Israels," Jewish Times, Vol. I, No. 30, Sept. 24, 1869, p. 10 and 
No. 31 Oct. 1, 18697~PP. 10-11. See also Enelcw, op.cit. ,p. xiv.

(1) "A Pioneer of Reform Judaism—David Einhorn and his Place in 
American Jewish Life," Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers,p.522.

"His was the ardor of an Elijah," 
(2) 

lofty eloquence of an Isaiah."

In the last analysis, then,

he wrote, "and the



20.

But this was surely not the most important of his activities
reformer. Of his ministry in Detroit it has been said that "under

Even prior to his arrival in De-

of Reform which had appeared in The Jewish Times of New York and

In
both his Innaugural sermon at Temple Beth El in Detroit and, as

have seen, in his early articles for The Jewish Times, Kohte rwe
developed a concept of Reform Judaism which was to remain as a
vital part of his outlook upon Judaism throughout his entire life.

Over and over again Kohler enunciated the princ iple that he stated

in his earliest articles and in his first innaugural address as
in his last utterances: A living Judaism implies constantwell as

In his in­change and adjustment to the conditions of the time.

(2) M. Kohler

*

naugural address he expressed this idea by pleading for an inter­
pretation of Judaism in terms of the needs of the present as well

his able guidance the congregation progressed with rapid stride.
(2)

He was much beloved by all..."

Immediately the strong, uncompromising personality of Kohler? 

the reformer was felt in Detroit.

(3) Enelow, op.cit. p. xv.

as a

(2) M. Kohler, op.cit. p. 5 quoting Rabbi Leo M. Franklin’s state­
ment in The History of Congregation Beth El, Detroit, Michigan,pp. 
34-36. ’ “ ~~

troit, Kohler had written two articles dealing with the meaning

"I abolished the second day of
(1) yom tov, and the wearing of the Tallith," he wrote years later.

soon after his arrival other articles anpeared dealing with the 
(3)

need for reform. Just what was Kohler’s concept of Reform?

(1) Kohler, "My Reminiscences of Temple Beth El, Detroit, Michigan." 
Delivered on the 75th Anniversary of Temple Beth El. American 
Jewish Archives.
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5
religion has never been static, fixed for all tine by an ecclesi-

a

The very pattern of

Kohler’s Jewish Theology to which these words served as an intro­

duction, reveals this doctrine in action. Jewish theology is an

historical process, and Kohler treats it from an historical point

Judaism as a religion is still developing and will con-of view.

tinue to develop and grow as long as Judaism is a vital religion.
In the concept of an ever developing and growing Judaism,

possibly more than anywhere else, is the tremendous debt which
It was Geiger who had emphasizedKohler owes to Geiger apparent.

the idea of Judaism as a constantly growing and changing religion,

first realize the tremendous influence which the concept of de­
velopment and growth had upon his religious thinking.

In an interesting article dealing with Kohler’s interpreta­
tion of Judaism, the American Hebrew analyzed Kohler’s historical

"Dr. Kohler’adopts the historical method,"approach to Judaism.

(1) See above.
Kohler, Jewish Theology, p. viii.(2)

(3)

and it was this very principle of development, he felt, that just- 
(3)

ified the Reform movement. To understand Kohler, too, one must

astical authority, but has ever been and still is the result of 
(2) 

dynamic process of growth and development.

development in Kohler’s later writings: "In my opinion the Jewish

Kohler, "A Revaluation of Reform Judaism", Yearbook of the < . 
C.C.A.R., Vol. XXXIV, 1924, p. 223. For a discussion of the in- 
fluence of Geiger upon Kohler, see Philipson,"Kaufmann Kohler as 
Reformer" in Studies in Jewish Literature, pp. 12-13.

(1)as in terms of the historical past. This idea reaches its fullest
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Kohler’s

■

Surely Kohler had a profound regard for the lessons of the past.

The great task confront-

Jewish liistory has always had meaning in terms of its own age.
For example, Kohler points to many of the Mosaic and Rabbinical
laws which had as their purpose the guarding of the Jewish people

In almost every age Jews have had tofrom the snare of idolatry.
protect themselves from the danger of assimilation; consequently
laws which had as their purpose the guarding of Jewish identity

Over a period of centuries a wall of Jewishbecame a necessity.
But,

Far from

reads this editorial,"presenting with equal impartiality and force; 

the old views, next the modifying influences, and lastly the resul-

ing the present is to reinterpret those lessons of the past, and.
(3)to give them renewed meaning for our own age.

separation was built up. But, argues Kohler, this wall^of sepa­
ration was kept up long after the cause had disappeared.

(1) "The History of the Beth El Congregation," The American Hebrew, 
Vol. 48, No. 7, September 18, 1891, p. 160.
(2) "The Old and the New". Sermon Delivered at Temple Beth El, 
January 1, 1888, p. 7.

The very greatness of our age, he wrote, is to be found in its

exposition of their views omitting the equally clear and most con-
(1) vincing statement of the transition from the old to the new."

ting views...So impartially has each of these been portrayed, that 
it often happens that adherents of the old often quote Dr.

(3) Ibid.

(4) "The Faith of Reform Judaism," Studies, Addresses and Personal 
Papers, p. 331.

"searching for the causes underlying the past in its disclosure 
(2) 

of all the hidden treasures of tie old."
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being something that is harmful

for Judaism’s very greatness.

but it is rather an historical interpretation of Judaism. This
interpretation is not a whim on the part of Reformers who wished

"We must do as Maimonides did, —

Jews have always done, — point out anew the really fundamen-as
tai doctrines, and discard those which have lost their hold upon

which conflict directly with his religious co n-

Nor is Reform Judaism itself to be considered a completed pro­
Progressive Judaism implies not only growth up to the presentcess.

(1) Ibid.
326.(2)

(3)

per se, the Jewish capacity to 
assimilate and to adapt itself to the cultures around it accounted

Ibid., p.
Jewish Theology, p. 27.

"...what made the Jew’s wondrous vigor and fresh­
ness of mind and spirit possible, but the very 
faculty of assimilation? In assimilating the cul­
tural elements of Babylonia and Persia, of Hellas 
and Rome, of Arabia and Spain, of Italy, Germany 
and France, he went ever anew through the process 
of regeneration. In adopting the forms of life 
from the civilizations surrounding him, and util­
izing them for his Intellectual and spiritual 
life, he not only found the fountain of regener­
ation for himself, but he became a vital and vi­
talizing factor for the culture and world-view of 
the people in whose midst he lived." (1)

the modern Jew, or
(3) 

sciousness."

resj onse to the demands of the time, just as were Mosaic and Rab- 
(2) 

binic Judaism in their time.

Reform Judaism is not a break with the past, it is not a schism,

to create a new religion, but it is an historical necessity, a
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"It is a mistake," Kohler
"to spell it Reformed Judaism,said, as in the Reformation of

Luther and Calvin.
continuous evolutionary process of growth and reform.a Kohler

These people refer to it as Reformed Judaism "as if it vzere

of faith.

try until his death, Kohler was convinced that only Reform Judaism
provided the key to Israel’s futur®. Reform rejected obsolete
views and meaningless forms of ancient times, or as he stated in
his address at the fiftieth anniversary of Temple Beth El in New

life into"Reform endeavored to breathe the spirit of a nwYork,

was the designation Progressive. "Historical Judaism means pro- 
gressive Judaism, and this is the name I claim f©r our principle

(3)
Reform is no principle in itself; progress is."

From the time that he preached his first sermon in this coun-

What we claim is that Judaism has been and is
(1) n

(1) "Israel’s Solidarity, American Reform Judaism and the Hebrew 
Union College," Studies, Addresses and Perss nal Papers, p. 520.
See also "A Revaluation of Reform Judaism," Yearbook of tie C.C.A.R. 
Vol. XXXIV, 1924, p. 223.

(2) "The Faith of Reform Judaism," Studies, Addresses and Personal 
Pap er s, p. 327/.

(3) "A United Israel," A Living Faith, p. 15.

(4) "Address at the Fiftieth Anniversary of TenpJe Beth El", A 
Livi ng Faith, p. 301.

time, but also growth in the future.

It is possible that KohJe r was not even 

satisfied with the name Reform Judaism. Much more to his liking

admitted that there were many who were mislead by the fact tint 

Reform Judaism originated in Germany, the home of the Reformation.

a sys­
tem of thought or creed fixed and finished by a rabbinical body

(2) who broke with the past."

the dry bones of formalism to save our religion from stagnation 
(4)and decay." Kohler’s plea was ever for a Living Faith, for a
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Kohler was not speaking in platitudes, nor was! he
For Kohler the

as a completed process, but a living continuous process. "Justas
as the great Creator is ever at work in the cosmic vzorld, so does
the work of divine Revelation continue to move the spirit of men.

Contrary to most religious thinkers, Kohler did not believe
that the new doctrine of evolution constituted a threat to Judaisn .
The very doctrine of scientific evolution, he felt, proves the his-

Have not Darwin and the other scien-torical accuracy of reform.
tists proved the evolutionary process in history? Is religion a-

On the

"I think, evolution offers us a religion of hope,

(1)
(2)
(3)

pleading for the formulation of a Jewish dogma. 
Living God was a revealing God.

"The Need of a Living Creed", A Living Faith, p.4.

If one believes in a living creed 
he believes in a continuous revelation; he cannot accpet Judai

Religion, in order to be a life force must ever create new adequate 
(3) 

forms, to embody its ever advancing ideas and ideals."

(1)
"Living God". When he spoke of the need for a living God and a 

(2) living creed,

Ibid., p.3.
"The Faith of Reform Judaism," Studies, Addresses and personal 

Papers, p. 329.

(4) "Evolution and Morality", Sermon Delivered at Temple Beth EL, 
December 4, 1887, pp* 4-6.

one learns of the workings of nature, the ddeper becomes his reli-

contrary, said Kohler, religion and science are partners; the more

gious faith.
of life grander than any other system.. .Instead of alienating us

(4)
from God it brirgs us right face to face with God." In the doc-

lone, then, to be excluded from the evolutionary process?
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> trine of evolution,

"seeking
after truth;" it was the search for the living God. admitted
Kohler, Reform has created dissension in the household of .Tnda-t

a messen­
ger of peace rather than discord. But Judaism’s God is a God of

We have before us now what might be called a preliminary

picture of Kohler’s conception of Reform Judaism. It is a pic­
ture of a religion which is ever growing and ever evolving, res­

it is the pic-ponding to the needs ahd conditions of the time.

(1) "A Day of Precious Memories and Bright Hopes," Hebrew Union 
College and Other Addresses, p. 36.

created ths Reform movement, but rather it was an earnest 
  (3)„ > Yes,

Kohler saw not a threat but a blessing.

purely it leads unerringly to the "establishment of Israel’s
(1)truth in the heart of the thinking world."

Kohler had no patience for those who attacked Reform 
(2) religion of convenience.

as a

and there are many who argue that Reform should come as

"It was neither levity and irreverence," 
he said,"nor catering to social and political recognition," which

never give up its struggle for its ideals and for its beliefs .
(4)

Truth first and then unity — this was his motto.

truth, and Judaism is a religion of truth.

(2) "Inaugural Address—What A Jewish Institution of Learning Shall 
Be," Hebrew Union College and Other Addresses, p. 19. See also
"David Einhorn and Samuel Adler," Hebrew Union College and Other 
Addresses, p. 68, and "The Reform Movement and Russian Int ellec-’ 
Euals" in The American Jewish iChronicifej,Vol. I, No. 4, June 2, 
1916, p. 153;
(3) "Israel's Solidarity, American Reform Judaism, and the Hebrew 
Union College," Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, p. 319.
(4) "David Einhorn and Samuel Adler," Hebrew Union College and 
Other Addresses, p. 71.

Reform, therefore, must
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ture of* a religion, which, though, based upon tradition and upon

the past .is geared to fit the present and is directed toward the

future.

a living God—living not only in the page s of the Bible ard Rab­

binic literature, but in the hearts of livirg men as well. Above

all, for Kohler Judaism was a religion of truth, willing to sac-

that its truths nay be established for all mankind*rifice all so

With these ideas in mind, we may seek to analyze Kohler's concep­
tion of Reform Judaism in its fuller implications.

0. Philadelphia Conference, Chicago and the Sunday Sabbath

Only a few months after his arrival in this country, Kohler
attended the important Rabbinical Conference held at Philadelphia.
The Conference which convened on November 3, 1869, brought together
two rival forces on the scene of American Reform: David Einhorn
and Samuel Hirsch led the so called Eastern Radical reformers who
opposed what they felt was a compromising attitude represented by

The very complexion of the Phil-Isaac M. Wise and his followers.
adelphia Conference, the very presence of leaders of both groups,
seemed to indicate that peace would at last be restored within the

CA

(1) Philip son, "Kaufmann Kohler," Yearbook of the C.C.A.R., Vol. 
XX3VX,1926, p. 174. See also, Philip son, "History of the Hebrew 
Union College 1875-1925," Hebrew Union College Jubilee Volume, 
pp. 11-12.

For Kohler, Judaism was a livirg religion; its God was

ranks of the reformers, and indeed, for a while it did appear that 

the deliberators had discovered grourd s for mutual understanding*
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But and in the bit-

’70’s of the 19th century,

strong ally of his father-in-law and of the East-

been in the country less than three months, became an active par­

ticipant in the deliberations of the Philadelphia Conference.

Besides taking part in the general discussions of the conference,

Kohler submitted several statements dealing with the problems of

the conference. In one of these statements he discussed means of

achieving an appropriate observance of the Sabbath and he urged

the reading of prayers in the vernacular.

Another statement
suggested the establishment of a society for the printing of a

new translation of the Bible and other Jewish literature into

soon the dissension broke out all over again, 
ter struggle which was waged during the

Certain specified pray- 
(2) 

should be retained in the Hebrew.

Kohler became a
(1) 

ern reformers.

For a resume of the proceedings 
, Vol. I, No.

12, 1869,

(1) Philip son, "Kaufmann Kohler," Yearbook of the C.S.A.R., Vol. 
XXXVI, 1926, p. 174. The strong antagonism between the Eastern 
Reformers and those led by Wise is reflected in an editorial of 
The Jewish Times, the organ of the Eastern Reformers: "The Phil­
adelphia Conference has, in a great measure, been the work of 
The Jewish Times, the extinguishment of the Cincinnati and'Cleve- 
l’<=nd Conferences' has been certainly our work; and we are proud to 
say that in spite of every exertion the leaders of the un-holy 
Western clique stand isolated." Vol. VIII, No. 1. Mardi 3, 1876. 
p. 8. See also Kohler, "David Einhorn, The Uncompromising Cham­
pion of Reform Judaism," Yearbook of the CCAR, Vol. XIX, 1909, 
pp. 250, 252f., 264.
(2) Max Kohler, op.cit. , p. 6. —--  — —
of the Philadelphia Conference see The Jewish Times, 
36, Nov. 5, 1869, pp. 7-10; also Vol. I, No. 37, Nov. 
pp. 497.

ers, however,

Surprisingly enough, Kohler, despite the fact that he had
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German and English.
This idea later found eop ression

in the establishment of the Jewish Publication Society.
Returning to Detroit from the Philadelphia Conference, Kohler

served his congregation faithfully for over two years. Despite

Con­
sequently, when a call came from the more radical Sinai congrega-

11,

that city soon after the terrible fire of 1871,

inaugural sermon, preached a message of comfort. Taking as his

"Totext the consoling words of the sixty-first chapter of Isaiah:

His beautiful prayer for

(3) Ibid.

xv.

it seems to have been 
(3) 

more conservatively inclined than Kohler could have wished.

■m

tion in Chicago, Kohler accepted the invitation and on November 
(4)

1871, he preached his inaugural sermon in Chicago. Reaching

the fact that "the Congregation at once showed great attachment 
(2)

and kindness" to both Kohler and his wife,

Kohler urged the adoption of a suitable Bib- 
(1) 

lical reader for Sabbath schools.

Detroit, Michigan."
> American Jew-

(2) Kohler, "My Reminiscences of Temple Beth El, 
Delivered on the 75th Anniversary cf'Temple Beth El. 
ish Archives.

(4) Ibid. See also Ere low, op.cit. p.

See "Antrittsrede," Studies, Addresses 
497-508. ... ~

Kohler, in his

give unto them a garland for ashes, the oil of joy for mourning, 

the mantle ofjoraise for the spirit of heaviness," Dr. Kohler devel­

oped a message of hope for the saddened Congregation and predicted
(5)

a bright future for the desolate., city.

(5) Enelow, op. cit. p. xv. 
and Personal Papers, pp.

(1) The Jewish Times, Vol. I, No. 37, Nov. 12, 1869, p. 7.
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the future, seemed to epitomize the tone of the service.

Sinai congregi tion was one of the more libe ral co ngregations

in the country, having been the first congregation tn the West

In January of the year 1874,to adopt the Einhorn prayer book.

has been written about Kohler's attitude toward Sunday services

while he was the Rabbi of .Sinai. Most of the writers who have

dealt with this issue have felt that Kohler merely introduced

the Sunday service as an additional service, to give those who

unable to attend on Sabbath an opportunity to attend ser-were

These writers feel that Kohler "started a ser­vices on Sunday.
vice on Sunday mornings because that seemed a good time to assem-

"Antrittsrede,"(1)

(2)

(3)

f

"Segne, o Herr, diese Stadt und lass sie neu 
aus den Ruinen erbluhen und wie Silber das von 
den Schlacken gereinigt und wie Gold das im 
Schmelztiegel gelautert wird, schoner aus dem 
Feuer erstehenl...
Segne die Genossenschaft Israels, Dein hell- 
iges Erbe, segne diese Gemeinde mit alien 
ihren Schwestergemeinden ihren Beamten und 
Fuhrernl " (1)

Hebrew, which certainly represented anything but a liberal point 

of view, points out that when Kohler was in Chicago he "labored

Dr. Kohler induced the congregation to take another "radical"
(2)

step, to introduce Sunday Services. Much of a confusing nature

Enelow, op.cit. p.xvi.

Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers,p. 508.

Max Kohler, op.cit., p. 6.

ble the people, in view of the decay of aynagogal attendance on
the Sabbath, but nether then nor later on did he waver in his ad-

(3)
hesion to the sanctity of the historic Sabbath." Even the American
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tude toward Samuel Holdheim, the original advocate of Sunday

services.

Kohler, however, when he was in Chicago, had not yet rejected
the radical theories which Holdhelm espoused. Dr. Cohon accur­
ately describes Kohler’s attitude toward Holdheim at this period

Kohler himself, in laterduced the Sunday service in Chicago.

See above, p. 18.(3)

op.pit., p. 9.

The key to an understanding of Kohler’s attitude in Chicag) 

toward the Sunday service is an understanding of Kohler’s atti-

See also nMoses Mendelssohn," Studies, 
> 380.

5

We have already noted that as the years passed Koh- 
(3)) ler became more and more dissatisfied with Holdheim’s radicalism.

(1) The American Hebrew, Vol. 48, No. 7, Sept. 18, 1891, p. 160.
(2) Cf. A Living Faith, pp. 31-32.

(4) Cohon, op.cit., p. 9. !— — 
Addresses and Personal Papers, p.

caused by Kohler himself, whose attitude toward Sunday services 
(2) 

as we shall see, changed greatly as the years progressed.

to prevent" the^Sunday services from superseding the regular 

Sabbath service. These statements, however, do not correctly 

represent Kohler’s attitude toward the historic Sabbath during 

the period he was in Chicago. The confusion, it seems, was

of his life when he says:

"Though he recognized that Holdheim* s radical 
measures, such as the transfer of the Sabbath 
to Sunday and intermarriage, met with disfavor, 
he admired them in the belief that they stemmed 
the tide of apostacy and of licentiousness 
among the upper classes." (4)

And so it was in the radical spirit of Holdheim that Kohler intro-
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years admitted: "I am not unaware of the fact that I was a rad-
We all who love progress start forth

His arguments in behalf of the Sunday Sabbath, he ex-to Sunday•

pressed in a series of two sermons preached in the summer of

1873. These sermons were abstracted and reprinted undar the in­

In these sermons, Kohler pictured the glory of the Jewish t

It was a day of communion with God; a day of recreationSabbath.

for the body and of elevation for the mind. It was an inexhaus-

being a holy day." (4)

their historic Sabbath as they could

(3) Ibid., p. 3.

(4) Ibid., p. 4.

In Chicago, Kohler not only introduced the Sunday service, 

but he also advocated as a necessity the transfer of the Sabbath

No longer can Jews observe

in the days when they were shut up in a Ghetto and separated from

(1) "Is Reform Judaism on the Decline?" Sermon preached at Kenes- 
eth Israel, Philadelphia, Sunday, March 28, 1903, p.l.

(2) Reprinted from the Inter-Ocean, August 22, 1873.

teresting title: "Jewish Reform, Movement to the Abandonment of

the Mosaic Sabbath; Eloquent Plea in its behalf by Rabbi Knhlnr 
(2)

of Chicago."

ical in my younger days.
(iy

as iconoclasts...

tible blessing to the Jewish house, a messenger of hope and com- 
(3)

fort. But, says Kohler, the Sabbath has lost its old glory.

"Alas for the Jewish day of Sabbathl Its 
brightness and splendor are gone; its blos­
soms withered. It is no day of holy rest 
any more, no day of recreation and eleva­
tion and sanctification, but a day of noise 
of labor and business...You cannot realize 
the idea of this
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their Christian neighbors.
5

The Jewish Sabbath, Kohler points out, has actually become

this mean that the Jewish Sabbath, with all of its remembrances,

if lost forever? To this question Kohler answers emphatically,
n The Jewish day, the letter of the law, is lost, but the

Jewish idea of the Sabbath, the true and genuine Jewish spirit

of the Sabbath law, will not be lost.

The Jewish idea of Sabbath will never be lost. The Jewish

search for harmony with God on the Sabbath, the Jewish idea of

happiness and spiritual regeneration will ever remain character­

istic of the Jewish Sabbath:

(1) Ibid., p.5.

(2) Ibid.

(3) Ibid.

(3) 
it

“No.’

Nor is there any advantage from a 

religious point of view in maintaining a separate Sabbath ”... 

for the Jewish mission is to unite mankind, to do away with all 

the social and religious barriers, and make the name of God one

"...our notions and habits, we will preserve 
and propagate egen when we shall, in a time not 
very*far off, adopt the Sunday as our Sabbath. 
We transfer all the blessings, and all the rich 

seed of moral and spiritual elevation, all our 
dear remembrances from the old historical Sab—

the public Sabbath day, for Jews rest from business on Sunday to - 
(2)

gether with their Christian neighbors. Now, Kohler asks, does

and mankind one—one God,one mankind, and one day of communion

with the Heavenly Father, a common Sabbath—this is our Messianic 
(1)

hope•"
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(1)

In his

viction that modern science presented no threat to Judaism. He

stressed the harmony rather than the discord that can exist be­

tween religion and science.

him to a deeper religious conviction.

later at the dedication of the Temple of Sinai Congregation. His

theme remained the same: science and Judaism are not born enemies,

but can work together to produce a more glorious mankind. Science

(1)

(2)

(3)

An interesting parallel to this sermon preached at the first 
Sunday service, was the sermon which Kohler preached two years

(4) 
Vol.

Ibid., p. 8.
Cf. Max Kohler, op.cit., p. 6.

One’s very knowledge of science leads 
"We let the science of ■fh e

Hnelow, op.cit. pp. xvi-xix.

"Dedication of New Sinai Congregation," The Jewish Times, 
, VIII, No. 7, April 14, 1876, pp. 105.

new age quicken our spirit anew and declare before the world the
(3)

works of God and the goal of mankind."

bath day to the public Sabbath, which we are 
in fact already celebrating, with our young, 
with our employees, with our fellow citizens."

One can Just imagine the reaction which Kohler’s sermons in 
(2) 

favor of the Sunday service evoked from Orthodox circles.

can help, but never replace religion.

"Nor will the Jewish pulpit of modern times be 
shaken in its faith, or even silenced by science. 
Judaism fears not, but challenges free inquiry 
and gladly adopts its sound results every try­
ing to harmonize the revelations of the sensual 
world with those of the spirit." (4)

first Sunday sermon, preached on January 18, 1874, and entitled 

"Das Neue Wissen und der alte Glaube", Kohler reiterated his con-
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ex­

pressed the feeling of the congregation when he said:” To Koh­

ler we owe our enthusiasm for new knowledge and our devotion

withal to the old faith.

us then.

But it was not in Chicago that Kohler was destined to
Despite the fact that he had beenachieve his full stature.

in the country only a few years, Kohler’s reputation as a preach­

er and as an interpreter of Judaism had spread across the entire

American Jewry thirsted for a vital religion with anation.

living God, and to many Americans Kohler’s dynamic personality

and his lifelong search for truth represented the answer to

Especially in New York, the center of Americantheir hopes.

Jewish activity, had Kohler’s reputation become an enviable one.

And so, in 1879, when David Einhorn retired, it was no surprise

A new and glorious chapter was opening

in the life of Reform Judaism’s most illustrious champion, but

the path ahead was not an easy one.

(1)

when Dr. Kohler was asked to succeed him as rabbi of Temnle 
(3) 

Beth El in New York.

’’The History of the Beth El Congregation," The American He­
brew, Vol. 48, No. 7, Sept. 18, 1891, p. 160.

(2) "SinaiAs Half Century" reprinted in The Reform Advocate, 
May 6, 1911, p. 451.

(3) Enelow, op.cit. p. xx.

tuting Sunday services, Kohler won many faithful adherents to 
(1)

the cause of progressive Judaism. Emil Hirsch seems to have

How both may be reconciled he showed 
(2) 

We have been humble disciples of his ever since."

For eight years Kohler served his German speaking congre­

gation in Chicago. Besides dedicating a new Temple and insti-



36.

II. TEMPLE BETH EL

A. Orthodoxy and the Pittsburg Conference

Kohler's salary was set at §4,000congregation.

In New York, Kohler continued the advocacy of the

cause of Reform which had characterized his ministry in

His inaugural sermon,Detroit and Chicago.

Only Reform Judaism, he asserted, has

of that mission:

Meeting of June

given to mankind the consciousness of a mission, and only 
the concept of an evolving religion leads to the realization

Das
(3)

a year, 
and his duties included preaching on each Sabbath or holl-

On June 6th, 1879, almost four months to the day be­
fore David Einhorn passed away, the board of Temple Beth 
El invited Kaufmann Kohler to become the rabbi of that

"The Principles
and Purpose of Reform Judaism," preached on September 6,
1879, re-emphasized the importance of the concept of devel- 

(2)
opment for Judaism.

"Der G-edanke des fortschrittlichen Judenthums 
allein hat uns das bewusstsein einer erhabenen 
Mission, die Siegeszuversicht und Anwartschaft 
auf eine unvergleichlich grosse Zukunft gegeben, 
die uns keine Kulturstromungen und keine Mode- 
ohilosophie der Zeit mehr rauben kann. 
Judenthum ist die Religion der Zukunft 1"

(2) Enelow, on* cit., p. xx.

(3) "Die Prinzipien und Ziele des Re form-Jude nthums , " 
Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, p. 511.

day in either German or English and supervising the religious 

school.

(1) Minutes of Temple Beth El, 1874-1910.
6, 1879, p. 56.
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must
surely have been the Ethical Culture movement, which was at the
time, enjoying much popularity in New York. Kohler was a consis-

In a brilliant address delivered be­
fore the Young Men’s Hebrew Association in 1886, Kohler analyzed

been at the very basis of Judaism, that Judaism alone made

of society, its starting point and its end.
too, emphasizes the idea of man’s ethical striving,movement,

Jewish ethics, on the other hand, is deeply rooted

in the Jewish belief in God; it leads

Jewish ethics, then, far from being a thing of the past, points

toward the future, a future which will see the dignity of man as

a child of God realized.
Hebrew Union College and

(5) Ibid., P*

*,
) *

tent opponent of the Ethical Culture movement founded by Felix 

Adler, though, in his opposition, he seldom mentioned either the 

movement or Mier by name.

What Kohler referred to as

"the

(4) Ibid., pp. 143-4.
158.

"Modephilosophie der Zeit”

moral up-building and perfection of man, the ethical structure 
(2)

" The Ethical Culture

(3) 
but it is the symptom of a disease rather than a cure. The dame
of fashion, its cry is for a humanitarian ethics, an ethics with- 

(4) 
out a God.

"up to God as the highest
(5) 

ideal and the only source of truth, justice, love and holiness^"

(1) "The Ethical Basis of Judaism," 
Other Addresses, p. 143 ff.

the tremendous popularity which the so-called Ethical movement
(1)had made upon Judaism. His contention, was that EthicS had ever

(2) Ibid., p. 148.
(3) Ibid p. 147. Of. also "A Chapter on Ethics," The Reform 
AdvoF£te7May 6, 1911. "The cry for a pure ethical system is, 
and ever was, a symptom of religious anemia. p. 469.
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Mew York’s Jews.

find among the thousands that follow the New Thought which feeds

the hungry souls on the husks of faith, denying the existence of

evil, sickness and death, and raving in the realms of spirit

con­

fused souls must seek escape from pain and sorrow by turning to
Christian Science, instead of holding fast to their own vigorous

isven though Unitarlanism abandoned the Christian belief inism.

the divinity of Jesus, it surely was no substitute for Judaism:

n A Living Faith, p. 1771.’’The Need of a. Great Unifying Power,(1)

(2)
n

American Hebrew, Vol. LIV, No. 24, April 13, 1894, p. 720.
■

(4) Ibid.

(3) 
The

Judaism which teaches man how to overcome the forces of evil and 
(2) 

suffering and turn them to good.

"fashion-

he said, "do we

"A mere fusion of Jewish and Unitarian intellect 
into theism, a mere ethical makeshift with no 
root in the past and no life-giving hope and 
light for the future, will never make the world 
one, never heal humanity’s woes and wounds, never 
respond to the soul’s deepest cry." (3)

Unitarlanism, if it is true to itself, must still worship Jesus.

Not in Unitarlanism, therefore, is the Jewish mission to be achieved, 
(4)

but in remaining true to itself.

(1)'
divorced from the body." What a shame that so many of these

Ibid., pp. 171-2.

"The Jewish Question or Neo-Mosaism, Unitarlanism and Judaism,

The same suspicion which Kohler felt toward the Ethical 
yfflRs Mtfj?

Culture movement marked his attitudeAtoward the other
A

able" philosophies which seemed to have so much attraction for

I

Especially strong was Kohler in his opposition to Unitarian-

"What a confusion of reason,"
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Not only did. Kohler criticize those Jews who turned
w ■

criticized many aspects of Jewish life itself. As a

proponent of Radical Reform he frequently attacked those

elements of Jewish life which he felt did not serve the

best interests of Judaism. He was especially opposed to what

"Shulchan Anuchism," and "blind

see, was ever cognizant that
some of the main shortcomings which he found in Orthodoxy
were also to be found in Reform. Nevertheless, any criticism

Kohler was bound to meet with reprocussions. The man whom

David Philipson, in 1885, described as the "fighting champion

the cause which he espoused, but he was equally certain to

create bitter enemies among those who disagreed with himo

<uite suddenly the antagonism between Kohler and his •

Orthodox adversaries seemed to come to a boiling point.

While preaching and teaching the doctrine of progressive

Judaism in New York, Dr. Kohler was confronted with a sit­

uation which was to have a profound influence upon his life

The year was 1885, the spring of the year, andas a Reformer.

Dr. Alexander Kohut, a Conservative Rabbi, arrived in America.

who had but recently passed.away.

He had been called to New York to take the pulpit of Dr. Heubsch,

No sooner had Dr. Kohut arrived

Sut while criticizing these aspects of 

Orthodoxy, Kohler, as we shall

(2) “
of the Reform Movement" was certain to win many friends to

to the "fashionable" religious philosophies, but he also

he termed "Orientalism," 
(1) 

le tter-worship."

(1) "Backward or Forward," Studies, Addresses. and Personal

(2) David Philinson, My Life as an American Jew, p. 48.

of Orthodoxy by so ardent a proponent of Reform as was
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in this country than he began to attack the principles of Reform

Judaism.

But Kohut’s challenge was quickly taken up; his attacks

from the pulpit were not to go unanswered. Though it was late iin

the season, and most of the members of his congregation had dis­

banded for the summer, Dr. Kohler decided that Kohut’s attacks

And so in June and July Dr. Kohlerupon Reform must be combatted,

preached a series of five sermons which sought to answer Dr. Kohut.

These sermons preached in German, were subsequently translated by

Beth El and published under the title of the first of the series,

"Backward or Forward."

In these sermons Dr. Kohler re-emphasized the need for a

"Must we," he asked, "after having dropped

order to be complete Jews in the sense of orthodoxy, or may we

j

p. xxi.

thirty-five years in this country for emancipation from the yoke 
of Mosaico-Talmudical Judaism, again bend our neck to wear it in

progressive Judaism.
the obsolete observances of by-gone days, after having worked for

(2) 
comej"

(1) Cf. Enelow, op.cit

(2) The Jewish Reformer, Vol. I., No. 22, May 28, 1886, p.7.

He who disowns the ordinances and statutes of Rabbinic
(1) 

and Mosaic Judaism, he declared, forfeits the name of Jew.

Not only did Kohut’s arrival create a sensation among New 

York circles, but it also stimulated a general attack from both 

pulpit and press upon Reform Judaism and the Reformers. "Others," 

reports the Jewish Reformer, "who had long and fondly hoped to be 

leaders, thought their time for unmasking their batteries had
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persist in claiming, as we did. thus far, to stand on a far high­
er ground, whilst discarding a great many of the ceremonial lav/
of the Bible and tradition, and placing ourselves on the stand-

Not only that, but Orthodoxy has crushed the
true spirit of Judaism. Look at what it has done with the beau­
tiful institutions of Judaism. The Sabbath has become a burden
and a heavy yoke.

Or look at the Passover
The important ideas of freedom and dedication to GodFestival.

"Thehave become obscured by a mass of dietary prohibitions.
sweet reminiscences, the beautiful symbols have almost lost their
intrinsic charms beneath the terrors of death facing him who

Orthodoxy, Kohler remarked, looks backward. It does not
have the courage to stand on its own feet.
merits of our forefathers.

Does Orthodoxy really expect us to believe exactly as our
ancestors believed? Must we observe all of the meaningless prac­
tices of the past? Or should we not replace them by doctrines
that are in keeping with the spirit of ©ur age? Is Judaism to

(5) Ibid., p. 203.{2$ Ibid., p. 221.
(3) Ibid., p. 222.
(4) Ibid., p. 202.

hand, looks forward. "Its golden era lies not behind but before
(5)

us."

dares to taste a bit of bread or broth that has the flavor of 
(3)

yeast."

The positive side of the Sabbath has been 
(2) 

crushed under a mass of prohibitions.

(1) "Backward or Forward," Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, 
p. 202. " " ' ~ —

point of prophetical Judaism with the Messianic aim as its world- 
(1) embracing goal?"

> "It subsists on the
(4)

Reform, on the other
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These are the

questions which Judaism has to answer.
Intellectual honesty will no longer permit us to accept the

Mosaico-Rabbinical law in its entirety. A code of laws directed
to fit the needs of one age must surely be modified and adjusted

"Just as the infantif they are to fit the needs of a later age.
requires a different kind of nourishment than the grown man, so
the Bible, as the revalation offered to an uncouth and uncivilized
age contains another pabulum for the soul than what is demanded

Kohler, to o. objected to the presence of Orientalism in our
We admit, he said, that the sun of truth

rose in the East.

Orthodoxy refuses to recognize this fact, and it still adheres
to the customs and practices of the Orient. "Orientalism charac­
terizes its divine service and still shapes its marriage and
divorce laws, its whole legal attitude to woman. Reform Judaism,

In his series of lectures, Kohler often indicated his resent­
ment of Kohut’s charge that because the Reformers refused to ac­
cept in its entirety the Mosaico-Rabbinical law, they were/inot

(1) Ibid., p. 204.

(4) Ibid.

western civilization.

!

(2) 
by a cultured age."

(1) be only a sacred mummy, or a fountain of life?"

(2) Ibid.
(3) "The Faith of Reform Judaism," Studies, Addresses and Personal 
Papers, p. 332.

on the other hand, insists on the recognition of the demands of 
(4)

Occidental culture."

"But did civilization in its Westward marfli
(3) 

not advance to higher planes and higher standards of life?"
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faithful Jews.

Rabbinical tenets No. We are honest enough to
do not believe in the authority of the letter

and of tradition, and yet claim to be as true,as sincere, as
fervent and whole-souled Jews as any, nay, we claim to hold

stood when predicting theseers

The appearance of Kohut in New York in 1885 and his public
controversy with Kohler acted as a stimulant upon American
Jewry.

at Congregation Ahawath. Chesed and Temple Beth El testified
to the interest which these two men had stirred up. As usual,
the Jewish press opposed Kohler and misinterpreted what he had

"While praising Kohut for his manliness, applaudingto say.
him for his attack, going so far even as to deny the name Jew

■

to all who on principle deny the obligatory character of Tai-

Even the New
York reporter for the American Israelite was led to report

'Ithat"Dr. Kohler erred sadly when he publicly announced,
oysters.’ It was a very injudicious remarkplead for pork and

(2) Vol. 32, No. 1, July 3, 1885, p. 2.
(3) Ibid., p. 2.

(1) "Backward or Forward," Studies, Addresses and Personal 
Papers, p. 207.

the ground on which our great
(1) triumph of Israel’s truth."

"New York is agog with a new sensation," reoorted
(2)

the American Israelite, and the huge crowds which assembled

confess that we
as our own?

mudism...the self-same press objects when Dr. Kohler attacks 
(3) 

conservatism and shows its inconsistencies."

Shall we, he asks, be driven away from

Judaism because "we cannot accept and recognize its Llosaico
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The reaction of the Jewish press galvanized Kohler into
"I am afraid," he wrote to David Philipson, "theaction.

state of affairs has been greatly affected hy Dr. Kohut’ s
And I think it isattitude and the press that faims him.

Reform requires consolidation.for the good. We cannot
afford to he constantly maligned and anathematized for every

Kohler was begin­
ning to realize that his struggle with Dr. Kohut held more

He realized that it represented somethingthan local interest.
much more important than a mere clash of personalities, that
it represented the irrepressible conflict between the forces
of Conservatism and the forces fighting for the right of Reform.

iI

(2) David Philip son Letters, American Jewish Arfchives. 
Letter dated July 30, 1885.

(1)to say the least.

(2) 
reform measure, or liberal view expressed."

(1) Vol. 32, No. 3, July 17, 1885, p. 5. Although I have no 
proof, I feel certain that Dr. Kohler never would have made 
such a statement. The accusation that Kohler had urged the 
eating of pork and oysters was probably a distortion of the 
following statement: "...In the name of all those who are 
honest enough to say: ’I avoid everything unclean, but I do 
not think that to eat oysters or pork is a sin that can in 
any way compare with lying or cheating’....! claim the name 
of Jew for all..." "Backward or Forward" Studies, Addresses 
and Personal Papers, p. 210. See also p. 223. "Ho Reform 
Rabbi ever told his audience to violate the Dietary laws."
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And in September he wrote again to Ph.ii.pson: "We need consolidationn of Reform. We must unite on principles I We want work, action and con­
certed actionl I have just this moment written a letter to Dr. Wise

him to accept the chairmanship of the proposed Conference. Wise ac­
cepted Kohler's offer, though it appears that, fearful of stirring

With Wise willing to cooperate, practical plans for a conference
could now be made, and on October 19, 1885, Kohler again wrote to
Philipson telling him that he had decided to propose Pittsburg as

Then on November 1st, the general call for the
Conference went out:

(1)
(2)

Letter dated(3)

and Dr. Felsenthal and Sonneschein and others, proposing a Reform 
Conference either at Baltimore or at Pittsburg for the second week

Anxious to lend prestige to the conference and to have it rep­
resent a united Reform, Kohler wrote to Isaac Mayer Wise and induced

Ibid., Letter dated September 21, 1885.
The American Israelite, Vol. 39, No. 9, August 26, 1887, p. 4.

Ti)
of October."

David Philipson Letters, American Jewish Archives. 
October 19, 1885.

(3) 
the meeting place.

"Having consulted with several friends and colleagues 
among whom I will mention as seniors the Rev. Drs. I. 
M. Wise and S. Hirsch, and received encouraging res­
ponses, I herewith take the liberty of inviting all 
such American rabbis as advocate reform and progress 
and are in favor of united action in all matters per­
taining to the welfare of American Judaism to meet 
in conference on November 16th and 17th in the city 
of Pittsburg, for the purpose of discussing the pres­
ent state of American Judaism, its pending issues and

up old animosities between East and 'West, he was not anxious to take
(2)

too active a part in the work of the Conference.



(1)
No one who examines the proceedings of the Pittsburg Platform

which were published by the Central Conference of American Rabbis
in honor of Dr. Kohler's 80th birthday, can fail to be impressed
by the tremendous creative energy displayed by Dr. Kohler in Pitts-

It was he who delivered the Conference paper, setting forthburg.
It was he who formulatedthe purpose and the aim of the Conference.

the conference platform, and it was he who insured the unanimous
passage of the platform.

In his Conference Paper, Dr. Kohler stressed the need for
"Every one," he said,"whoprinciples, for constructive action.

has watched the condition of affairs of Judaism in general and in
our country in particular, must have been impressed with the ur­
gent need of decisive action in view of the appalling indifference
which has taken hold of the masses, and of the materialistic ten­
dency of the age which, owing to the precipitous transition from

"To many, Reform appeared theas merely an iconoclastic force.

(1) Proceedings of the Pittsburg Rabbinical Conference, p. 6.
(2) Ibid., p. 6.

its requirements, and of uniting upon such plans 
and practical measures as seem demanded by the 
hour. Sincerely trusting that this simple sug­

gestive call will be favorably received, and even 
at some sacrifice, heartily responded to by all 
friends and supporters of the cause of reform,! am, 

Fraternally yours, 
Dr. K. Kohler."

the oppressive ghetto-life of today's untrammelled liberty, has
(2)

done great havoc in our midst." Too long, he pointed out, has
Reform been looked upon by both its adherents and the outside woiHd ,
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ference, which he hoped would form the basis of the conference
thinking.
only to understand principles at which Kohler was driving. In the

"a platformfirst place, Kohler wanted a platform of principles,
broad, comprehensive, enlightened and liberal enough to impress and
win all hearts, and also firm and positive enough to dispel suspi-

Judaism, he felt, must become conscious of its mission. Thee

for our liberal and enlightened Jewish

"It must be a matter of great concern to all of us,"about Judaism.
said Kohler,"to find that it is pristine pride and privilege of the

(1) 7Ibid., P»
(2) 3Ibid., P.
(3) Ibid.

P.
PP.

(4)
(5)

the Jewish literature and the Jewish press, through better religious 
(5)

schools and through better religious instruction. The Conference, he

Ibid.,
Ibid.,

9
11-12

In this spirit, Kohler presented ten suggestions to the con-

cion and reproach of agnostic tendencies, or of discontinuning the
(3)

historical thread of the past."

We need not list each of these suggestions; we need

conference should "organize a Jewish mission to work with the entire
Jewish camp, make propaganda

(4)
doctrines." Surely part of that mission can be accomplished through

Bible, and for the dissemination of knowledge about the Bible and

name for deserting the old camp and standard, while others behold 
(1)in it only anarchy and arbitrariness." Now, said Kohler, we must 

(2) 
Instead of destroying, we must build. .

felt, should also be concerned with the need for Revision of the
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Jew, his learning and his sound judgment based on familiarity with
the sources of his religion, is failing and dying out to make room

Another problem which Kohler felt the Conference must consider
was that of the admission of proselytes into Judaism. No longer
should circumcision be considered as an initiation rite into Ju­
daism.

Finally Kohler pleaded for a rekindling of the lamp of reli-
Reform, he pointed out, had devotedgious devotion in the home.

all of its attention to the worship of the Synagogue, and not enough
Now is the time to hallow the Jewish homeattention to the home.

anew
t

(1) Ibid., p. 15.
(2) Ibid;.

p. 16.(3) Ibid.,
(4) Ibid.,

Parts of the Bible, Kohler urged, should be read aloud in 
(2)

both the Synagogue and the Sabbath school.

and to make it again the source of pleasant reminiscences and 
(4)

cheering faith.

for arrogant hollowness and shallowness of thought in religious mat-
(1) 

ters.”

pp. 17-18.

"I do not for a moment hesitate to say it right here 
and in the face of the entire Jewish world that to 
have a grown man who from conviction has with all his 
heart and soul become a Jew, in order to be admitted, 
undergo the act of circumcision, is a barbarous cru­
elty which disfigures and disgraces our ancestral 
heirloom and our holy mission as priests among man­
kind. The rite is a national remnant of savage Af­
rican life, and has no bearing upon the religion 
preached by Isaiah, Jeremiah and the great Deuter- 
onomic law-giver. It certainly has no sacremental 
character." (3)
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Not only did. Kohler deliver the conference lecture but he
also suggested the platform which became the basis for the "most

burg Platform provides the basis upon v/hich Reform Judaism stands.
Proclaiming the Jewish belief in God the first statement as­

serts:

second statement of the Pittsburg Platform acknowledgedThe

of the Bible throughout Jewish history, and emphasizes thethe role
compatibility of the Bible with modern science.

The role of the Mosaic and Rabbinical legislation is the subject
of the third and fourth principles of the Platform.

">>'e recognize in the Bible the record of the conse­
cration of the Jewish people to its mission as priest 
of the One God, and value it as the most potent in­
strument of religious and moral instruction. We hold 
that the modern discoveries of scientific researches 
in the domains of nature and history are not antagon­
istic to the doctrines of Judaism, the Bible reflect­
ing the primitive ideas of its own age and at times 
clothing its conception of divine providence and jus­
tice dealing with man in miraculous narratives."

"We recognize in every religion an attempt to grasp 
the Infinite One, and in every mode, source or book 
of revelation held sacred in any religious system 
the consciousness of the indwelling of God in man. 
We hold that Judaism presents the highest conception 
of the God-idea as taught in our holy Scriptures and 
devd-oped and spiritualized by the Jewish teachers in 
accordance with the moral and philosophical progress 
of their respective ages. We maintain that Judaism 
preserved and defended amid continual struggles and 
trials and under enforced isolation this God-idea as 
the central religious truth for the human race."

(1) Datid Philipson, The Reform Movement in Judaism, p. 491.

succint''expression of the theology of the reform movement that bad
(1)

ever been published to the world." In eight statements the Pitts-
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The fifth statement asserts the religious, as opposed to the
national, character of Israel.

the Jewish state.-.
Asserting the Reform conception of Judaism as a progressive

religion the Sixth principle states:

The Seventh statement of the Pittsburg Platform asserts the
belief of Reform in Immortality of the Soul as opposed to Bodily
Resurrection.

"We recognize in the Mosaic legislation a system 
of training the Jewish people for its mission dur­
ing its national life in Palestine, and today we 
accept as binding only the moral laws and maintain 
only such ceremonies as elevate and sanctify our 
lives, but reject all such as are not adapted to 
the views and habits of modem civilization."
"We hold that all such Mosaic and Bbbinical laws 
as regulate diet, priestly purity and dress ori­
ginated in ages and under the influence of ideas 
altogether foreign to our present mental and spir­
itual state. They fail to impress the modern Jew 
with a spirit of priestly holiness; their obser­
vance in our day is apt rather to obstruct that 
to further modern spiritual elevation."

"We recognize in the modern era of universal culture 
of heart and intellect the approach of the realiza­
tion of Israel’s great Messianic hope for the estab­
lishment of the Kingdom of truth, justice and peace 
among all men. We consider ourselves no longer a 
nation but a religious community, and therefore ex­
pect neither a return to Palestine nor a sacrificfel 
worship under the administration of the sons of Aaron, 
nor the restoration of any of the laws concerning 
T" O T O -\KT CJ Ct 4* q4" O "

"We recognize in Judaism a progressive religion, ever 
striving to be in accord with the postulates of reason. 
We are convinced of the utmost necessity of preserving 
the historical identity with our great past. Christi­
anity and Islam being daughter-religions of Judaism, we 
aopreciate their mission to aid. in the spreading of 
monotheistic and moral truth. We acknowledge that the 
spirit of broad humanity of our age is our ally in the 
fulfilment of our mission, and therefore we extend the 
hand of fellowship to all who co-opprate with us in the 
establ1shment of the reign of truth and righteousness 
among men."



SI.

or reward.

ame­

lioration of social evils.

(1)
Dr. Kohler’s work at the Pittsburg Conference must not be un-

The task which he had accomplished was no small one.derestimated.
He had succeeded in uniting American Reform Judaism. Through hia
50 rsonal efforts he had brought together the various forces on the
Reform scene; he had fashioned a clear, cogent statement of prin-

statement that apparently was acceptable to all of the
When we recall the bickering and thedelegates who were present.

jealousy that had existed between Eastern and Western Reformers,
must admit that the Pittsburg Conference accomplished no smallwe

task.

son he wrote: ”Hy Congregation and the liberal element throughout

Again, the Jewish press criticized Kohler and everything that
In a letter to Philip-

“A

(2) 
the Pittsburg Conference had accomplished.

" In full accordance with the spirit of Mosaic leg­
islation which strives to regulate the relation be­
tween rich and poor, we deem it our duty to partici­
pate in the great task of modern times, to solve on 
the basis of justice and righteousness the problems 
presented by the contrasts and evils of the present 
organization of society." (1)

(1) Ibid., pp. 24-25.
(2) Cf. David Philinson, "The Principles and Achievements of the 
Central Conference of American Rabbis," Centenary Papers and Others, 
p. 199.

ciples, a

"We reassert the doctrine of Judaism, that the soul 
of man is immortal, grounding this belief on the di­
vine nature of the human spirit, which forever finds 
bliss in righteousness and misery in wickedness. We 
reject as ideas not rooted in Judaism the belief both 
in bodily resurrection and in Gehenna and Eden (hell 
and paradise), as abodes for everlasting punishment 
or reward."

-6-ameZ by FmiL And the final statement;^pledges Israel to work for the



the city are in full sympathy with the results, but all the more
do the papers clamor and rage. Still let once our Reform organ

form point of view, and he hoped that the Jewish Reformer would
satisfy that need. On January 1st, 1886, the first issue of the
Jewish Reformer appeared bearing the following statement of prin­
ciples:

Immediately the Jewish Reformer set out to protect the Pitt-
Picking up asburg Platform from the attacks of its opponents.

statement by H. P. Mendes that had appeared in the Orthodox press
that "
ibility," the Jewish Reformer mockingly added: "The chief Rabbi

(3) Vol. 1, No. 1, Jan. 1, 1886, p. 9.
J

(1) David Philipson Letters, American Jewish Archives, Letter dated 
November 28, 1885.
(2) Cf. "In Memoriam—Moritz Ellinger," A Living Faith, p. 269.

"Aiming at consolidation of Reform Judaism upon the
> we

The "Reform organ" to which Kohler referred was the JewishT2)
Reformer which he had planned in conjunction with Moritz Ellinger..
Kohler had long felt the need of some journal to represent the Re-

a chief rabbi is needed as to render a Pittsburg an imposs-

appear, and I have great hope I shall be able to start one here,
as the Israelite will never do for us in the Eastl—, and they will

--------- (1)
become terror stricken."

principles adopted at the Pittsburg Conference, 
shall:

Try to enlighten our people upon the origin, the 
growth and the value of all conceptions and forms 
of the past, while emphasizing all that is essential, 
vital and immutable in religion.

Wide awake to the progress and requirements of 
the hour, we shall discuss all the pending issues 
and problems of the age from our standpoint." (3)
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shall have a torture chamber adj oining his residence to be supplied
with thumb screws,

Though the Jewish Reformer was forced to cease publication after
an existence of only six months, it had fulfilled its purpose.
Acting as a voice in the wilderness, it had publicized the Pittsburg
Conference and given to American Jewry a clear picture of the
controversy between Reform and Orthodoxy.

were we to close our discussion of Kohler's attitude toward
Orthodoxy with his activities at the Pittsburg Conference and as
editor of the Jewish Reformer we should have presented an incomplete

Though Kohler refused to accept the authority ofpicture indeed.
Mosaico-Rabbinical lav/ as binding, he must not be considered an

On the contrary, he felt that there was aenemy of the Talmud.

But
this wealth must be In his conviction that
the Talmud could be vitalized, Kohler wrote a series of articles in
1893-94 for the American Hebrew, entitled "The Ethics of the Talmud."
In this series, he set out to prove what he had long contended: that

No more brilliant defense of the
Talmud can be found than in this series of articles in which Kohler
shows that the Talmud is criticized too much by people who do not
understand it, and similarly, it is loved too ardently by its

Attempt-
The Jewish Reformer, vol. I, No. 5, January 29, 1896, p. 1.(1)
Hebrew Union College and Other Addresses, p. 17.(2)
Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, p. 216.(3)

(4) The American Hebrew,

(3) 
"Rabbinism was once Reform, too."

wealth of spiritual and ethical thought buried in the Talmud.
(2)

"turned into power."

' ' (4)
devotees who do not see or who do not wish to see its faults.

iron boots, iron shirts and other instruments
(1)for inculcating Orthodox belief."

Vol. LIV, No. 4, Nov. 24, 1893, p. 136a.
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the Talmudic laws have outlived their usefulness. It is not

It was not

He feared that in Orthodoxy the
element of worship and of devotion to God had been replaced by
a lifeless devotion to legality and formalism. For this reason
he ever pleaded for the concept of a living God.” Judaism, n he

"is a living faith, not a religion confined to dead let-said,
ters, to a scarcely readable parchment scroll, but.-one which
forms the vital spark of all moral action and conduct, which
prompts us to worship and perceive God, not in dead forms, in

but in
In

this spirit, he often stated that the issue is no longer between

(1) Ibid., pp. 136a,b,c. See also The American Hebrew,Vol.LIV,
No. 5, December 1, 1893, pp. 159-62.

(4) Ibid., p. 210.

(2) Ibid., p. 136b.

(3) "Backward or Forward",Studies,Addresses and Personal Papers,p.2C

Reform and Orthodoxy, but between a world with God and a world 
(5)

without God.

rites of by-gone ages, in signs hardly intelligible, bu 
(4) 

living truths and forms, expressive of life and truth."

the Talmud, but rather modern Orthodoxy that is at fault, for 
(2) 

preserving laws which are no longer timely or useful.
In discussing Kohler’s attitude toward Orthodox Judaism, 

it is|i.mportant that we do not misunderstand Kohler.
Orthodoxy that he opoosed, but the spirit of "blind authority- 

(3) 
belief" and "mere legality."

ting to refute the anti-Semitic charge that the Talmud was in­
human, Kohler pointed out that for its time the Talmud had a

(1)
very lofty conception of humanity. The ohly trouble is that
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Kohler ever emphasized the importance of worship and of devo-
tion to God for Judaism, and in this spirit he opposed all efforts
to belittle the spiritual aspect of Judaism. This does not mean
that Kohler did not appreciate the rational nature of Judaism. On
the contrary, he often asserted that Judaism never represented it-

Religion, he main-of religion must be deepened by spirituality.
it is a matter of sentiment

"God appeals to the heart before he appeals to the
Nor is spirituality a thing to be taught or imparted by

as thestudy. "It must be felt as the innermost power of the soul,
the impelling force leading toglow of a heart touched by God, as

Often Kohler expressed his conviction that no man had

a right to become a Rabbi or to appear in the pulpit unless he

possessed a spiritual qualification.

(2) Ibid.

(3) Ibid., p. 160.

(1) "Judaism’s Four Characteristic Traits," A Living Faith, pp. 
159-160.

and emotion.
(2) 

mind."

self as "blind belief", nor did he underestimate the need for a
(1)"religious view in <1 rect harmony with reason." But the rationality

life's consecration to the service of God and thb highest ideals 
(3) 

of man."

(5) Cf. "Priest, Prophet and Preacher," Hebrew Union College and 
Other Addresses,p. 118. See also "A Revaluation of Reform Juda- 
rs7ii7T~Yearbook of the C.C.A.R., Vol. XXXIV, 1924, p. 227 and "A 
Jewish Institution of Learning," Hebrew Union College and Other 
Addresses, p. 18.

tained, is always Tooted in the soul;
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ings of Professor Moritz Lazarus that captivated Kohler. He quotes

Again, in discussing Lazarus, Kohler

leaving no room for 'other worldliness.'"
did not imply "other worldliness", "We wantnor even saintliness.
no saints," he said,
to win for the cause of God and goodness.

Though Kohler could not accept any formulation of Judaism
which was based upon superstitions or upon miracles, he felt that
if interpreted properly, miracles could occupy an important role

They are the poetry of religion; they serve to beauti-
The rat ion al-fully illustrate the truths which religion teaches.

"Professor Moritz Lazarus," A Living Faith, p. 207.(2)
(3)

"Judaism'3 Four Characteristic Traits," A Living Faith, p. 160.(4)

in Judaism.
(5) 

faith."

creed and ceremony, but ideality, the spirit that lifts man up 
(2)

towards the highest ideal."

emphatically) is holiness, and this comprises the whole of life, 
------  J 3)( For Kohler spirituality

(1) "The Requirements of 
College Monthly, Vol.

"who live apart from the people whom they are

"The man in the pulpit, whether liberal or con­
servative, must, like the prophet of old, be im­
bued with the spirit of God, making religion the 
all-encompassing factor of life, himself embody­
ing what is best and holiest in Judaism and hu­
manity." (1)

a True Religious Leader," The Hebrew Union 
IX, No. 1, November, 1922, p. 12.

We want lives permeated 
(4) 

by the spirit that brings God nigh to me."

It was the spiritual aspect, too, of the writings and teach-

"Lazarus' Ethics of Judaisn," A Living Faith, p. 220.

with approval Professor Lazarus' statement that "religion is not

was able to write: "The principle, soul and substance of Jewish
ethics, say Prof. Lazarus (and this view I always insisted on most

"Miracles," he said, "do not create, but illustrate
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lack

this sens e for the beautiful. They maintain, for instance, that

"due to a temporary ebb and flood which Moses bad takenarmies was
into account but not Pharoah...In order to save the literal truth,

an important function in Judaism.
in religion. For after all, asks Kohler, is not„stronger than cold

"Behind all reason, all knowledge and skill, lies thereflection.

Dr. Kohler's emphasis upon the spiritual aspect of Judaism was
not only something which he confined to sermons preached from the

i

Those who knew him could not help being impressed by thepulpit.

"The underlying idea ofdeep spiritual nature of the man himself.

bring the Godhead, believed to be enthroned only in heaven above,

If he fought blind Orthodoxydown to the hearts of men on earth.
it was because he strove to free the spirit of Judaism from the
shackles

Of a similar nature is a

(1) p. 258.Ibid.,

(2) Ibid., p. 265.

op.cit., p. 15.(3) Gohon,

(5) "Miracles of the Bible," Hebrew Union College and Other Ad­
dresses, p. 257.

Israel's passage through the Red Sea and the drowning of Pharoah's

They emphasize the role of faith

ists who reduce the Biblical miracles to natural occurences

of dry formalism and 'to restore the faith in God and 
(3) 

in man in all its prophetic grandeur.'"

power of faith which moves mountains, which performs wonders....
(2)

There is a saving power in faith at which all miracles hint."

(1)
they kill the very spirit of faith." In this sense, miracles occupy

the Reform movement, in his view," comments Dr. Gohon, "was to
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statement made by Dr. Philipson:

(1)highly endowed religious nature.
Even in his attacks upon Orthodoxy in his lectures, Backward

or Forward, Dr. Kohler was fair enough to admit that the very spir­
ituality, the lack of which he criticized in Orthodoxy, was lacking

Reform, too, has its faults, he admitted.also in Reform. It has
failed to realize many of its expectations. Its most important
fault is that it has neglected domestic devotion; it has appealed

"Reform a-constantly to reason instead of cultivating emotion.
bolished the old regular services, the Hebrew daily prayers, but
did not train our children to communicate with their God in fer­
vent devotion at the beginning and close of each day. It did away
with old formulas of praise and benediction, but failed to imbue
every step or enjoyment of the Jew with religious life. It allowed

Despite his criticism of Orthodoxy, Dr. Kohler never forgot
the tremendous debt which he owed to his own Orthodox background.

(1) Philipson, op.cit., p. 326.
(2) "Backward or Forward," Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, 
pp. 212-213. ' ’ ~ ~ 

the old fires of self-consecration, of sanctification of human life 
(2)

at its various solemn epochs to cool down."

"No one who ever listened to his fervent prayers 
but felt here was a soul in tune with the Lord of 
the spirits of all flesh. The doublings and ques­
tions of his critical faculty never invaded the 
domain of his trustful faith. Here he was a little 
child. There indeed seemed to be two souls in Koh­
ler’s make-up, the one that expressed itself in his 
intellectual aspirations and achievements, and the 
other strikingly indicative of that beautiful con­
ception of the rabbis the ne shamah yetherah, the 
mystic over-soul which is the plus quality of every
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and mother. ven-

Orthodox colleagues, too, show the great respect that he had for

Though he fought bitterly with Dr.Kohut, he evertheir sincerity.
admired his zeal and his genuine love of Judaism. What a beauti­
ful tribute to the spirit of friendly rivalry it was when Kohler

"Dr.was invited to speak at the memorial service for Dr. Kohut.
Kohut’s arrival in this country," he said at fchat service, "lent

There were other friendly opponents from the Orthodox camp.
Surely one of the leading Orthodox rabbisof his day and one of
the bitterest opponents of the principles of progressive Judaism

Of him Kohler wrote:"He was the strongest andwas Sabato Morals.
most formidable opponent of Reform." But at the same time one
could not help admiring him as "the very soul of devotion and loy-

One can feel the sympathy which Kohler felt for
this devout leaders of Orthodoxy:

"He himself was a sort of Jeremiah, wailing and 
weeping over the decline of Orthodox Judaism, 
and his voice often grew pathetic as he saw the

’ (3) 

alty to truth."

(1) "The Requirements of a True Religious Leader," Hebrew Union 
College Monthly, Vol. IX, No. 1, November, 1922, pp. 10-11.

American Judaism not only new lustre, but also a new impetus and 
(2) 

incentive to rabbinical study and research."

(2) "Dr. Alexanader Kohut," Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, 
p. 542.
(3) "Sabato Morals," A Living Faith, p. 251.

cere Orthodoxy, which I revere as the memory of my own sai±ed father
In fact, owe the best I have and am to those

(1)
erable Orthodox teachers of mine..." Kohler’s attitude toward his

"iL.am far from extolling Reform," he said, "at the expense of sin-
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Another man with whom Kohler disagreed, in principle, but whom
he admired in spirit was Solomon Schechter. The cordial relation­
ship that existed between these two men was evidenced when Kohler
accepted an invitation from Schechter to deliver a course of lec-

cation of the Jewish Theological Seminary, and in reciprocation

As the years passed Kohler became more and more convinced of

two opposing foces.

will Judaism always consist of both conservative andso
It was in this spirit that Dr. Kohler op-progressive elements.

posed any attempt at formulating a Jewish creed for one section of
The formulation of any code which excludes Ortho -

X—

Judaism only.
doxy is a dangerous procedure," as it tends to create a schism in

numbers of his followers become even smaller. 
And yet he had an abiding faith in God. 
full of hope and of energy to the last."

tures at the Jewish Theological Seminary,
(2)

Literature." Again, Kohler was invited to participate in the dedi-

He was
(1)

by a centrioetal and centrifugal power to keep them on the right 
(5) 

track,"

(1) Ibid., p. 252.
(2) Max Kohler, on. cit., p. 9.
(3) Cf. "The Purpose and Mission of the Hebrew Union College," 
Hebrew Union College and Other Addresses, p. 40.

(4) Ibid.
(5) "Solomon Schechter," Memorial Address, Hebrew Union College 
and Other Addresses, p. 335.

Schechter was an honored guest at the dedication of the new He- 
(3)

brew Union College building in 1911.

on "Jewish Apocryphal

"Just as the stars in heaven are carried along

the heed for both a conservative and a progressive force within
(4)

Judaism. Judaism, he felt, has always had and will always need its
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An interesting sidelight on Kohler’s attitude toward Ortho-
doxy, is the lecture which he delivered before the Central Con­
ference of American Rabbis in the year 1898. The title of the
lecture, A United Israel, indicated Kohler’s theme.

In order to successfully unite all

way to an emphasis upon Judaism
Proposing a

ences, Kohler suggested:
elevating Jew and Judaism everywhere, socially, intellectually

Let us, however, not be deceived by Kohler's appeal to the
Central Conference.
out compromise.
Kohler was not willing to sacrifice his ideals for the sake of a

Though he pleaded for an end to all strife, heunited Israel.
emphasized his conviction that it is the Orthodox "who divide the

Thus, he implied, it is Orthodoxy that
must compromise, not Reform.
(1) Yearbook of the CCAR, Vol. XV, 1905, p. 83.
(2) "A United Israel,
(3) Ibid., p. 16. H

“N. (4) Ibid., p. 17.

If he favored unity, he favored unity with- 
Though he may have respected sincere Orthodoxy,

bickering between Reform and Orthodoxy, between East and West, 
in oulplh and press cease once for alll

(2)
for undivided Judaism."

(1) antagonism to the spirit and tradition of Judaism."

(5) 
camp of Israel, not we."

(5) Ibid., p. 9. For an interesting contrast 
to the attitude expressed in "A United Israel, 
see Kohler’s statement in Views on the Synod 
(Compiled by the C.C.A.R., 1905), p. 743’. 
See also Yearbook of the OGAR, 1905, p. 121, 
where Kohler opposes any effort to establish a 
synod representing a united Israel.

"Let all

Let us stand as one man

and morally, but secure to us also an.authoritative public
(4)

representation whenever required."

union of Jewish congregations irrespective of religious differ- 
"Such a union will not only help in

Israel, Kohler suggested that the emphasis upon Reform give
"Today, not Reform, but Juda-

(3)
ism must be the sole object of our solicitude."

”"A Living Faith, p. 8.
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deeper antagonism toward the Jewish spirit of indifference and
assimilation which seemed to have seized the Jewish population
of New York.

It was in an effort to combat this very indifference that
Kohler had seen fit to introduce Sunday Services in Chicago and
to advocate the transfer of the Sabbath to Sunday. In the sanse
spirit, Kohler, in the year 1880, introduced Sunday services at
Temple Beth El. Nowhere is a visible change in Kohler’s attitude

toward one issue more apparent than in reference to the Sunday

services.

when Kohler first suggested Sunday services to Congregation Beth
El, his attitude toward these services had already been modified
and, as we shall see shortly, his attitude was to become even
more conservative with the passage of years.

In a sermon entitled "Sabbath Observance and Sunday Lec­
tures," preached on December 27, 1879, Dr. Kohler first suggested
to his congregation that a service should be held on Sunday for
those who found it impossible to attend the regular Sabbath Ser-

Most of our young people, Kohler pointed out, are unabDsevice.

(1) See above, p. 32.

B. Sunday Services
In New York, as in Chicago, Dr. Kohler was deeply disturbed 

by the indifference which characterized the Jewish community, and 
especially the Jewish youth. His attacks upon Ethical Culture,, 
Christian Science and Unitarianism were but reflections of his

We have already noted that in Chicago, Kohler actually
(1)advocated a transfer of the Sabbath to Sunday. By the year 1870,
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to attend services on the Sabbath. Why should we not have a lec-

No longer, however, did Kohler advocate the actual transfer of
Recognizing that all of the beautifulthe Sabbath to Sunday.

and inspiring influences of the Sabbath are the work of long his­
torical growth, Kohler came to the conclusion that the Sabbath

"Hence aday can never be transferred from one day to another.

Far from advocating an abandonment of the Sabbath, Kohler
advocated a renewal of its lost glory and prestige. The large
Jewish community of New York, he pointed out, can certainly lead
movement to restore the Jewish Sabbath in America,a

expressed the wish that he could prevail upon the members of his
congregation to join the recently established Sabbath Observance

But a real movement to restore the prestige of theAssociation.
The Jewish home must revive theSabbath must begin in the home.

n(1) "Sabbath Observance and Sunday Lectures, p. 4.

(2) Ibid.
(3) Ibid., p. 8.

1

ture, or better yet, a service on Sunday so that all may attend?
"Blind, stubborn orthodoxy says: ’Rather let the 
young men, and all those prevented by material 
necessities from attending divine service on Sab­
bath, spiritually starve than that the bread of 
heaven should be offered them on Sunday I ’ We 
say:’NoI A thousand times better they hear the in­
spiring lessons of religion on Sunday; their ac­
tual day of rest than not at all.’" (1)

(3)
Kohler even

Jewish Sunday Sabbath is for any sober-minded, conscientious ad- 
(2)

vocate of reform out of the question today."
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'xi) beauty and the sweetness of the Sabbath.

While pleading for a more devout observance of the Jewish
Sabbath, Kohler deplored those who had amassed large fortunes
by violating the Sabbath, and who now could proudly claim to

As long as there are people who
are unable to attend Sabbath services, declared Kohler, we will
feel it a duty to conduct services on the Sunday.

Bbs-
(1) Ibid.
(2) Ibid., p. 7.
(3) Ibid., pp. 7-8.

The American Hebrew, Vol. 2, No. 2, Feb. 27, 1880. In

The family reunion 
of Friday evening and the joy and song of the Sabbath must he

be pious men because they can afford to close their stores in 
(2) observance of the Sabbath.

restored, he felt, as a means of cultivating greater piety and 
deeper devotion.

"As long as there is no release given from work 
to every Jewish clerk from morning to night, as 
long as no opportunity is offered to each Jewish 
laborer and business-man of keeping this day holy, 
as a season of bodily and spiritual recreation 
and elevation, I, in the name of God, the Redeemer 
of Israel, claim the day of public rest as a temp­
orary expedient. And all attempts at denouncing 
our Sunday lectures, or Sunday services, particu­
larly when held only every fortnight, as unlawful 
characterize themselves as prompted by hypocrisy 
rather than by true piety, by poor policy rather 
than by sincere religious earnestness." (3)

As one might expect, Kohler’s proposal in favor of Sunday
(4)

Services brought a violent protest from Orthodox circles.

(4) Cf. The American Hebrew, Vol. 2, No. 2, Feb. 27, 1880. In 
this and subsequent issues the American Hebrew criticized the 
entire effort to institute Sunday services. "Freedom of thought 
is man’s highest prerogative.. .But he impeaches his own sincer­
ity and loses every claim to respect if he continues to draw pay 
from a Jewish congregation while maintaining and practicing con­
victions diametrically opposed to every principle of Judaism.
P. 14.
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When Kohler’s first five year contract with Temple Betti

ttto enumerate all of Dr. Kohler’s wonderful qualifications,

To all out­

ward appearances, Kohler’s life in New York was a happy one,

politan New York.
In the spring of the year 1886, however, a series of events

transpired which threatened to destroy the pleasant relationship

(3) Ibid., p. 95.

lyze an interesting episode in the life of Dr. Kohler, one which 
almost had drastic results.

El, however, gave up the hope of establishing the Sunday service 
as a successful venture.

said one member of the board, and this sentiment seemed to be
(3)

shared by most of the members of the congregation.

(1) Ibid., Vol. 48, No. 7, September 18, 1891, p.160.
(2) Minutes of Temple Beth El, 1874-1910., p. 96.

pite these protests, Sunday services were instituted in the 
year 1880 and were continued for two years.

Evidently Temple Beth El was pleased with their Rabbi, and Koh- 
■Uieler in turn, must have enjoyed ^congenial atmosphere of cosmo-

(2) 
Kohler for the excellent job that he had done.
one seemed able to express the gratitude of the congregation to

"We are unable

It is at this point that we must ana-

Evidently the Sun­
day services did not create the interest that Kohler had desired, 

(1)and by the summer of 1882, they were abandoned.
Neither Kohler nor the Board Members of Congregation Beth

El had expired in 1884, his contract was promptly renewed, his 
salary was raised to the then large sum of $6000 a year, and no
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tion on the part of the members of the board with the spiritual
status of the congregation.

mon observance of our Sabbath by attending divine service, but
have met with no response—the few members who do attend cannot
even prevail upon their sons to follow their parent’s example, and

It wouxd appear that both Kohler and his congregation were
working toward a common goal, the spiritual strengthening of Tem­
ple Beth El through the re-institution of Sunday services. The
president, however, concluded his report with these words:

proposal, and strongly recommended the engagement of

(1) Ibid., Marc-h 16, 1886, Report of the President, J.H. Fleisch, p. 10?

(2) p. 110.
(3) Ibid., p. 110.

"To make this course a success, it will, however, 
be necessary for that purpose to engage a good 
English speaker and I hardly doubt that the Rev. 
Dr. Kohler...will gladly endorse the plan which 
should be carried out under his guidance." (3)

The board of Temple Beth El heartily approved of the president’s
”a lecturer,

The only solution to the lack of interest, the oresident reported, 
(2)

was to institute a course of Sunday lectures.

which existed between Kohler and his congregation. Reading the 
minutes of Temple Beth •&!, one detects a feeling of dissatisfac-

if the further decrease in the non-attendance at the Saturday ser­
vice is to be regulated by the course of nature it will be merely

(1)a question of time when our beautiful Tanple will be deserted."

again," reported the president of the board,
"Appeals have been made again and

"to unite on a com-
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who by hia eminence, popularity, eloquence and ability combines
■ST’

Certainly Kohler, who long had cherished the hope of con-

Again we turn to the minutes of the Congregation in order to under­
stand the situation which confronted Kohler:

(1) Ibid., p. 86.

Ibid.,

Jeshurun.

"...it must be acknowledged at the outset that 
the congregation is composed of various ele­
ments widely divergent in their views on re­
ligious matters, -- many members faithfully 
adhering to the traditional observances of 
our faith, others are so-called moderate con­
servatives ready to accept changes which have 
the sanction of acknowledged authority and

ducting Sunday services, could not help feelihgl slighted at this 
implied criticism of his preaching ability.
of the membership of Temple Beth El must have made the position

(3) of the rabbi even more difficult than might normally be expected.

the power to attract our members and others to attend our meet- 
(1)ings."

(2) ”
The very composition

(2) A year later the president reported to the Board as follows: 
"The resolution itself, empowering your Board of Trustees to en­
gage an Assistant Minister, was unfortunately the cause of some 
ml sirnd er standi ng at the time between the Board and our honored 
Rabbi,the Rev. Dr. Kohler, originating, as I claim in the doubt­
ful conception of our respective rights and privileges." Ibid., 
Meeting of April -11, 1887, p. 117.
(3) Temple Beth El was originally known as Congregation Adath 
________ In 1874 the Congregation had merged with the older 
and more Conservative Congregation Anshe Chesed to form Temple 
Beth El. Cf. Kohler, "David Einhorn, The Uncompromising Champion 
of Reform Judaism," Yearbook of the C.C.A.R., Vol. XIX, 1909, pp. 
260, 262. See also M. Kohler, op.cit. , p. 7.
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Even under the most favorable conditions, a clash between rabbi
and congregations would not be difficult to predict. But in
this particular case, where the Rabbi was so ardent a champion

of the cause of Reform, such a clash seemed unavoidable.

lit.

Kohler evidently felt that the combination of insults from the

Meeting of June 6, 1886,

In June of 1886, the match that set off the explosion was
For several months Dr. Kohler had been making plans to at-

(3) Ibid., Vol. 27, No. 5, June 11, 1886.
(4) Minutes of Temple Beth El, 1874-1910. 
p. 114.

communication to Dr. Kohler, demanding to know the course of ac­ts) 
tion that he proposed to follow at the forthcoming conference.

congregation could no:longer be ignored, and so he promptly sub­
mitted his resignation to the Board and to the congregation.

again others hold the most advanced radical 
opinions. To unite these divergent elements 
on one common ground has so far been found 
impossible to achieve.

In view of this complexion of our member­
ship, it is but Just to say that our spiritu­
al leader Rev. Dr. Kohler occupies a rather 
difficult position in our congregation. When 
his views please one element, they are apt 
to be unfavorably criticized by another and 
treated with indifference by a third, until 
perhaps mildly retracing what he previously 
advocated, when of course he will please no­
body •" (1)

(1) Ibid., report of Pres. J.H. Fleisch, March 16, 1886., p. 109.
(2) The Conference was, for various reasons, subsequently post­
poned. See the American Hebrew:.- June 25, 1886, p. 97. Also see 
The American Israelite, Vol. 32., No. 52, June 25,1886, p. 4.

tend a conference of Rabbis which was to convene in the summer 
(2)

in Cincinnati. The congregation, rather indiscreetly, sent a
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expressed, and implied, upon his ministrations; and as he declined

to be hampered in what he deemed his duty as spiritual head of
(1)

the congregation, he stated that he had tendered his resignation."

As in most disputes of this nature the immediate causes

for Kohler’s resignation were of a complex nature to say the

least. The complex nature of the congregation which he served,
the intense feelings vzhich his dispute vzith Kohut must have
aroused on the part of those members of Beth Bl who were
conservatively inclined and,above all, the reluctance of the
Congregation to ratify the results of the Pittsburg Conference,
must have influenced Kohler’s decision to resign. Although the
Minutes of the Board of Temple Beth Bl give us little insight
into the causes for Kohler’s resignation, the June 11th issue
of the American Hebrew suggested several reasons for the resig-

"A peculiarity connected with this resignation," writesnation.
It seems that

the Trustees of the Congregation,having at heart the interests
of their Congregation, which, because of its composite character,

requesting information as to his proposed course at the coming

Vol. 27, No. 4, p. 56.(1) The American Hebrew, June 4, 1886.L~-

the editor, "deserves more than passing mention.

requires.delicate treatment, addressed Dr. Kohler a communication

xhe newspaper accounts of Kohler’s resignation supply us 

vzith few details. "On Sabbath last," reports the American 

Hebrew, Rev. Dr. Kohler spoke of the differences existing 

between himself and the congregation because of criticisms



70.
adjourned, conference at Cincinnati. This communicationW
together with the action of the Congregation in deciding to

elect an assistant minister to speak in English and their

failure to formally endorse and accept the results of the

As soon as it received Kohler’s resignation, the ^ongre-

and a committee

was immediately appointed to see if Dr. Kohler would not

reconsider and withdraw his resignation. Within a short time,

This episode, however, provides

us with a valuable insight into the personality of Kohler.

As a Champion of Reform he would brook no opposition. He also

insisted upon the authority of his position as Rabbi of the
In announcing that he would remain with , thecongregation.

"It is tocongregation Kohler stated his position clearly.

be understood that the lectures at the Temple will continue,

as heretofore, wider my supervision, and in the event of any

such a step will comeappointment of an assistant minister,

As to the Cincinnati convention,under my jurisdiction.

Vol. 27, No. 5, p. 66.(1) June 11, 18S6.

L

Kohler was induced to remain with the congregation and the 
(2) 

incident was soon forgotten.

the Board of Trustees has decided not in any way to interfere
(5)

with me."

Pittsburgh Conference, has not pleased Dr. Kohler, hence his 
(1) 

resignation."

gation realized the seriousness of the situation,



71.

Ever fighting for the cause of Reform and for what he be­
lieved to be right, Kohler was not an easy opponent to van­
quish, nor was he one to give up his ideals for the sake of
harmony. His congregation, he felt, should be a Reform con­
gregation, Reform in principle and in conduct, and he would
rather resign his position than feel that he was compromising
his ideals.

Despite the unpleasant incident with the Board of Temple

ture s.
continued to fight for the cause which he cherished, and by
the fall of 1887 his efforts met with success. Under the

Soon the suc-

of the Congregation itself, and in April of 1887, the Board

(2) Minutes of Temple Beth El, 1874-1910, p. 115.
(3) The American Israelite, Vol. 32, No.51, June 18, 1886, p.6.

1886, p.l.

117 and 123.(3) Ibid., pp.

S -

(1) Cf. The Jewish Reformer, Vol. I, No. 17, April 23,
(2) Minutes of Temple Beth El, April 4, 1887, p. 117.

decided'that the", entire Cdhgregation should benefit from the 
(3)

Sunday lectures.

ausoices of the Young Men’s Association of the Congregation, 
(2) 

Kohler instituted a series of Sunday lectures.

Beth El, Kohler continued to urge the adoption of Sunday lec-
(1)Through the editorial pages of the Jewish Reformer, he

cess of these lectures attracted the attention of the Board
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At last harmony seems to have been completely restored, be­
tween Kohler and. his congregation.
eral community had already arisen to challenge the ideals for

Again the criticism was directed againstwhich Kohler stood.

In his lecture entitled Are Sunday Lectures Treason to Juda-

Kohler went right to the heart of the problem. The question is,
he said, whether it is better to let the majority of Jews die

Report

A Living Faith,

a

(1) Minutes of Temple Beth El, 1874-1910, April 1, 1888. 
of the President.

ism, Kohler tried to answer those critics who claimed that ser­
vices on Sunday represented a break with Judaism. Referring to

Sunday lectures, and Kohler felt that he had no choice but to 
(2) answer his opponents.

But new critics in the gen-

President’s report to the Board of Temple Beth El in 1888:
"The many years of earnest advocacy of a regu­lar Sunday service under favorable auspices has 
at last found realization in the inauguration 
last October of a lecture course, which I ven­
ture to say, has met with universal commendation. 
The versatile character of the discourses by our 
honored Dr. Kohler, interspersed by 3e ctures of 
eminent divines of foreign congregations, have 
been of such a high degree of excellence, and 
evinced such great erudition in philosophy and 
modem science, no less than inttheology, that 
they could not fail to be of great intellectual 
benefit to their hearers. It is particularly 
gratifying to note the warm interest taken, and 
zeal displayed by the young element of our con­
gregation in the success of this movement..." (1)

a letter of his written to the Jewish Exponent in Philadelphia,

(2) Cf. "Are Sunday Lectures Treason to Judaism?" 
pp. 19-20.
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correct observance of the Sabbath, Kohler pointed, out that no

struggle of the week.
for the man of great wealth to insist upon observance of the
historical Sabbath, but is such an observance possible for the

Any realistic approach to the problem convinces oneordinary?

desires to observe the Sabbath.

dearly than he.

(1) Ibid., p. 20.
Ibid.(2)
Ibid., p. 22-23.(3)

Israel’s past, Kohler pointed out that no one could
precious reminiscences of Sabbath Joy and cheerfulness"more

If only those memories could live again in

73.
from spiritual starvation because they cannot attend services

of the practical difficulties confronting the average Jew who
"He must either retire from

(3) 
business altogether or violate the historical Sabbath.” In

Emphasizing again the impossibility in modern times of a

on the Sabbath, or to allow a substitute day of worship for the
(1)Sabbath.

"love the

longer does the Jewish Sabbath bring rest from the toil and the 
Certainly it is easy for the Rabbi or

answer to those who would accuse him of having no regard for

"Or, to use a familiar expression of mine, 
whether that congregation shows the right 
religious (or conservative) spirit which, 
like the one one of the two women before 
King Solomon says, ’Let the child die rather 
than that the Sunday should have it’; or, 
the one that, like the true mother speaks, 
’By all means let my child live, and if 
Sunday is the only day when it can be fed 

and nurtured, take the Sunday rather than 
allow it to perish altogether.’" (2)
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our present observance of the Sabbath! But alas, the pure Sab­
bath observance of old. hag been replaced, by crass materialism;

The question confronting Judaism today is:
Jewish people be roused from their awful lethar and again

their dead religious fervor be revived? How can their love for
their history and their faith be restored? These are the ques­
tions which Kohler asked before and was to ask again, ever

"Institute Sun-His answer:for the right solution.searching
day lecture st"' Utilize the only day of rest the Jews have;
create attentive centers of religious instruction and inspira-

"Does blind, stubborn orthodoxy protest loudly declaring:
•Rather let the young, or all those who do not attend the regu­
lar Sabbath service spiritually starve than that the bread of

Such an attitude
he said,would be cruel and heartless. No, the issue is no

powerful preacher.

(1) Ibid., p. 24.
(2) Ibid.
(3) Ibid., p. 25.
(4) Ibid.
(5) Ibid, p. 25.

I

(5) 
and Judaism lost.

create attentive centers of reli^: 
tion for the rising generation!"

(1) the Sabbath has become a sham.

longer between Saturday and Sunday, but
" Surely these are powerful words from a

"between Judaism saved

"How can the
Jewish people be roused from their awful lethargy

(2) 
made conscious and proud of their divine calling?" How can

(4) 
heaven should be offered to them on Sunday!•"
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ii

has a Sabbath day. You can no longer make even your children

sKohler was opposed.

be applied to any day of the week, but the holy and elevating

No, not a transfer, but an addition is what

we require, an addition of an extra day of worship to win back

"Only through regular Sunday services can the forces

We have already noticed a transition in Kohler’s thinking

In Chicago he had favoredin regard to the historical Sabbath.

In New York, however, histransfer of the Sabbath to Sunday.a

views were modified to the point where, though favoring Sunday

lectures and Sunday services, he was opposed to the idea of any

(1) Ibid.

(4) Ibid.

29.(5) Ibid., p.

(2) Ibid., pp. 26-7.

(3) Ibid., p. 28.

But to the idea of transferring the Sabbath to Sunday, 
The name of the seventh day, he said, may

reminiscences cannot be suddently changed from the historical 
(3)

Sabbath to another.

to the fold of Judaism those who have lost resnect for their 
(4) 

religion.

There is nothing wrong, Kohler added, in assembling in 
the House of God for prayer on any day of the week. Why then 
should there be so much opposition to the idea of holding ser­
vices on Sunday? "Most assuredly you cannot believe that God

at school believe that God began the work of Creation on Sunday 
(2)

and finished it on Friday to rest on Saturday."

of Judaism, now scattered and inefficient throughout the year, 
(5)

be reunited into a mighty power..."
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actual transfer of the Sabbath.

en-

In the spirit of intellectual honesty that charac-

No one can deny,
he pointed out, that the radical reformers who were led to intro­
duce Sunday service for those who were prevented from the Sab-

Then, by way of justification, Kohler pointed to his own
”Surely,"he ad-experiences in behalf of the Sunday services.
I was in Chicago."mitted,"! advocated the Sunday services while
regular Sabbath

service was made the condition of the innovation, and the docu-

After clarifying his own position in the past in regard to
the Sunday services, Kohler proceeded to explain the reasons for

■

asks, strengthenDid the Sunday services, he
Judaism?

(1)
(2) Ibid.
(3) Ibid., pp. 53-34.

Ibid., p. 34.(4)

his changed attitude.
On the contrary, there is something"in the very air of

thoughts on the subject in a sermon preached at Beth El, 
titled "The Sabbath Day of the Jew."

bath service, did so with sincere intentions, but much to their 
(3) chagrin, the Sunday became the death knell of the Sabbath.

I

i

I

[I

I

terized his entire ministry, Kohler admitted that he had changed 
(2) 

his views in regard to the sabbath question.

"The Sabbath Day of the Jewj" A Living Faith, p. 31.

His views were to undergo one 
further modification, and in the year 1891, he expressed his

ment containing the signatures of the members to this pledge is 
(4)

still in our possession."

But, "at the same time the maintenance of the

The time has come, he began, to re-consider the Sabbath 
(1) question.
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the Sunday service that chills the heart.
No-

There were other considerations, Kohler added, which made

him change his attitude toward the Sunday service.

THE JEW AND THE PRINCI-

The Reform movement, he pointed out,

thrived in the spirit of freedom which was proclaimed by the

The principles of liberty, equality andFrench Revoluation.

fraternity captivated Europe’s enlightened Jewry, and filled
the Jew with the conviction that if he destroyed Jewish sepa-

whether the day on which God is worshipped, is termed Sunday

been shattered.

asked Kohler, "in the face of such great dis-

(2) Ibid., p. 36.

(5) Ibid., pp. 37-38.(3) Ibid.

(6) Ibid., p. 38.(4) Ibid., pp. 36-37.

I

Anti-Semitism and a revival of medieval bar- 
(5) 

barism have destroyed the hopes which we once cherished.

ratism, he could "unite all men and races upon the common ground 
(4)

of a pure faith in God." What difference did it make, then,

-
I

i
!i-

I1

CHANGED ATTITUDE OF THE WORLD TOWARDS
(3) 

PLES HE REPRESENTS."

(1) Ibid., p. 35. Bf. also "A United Israel", Yearbook of the 
C.0 .A ,R., 1898, p. 85-86.

"It is THE

|

j

ill
!

!

apoointments, recognize the predominance of Christian culture

by accepting the Christian Sunday as our day of rest, in place
(6)

of the ancient Jewish Sabbath?" "No, and a thousand times no J"

"Dare we,"

or Saturday? But now, said Kohler, all of our illusions have

Reason alone, cold, 
(1) 

proud reason dictates the words. The soul is not there."
S.tWA} SFWIte- (2)

where has the ■Sa-bteftth deepened the Jewish faith.
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is his answer.

We must, with united forces, rally around our sacred.

i!
In answer to his old objection that the necessities of earn­

ing a living, made it impossible to correctly observe the Sabbath,
Kohler asks: Does not Yom Kippur, the Sabbath of Sabbaths stop
the wheels of business?

Now is not the time to weakenthe

With a stirring plea for a renewal of Sabbath sanctity and
beauty, Kohler closed this important sermon. The Jew, he said,
must choose between a Sabbath which has ever stood for persecu­
tion and slander, and one which has ever symbolized the divinity
of God and the dignity of man. "Which Sabbath will then obtain

(1) Ibid., p. 39.

(2) Ibid.

(3) Ibid.

(4) Ibid., p. 41.

"Our duty is to maintain our Jewish identity and 

to preserve our Jewish institutions without faltering, without

1

yielding.
(1) 

Sabbath."

Why should the Jews not be able to do 
(2) 

same on the weekly Sabbath?

■

!

the Sabbath, he pleaded, but to strengthen it; now is the time 
(3)

"to reconquer the lost Sabbath of the Jew."

' J

"We are glad alone for this, 
Hebrew, "that the Jewish Sabbath has secured another and a most

||

■ij

the victory?.. .We leave that to God to decide, and in the mean- 
(4)

time we wait and hope,"
One can just imagine the joy with which the conservative 

press greeted Kohler’s sermon, "The Sabbath Day of the Jew." 
" wrote the editor of The American
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valiant champion, whose accession to the cause is as honorable
i.) and as much a source of pride as it is the hope of efficient ef -

fort in its behalf, and the promise of earnest maintenance of

of the Jewish Sabbath might be fostered

evening lectures...The Congregation will therefore, try the ex-

Thus, the entire development of Kohler’s attitude toward

At first, advocating the transferralthe Sabbath lies before us.

of the Sabbath to Sunday, he became more conservative with the

passage of years, until he became an ardent defender of th.6 his-

At each stage in this development, Koh-torical Jewish Sabbath.

ler sincerely believed that he was acting in the best interests

Though he introduced the Friday even-of the religion he loved.

ing service at Temple Beth El in the year 1891, he was never

fully convinced of the effectiveness of such an innovation, and

late Friday

Nevertheless, his conviction that Israel must
observe its historic Sabbath grew stronger with the passage of I

Vo. 48, No. 5, Sept. 4, 1891. p. 82.(1)

Vol. 48, No. 7, Sept. 18, 1891. p. 160.(2)

(3)

e:

I
i

' ’ (2)
periment of Friday evening lectures during the next year."

"by a course of Friday

he often expressed his doubt as to the value of the 
(3) 

evening service.

(1)its dignity." Two weeks later, the same journal was able to 
announce that Dr. Kohler had "become convinced" that the cause

(3) Cf. Yearbook of the C.C.A.R., Vol. XV, 1905. "I wish to in­
form you that the late Friday evening services are altogether 
an innovation, an innovation of a dubious character, insofar as 
they make those who attend it feel that they have done their 
duty toward the Sabbath." P. 62.
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Ha expressed this conviction in his Jewish Theology:years.

(1)
Perhaps we have dwelt too long upon the Sahbath issue. IT

so, it is because we are convinced that Kohler’s attitude toward
the Sabbath reflects his attitude toward other Jewish issues.
Kohler felt that indifference was driving people away from the
Synagogue• In an effort to restore the dignity and the vitality
of the Synagogue, he was led to introduce Sunday services. Cbeanged
conditions, however, made him realize that Judaism could be best
served by strengthening rather than weakening the historic Sab­
bath, and so he gladly admitted the error of his former position.
Here we have a picture of a true giant among spiritual leaders*.
As long as he was convinced that he was right, Kohler would fight
tirelessly and fearlessly for his ideals. He was not, however,
the type of man to shut his mind to new ideas and to changing
conditions.

One further illustration of Dr. Kohler’s attitude toward i
the Sabbath will bring our analysis of this problem to an end.

(1) Jewish Theology, p. 459.

b !•

i

One of the graduates of the Hewbrew Union College who was a stu­
dent when D1*. Kohler was president of the College, tells of how,

!

I
I
!

f

"...the conviction has become well established 
that the continuity with our great past inust be 
upheld, and the general feeling is that the his­
torical Sabbath should under no condition be en­
tirely given up. It is inseparably connected 
with the election of Israel as a priest-people 
while the Christian ’Lord’s Day’ represents 
views and tendencies opposed to those of Juda­
ism, whether considered in its original meaning 
or in that given it by the Church." (1)

r
4
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in his student days, one of the professors gave a written exam-
ii)

ination to his class on a Sabbath afternoon. This student re­

quested to be excused from writing on the Sabbath and was given
permission to leave the class-room. As he stepped into the hall
of the building, Dr. Kohler happened to meet him. Kohler asked

the student why he was not in class, and when the student, anxious

to prevent any trouble, demurred from answering the questi on, jKoh-

ler entered the class-room to discover what had happened. When

he realized that the professor was giving a written examination

on the Sabbath, he became very angry and expressed his shock at If
this violation of the Sabbath sanctity.

Such was Dr. Kohler’s attitude toward the Jewish Sabbath.

For him it was a holy day, a day dedicated to God and to worship.

Even in the early days when he had favored a Sunday Sabbath, he

Make the Sabbath a day of rest,had fought for these same ideas.

of spiritual inspiration and of blessing—this was his constant

goal.

G. The Function of Ceremonies

The same development which marked Kohler’s attitude toward

the observance of the Sabbath marked his attitude toward ceremo-

As the years passed he became more and more convinced dfnies.
Though he ever
the religious s

and that those ceremonies which no

ingly aware

the necessity of meaningful ceremonial practices, 

stressed the principle that ceremonies must add to

I

ii
I

I

h
'i

significance of our life, 
longer have any meaning must be discarded, Kohler became increas- 

of the need for ceremonies which would "surround
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Reform Judaism,

I!(2)

ones
and as the years passed he emphasized more and more the need for

not brought up in an atmosphere of religious life which derived
■ i

sanctity from its many rites and ceremonies, and so they are

The finest expression of Kohler’s attitude toward ceremonies

is to be found in his paper presented before the Central Confer­

ence of American Rabbis in 1909, dealing with the Origin and

Function of Ceremonies in Judaism. In his paper, Kohler analyzed

"Hanukkah, A Festival of Light," A Living Faith, p. 95.(1)

(2)

(3)

I

the real meaning of Jewish life and of Jewish ceremonies, thereby 
(2) 

investing Judaism with new dignity and self-respect.

2 ' " , What a Jewish Institution of Learning
Hebrew Union College and Other Addresses, p.27.

<’i

Ibid.,pp. 89, 95.
Cf. "Priest, Prophet and Preacher," Hebrew Union College aid 

Other Addresses, p. 116.

Kohler, as we have already noted, was deeply disturbed by 
the lack of self-respect and by the disinterest which marked the 
attitude of so many Jews toward their religion.
he felt, must brush off the dust of the ages, and discover anew

callous, inclined to a rationalism which chills the heart and 
(4)

blunts the finer tendrils of the soul."

li

Though, for many years Kohler tended to minimize the impor­ts)
tance of re liglous ceremony, he never abandoned the hope that a
all ceremonies that Judaism retained would be meaningful

(1) Judaism with impressive and attractive forms."

ceremony to brighten up the religious life. Too often, he said, 
our reformers "labor under the great shortcoming that they wei®

(4) "Inaugural Address. 
Should Be," Hebrew Unio



83.

he began,"forms one of
While

tain ceremonies may be valid for one age, while unacceptable to
another.

■:

n (2)
In this con?)rehensive and scholarly paper, Kohler traced

the origin of each ceremony, showing how each was influenced by
It is not the historic treatment of Koh-external conditions.

ler’s paper, however, with which we are primarily concerned here,
but rather we are interested in the section dealing with the

"There can be no question," heceremonies of modern Judaism.
pointed out,
A religion which emphasizes doctrine alone is cold. It does
not "stir the soul and bring it in touch with the great Fountaiin-

I
Yearbook(1)

(2) Ibid., p. 210.
(3) Ibid., p. 223.

)

; 1 i

"We, who behold in religion an ever-progressive 
force working through the inner consciousness 
of man, first collectively and afterwards indi­
vidually, must ascertain the origin and purpose 
of each and every ceremony in order to find 
out whether by appealing to our minds and hearts 
it fulfills a religious function or whether it 
has become an empty shell with the kernel gone.

emony in the religious life of the Jew,"
the main points at issue between Orthodoxy and Reform." 
Orthodoxy has insisted upon the immutability of Sinaltic law, 
Reform, accepting the principles of evolution, feels that cer-

"as
(3) 

to the need of ceremonial practices in our age."

(1) "The Origin and Function of Ceremonies in Judaism," 
of the C.C.A.R., Vol. XVII, 1907, p. 205.

the historical development of Jewish ceremonies, emphasizing the 

evolutionary nature of the Mosaic law. "The significance of cer-



head of Holiness and Love. The quest­
ion is, adds Kohler, to what extent do religious practices ful­
fill this object? Surely no one will deny the effectiveness of
the Sabbath and the festival days; they tend to revive the dor-

But to what extent are the ceremonies and
symbols connected with the Sabbath and the Festivals real symbols
of the truths which they attempt to convey. This is the question
which Reform must attempt to answer. It must endeavor to

tractive is not enough. The Reformer must do much more-- he must

Reform Judaism must replace the
dead rites of the past with new and beautiful forms suitable for

nour time.

The task confronting Reform Judaism is not an easy one. In

matters of religion, where the role of reverence is so important,

the ancient ceremonial institutions must be treated with reverence

We must be careful never to castas long as they remain useful.

(1) pp. 223-4.Ibid.,

(2) p. 224.Ibid.,

(3) p. 225.Ibid.,

(4) Ibid.
Studies, Addresses and Personaln(5) "Backward or Forward, 

Papers, p. 219.

(2) 
mant soul of the Jew.

ir

(1)
Religious practices do."

i|

ii

■

llj
il

the old ceremonial attractive, suggestive and impressive for the 
(3)

new generation." But merely making old forms and ceremonies at-

also introduce new and appropriate ceremonies where the old ones
(4) 

have lost their significance.

"render

We dwelt too long uoon the rubbish of the past, nqg-
(5) 

lecting to build attractive quarters for the rising generation."
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What were the new ceremonies which Kohler would introduce

to Judaism?
Kohler felt that, because

void of any real meaning.

sincere effort on the part of many congregations to lend beauty
and meaning to this festival, he could not help feeling that a

reminiscence of the past was not enough. Sukkoth, he said,mere

?!

(1)

(3)

(4)

1

Certainly the lethargy which greeted Succoth year after year 

was to be deplored, and Kohler felt that unless this holiday 

attained a new significance it would soon become a mockery, de-

(5) 
Vol.

i-

they occured so close to the High Holy Days many people erron- 
(3) 

eously regarded Succoth and Simhath Torah as anti-climactic.

(1) "The Origin and Functions of Ceremonies,-in Judaism," Yearbook 
of the C.C.A.R., Vol. XVII, 1907, p. 225.

Although he realized that building 

the Sukka, as a reminder of Israel’s glorious history, was a

h

b

(2)Ibid., p. 229.

"Israel’s Rejoicing in the Law," A Living Faith, p. 76.
"Sukkoth Sermon," A Living Faith, p. 71.
"A Revaluation of Reform Judaism," Yearbook of the C.C.A.R. 
XXXIV, 1924, p. 228.

For one thing, he pleaded for a more meaningful ob­
servance of Sukkoth and Simhath Torah.

(1) off the old before the new has grown strong.
"’Break the barrel but let not one drop of the 
precious wine flow outl* This is the way the 
rabbis characterize a seemingly impossible task. 
Such is the problem Reform has to solve. Under 
the influence of time the old forms crumble and 
fall. We must see to ' it that the fragrance, 
the spirit of the old, be not lost, as we pass on to the new." (2)

must be invested with a vital purpose, with a soul-stirring mean- 
(4)

ing for our young. For this reason he favored the procession
(5)

of young children on Sukkoth carrying various plants.
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How can Sukkoth be made more meaningful?

Suk-

face of the earth. Every year, thousands of Jews flee to this
country from Europe . How, asks Kohler, shall these new-comers

be made a blessing to our land and not a hindrance. Let the

Succoth provide the answer:

Surely this is an unusual statement, and yet it represents a sin­
cere effort on the part of Kohler to restore the faded glory of
the Sukkoth.

There are other ideas, however, that are suggested by Siik-

Historically this festival has symbolized the prophetickoth.

Let Sukkoth, then, speak a ne ssage of universalism to

Let it remind him of the broad humanitarianthe modern Jew.

Let p? epare him for the kingdom of God,character of Judaism.

(1) "Sukkoth Sermon," A Living Faith, p.71.

)

I?
I;

ho'oe that all nations will come to the Temple in Jerusalem to 
(2) 

worship.

rywhere •? (1)

J

(3) Ibid., p. 74.
(2) Ibid., p. 73.

(3) for the time when all nations and all men will be united in worship.

The answer sug­
gested in one Sukkoth sermon is to make the old symbols stand 
for new ideas, ideas which satisfy the needs of our age.
koth tells of the wandering of the Jew throughout the ages. Our 
age, too, has its Jews who have been forced to wander over the

"Do all you can to turn your immigrants into 
farmers! Nay, encourage some of your own sons 
to follow agricultural pursuits, because all 
the trades and all the professions are over­
crowded and will soon fail to support the gen­
eral multitudes.. .We need Jewish Sukkoth or 
farmer tents in the remotest parts of the globe, 
and for this project of Jewish colonization we 
must work everywhere. Of this the Sukkot should 
be a reminder.
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These

voiced, earlier.

But I am aftaid this cannot

an

As early as 1885 Kohler expressed his disappointment that

At this time Kohler suggested

Pointing with satis-
faction to the Shabuoth festival which was saved from falling
into abeyance by the Confirmation, he suggested that a similar
procedure could be used in treating Sirohath Torah.

(2)

(5) Ibid., p. 150.

Of a much more realistic nature were Kohler’s suggestions 
regarding a more meaningful observance of Simhath Torah.

i,

suggestions are most beautifully expressed in Kohler* 
"Israel’s Rejoicing in the Law," preached in 1901 at Temple Beth 
El, though many of the ideas expressed in this sermon were

"So could the Feast of Rejoining in the Law 
again be rendered one of the most impressive 
festival days of the Synagogue, if as a Chil­
dren’s Festival, in connection with the annual 
re-opening of the Religious School, it would 
pallyold and young around Israel’s banner of

the early reformers had deprived the synagogue of "its annual
(2) 

Feast of Rejoicing in the Law,
that Simhath Torah should be revived as a festival inaugueating 

(3)
the school year. These very sentiments Kohler expressed in his
sermon "Israel’s Rejoicing in the Law,"

s sermon

Referring to the Sukkoth sermon which we have 
just discussed, Kohler admitted: "Back to the Soill is a timely 
call and a very laudable intention.
change the attitude of the Jew nor lend our feast without

(1)
underlying purpose a deeper spiritual meaning."

(1) "Israel’s Rejoicing in the Law," A Living Faith, p.75.
"The Feast of Rejoicing in the Law, A Plea for a Children’s 

Feast," The Sabbath Visitor, Vol. 13, p. 150.
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eral attitude toward ceremonies.

Simhath Torah as

revitalizing the first day of Succoth and Simhath Torah, Kohl at»

endeavored to lend beauty to other Jewish festivals. In an ef­
fort to make the observance of Hanukkah more meaningful, he in­
troduced a special service held on the Friday evening of the hol-

The Jewish Reformers, he said, have done a magnifi­
cent job in reviving the ceremony of kindling the Hanukkah lights

Make Hanukkah brighter and more beautiful—this was his plea:

(2)
The American He­

it Yearbook
of the C^CfA.R.) Vol. XVII, 1907, p. 225.

J

I

li

I
i

i

(3) 
iday week.

in "homes where the Christmas tree threatened to captivate the
(4) 

young hearts and lessen their pride in their ancestral faith."

Law and fill the hearts of our little ones with 
joy and pride at the privilege of being God’s 
chosen banner-bearers of the world’s Truth."

A Living Faith, pp. 80-81.
(3) "The History of the Beth El Congregation," 
brew, Vol. 48, No. 7, Sept. 18, 1891, p. 161.
(4) "The Origin and Function of Ceremonies in Judaism,

a Children’s Festival at the beginning of School life can be m^A 
(2)a fount of rejuvenation for the Synagogue."

In the same spirit which characterized his efforts toward

"Israel’s Rejoicing in the Law,"

(1)
Kohler closed this sermon with a beautiful statement of his gen- 

"There are a great many rites 
and customs," he said, "that need only refashioning and they 
will again give our matter-of-fact age some of the lost poetry, 
some of the lost brightness and cheerfulness.

(1) "Israel’s Rejoicing in the Law," A Living Faith, p. 76. See 
also "A Revaluation of Reform Judaism,11 Yearbook of the C.C.A.R. 
Vol. XXXIV, 1924, p. 228.
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Kohler ever deplored the indifferent spirit which allowed Christ­
mas trees to replace Hanukkah lights in Jewish homes. Can we, he
asked, can we afford to allow the 25th of Kislev to be replaced

"Can we allow the anniversary of theby the 25th of December?
rise of a race of Jewish heroes, martyrs, and sages to be eclipsed

No, the 25th of

But then,
the Hanukkah festival must become more radiant, more beautiful.
"It must have not less, but more of philanthropic deeds...Some

candles and by contributions to charity—these were two aspects
of Hanukkah which he continually emphasized.

A Living Faith, pp. 95-94.(2)
(3) Ibid., p. 94.

The Menorah

[
I

(4) 
Vol.

f.

I

(1) "Chanuka and Christmas," The Menorah, Vol. IX, No. 6, Decem­
ber, 1890, p. 305.

Kislev points to a higher ideal, a higher monotheism; it must 
(3) never succomb to the ideals represented by Christmas.

(2)by the mythical birthday of one singh Jew...?"

"the feast of Maccabees ought to enter the Jewish 
household every year like a queen of beauty, wrapped 
in a robe of light and glory, by far eclipsing the 
charm and lustre of the Christmas tree, and by its 
wondrous memory of Jewish heroism and fortitude 
kindle in every Jewish heart anew the flame of re­
ligious enthusiasm and zeal." (1)

great object of philantrhopic, educational and charitable inter­
est ought every year to render the Hanukkah lights bright and

(4)
sweet with love." Light and love as symbolized by the Hanukkah

"Hanukkah, A Festival of Light,"

Ibid., p. 95. See also "Chanuka and Christmas," 
,“Xx7 No. 6, December, 1890, p. 314.
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new light, and life and song.

He also
suggested the introduction of a blessing by one of the parents
at each family reunion on Sabbath and holiday evenings, and he

But if the home is to become a center of piety and devotion,
"She must againit is the Jewish mother who must make it so.

of the cause of women’s equality in both the home and the syna-
and he often deplored the conditions which prevented womengogue,

“The education she received is stillfrom achieving full equality.
The old fashioned view still prevails whichgreatly at fault.

See also,

The observance of the Sabbath, 

he felt, must be re instituted in the Jewish home.

Reform, however, must not be confined to the Synagogue.

"Reform has beautified our houses of worship, filling them with

apnroved of the Sabbath Evening Kiddush Initiated by Dr. Berko- 
'(3)

witz.

For this rea- 
(2) 

son he pleaded for the kindling of the Sabbath candles.

Hi

I

teach her child to recite its morning and evening prayers and
(4)

say the grace at every meal." Dr. Kohler was a strong champion

It has now to offer us new attrac - 
(1)tive forms of domestic devotion, too." These words, spoken only 

a few months after he arrived at Temple Beth sl, were to be re­
peated often by Kohler in his constant effort to restore religi­
ous dignity to the Jewish home.

(1) "Sabbath Observance and Sunday lectures," Preached at Temple 
Beth El, Dec. 27, 1879, p.8.
(2) "Woman’s Influence on Kudaism," Hebrew Union College and Other 
Addresses, p. 295.
(3) "The Origin and Function of Ceremonies in Judaism," Yearbook 
of the C’C.A.R., Vol. XVII, 1907, p. 225. See also, "The Sabbath 
Day of the Jew," A Living Faith, p. 40.
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ferior rank,” he said, Reform Judaism
recognizes woman as man’s equal and sees in her deeper emotional

The paper which Dr. Kohler wrote for the Central Conference
of American Rabbis dealing with the Harmonization of the Jewish

In this exhaustive paper, Kohler traced
the development of Jewish marriage and divorce laws, and diowed

they were in conflict with the civil laws. He also discussedhow
the

At the end of his paper, Dr. Kohler listed nine recommendations
aimed at harmonizing the conflicting Jewish laws with the civil

The first two of these recommendations are of special in­law.
terest to us:

Publications of Temple Beth El,

Yearbook

(4) Ibid., p. 342ff.

(4) ”A Revaluation of Reform Judaism," Yearbook of the C.C.A.R., 
Vol. XXXIV, 1924, p.229.

nature, which is more responsive to the? . promptings of the spir­
it, the real inspiring influence for religious life in the house-

(2) 
hold."

1status of women under Jewish law and pointed to the steps
(4) 

that Reform Judaism had made to raise the legal status of women.

and Civil Laws of Marriage and Divorce, mirrors his attitude to- 
(3) 

ward woman’s equality.

(1) "Esther or the Jewish Woman," 
February 26, 1888, p. 7.
(2) "The Origin and Function of Ceremonies in Judaism," 
of the C.C.A.R., Vol. XVII, 1907, p. 226.
(3) "The Harmonization of Marriage and Divorce Laws," Yearbook 
of the C .C .A .R., Vol. XXV, 1915, p. 335ff.

prepares and trains, I had almost said, dresses the young woman
(1)

for the marriage market.""Ceremonies which assign to women an in-
"are out of place with us.
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It was also in the spirit of the religious equality of women
Kohler was opposed to the ceremony of Bar Mitzvah.that Dr. The
significance of Bar Mitzvah, he pointed out, was to sig­original
admission of the Jewish youth into the membership of thenify the

Today the original significance of Bar Mitzvah hascongregation.

tinction between men and women.

(3) Ibid.

i.Il
I

of the superiority of man over woman in religious life was aban- 
form of consecration for the young of both sexes was in-

2. The Marriage Formula should bear the distinc­
tively Jewish character as hollowed by tradition 
and recited by both bride and bridegroom while 
they give the ring to each other in the words: 
Be consecrated unto me as wife (husband) accor­
ding to the law of God and the faith of Israel. .”(1)

(1) Ibid., p. 376f.
(2) "The Origin and Function of Ceremonies in Judaism,” Yearbook 
of the C.C.A.R., Vol. XVII, 1907, p. 226.

”1. The Central Conference of American Rabbis 
should declare that the Jewish woman be regar­
ded religiously as the equal of man, and, there­
fore, if she so desires, be considered a full 
member of the congregation with every right and 
privilege connected therewith; that she may 
serve as witness to any legal act and that her 
signature under the marriage certificate be 
considered as valid in the eyes of Judaism today 
as is that of man; furthermore, that the bride 
at the marriage ceremony hand a ring to the 
bridegroom while reciting the marriage formula 
after the bridegroom has given her the ring with 
the accompanying marriage formula.

doned, a
stituted in its place, and the beautiful rite of confirmation was 

(3)
adopted."

was the ceremony of Confirmation which admits of no religious dis-
"The moment the Oriental notion

been forgotten, and consequently it is meaningless to continue
(2)

this ceremony. Much more significant and beautiful, Kohler felt,
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Kohler regarded the Confirmation ceremony

members of the congregation as well. "Who can witness the

Confirmation ceremony but feels the ancient fire of Sinai

blaze un anew in his heart?...Thus the children’s Confirmation

becomes the confirmation of the time-honored faith by the

conse-

Because of its

deep significance, Kohler favored postponing Confirmation

I.
?mation is meaningless unless it involves a deep awareness

and acceptance of responsibility. Accordingly, in his charges
■i

to the Confirmants, he would often emphasize the need for

i

4

A Living
i

ii

A Living

extremely important religious event, important not only 

for the confirmants, but for their parents and for the

I;
!■

greater consecration, for renewed loyalty and for deeper 
(3)

devotion.

parents, and the consecration vow of the confirmands
(1)

crates the whole congregation of Israel..."

as an

until the confirmant had reached an age when he would fully 
appreciate the significance of the event. To Kohler, Confir-

(1) "A Glorious Patrimony and a Perennial Pledge," 
Faith, p. 128.
(2) The board of Trustees of Temple Beth El, however, proved 
not amenable to such a proposal. "We regret we cannot give our 
assent to the recommendation of hr. Kohler that the prescribed 
age for confirmation be 16, as in our opinion it would be a 
difficult matter to detain the children in the Sunday school until 
thev reach that age, would materially diminish our number of 
confirmants, and might ultimately injuriously affect the ounday 
school itself." Minutes of the Board of Temple Beth El, 1874- 
1910. Report of Special Committee of the Board. Date Uncertain.
(3) "A Glorious Patrimony.and a Perennial Pledge," 
Faith, p. 129•
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III. THS THEOLOGIAN OF REFORM JUDAISM
A. Zionism and the Mission of Israel

No Jewish thinker

kind to God's holy mountain. So closely was Kohler associated
with the concept of universalism that he could see in the nation-

III
Judaism. For this reason he consistently opposed Jewish nation­

alism as it expressed itself in political Zionism. Thus, at the
Pittsburg Conference^, Kohler emphasized the religious as opposed

and addresses as well, he fought against the goals of the Jew-
For Kohler, Israel’s mission was not a nationalish nationalists.

or cultural mission, but a religious one.
Nowhere was Kohler more eloquent, nowhere was he more of an

idealist than when he discussed the idea of the Mission of Israel,
Convinced that in a free America opportunities for the fulfillment
of the Mission were greater than anywhere else, Kohler summoned the
modern Jew to again ’’mount the watchtower of prophecy" and "unfold

No religion, he felt, can
rival Israel in the ability to "send forth the genius that will write
the law of God anew upon the heart of man and win all souls by
the nobility of truth and the simplicity of

Studies, Addresses and Personal

j

alism which characterized the latter years of the 19th century 

nothing but a threat to viiat he regarded as the true spirit of

(1) 
th the national character of Israel, and in his later sermons

I I 
iii 
$ 
i;

(2) 
the banner of the highest idealism."

or religious leader expressed the spirit 

of universalism more beautifully than did Kaufmann Kohler.

that of bringing all man-Kohler conceived of Israel's mission as

Con­
vinced that all men could live together in brotherhood and peace,

(1) Cf. p, 50. See also Proceedings of the Pittsburg Rabbinical 
Conference, p. 25.
(2) Cf. "The Mission of Israel," 
Papers, p. 200.
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The Mission of Israel then,consists in winning all men to its
God. and. to its doctrine of truth.
lem arises.
of winning all mankind to One God and to one lav/ of truth, then would

It is important that we do not mi a-
understand Kohler. Though he ever advocated a concept of the Mission
of Israel which aimed at winning all men to Israel's law of truth,
Kohler never favored the sacrificing of Jewish identity as a means

On the contrary, the very mission of Israel impliesto this end.
the distinctness of the Jewish people. Illustrative of this atti-

Quoting David Ein-tude, is Kohler's opposition to intermarriage.
horn with approval, he writes: "Indeed I cannot understand how any

which can only be ascribed to them as a separate people, can approve
of intermarriage without sacrificing the very idea of the Jew's
miss ion...To offer a hand to consecrating intermarriage is according

I

(1) 
doctrine offered."

At this point an interesting prob-

If Kohler conceived of the Mission of Israel to consist

seem to indicate that he held this view. "Why should the Jew by iiils 

religion," he said, "not endeavor to merge Christian and Jew into
(2)------------

the great brotherhood of man?11

to my firm opinion, furnishing a nail for the coffin of the small 
Jewish race with its lofty mission.”

not the merger of Israel with Christiantiy be one means of attaining 
this goal? One might point to several statements of Kohler’s which

one who attributes to the Jews a great historical mission, a mission

former, Vol* I, No. 15, April 9, 1886, p. 8.
(3) "Did the Napoleonic Sanhedrin Allow Intermarriage?” The Ameri- 
can Hebrew, Vol. LIV, No. 23, April 6, 1894, p. 684. Cf. also 
Te~arb'6oE~of the Central Conference of American Rabbis, Vol. XIX, 
1909, pp. 89-90.

(1) "Judaism's Four Characteristic Traits," A Living Faith, p. 159.
(2) "The Jew's Share in Occidental Civilization,” The Jewish r Re-
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■

mankind.. There is a difference between the fulfillment of their
"For in vain do vie look formission, however, and that of Israel.

forth as
about for its truth; and the revelation they received on Sinai be-

The idea of the Mission of Israel is closely associated with
While Orthodoxy waits for thethe concept of the Messianic age.

realization of the Messianic age in a supernatural way, through the
coming of the Messiah, Reform sees "the Messianic age approaching
in every forward stride of human knowledge and skill, in every tri- ■

hatred,

then, believes that through- the accomplishment of its mission, it

can achieve the Messianic age.

This, too, is the significance of Israel as a Chosen People.

For power? For wealth? for glory? No.For what was Israel chosen?

r

(1) "Israel’s Mission in the World," Hebrew Union College and Other 
Addresses, pp. 162-3.

umph of right over wrong, of truth over falsehood, of love over 
of peace over strife, of humanity over inhumanity.”

I

■

I
a vision or an intuition on the part of any of these that they have 

actually received such a life task or mission from on high... On^y 

the Jewish people set out with a special call from heaven to go

■

Kohler does not deny that other people have much to taach the 

world. Greece, with her art and philosophy, and Rome with her jur­

isprudence and statesmanship have both added to the civilization of

a priest people and as God’s holy nation to win the world

came a charge, a truth entrusted to their care for all generations 
(1)

to come."

(?)
Reform

(2) "Israel’s Perennial Spring," ^Living Faith,p. 106-107. See 
also "American Reform Judaism," The American Hebrew, January 19, 
1923, p. 342.



95.

kind whether as priest and prophet or as a teacher and leader of

mess­
age of the God of holiness, of the God of truth and justice who rules
the life of all men and nations, the message of the kingdom of God

In view of the concept of the Mission of Israel, Kohler felt
that no loyal Jew could be a Zionist. Zionism, he felt, is part of
the same nationalistic spirit which divides the world. True Judaism

J ew ,
In his emphasis upon the conception of Judaism as a religion,

Kohler emphatically denies Israel is a nation in a political sense.

"Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord," A Living Faith, p. 62.(1)
(2)
(3)

r

=
= 
■

i

to higher glory." The very dispersion of Israel throughout the world 
gives greater opportunity for fulfilling Israel’s historic mission.

tined to interlink all nations and sects, classes and races of men.
(5)

It is an historical mission, not a national life." Therefore, said

J

i

4

(2) 
on earth."

To this concept of the cosmopolitan mission of the 
(4)

the Zionist "purposely shuts his eye."

stands for "a religion broader than sect and for a humanity wider 
(3)

than nation."

Ibid., p. 63.
"Three Discourses on Jewish Ethics," Studies, Addresses and 

Personal Papers, p. 250.
(4) Ibid.
(5) "Zionism," Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, p. 458.
(6) "Backward or Forward," Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, 
p. 230.

It was Chosen tonbe a holy nation, "to do service for God and man-

"Judaism," he says, "is a religious truth entrusted to a nation des-

(1)
nations." Israel’s very choice implies the necessity of a mission, .
for Israel has a great message to deliver to the world, "the

Kohler, "we behold in Jerusalem’s overthrow, not a fall, but a rise
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mission in every country in which they live. For this reason he

opposed any attempt to regard Jews as aliens in the countries in

"As far as we are concerned," he declared in anwhich they lived.

■

convinced, no longer yearned for a return to Palestine. For this

reason he violently opposed the entire Zionist effort.

1

Nor could Kohler agree with the assertion made by Nordau and

Surely we are plagued by

Not bj; leaving our homes and countriesanti-Semitism, Kohler admits.

"To retreat before the anti-Semite, and leave the field toright•

i

1

address to the Judeans, "who believe in progressive Judaism,we, Occ­
idental Jews, protest as one man against the very idea of a return

Believing the Mission of Israel to be of a universal nature, 
Kohler maintained that Jews must work for the fulfillment of that

-

■

the foe, as the Zionist advises us to do, is nothing less than
(4)

cowardice."

others that anti-Semitism was incurable and that only by fleeing 
(3) 

to Palestine could the jew overcome it.

to Judea, as if that were our land and we but foreigners, aliens
(1)

and exiles in the country in which we live." American Jewry, he was

J

however, can it be overcome, but only by battling for truth and for

" Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, p. 457.(1) "Zionism,
(2) "Israel’s Mission in the World," Hebrew Union College and Other 
Addresses, p. 161.
(3) "Zionism," Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, p. 460.
(4) Ibid.

"Under the caption of Nationalism, that ominous word 
which has plunged the whole civilized world into the 
most horrible of all wars in history, they want to 
turn to us, who are happy and proud of our American 
citizenship, into a political nation and thus make 
us aliens in the land that has given us liberty and 
equal opportunity with all our fellow citizens." (2)
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Although Kohler was opposed to Zionism as a political move-

more and more violent, Kohler realized that the effort to colonise
l.

move-

1

who want to sell our birthright, our 4000 year-old spiritual inheri­

tance for a mess of pottage, for temporary and material consideration,

Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, pp. 464-5.

■

-

I
I

But Kohler did oppose any effort to replace Judaism with Zionism.

Reform Judaism, he said, "denounces as treason the attempt of these

S

(1) Ibid., p. 463.

(2) "Sukkoth Sermon," A Living Faith, p. 72.
(3) Of. "Zionism,"
(4) Ibid., p. 460.

(5) "The Mission of Israel, " Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, 
p. 198. See also "The Good of. History and the Religion of History,"

Jews in Palestine was another healthy element of the Zionist
(3)

ment. Even though Kohler felt that Zionism was no answer to the prob-

Nor did he oppose the accomplishment of the Zionist move-
(6) 

ment in rallying back to the fold those who had been lost to Judaism.

tine Again into a center of Jewish culture and a refuge for the 
(5) 

homele ss.

(4)
lem of anti-Semitism, he did not oppose the efforts to turn Pales-

ment, he, on occasion, expressed approval of some of the accomplish­
ments of the Zionists. For one thing, he commended the efforts of

(1)
the Zionists to stimulate agricultural life, and he even voiced his 

opinion that "the transformation of the Jew into a peaceloving and 

productive farmer, is the only healthy and valuable element in the
(2)

Zionist movement." But as anti-Semitism in Europe and Russia became

See also "The Good of History and the Religion of History," 
A Living Faith, p. 165.

(6) "Zionism," Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, p. 465.
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felt Kohler, "without God and religion, one devoidIt is a movement,

i

creeated

All

of Israel’s genius is its religion.

"aimed at nothing bit the full unfolding of the religious soul of

Jew and Judaism, whereas a Zionism without religion and without God,

Studies, Addresses

I':

I

the so-called Nationalism is most vehemently denounced by him as 
(6)

un-J ewish."

(1)
and their American citizenship for a land in the clouds, "in thia

!: 
:i‘-

i

In this spirit, Kohler objected to both the Cultural Zionism 

of Ahad Ha-Am and the political Zionism of Nordau and Herzl.

esting to note that Kohler was more lenient toward Schechter than 

toward any of the other Zionists. "Schechter’s Zionism," said Kohler,

(4) 
and stimulated the entire movement.

of the Torah and the Synagogue, and oarticularly of the mission 
(3)

assigned to Israel on Sinai..." Irreligion, he was convinced,

if

lii

J

of the Zionists fail to realize that the true, the genuine product
(5)

In this connection it is inter­

spirit he often asserted that Israel’s place was "not among the
T2)

League of Nations, but among the League of Religions."

Here we come to the crux of Kohler’s opposition to Zionism.

As a national movement, Zionism is not religious, it is not Judaism.

(1) "The Faith of Reform Judaism," Studies, Addresses and Personal 
Papers,p. 334. See also "American Reform Judaism,11 The. American 
Hebrew, Jan. 19, 1923, p. 316.
(2) "The Mission of Israel," Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, 
p. 199.
(3) "What the Hebrew Union College Stands For’,' 
and Personal Papers, p. 441.
(4) Ibid. See also "In the Beginning," Hebrew Union College Monthly, 
Vol.“XT'No. 1, Nov. 1923, p.5. Also "The Reform Movement and Russian 
Intellectuals," The American Jewish Chronicle, Vol. I, No. 4, June 
2, 1916, p. 103.
(5) Cf. "American Reform Judaism," The American Hebrew, Jan. 19, 1923, 
p. 316. See also "The Mission of Israel," Studies, Addresses and
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he felt, Though he realizedwas
that the Zionists made a strong appeal to the masses of Jews he
could in no way accept as Jewish the national character of their
movement, nor could he foresee through Zionism, the fulfillment of
the Messianic hope of Israel.

B\ Jewish Education and Jewish Theology
In convening the Pittsburg Conference, Dr. Kohler had sought

to crystallize opinion upon the problems which confonted Reform
But by no means did Kohler consider his task accomplishedJudaism.

with the adoption of a Platform in the year 1885. Throughout his
entire life, as preacher, as teacher as encyclopedist and as theo-

education and Jewish scholarship will Judaism survive.
that one of the chief tasks confronting Reform was "to kindle the

logian, Kohler maintained the conviction that only through Jewish
Believing

(1) "The Faith of Reform Judaism," Studies, Addresses and Personal- 
Papers, p. 334.

(5) ,(con’t.) Personal Papers, p. 178 and "Zionism," Studies, Add­
resses and Personal Papers, p. 457.
(6) "Solomon Schechter," Hebrew Union College and Other Addresses,p.334.

"The Zion to which, according to the prophetic 
words, the nations will pilgrimage to find God 
and go in His ways, will be on the top of the 
mountains,--that is, as the rabbis say, one mount 
of revelation, one height of ideals will be piled 

upon the other, so that the ideal of all ideals 
will be attained. This ideal Zion of humanity, 
not built by human hands, a spiritual Zion for 
all mankind, is the goal, the aim of Reform Ju­
daism." (1)

It was in defence of the religious character of Judaism, 

that Kohler opposed Zionism.
then,

The concept of the mission of Israel, 
in no way fulfilled by Zionism.
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r of his main responsibilities.

conviction that enlightenment can come only through education.

It was in this spirit that Dr. Kohler accepted in 1884 the ecd-

itorship of the Sabbath Visitor, a journal directed toward youth­

ful audiences. For two years Dr. Kohler edited the Sabbath Visitor,
and its pages reflect his strong influence. Kohler did not believe
that Reform Judaism was a movement which only adults could under­

Young people, too, he felt, must be made to understand thestand.

principles for which Reform was striving. And so through the Sab­

bath Visitor, he presented these ideas couched in terms that would

At times he would explain Reformappeal to the youthful readers.

showing that Judaism is a

At other times, his appeal was more

direct as in his articles advocating a more meaningful observance

At Sukkoth, for example, he pleaded dir-of the Jewish festivals.

to the young people to instill in this festival a deeper sig-ectly

The Sabbath 
See also The

See also 
in The Sabbath

as a orocess of historical evolution, 
(3) 

continual evolution of ideas.

Though he was often discourage, be­

moaning the fact that "the-s thirst after the deeoer fountains of 
(2)

Jewish knowledge is sadly on the decrease,” he never abandoned the

(1)lamps of learning," he regarded the education of the young as one

(1) "The Threefold Purpose of the Synagogue," Hebrew Union Colley 
and Other Addresses, p. 140.
(2) Ibid.

(5) Cf. "Chanters on folk-lore and popular customs," 
Visitor, V0r. 13, 1884, pp. 81-82, 97-98, 305-306. 
Sabbath Visitor, Vol. 14, 1885, pp. 53-54, 127-128. 
Kohler* s articles "Lessons in Biblical History, 
Visitor.
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The Simchat Torah ought to be revived. We should have it renders!

It was through the pages of the Sabbath Visitor, also, that Dr.
Kohler advocated another innovation. The young people of each con­
gregation, he suggested, should "form a sort of congregation of

Here their own talents and religious, as well as in­
tellectual interests would find greater opportunity for expression.

Again, in the volumes which he published for his religious

Even our children mustthing that must be reserved only for adults.

Even more important, however, for anfor Instruction in Judaism.
understanding of Kohler the Reformer, is his Manual of Religious

(3) Ibid., p. 207.

be taught the meaning of Reform, and to this end Kohler published 
in 1877 a Jewish Reader for Sabbath Schools and in 1898, a Guide

(2) 
their own."

(1)

an impressive children’s festival, an inaugural Sabbath-school fes­

tivity."

(1) "The Feast of Rejoicing in the Law, A Plea for a Children’s 
Feast," The Sabbath Visitor, Vol. 13, 1884, p. 150.
(2) "Young Israel," The Sbbbath Visitor, Vol. 14, May 1, 1885, p. 206.

school, Kohler emphasized the idea that Reform Judaism was not some-

nificance: "The Sukkoth festival," he wrote, "ought to be revived.

"On the very day of their confirmation they should en­
roll themselves as members of this Junior Congregation 
there to remain until they have, either at the time of 
marriage or at the age of thirty, joined the older mem­
bers of the main congregation. By thus becoming active 
workers, contributing parts of a working machinery which 
grants full play to the inclinations and talents of each 
individuality, the young would soon feel a lively inter­
est in the progress and welfare of the Jewish community 
and take pride in their ancestral faith and in a name 
which bears the stamp of a higher nobility than can be 
claimed by any obyal house today." (3)
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tidu.de as a Reformer.

is a universal religion.

Nor did Kohler believe that children were incapable of under­
standing the evolutionary concept of Judaism. They too, must be

made to realize that certain ceremonies have been "copied from the

Keenly feeling the need for an organized system of Jewish ed-

Such a Union, he urged, should

Outlining the need for such an or­

ganization, Kohler pointed out that its functions would be to help

I

b 
jj

nriestly oractices of the heathen nations of antiquity, and have
(2)

lost their meaning for our times."

Congregations too poor to provide for the proper education of their 

children, to ensure a more adequate moral instruction of children 
(5) 

and to improve the techniques used in teaching."

ucation, Kohler suggested before the Jewish Minister’s Association 

of Nev/ York that all congregations unite in "the formation of an
(3)

American Jewish Sabbath School Union."

be organized neither on strictly Orthodox or Reform lines, but "on 
(4) 

the broadest possible basis."

Under the section entitled the Jewish reli­

gion, for example, Kohler emphasized his conviction that Judaism 

"The Jewish religion," he wrote, "is in-
Cl)

tended to be the religion of the whole human race."

(1) Manual of Religious Instruction, p. 11.
(2) Ibid., p. 26.
(3) The Jewish Reformer, Vol. I, No. 19, May 7, 1886, p. 4.
(4) Tbid.
(5) Ibid., pp. 4-6. In his report to the Jewish Minister’s Associa­
tion, Kohler suggested that the Sabbath School Union should cooper­
ate with the Sabbath School Union of the West and South, which, in 
coniunctlon with the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, was 
planning on meeting in Cincinnati in June,1886. The more Conservative 
members of the Minister’s Association opposed Kohler's plan as a 

“Reform scheme." p. 4.

Instruction. In this concise thirty-five page volume Kohler out­

lined the religious ideas which he believed should be taught in 

the religious school. Certainly these ideas reflect Kohler’s at-

tidu.de
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Kohler’s efforts as an educator, however, were not confined

In almost three hundred articles v/hich heto young people alone.

wrote for the Jewish Encyclopedia, and in countless other articles

of his life as a scholar and Reformer. These artic3e s mirror Koh­

ler’s interest in comparative folk-lore, apocryphal and Hellenistic

literature, Jewish ethics and a variety of other subjects. His in­

terest in comparative religion found expression in his volume,
The Origins of Synagogue and Church which was published posthu­
mously by the Alumni Association of the Hebrew Union College.

Typical of these scholarly studies, is his article on the
Tracing the development of the Koi Nidre

rler most is the modern, the spiritual meaning of the Koi Nidre.

It was as editor of the Philosophy and Theology sections of

The Jewish Encyclopedia and as author of his Jewish Theology, how-

(2) Ibid.

Origin of Koi Nidre.

Vow and of its hauntingly beautiful melody, Dp. Kohler discusses

"The Koi Nidre told in every land and clime, with ever renewed 

thrills of awe and imperishable faith and hope in Israel's God,

which he wrote for the Jewish Quarterly Review, the Jewish Reformer, 

the Menorah and other periodicals, Dr. Kohler presented the results

I

the tragic story of the martyr hero, trustingly and confidently

waiting for the redemption, not of the nation merely, but of the
(2)

world. ■

the significance of this "peculiar piece of Synagogal liturgy"
(1)

in the various periods of Jewish history. But what concerns Koh-

(1) ’’The Origin of Koi Nidre," The American Hebrew,Vol. 112, No. 4 
December 8, 1922, p. 147.
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the field of Jewish scholarship and Jewish theology.

Kohler himself referred to the need of a Jewish theology. "Closer

acquaintance with the religious and philosophical systems of modern

times has created a new demand for a Jewish theology by which the

Jew can comprehend his own religious truths in the light of modern
!

Cohon points out in convening the Pittsburg Conference, in editing

With this Introduction to Kohler as a systematic theologian,

proceed to analyze his theological writings. We must bear
however, that as a theologian, Kohler was influenced byin mind,

convictions that had led him to the conclusion that Pro-the same

Judaism was the only historically correct interpretationgressive
of Judaism.
Jewish Theology,

(3)

I

(1)
(2)

In speaking 

of Dr. Kohler as a theologian, Professor Cohon has pointed out:

"In my opinion," he wrote in the introduction to hiss

"the Jewish religion has never been static...but

cit.,

thought, and at the same time defend them against the aggressive
(2)

attitude of the ruling religious sects." This was his object, Dr.

D

the departments of Theology and Philosophy of the Jewish Encyclo- 
(3)

pedia, and in writing his Jewish Theology.

Cohon, op. cit., p. 12.
Jewish Theology, p. 3.

we can

Cohon, op.

ever, that Dr. Kohler made his most important contributions to

"He was virtually the first Reformer v/ho entered 
the Holy of Holies of Judaism and presented a com­
plete survey of Jewish theology both historically 
and systematically. He set himself to the task 
of vindicating the rightfulness of this phase of 
academic study within Judaism." (1)



I

105.

As early as 1897, Dr. Gotthard Deutsch of the Hebrew Union

College had contacted Kohler asking him to serve on the committee

reveals the active role which he played as an editor of the Ency-

Referring to the Commit-

In

addition he noted that the names of Drs. Felsenthal and Jastrow

The Encyclopedia Committee, Kohler felt, should bewe re miss ing .

composed of internationally renowned scholars, scholars who would

One need only look at a few of Kohler’s articles in the En­

cyclopedia to appreciate their scholarly nature. But it is from
the viewpoint of Kohler the Reformer, that his work in behalf of

As a Reformer and as a

at his article on the Pharisees, a subject in which he was partic­
ularly interested.

(5) Ibid.

(3)
’’guarantee the scientific character of the venture."

clopedia and it also provides us with an Interesting sidelight into 

Kohler’s relationship with Isaac M. Wise.

(1) Jewish Theology, p. viii.

(2) Letter to Dr. Deutsch, October 15, 1897. Translated from the 
German. American Jewish Archives.

has ever been and still is the result of a dynamic process of 
(1)

growth and development. ”

the Encyclopedia chiefly interests us.

tee which was being organized, Kohler wrote: "Dr. Wise has suggested
(2)

some names for the committee which do not belong on the list.”

soon to be named to work out a plan for a Jewish Encyclopedia. Koh­

ler’s letter of acceptance to Dr.Deutsch is of interest because iit

scholar both, Kohler is able to point to the historical process 

of evolution and growth within Judaism. Let us look for example,

The Pharisees, he points out, represented
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at work within Jewish history. "The whole history of Judaism was

its

chief characteristic, "yet only thus were the pure monotheistic

faith, the ethical ideal, and the intellectual and spiritual char­

acter of the Jew preserved in the midst of the downfall of the old

Kohler the Reformer could not be divorced from Kohler the En-

Eis articles, though.refleeting genuine scholarship,cyclopedist.
bear the indellible impression of a writer devoted to the cause of

Reform Judaism.

as

■

incompatible with revelation?

logian must answer.

(1)

(2)

"Ceremonies,"(3)

,\

with the passage of time, assume new meanings.
This is the question which the theo-

In his article on Ceremonies, for example, he again 
points out that "the law of evolution (which rules religion as well

A1/

Ibid., p. 666.

The Jewish Encyclopedia, Vol. Ill, p. 656.

reconstructed from the Pharisaic point of view, and a new aspect 

was given to the Sanhedrin of the past."

other domains of Life) exerts its power also in regard to cere- 
(3)

monies." All religious rites have undergone transformations and,

But is evolution

world and the deluge of barbarism which swept over the medieval 
(2)

world."

True, he admits, Phari­

saism gave Judaism a legalistic tendency and na de "separatism"

"the principle of progress; they were less rigid in the execution 
(1)

of justice..." Sorely the Pharisees reveal a process of evolution

"Consequently, the question of ceremonial observance, 
becomes” for the theologian part of the larger problem,

"Pharisees," The Jewish Encyclopedia, Vol. IX, p. 662.
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(1)

To deal v.:ith even a small percentage of the articles which

Kohler wrote for the Jewish Encyclopedia would be a tremendous task.

One need only look at his article on Ethics or on the Chosen People,

any one of countless other subjects, to realize the breadth and

the depth of Kohler’s scholarly interests and attainments. In all

of these articles the influence of Kaufmann Kohler the Reformer is
clearly percepti/ble.

It is probably as the author of Jewish Theology more than for
any other single accomplishment that Dr. Kohler is remembered to-

There can be no doubt that his exposition of Judaism suppliedday. a

long felt need for a systematic and historical exposition of Juda-

Dr. Kohler, himself, pointed to this need in the introductionism.

to his work:

(1) Ibid.

(2) Jewish Theology, p. vii.

how far the principle of evolution is admissable 
and reconcilable with the belief in revelation 
and the divine character of the Law, and how far 
every age has power and authority to change and 
modify the Lav/ and the forms of religion." (1)

"It may seem rather strange that no such work has 
hitherto been written by any of the leading Jewish 
scholars of either the conservative or the progress­
ive schools. This can only be accounted for by the 
fact that up to modern times the Rabbinical and 
philosophical literature of the Middle Ages sufficed 
for the needs of the student, and a systematic ex­
position of the Jewish faith seemed to be unnecess­
ary . ” (2)

on Immortality or on Revelation, on Jesus or on the Essenes, or on
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In order to satisfy the need for

"I accepted the task," wrote Kohler,
!

with the understanding that it should be written from the view-point

The German version of the Jewish Theology appeared in

i1910 and an English translation was published in 1918.
The plan of presentation, as Dr. Neumark points out, is based I,

third section on Israel.

need not concern ourselves with the details of Kohler’s

It is important, however, to

historical, evolutional point of view.

(1) Ibid., p. viii.

(2)
Studies in Jewish Lit-Cf.

he begins with the Biblical idea, then shows the development in 

Talmud, Hellenistic and medieval times, and finally deals with the

Kohler himself describedproblem from a modern point of view.

to the Central Conference the procedure which he followed in pre­

Society for the Promotion of the Science of Judaism in Berlin, to 

write a compendium of Systematic Jewish Theology which appeared

Ibid.

"Dr. Kohler’s. Systematic Theology," 
p. 51.

(3) 
erature,

as volume four in a series entitled of Grundriss der Gesammtwiss- 
(1) 

enschaft des Judenthums.

a Jewish Theology, Kohler 

accepted an invitation from Dr. Gustav Karpeles, President of the

!•
I-

former, we

upon the idea of Philo, of the two doctrines of God and Man and a 
(3)

As we are concerned with Kohler the Re-

of historical research, instead of a mere dogmatic or doctrinal 
(2)

system.”

"only

systematic presentation of Judaism.
O'

observe the |ffect of his attitude as a Reformer upon his theology.

As we have already noted, Kohler presented Jewish tleology from an

In dealing with each topic,
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(1)

In line with our interest in Kohler as a Reformer,

the
I

In the first

place, Kohler attempts to define what he means by Theology and what

he means by Judaism. Emphasizing that his study is a theological

and not a philosophical one, Kohler points out that theology deals

"is a religion of historical growth which, far fromism," he says,
claiming to be the final truth, is ever regenerated anew at each

act, but a process of development.

Judaism he defines as a religious system,

In view of Kohler’s oppostion to Zionism, Kohler em-
"Judaism, accordingly,

I

tural achievements and aspirations, as those who have lost faith

Cf. also

(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)

phasizes this religious nature of Judaism.

does not denote the Jewish nationality, with its political and cul-

we may scan 

pages of the Jewish Theology and see how Kohler’s interpretation 

of Reform Judaism finds expression in his Theology.

(3) 
turning point of history." Similarly, Revelation is not a single

(2) 
exclusively with a specific religion, in this case Judaism. "Juda-

The stages of Revelation cor-
(4) 

respond to the degrees of the culture of the people.

"the vital element

(1) Yearbook of the C.C.A.R., Vol. XVIII, 1908, p. 112. 
Jewish Theology, p. 5.

Jewish Theology, p. lf»
Ibid., p. 4.
Ibid., p. 36.
Ibid., p. 7.

which united the Jewish neoole, preserving it and regenerating it 
(5) 

ever anew."

paring his Theology:

"I treat each subject in paragraphs, beginning with 
Bibilical times, coming then to the Talmudic, and 
proceeding to our own era. In conclusion I state 
our beliefs. I wish to state this, that at no time 
in my book will it be said that such and such is the 
absolute creed. I give the historical development 
of every doctrine." (1)
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in the religious mission of Israel would have it.”

an understanding of

Only because it has kept itself distinct as

can it hope to fulfill its mission.

Be­

cause it misinterprets the concept of the mission, and because it

:•
In reference to the worship of the Synagogue, Kohler points out

that Reform Judaism, recognizing the results of Biblical research,

has adopted the prophetic view of the sacrifices. Accordingly,
the sacrificial cult has no significance for Reform Judaism and

flthe wearing of such distinguishing symbols as the phylacteries and

8.P«

(7) Ibid., p. 269.

p.
P.

disregards the religious nature of Judaism, Zionism has no nlace 
(6)

in Jewish Theology.

352f.
6, 51.

(1) Ibid.,

Ibid., 
Ibid., 
Ibid.
Ibid.,

(7) 
all reference to it has been deleted from the prayer book. Similarly,

(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6) Ibid.,

pp. 365, 445-446. 
p. 390.

a priest people,

Kohler points out, has Israel been able to carry out its task in

history; and only if it remains conscious to its priestly calling
(2) 

Modern, Progressive Judaism,
(3)

he felt must re-emphasize Israel’s world-mission. Though the con-

plies that the Jewish people must continue its seoarateness, not 
(5) 

as a nation, but as a "kingdom of priests and a holy nation."

(1)in the religious mission of Israel would have it." Devoting a vihole 
section to the Mission of Israel, Kohler points out that "the cen­
tral point of Jewish theology and thejkey to 
the nature of Judaism is the doctrine ’God chose Israel as His peo­
ple . ’"

cept of the mission of Israel aims at uniting all nations and classes 
(4)

of men under God, a correct interpretation of Israel’s mission im-
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Dealing with the Immortality of the soul, Kohler shows that

the concept of Immortality and not of the Resurrection of the dead

is most in consonance with Jewish theology. He who sees God’s

ruling God in the immutable laws of nature must find it impossibi

to praise God according to the traitional formula as the ’Reviver

’He

who has implanted within us immortal life.
If Dr. Kohler’s Jewish Theology lacks the fervor that char­

acterize his sermons and lectures, the fault is an excusable one.

Judaism.

Ji

I!

(1) Ibid., p. 455.

i

of the dead,’ but will avail himself instead of the expression 

used in the Union Prayer Book after the pattern of Einhorn,

=

(2) 
t ii

s

i

;‘'j

y

greatness working through miracles will believe in resurrection, 

but "he who recognizes the unchangeable will of an all-wise, all-

As a systematic theologian, he had to present all shades and all 

opinions, attempting to be as fair as possible to all branches of

As a proponent of Reform Judaism, as a lecturer and a 

pulpiteer, he could give vent to his feelings and expression to 

the stirrings of his heart, but as a theologian he felt that he 

represented not only Reform, but all of Judaism as well.

the tallith now seems superfluous, and they have become "meaning- 
(1)

less forms."

(2) Ibid. p. 297. Of. also "Immortality," Sermon Preached at 
Temple Beth El, March 25, 1888, p. 6.
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IV. THE HEBREW UNION COLLEGE

A. Kohler and Wise

serve as

On

dean of the College, the other to serve as its executive. Dr. Berk­
owitz further suggested that Kaufmann Kohler he elected to serve as

dean and the "some one like Dr. Cyrus Adler might he chosen as ex-

of Dr. Berkowitz.

a ex-

was not

"The History of the Hebrew Union College," Be-
p. 38.

of the Board of Governors of the Hebrew Union College,

■I
■I

(4) 
penses.

(!)
Because of failing health,

In the year 1903, Dr. Moses Mielziner was serving as ad interim 
(1' president of the Hebrew Union College.

he appointed Dr. Gotthard Deutsch to act for him, and when.-Dr. Miel­
ziner died on February 18, 1903, Dr. Deutsch continued to

(2) acting president until the end of the academic year.
In the meantime, the Board of Governors had, for some time, 

been making plans to select a new president of the College. 
January 20, 1903, Dr. Berkowitz, a member of the Board, suggested 
that two men be selected to fill the vacancy, one to serve as a

long in arriving:
"Deeoly conscious of the confidence placed in me by 
this"choice, I do not hesitate to say that the field 
of activitiy thereby opened to me would be most con­
genial to my taste, and in harmony with my highest

Instead, it sent a letter to Dr. Kohler asking 
him to accept the presidency of the College at a salary of $6,000 
year in addition to $1,500 which the Board voted for traveling < 

Kohler1s letter of acceptance to the offer of the Board

(1) Samuel S. Cohon, 1-l±xc ..j-owaj ------ ------------------------o-,
printed from the Publications of the American Jewish Historical 
Society, No. XL, part 1, September, 1950, p. 38.
(2) Ibid.
(3) "Minutes c- — ------ -- ,
Jan. 1895-October, 1904." Meeting of January 20, 1903, p. 28.

(4) Ibid., Meeting of February 29, 1903, p. 31.

(3) 
ecutive head." The Board, however, decided against the suggestion
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_v

But the selection of Dr. Kohler as president of the Hebrev;

Union College was not a matter of simply selecting the most

able and scholarly rabbi upon the Reform Jewish Surelyscene.

the selection of Kohler came as a suprise to many, and there

were many who even opposed his election to that high office.

We have already pointed out that in the conflict between East­

ern and Western Reformers, which broke out following the Phil­

adelphia Conference in 1869, Kohler aligned himself with his

father-in-law, David Einhorn, and the other Eastern Reformers

By aligning

himself with Einhorn, Kohler appeared not only as an opponent

but as an opponent of the Hebrew Union College as well.of Wise,

as 1869, Einhorn had formulated plans for establishingAs early

a Hebrew

theological seminary, and in the 18770’s

(1) Ibid., p. 34.

(2) See above, pp. 27-28.

(2) 
in opposition to Wise and the Western Reformers.

■

•1 
!

College, and, though disagreements over financial mat­
ters forced the abandonment of the plan, Einhorn never gave up
the hope of establishing a
he was instrumental in founding the Temple Emanu-El Theological

aims and aspirations; in fact I would consider the 
opoortunity given me to devote all my energies to 
the task of educating and equipping young men for 
the sacred profession of rabbis and teachers in 
American Israel, as the crowning work of my life." (H)

It was with Dr. Kohler as its president that the College opened, 
the academic year of 1903.
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"the Eastern

was

'■‘•his meeting was held, in

Hot only did Kohler and Wise disagree in regard to the

As if to make matters worse, the pages of

denunciation of Kohler, accusing^of stealing sermons from Holdheim

By 1883, however, peace seems to have been restored to the

American Reform scene. To symbolize that peace, Kohlerr.was appointed

of the examiners of the first graduating class of the Hebrew

invited to deliver the address to the graduating class.was
I

the house of Reform Judaism.

Sa

in Hebrew

Though W'ige hoped that the founding of the Hebrew
Union College would bring peace between ^astern and Western 
Reformers, his hope was not to be realized.

(4) 
and delivering them as his own.

(1) 
Association.

I
§1

College, but there was also a great deal of personal animosity 

between the two men.

In February, 1876, an invitation 

issued by the presidents of a number of Hew York Congregations 

in the East and elsewhere to send delegates to a convention to

"Even after the Hebrew

Union College was opened," Dr. Philipson tells us, 

opposition continued active.

rabbis of the Eastern part of the country, who had not always seen eye 

to eye with Isaac in. ’Wise, lad now joined in the scclaLm to the founder of

establish a Hebrew Union College.
(2)

Hew York City in May 1876." To this meeting were sent delegates
(3) 

from Sinai Congregation in Chicago - Dr. Kohler’s congregation.

as one

was symbolical," reports Philipson, "of the peace that had come to
Gottheil and Kohler, the leading Reform

the American Israelite, on June 18, 1875 had contained a bitter 
, . . . - . *lint

Union College and Gustav Uottheil of Temple Emanuel in Hew York
"This

(1) Cf. Kohler, "David Einhorn, the Uncompromising Champion of 
Reform Judaism," CCAR Yearbook, Vol. XIX, 1909, p. 261. See also 
"David Einhorn and Samuel Adler," Hebrew Union, College aiad Oth er 
Addresses, pp• 71-72.

(2) Philipson, "History of the Hebrew Union College,"
Union College Jubilee Volume, p. 12. (3) ibid.

(4) Vol. XXIV, No. 1100, p. 6.



115 •

5

he also felt that the Conference had made no sincere effort to

create peace on the Reform scene. Another issue which separated

the two men was the adoption of a Union Prayerbook by the Central

Conference of American Rabbis. At its first meeting in 1890,

Wise naturally
■

hoped that his own Minhag America would be adopted as the basis

Kohler, on the other hand, urged thefor such an undertaking.

adoption of an English translation of David Einhorn’s Plath Tamid.

Emil G. Hirsch, denounced the work:
:l

I

and evidently it was satisfactory to very few of the rabbis.

Kohler himself, in a statement which he issued in conjunctionuwith

The prayerbook which appeared in 1893 showed the strong influence 

of Einhorn’s ideas, but it also corrupted many of those ideas,

Not only

was he disturbed by the radical decisions of the Conference, but

Though opposition to the Hebrew Union College seemed to 

have ceased, Kohler and Wise were to differ on many other issues. 

Although Kohler had persuaded Wise to act as chairman of the Eitts-

burg Conference in 1885, it appears certain that Wise was not
(2) 

at all satisfied with the results of the Conference.

an American Jew, p. 21.

(1) the Hebrew Union College."

the Conference had voted to prepare a uniform prayerbook that 
(3) 

would be acceptable to all Reform Congregations.

(1) Philipson, My Life as
(2) David Philipson and Louis Grossman, Selected Writings of 
Isaac M. Wise, p. 75f. See also The American Israelite, Vol.
39, No. 9., August 26, 1887, p. 4.
(3) Yearbook of the CCAR, 1890, p. 26ff.
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As the

David Einhorn, on the other hand, would
give up not one of his Reform principles, no matter how small

Hence his prayerbookthe number of his followers might be.

(3) Ibid., p. 253
(4) Ibid.

Kohler had long been an admirer of Einhorn’s Prayerbook, 
and in his beautiful tribute to the memory of Dr. Einhorn, deliv­
ered before the Central Conference of American Rabbis he pointed
out that, in many ways, the question of which prayerbook to 
adopt symbolized the conflict between Einhorn and Wise.
leader of the masses, Wise wanted to "make haste slowly in his

must, in clear, unmistakable accents, give utterance to what 
the Jew in our advanced state of thought really believes and

(4)
fervently feels."

is "made of one piece, all conceived and written in the spirit

For Kohler, as for Einhorn, "a Reform prayerbook

"All the Reform prayer-books that have made their 
appearance since Dr. Einhorn wrote his monumental 
work have more or less extensively drawn on this 
treasury of true inspiration and devotion which 
is the only work of the kind that was not written 
with scissors in hand and with copying ink. The 
prayer-book issued by the Central Conference of 
Rabbis has borrowed so largely from Dr. Einhorn’s 
Prayer-Book without authorization, that it is 
simply a question of right or wrong whether rabbis 
and congregations may commit or sanction literary 
piracy for religious purposes. Besides, it is a 
dilution of the original, lacking its unity and 
force." (1)

(1) The American Hebrew, Vol. LII, No. 20, March 17, 1893, p. 649.

(2) ’David Einhorn, the Uncompromising Champion of Reform Jud­
aism," Yearbook of the CCAR, Vol. XIX, 1909, pp. 252-3.

(5) 
of reform...."

Reform work," and hence his Minhag -ame rica is merely a revision 
(2) 

of older prayerbooks.



117.

3

But to

Though. Kohler championed Einhorn’s prayerbook, and fought

for its translation and adoption by the Central Conference of

American Rabbis, he realized that certain changes had to be

made before it could be accepted. Far from advocating the

adoption in toto of Einhorn’s work, he realized the need for

represent an original piece of work.

written to Dr. Philipson, expressing his views on the compilation

Again Wise was forced to assume the role of passive 

compromiser.

(1) 
yield.

past and the liv- 
CCAR, Vol. XXIV,

In the preparation of prayerbooks for both the 

Sabbaths and Festivals and for the High Holidays, he yielded 

to Kohler and allowed the ideas of Einhorn to prevail, 

preserve unity and peace in his house Wise was willing to 

In discussing Wise’s attitude toward the Prayerbook 

controversy, Kohler wrote:

a prayerbook, which, though based upon Einhorn's ideas, would

As early as 1885, he had

, "Isaac Mayer Wise," in Centenary Papers 
See also Yearbook of the CCAR, 1894, p^

"And still greater generosity of mind Dr. Wise 
displayed when the liturgy for the New Year and 
Atonement Day, prepared by me on the basis of 
Dr. Einhorn’s Prayerbook, was submitted by the 
Committee on the Union Prayerbook at the Atlantic 
City Convention, and he declared his willingness, 
in the interest of common spiritual welfare and 
progress to give up his own beloved child, the 
'Minhag America,’ the object of the most bitter 
strife for so many years, in favor of the Union 
Prayerbook, to be then introduced." (2)

(1) Cf. David Philipson 
and Others, up. 26-27. 
89f, 95.

(2) "Isaac Mayer Wise, Founder and First President of the Con­
ference, 1889-1900," Reprinted from the Yearbook of the CCAR, 
Vol. XXVI, 1916, P. 7. See also Yearbook of the CCAR, 1894. 
"Dr. Kohler set forth the guiding principles of the Part II of 
the Union PEayer-Book, saying among other things that this day 
was an auspicious one for United Israel and Judaism of America. 
That the Union Prayer-Book shall be the means of uniting Jews 
of positive religious convictions, that in the new Ritual Ein­
horn and Wise dwell together in the historical 
ing present." p. 87. See also Yearbook of the 
1924, p. 226.
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of a Prayenbook:

Is it correct to say that ^ohler was no more than a

translator putting into clear English the thoughts of his

On the contrary, he not only expressed thefather in law?

thoughts of Einhorn, but he gave them new and beautiful form.

Prayerbook.

Letter(1) David Philipson Letters, American Jewish Archives, 
from Kohler to Philipson dated June 17, 1885.

Certainly Dr. Kohler was, in many ways, the father of the Uninn 

His prayers, as Dr. Cohon has pointed out, are

"I...take pleasure," he wrote, "in informing you 
that during the stay of Dr. E.G. Kirsch, my brother- 
in-law and Dr. Mayer of Pittsburgh in this city we 
have with the consent of ray mother-in-law, come to 
the conclusion to take the revision of the English 
Prayerbook into our hands. Our plan to issue a 
call to all the prominent ministers of Reform Con­
gregations who are likely and willing to take part 
in the work of preparing an English Prayerbook on 
the basis of Dr. Einhorn's and under the old title, 
and to have several important changes introduced 
with the right of having:
1. the Hebrew printed on one page and the English 
on the other.
2. the Psalms and other Biblical passages divided 
in a manner to enable the congregation to recite 
the latter half of each verse as responses (as it 
was formerly done in the synagogue }•
3. New Psalms and additional prayers inserted in 
order to render our Sabbath ritual less stereo­
typed and monotonous.
4. to expurgate the Ritpal from ever vestige of 
old prejudice and hatred.
5. to issue alongside with the Sabbath Ritual a 
Ritual of Domestic Devotion for public and private 
use on special occasions of joy or sorrow.
6. The whole work is to be submitted to a Revision 
Committee which is to include lavmen, experts in 
music and in church rituals." (1)
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But the

the Hebrew Union College, there was much opposition to the
selection of Kohler. In his autobiography, David. Philipson

recalls this oppostion:

Theologian of Reform Judaism,"

At the age of sixty, Dr. Kohler submitted his resignation 

to the Board of Temple Beth El, and prepared to begin a new

(1) Cohon, "Dr. Kaufmann Kohler, 
p. 10.

(2) My Life as an American Jew, p. 156.

And so, in

1903, when it became necessary to elect a new president of

(1) 
among the finest in the entire prayerbook.

Because he was willing to concede to Kohler on the vital 

issue of the prayerbook, Dr. Wise was successful in creating 

peace within the ranks of the Reform Jewish leaders.

"Kohler was without any question the most 
learned among the Reform rabbis of the coun­
try. But there was strong opposition to 
placing him at the head of the institution, 
notably by the family of Isaac M. Wise. 
They claimed that he had been among the so- 
called Eastern opponents of Wise, headed 
by his father-in-law, Dr. David Einhorn. 

’When the matter was discussed in the meet­
ing of the Board of Governors, I urged 
strongly that the position be offered to 
Kohler: ’Let bygones be bygones,’ I said. 
The only question to be decided was the 
best man for the position and without 
doubt Kohler, if not an altogether ideal 
man for the place, was, in scholarship 
and reputation, the best man available. 
The majority of the members agreeing with 
me, the position was tendered to this ripe 
scholar..." (2)

friends and the family of Wise were not quick to forget the 

animosity which had existed between the two men.
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able

In order to express its appreciation to Dr. Kohler for the

twenty four years which he had devoted to serving his congrega­

tion, the Board of Temple Beth El voted to make Kohler its hon­

orary Rabbi and to continue paying the premiums on Kohler’s

In addition the Board voted a gift for

’’more than words. I gave you the best of myself, my heart, and 

I am proud and happy to feel that I departed with the knowledge 

that the covenant of friendship I concluded with Temple Beth El

(3) 
by my going...’’

life insurance policy.
(2) 

Kohler of $7,500.

In addressing his Congregation, Kohler tried to give ex­

pression to his feelings. "I gave to each of you,” he said,

life and a new career. In submitting his resignation, Kohler 

expressed the sadness which he felt at the thought of leaving 

Temple Beth El, "but the field of work opened to me as the head 

of a great institution of Jewish learning, devoted to the pur­

pose of educating and training American Rabbis is so congenial 

to my taste and aspirations, and the opportunity of devoting all 

my labors and energies to the promotion of the cause of Reform 
Judaism inlinerica on a larger scale in conformity with my high­

est wish, is so great that I feel I ought fo follow the honor- 
(1) 

call..."

(1) "Minutes of Temple Beth El, 1893-1906." Feb. 26, 1903, p.137.

(2) Ibid. March 3, 1903, p. 213f.
(3) "The Priestly Blessing," A Living Faith, p. 280.

twenty four years ago has hot been broken and will not be severed 

With these words,of farewall, Dr. Kohler turned
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toward the west--and toward a new life.

B. A Reform Theological Seminary

cer-

The responsibility which Kohler had accepted when he came

to the College soon became clear. At the Ceremonies at the in­

stallation of Dr. Kohler, the president of the Board of Governors,

Bernhard Bettman, emphasized that responsibility:

(3)necessity.

insisted that the Hebrew Union College train Rabbis and teachers 
n (2)
'who shall expound the principles of American Reform Judaism.”

"Dr. Kaufmann Kohler, Dear and Honored Sir: In 
your letter of acceptance you agreed with us 
that the Hebrew Union College should for all 
time to come continue to be a seat of Jewish 
learning and science, a stronghold of American 
Reform Judaism on the principles laid down by 
its immortal founder, and that as such its 
seoarate independent existence was an absolute

When Kaufmann Kohler accepted the Presidency of the Hebrew 

Union College he made it quite clear that he would accept the 

appointment only on the condition that the College maintain 

tain standards. "It is mutually understood and agreed that the 

Hebrew Union College, in addition to being a permanent seat of 
Jewish learning in all its branches, ehal^forever continue to 

be the exponent of American Reform Judaism as taught and expounded
(1)

by Isaac M. Wise and his illustrious co-workers." Kohler also

(1) Minutes of the Board of Governors of the Hebrew Union College, 
January,1895-October,1904. Meeting of February 29, 1903, p. 36.

(2) Ibid.
(3) Ceremonies at the Installation of Rev. Dr. Kaufmann Kohler 
as President of the Hebrew Union College, pp. 11-1^.
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ever repre­

sent.

of the time and supply the needs of the congregation, but men

of unbending strength of character and truthfulness, God-fearing

then, that Kohler assumed the presidency of the Hebrew Union

College.

religious position of the College was not to be an easy one.

of academic procedure and administration.

ever insisted that a Reform theological seminary must ever

moral integrity.

easily.

stand for a deeper spirituality and a stronger emphasis upon
These goals, however, were not to be attained

zeal and enthusiasm enabled him to weather the storms that a-
(2)

waited him in his new office." During his presidency Kohler

As Dr. Cohon has pointed out, Dr. Kohler had little knowledge 

"Only his flaming

Kohler himself, in his inaugural address, emohasized the prin­

ciples which he felt the Hebrew Union College must 

Not only must it be

(1) Ibid., p. 33.

(2) "The History of the Hebrew Union College," Reprinted from 
Publications of the American Jewish Historical Society, No. M, 
Part 1, September, 1950.

a seat of learning, he said, but it 

must ever emphasize spirituality, honesty and moral integrity. 

The Hebrew Union College, he emphasized, "must give us not mere­

ly wise and intelligent leaders who understand the requirements

men who hate sin and show their inner calling by true self-denial, 
(1)

as well as by dignity and comity." It was upon these principles

It soon became apparent that the task of clarifying the
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U)

ulty whom, he felt, had not manifested the proper religious

Professors Feldman and Levias, he urged, must he re­spirit •
nplaced. 'has not a spark of religion

In their place, Kohler suggested the appointment

man who had taught at the College from

November, 1904-December, 1910.

Ibid.

Ibid.

(4) Ibid., p. 9.

(5) Ibid., p. 9.

(2)

(3)

highly enough.
aims and ideals, thoroughly imbued with the spirit of Reform 

Judaism, no Zionist, not a one sided man, and his coming here 

will be hailed with joy by every student and alumnus of the caol-
(5)

lege."

The former, esoecially, 
(3) 

in his soul."

My own observations

and experiences have convinced me that the evil can only be rem- 
(2)

edied by a surgical operation in which you must assist me." Koh­

ler’s"surgical operation" was to remove two members of the fac-

(1) Minutes of the Board of Governors of the Hebrew Union College, 
------- , Meeting of May 3, 1905, p. 8.

of Dr. Max Margolis, a

1392 until 1897 when he was called to the University of Califor- 
(4)

nia.

In May of the year 1904, less than a year after Kohler had 

become President of the College, he reported to the Board that 
(JI) 

he was dissatisfied with the religious condition of the College. 

"Long before I came here," he said, "it was felt that the right 

spirit of religiosity was sorely lacking.

In urging the Board of Governors to appoint Dr. Margolis 

as a professor of the College, Kohler could not recommend him

Professor Margolis, he said, "is a man of high
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trouble,

Margolis began

writing articles for the Jewish periodicals, stating his opposi­

tion to the very ideas that Kohler was laboring so diligently to

Not only did Margolis attack the ideol-

soon became apparent that the attitude of Dr. Margolis toward 

Reform Judaism had undergone a radical change.

then the appointment of Dr. Margolis to the faculty of 

the College as professor of Bible exegesis stirred up a tornado. 

It

infuse into the College. 1
(3) 

ogy of Reform Judaism, but he also publicly criticized Kohler.

In addition the spirit of insubordination fostered by Margolis

seemed to be spreading and Drs. Max Scholessinger and Henry Mal-

The dark storm-clouds gathered

(1) Minutes of the Executive Meetings of the Board of Governors 
of the Hebrew Union College. Meeting of Feb. 28, 1905, pp. 3- .

(2) Ibid. Meeting of March 28, 1905, p. 5.

(3) Ibid. Meeting of Feb. 26, 1907, pp. 24-25. Cf. also Cohon, 
op.cit. pp. 41-42.

ter joined forces with Margolis.

slowly. A spirit of unrest and dissatisfaction on the part of 

many of the students seemed an evil forecast. In May of the year 

1906, four of the Students wrote to the Faculty of the College

Anotner effort of Kohler's to improve the religious spirit 

of the College induced him in 1905 to iufgc the Board of Gover­

nors to pass a resolution "that every teacher and pupil should 

attend divine services at some house of worship an Sabbaths and 

holidays and at every service at the College chapel." Interes­

tingly enough, the move created strong opposition from both stu­

dents and faculty, and every member of the faculty with the ex- 
(2) 

ception of Drs. Philipson and Grossman protested to the Board.

But if the motion concerning chapel attendance caused
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and the Rab-

bs-

Kohler himself could

not help feeling that the action of these three professors in

reporting this incident to the board, was an act of insubordina­

tion .

1907,

20.

As if the discontented students had mentioned them by name, 

Professors Margolis, Walter and Schloessinger indignantly went

(1) Ibid., Meeting of May 15, 1906, p. 21a.

(2) Minutes of the Board of Governors of the Hebrew Union Col- 
1904 - October, 1907. Meeting of Feb. 26,

"The faculty felt that it was my prerogative 
as President," he reported to the Board, "to 
inform you of the contents of the letter in 
question; the action of the three gentlemen 
who, to use the political expression, bolted, 
shows, to say the least, a spirit of rancor 
and insubordination...If the three gentlemen 
at the meeting afterwards, felt particularly 
hurt by the complaints made and regarded them 
as charges, they exposed a sore spot in their 
own attitude. Rumors regarding.their contem­
ptuous treatment of Reform Judaism and tne 
Rabbi in general had reached me before.. .What

over the head of Dr. Kohler and wrote to the Board of Governors 
(3) 

protesting the insult to their integrity.

lege, November,
p. 144.
(3) Minutes of the Executive Meetings of the Board of Governors 
of the Hebrew Union College. Meeting of May 15, 1906, p. 20.

complaining of the spirit of irreligion which seemed to permeate 

the faculty. "The most discouraging factor," they wrote," is the 

almost utter lack of sympathy towards Reform Judaism 
_ .
□mate on the part of the professors." Nor was the situation 

helped when one of these students withdrew from the College 
**■

cause^"the opposition"on the part of these faculty members "to 

the President and the administration, the insults addressed to 

the students in class and the ungentlemanly aspersions cast upon 
(2)

Reform Judaism and the Rabbis."
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are un-

We pause only to point out that each of

these men submitted his resignation, evidently hoping that te

would be asked to withdraw it.

Board of Governors supported Dr. Kohler and accepted the resig-

nation.

He had asked permisa. on from Kohleror was the next to resign.

to leave his classes at the College for a few days to attend

Wlien Dr. Kohler refused to give that permission, Schloess-

I
|

!

I
I

The first to resign was Dr. Walter, ostensibly because 
(2)

a promised salary increase was not forthcoming. Dr. Schloessing-

inger went anvway and even delivered a toast on the subject
(4)

"Zionism in the West." Kohler's charges of insubordination against

In each case, however, the

Schloessinger occasioned his resignation, which by a vote of

eight to two was accepted by the Executive Committee of the 
' (5)

Board of Governors.

they find fault with in me is that I never 
cease emphasizing that of far greater impor­
tance than all learning is the religious 
spirit which alone makes the Rabbi an inspir­
ing and guiding force in the oommunity." * (1)

To our understanding of Kaufmann Kohler the Reformer, the

fate of Brofessors Margolis, Schloessinger arid Halter 

important. What is important is the position taken by Kohler 

during this crisis.

a banquet in New York in honor of the Zionistleader Shemaryah
(3)

Levin.

(1) Ibid. Meeting of May 31, 1906, pp. 22-23.
(2) Minutes of the Board of Governors^of the Hebrew Union College. 
Meeting of January 29, 1907, pp. 133-34.
(3) Minutes of the Executive Meetings of the Board of Governors 
of the Hebrew Union College, November, 1904-December 1910. Meet­
ing of February 26, 1907, p. 34.
(4) Ibid.
(5) Ibia. Meeting of March 3,1907, P- See «“ute3 °f tlB
Board of Governors, Meeting of April 9, , - •



127.

The final and most celebrated of

of Professor Max Margolis.

so

as to emphasize a Zionist point of view.

Margolis submitted his resignation.

clear. Though he felt that Margolis had a right to Ills own point

Re­

ferring to such a procedure, Kohler pointed out:

be -

(3) Ibid.

(3) Ibid., pp. 173-174.

In answer to Margolis’ argument that students should chose 

tween Zionism and anti-Zionism, Kohler staunchly deiended his

And this 
his published arti-

(1) 
tateuch,”

5
?

of view, he objected to infusing "ideas subversive of the very 

fundamental principles of American Reform Judaism"in his Bibli-
(2)

cal teachings," without characterizing them as Zionistic."

i 
I 
I i 
I 
$ 
i 
i 

t
1
£ | 
I 
i s 
I

i

i

I 
?

' -

"this is by far more pernicious than if he 
would openly speak as a Zionist. It is the 
poison instilled in sugar-coated pills that 
is much more harmful than the one labeled as 
such...We learn to deal with Zionism by hear­
ing all its arguments and then refuting itw 
premises by pointing out that it is un-Jewish,
irreligious and un-American. But if it is 
taught under the guise of exegetical science, 
then it works insidiously, und ermining the 
very foundations of Reform Judaism. 
Prof. Margolis has done as 
cles show." (3)

When Kohler approached 

him and informed him that he could no longer "entrust him with

the resignations was that 

He had most actively opposed the 

policies of Dr. Kohler and had taught his courses in Bible

the important task of teaching the Prophets and parts of the Pen-

Here, more than elsewhere, is the position of Kohler made

(1) Minutes of the Board of Governors of the Hebrew Union College, 
November, 1904-October, 1905. Meeting of April 9,1907, p. 15 .

Meeting of April 30, 1907, p. 173.
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view that

Dr. Kohler had. in­

stituted the custom of reciting prayers at the beginning of

each class.

’unaca­

demic ’

was not entirely true was

Cf. also Philipson, My Life as an American

(1)

(2)
(3)
(4)

I

-J
i

3

*
1
i

i 
j

\ 

1

I

I 
I 
!

"a Rabbinical school must stand for a positive view 

and a firm principle, and the choice cannot be left to immature 

undergraduate s.”

Not only had Margolis preached a doctrine of Zionism, but 

he had also spoken against Reform Judaism from the chaoel of
(2)

the Hebrew Union College. Kohler could not help feeling that 

this man was undermining the very program that he was fighting 

to achieve. For example, in his effort to Infuse a greater spir­

ituality into the students of the College,

Ibid. Meeting of April 9, 1907, p« 154.

Ibid. Meeting of April 30, 1907, p. 175.

Ibid.
Ibid., p. 177.

Jew, pp. 156-7.

(5) Philipson, My Life as an American Jew, p. 157.

(6) Ibid.

the controversy, the Board of Governors voted to accept the 

resignation of Margolis.

The resignation of Professors Margolis, Malter and Schloess- 

inger caused wide-soread comment. "The case became a cause cel-
(5)

ebre" , reports Dr. Philipson. The Zionists raised a great hue

and cry to the effect that the three men had lost their place's
(6)

because of their advocacy of the Zionist position. That this 

demonstrated by the appointment of

Even this procedure was criticized by Margolis who 

"remonstrated against them in private conversation, as
(3) 

as soon as he came here." After hearing both sides of
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1

4

3

Surely all of these factors in the resignations were pres­

ent, hut the real source of the conflict lies much deeper than

was that Dr. Kohler was trying to establish the Hebrew Union

College as a Reform theological seminary. The men who resigned

"I stand anifever

I
Time after time during this controversy Kohler emphasized this, 

"In matters of prin­

ciple I do not believe in yielding," he said.

stood for the principles of Reform Judaism and when accepting 

the Presidency of the Hebrew Union College at the hands of the 

Board of Governors, I was pledged to uphold the principles of 

Judaism in the administration of the College, it accorded ex-

i
=

I
were not in sympathy with either Reform Judaism or with Kohler.

so that the issue would be clear to all.

(1) Of. Cohon, op. cit., p. 43.

History of the Hebrew Union College," Reprinted, from the Pub­
lications of the American Jewish Historical ocie y, o. , 
Part 1, September, 1950, pp. 41-42.
(3) Cf. Minutes of the Board of Governors of Hebrew Union Col­
lege , November, 1904-October, 1907. Meeting of April 9, 1907, 
p. 150. Cf. also, Philipson, op. P* J-0'*

a Zionist, Dr. David Neumark to fill the position of nrofessor 

of philosophy, vacated by the resignation of Malter. In addition 

it was suggested by friends of Margolis that "there may be mixed
(2)

in a strong personal element, a Machloketh shelo leshem shamayim." 

Finally, it was suggested that the resignations involved the 

question of Lehrfreiheit, and that the men who had resigned 

were not allowed the proper academic freedom to which men in
(3)

their position are entitled.

any one of these side issues. The real source of the trouble
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Drs. Margolis, Malter and Schloessinger were opposed to

cance•

No longer was the College

that this incident, that this, ' .crisis, far from being a Machlo- 

keth shelo leshem shamayim, was an event of profound signifi-

Not only was it a brilliant victory for an uncompromising 

champion of Reform Judaism, but it marked a turning point in the

everything that Kohler stood for, and for this reason there was 
(3)

no other course for them to follow, but to resign. We maintain

(1)
ohe subject." On another occasion Kohler

history of the Hebrew Union College.

a Jewish theological seminary; it had become a Reform Jewish 

Kohler was convinced that such a theo-

actly with my views on 

insisted:

theological seminary.

logical seminary should not represent varying points ox yiewj 

but should represent definite principles. In this spirit, years 

later, he opposed the establishment of a Jewish Institute of

"...it is in the interest of the College and in 
conformity with the promise made to me by the 
honored President of your Board and your entire 
body on previous occasions to sustain me in my 
endeavor to make the College stand for the prin­
ciples of Reform Judaism and not for irreligious 
Zionism or Nationalism and Jewish literature with­
out religion, and to give to American Israel Rab­
bis for whom God and Judaism are vital truths to 
which they willingly and eagerly consecrate their 
lives, and in which they behold the revelation 
of all the great problems of life in our age and 
in all ages." (2)

(1) Ibid., p. 154.
(2) Minutes of the Executive Meetings of the Board of Governors 
of the Hebrew Union College, November, 1904-December, 1910. 
Meeting of May,31, 1906, p. 24.

(3) Minutes of the Board of Governors of the Hebrew Union Col­
lege. Meeting of April 30, 1907, p. 176. Cf. Philipson, op. cat. 
pp. 190-191.
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Religion.

(1)godly.

But the resignation of the three professors in 1907 did

Particularly over his attitude toward

Zionism did Kohler meet opposition.

against four students of the College.

were pro-Zionist in their thinking, violated not only the widhes

i
t

occasioned charges of insubordination to be brought by Kohler

These four students who

r
I
i

And so we hear that in 1506, 

when Dr. Shemaryah Levin addressed the student body, Dr. Kohler 

"felt called upon to correct some statements he made from his

(1) "Israel’s Solidarity, American Reform Judaism, and the He­
brew Union College," Studies, Address and Personal Papers., p.323.
(2$ Minutes of the Board of Governors of the Hebrew Union College. 
Meeting of December 27, 1906. See also Philipson, op.c,lt., p. -----•

(3) Ibid. January, 1915-December, 1917. Meeting of January 6, 
1915.

of Dr. Kohler, but also apparently of the entire student body

by writing to Horace Kall^nj a Zionist, apologizing for the "rude" 

treatment he had. received. Kallen regresented_an_avowedly_athe-

not mark an end to opposition to Dr. Kohler and to the princi­

ples which he advocated.

All the more deplorable is the attempt made 
in certain quarters today to split the power, 
the unity and the authority of'the Hebrew 
Union College, by the proposed creation of a 
Jewish Institute of Religion, which would be 
just colorless and nondescript enough to suit 
certain classes of men in a Free Synagogue, or 
of a Hochschule of the university type,°which 
would be so bread and all-inclusive as to give 
equal place to all religious realms and shades 
of thought, and whose professors should repre­
sent all possible views, however, diametrically 
opposed to each other. And out of such an in- 
stitue or Hochschule, Rabbis, preachers and 
teachers are to emanate who are to mould charac­
ter and inspire reverence for God and things 
cr 1 xr _ N ( I \

(2)
Zionistic point of view." Again in 1915, the question of Zionism
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istic point of view, and for this reason Kohler had asked the
student body of the College to withdraw its invitation to Kal-

The four students

assumed.
the student body wrote to Dr. Kohler: "We resolve that we con-

In the same year the question arose as to whether a stu-

Dr. Kohler agreed that he had no objection to a Zionistic add­
ress being delivered anywhere outside of the chapel. He also
agreed that the students "may preach on Zionism or refer to
the subject in their chapel sermons provided the sermons are

No,
it was not Zionism that Kohler opposed but irreligion in any
form.
(1) Ibid. See also Meeting of March 23, 1915, p. 14.

len to address them in the College chapel.
in question, however, wrote to Kallen telling him they were not 
pleased with the attitude which the College administration had

In repudiation of this unauthorized act, the rest of

(3) 
religious in tone and otherwise unobjectionable to him."

our
(1)

act of disloyalty

to Dr. Kohler; and we take this opportunity of expressing 

loyalty to Dr. Kohler personally and to the College authorities."

dent should be allowed to preach a Zionist sermon in the Col- 
(2)

lege chapel. At a Board meeting where the problem was discussed

(2) Interesting in this connection is an incident involving one 
of the students whose father, a leading figure in the Reform 
Rabbinate, wrote to Dr. Kohler complaining that when his son 
had submitted a sermon in favor of Zionism, Kohler had forbade 
its delivery, "without having read it." To this letter which 
was brought to the attention of the Board of Governors, Kohler 
answered that "the matter could not have been correctly presen­
ted." The text of the sermon, he oointed out, was Nahamu, 
Nahamu Ami, the text for the 9th of Ab. "It was not a question 
of Zionism, but one of submitting taathe rules laid down for 
students who are to preach the sermon, according to which they

sider the action of these four men to be an
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con-

unpleasant moment s. One need, merely read, over Kohler’s open­
ing day addresses and his ordination sermons to realize the
great satisfaction that he must have received from his work
as President of the Hebrew Union College. But Kohler was never

He ever pleaded for a deepersatisfied with the status quo.
spirituality, for sincerity and for a loftier idealism. An
idealist himself, Kohler never allowed himself to lose faith

This same faith he urged upon thein God and in humanity.

"Men of Valor," A Living Faith, p. 179.(1)

-■---- . ry.
1915, pp. 16-1U.)
Ibid., Meeting of February 23, 1915, p. 9.

Thus far we have emphasized the struggles and the 
troversies which occured during Dr.Kohler’s presidency. Surely, 
there were many moments of satisfaction which crowded out the

students of the College.
( "Unless you are imbued with true faith in 
God and Israel’s priest mission; unless you 
are possessed by the spirit of devotion 
which readily foregoes the consideration of 
gain, of comfort, and pleasure, in order to 
become a consecrated instrument of spiritual 
blessing for all the families of men; unless 
you have attuned your heart to the highest 
aims and aspirations of life to be a worthy 
messenger of the Lord of hosts, your learning 
is of no avail, and sooner or later you will 
turn out to be a failure." (1)

(2) , con’t; are to work out the sermon upon a text taken from 
a weekly portion of the traditional Haftarah of the same Sab­
bath." When Kohler’s explanation was received, the objection 
td his action was immediately withdrawn. (Minutes of the Board 
of Governors, January, 1915-December, 1917. Meeting of March 
23,
(3)
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Kohler did not wish to produce failures. He wished to create
men of vision and men of &od. This effort characterized his
presidency of the Hebrew Union College.

C. Later Years
Soon after he came to the College Dr. Kohler suggested a

number of academic changes. For one thing he did not approve
of the arrangement whereby students were forced to divide their
time between studies at the University of Cincinnati and the

To overcome this evil, Kohler suggestedHebrew Union College.
Even

though it soon became apparent that such a plan was impractical,
Kohler succeeded in adding a fifth year to the Collegiate depart­
ment of the College. During this fifth year the students would
be free from University work and could devote complete attention

Kohler also broadened the curriculum of the College, intro­
ducing courses which had been neglected in the past. Among

Dr. Kohler also deplored the lack of

The neglect of this field, he felt,

(2) Ibid., p. 5320.
(3)

Studle s,(4)

"(2) 
to the work of the College.

(1) 
that the College become a post-graduate institution.

these were courses in Bible criticism, Theology, Jewish Ethics 
(3)

and Applied Sociology.
Jewish interest in the field of Hellenistic Apocalyptic and

(4)
Pseudepigraphic literature.

Cf. Cohon, op. cit., p. 40.

Cf. "The Hebrew Union College Yesterday and Today," 
Addresses and Personal Papers, p. 560.

(1) Proceedings of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, 
Vol. VI, 1903-1907, p. 4998. See also Ceremonies at the Instal­
lation of Rev. Dr. Kaufmann Kohler, pp. 34-35.

See also Cohon, op. cit., pp. 39-40/
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To correct this sit-

the substitution of Midrashic literature for modern Hebrew.

Kohler’s distaste for modem Hebrew must not be misunderstood.

Certainly it was not Hebrew to which he objected, but rather

the non-religious use of Hebrew. In this sense, his opposition

to Modern Hebrew was similar to his opposition to Zionism.

Both, he felt, represented nationalistic and not religious

ideas.

During his presidency, Dr. Kohler received a letter from

a member of a Southern Congregation asking him for a state-

"Willment on the importance of Hebrdw for Reform Judaism.
it strengthen us in our religious beliefs and practices?" the

"Or is it merely a Zionistic movement that willwriter asked.

do little good and should not be encouraged?" Kohler's answer
to this letter is of interest because it reflects his attitude

His letter ,toward manifestations of the national spirit.

which also emphasizes his insistence upon the religious inter­

pretation of Judaism, reads as follows!

Hebrew Union 
p. 8.

nation, Kohler introduced and himself taught courses in this 
(1)

field.

Another academic change which Kohler insisted unon was

(1) Cf. Henry Englander, "Kaufmann Kohler." 
College Monthly, Vol. IX, No. 7, June, 1923.

"Hebrew is taught in our Religious Schools and 
should be taught as long as we have Hebrew portions 
in our Prayer-book. And inasmuch as we are in duty 
bound to recite certain formulas of our liturgy in

had led to a misunderstanding of JudatLsm’s spiritual contri­

bution before her daughter religion.
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He does not say "HebraismLet us not misunderstand. Kohler.
He does say "Hebraism in place of Judaism isis a blight."

a blight, not
Kohler came to the College there were manyWhen Dr.

people who expected him to lay less stress on the teaching

It was alsoof courses in the field of Rabbinic literature.
felt that the Bible would be taught only from a critical point

(1) Undated letter in the possession of the American Jewish 
Archives.

a blessing for the Jewish faith."

the Hebrew original in order to preserve them 
as common watchwords for the Jew all over the 
world, no matter what language he speaks, we 
ought to retain them in the Synagogue as well 
as in the Sabbath School.
On the other hand, we cannot expect, nor indeed 
should we even endeavor to make our children, 
unless they are especially eager and qualified 
to study the Hebrew literature for the pursuit 
of the Rabbinical or the teacher’s career, or 
in exceptional cases, to ’write, compose and 
converse in Hebrew,’ as we want them to be Amer­
icans and not Pale stinians. We want them to 
learn how to prize the religious truths of Jud­
aism in the modern spirit and in accordance with 
the genius of the English language and the Eng­
lish-speaking world, and not in the spirit of a 
by-gone world and in a dead language noir to be 
resurrected. As a matter of fact, the Hebrew of 
our Hebraizers, who want to nationalize the Jew, 
is as impure and unsound as is their religious 
truth, it is a mongrel Hebrew they speak. .... 
they vulgarize the sacred language. They con­
sider the ability to say: ’Open the window,’ or 
’Take a parlor chair on your train,’ or similar 
common-place sentences of as much importance as 
the recital of the ’Shema Yisroel.’ No, in my 
opinion Hebraism in place of Judaism is a blight 
not a blessing for the Jewish faith." (1)
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In answer to these speculations, Kohler felt it

"Insteadcourses.

Dr. Kohler’s interest in Biblical studies never abated.
Though he advocated the teaching of courses in Biblical
criticism, he always distinguished between the Bible that
was used in the classroom and the Bible of the people, and
he insisted that only the more mature students, the students

In the interest of a Bible for the people,
Dr. Kohler agreed to serve on the Board of Bible Editors which

(2) Ibid., pp. 9-1C.
(3) Ibid., November, 1907-October, 1910, p. 256f.

necessary to make his position clear, and in his report to 
the BOard of Governors in January of 1905, he put an end to 
all doubt as to his attitude toward these

(4) 
Society.

(1) 
of view.

(1) Minutes of the Board of Governors of the Hebrew Union 
College. Meeting of January 31, 1905, p. 9.

translated the Bible into English for the Jewish Publication 
When the/compl e t e d^t ran slat iogj^ppeared^ in 1914 ,

wish to see eliminated as much as possible from our course 
(2)

of instruction."

"my plan leads towards increasing and enhancing 
the love and interest in them, and it is only the Talmudical 
dialectics and the artificial Bible hermeneutics which I

of lessening the studies of either the Talmud or the Bible," 
he suggested,

in the upper classes of the College, be allowed to take courses
(3)

in Bible criticism.

(4) Philipson, My Life as an American Jew, p. 197. Dr. Phil- 
ipson points out that, at his suggestion, Dr. Max L. Margolis 
was appointed chief editor of the Board of Bible Editors.
The first meeting of this Board, bringing together Dr. Kohler 
and his former antagonist was looked forward to with trepi­
dation. Happily, however, "the session passed off peaceably 
and the great work was successfully launched."
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limitations.

For eighteen years, Kaufmann Kohler served as President

of the Hebrew Union College. Under his administration the

College had grown in both size and vitality. The dedication

of the new buildings of the College in 1913 seemed to signi-

In the same year, in honor of his seven­

tieth birthday, Dr. Kohler was presented with a festschrift

of Studies in Jewish Literature, edited by Drs. Philipson,

He was also honored at a specialNeumark and Morgenstern.

day.
"as he responded to the greetings of histhe newspapers,

Hebrew Union College and

College who tendered a banquet in honor of Dr.
"Tears were in the eyes of the aged educator," report

Kohler utilized the banquet in honor of the editors to again 
express his conviction that Bible Criticism must have its

service in the College chapel and by the student body of the
Kohler’s birth-

(2) Cf. Cohon, "The History of the Hebrew Union College, 
Reprinted from Publications of the American Jewish Histor­
ical Society, Septamber, 1350, pp. 44-45.

’Many a student, even among the conservatives, 
keeps in his closet a Bible edition interleaved, 
noting his emendations of the text, which are 
greatly at variance with those of his fellow­
workers. Now over against these varieties of 
the Bible text or its translations, which dis­
figure the sacred Scripture by lacunai, aster­
isks or interrogation points, and occasionally 
by the transposition of entire verses and chap­
ters, however legitimate in themselves, or 
sanctioned by ancient practice, the Bible for 
the People must leave the Masoretic text intact, 
in order to manifest profound regard for the ven­
erable authority of the Book of Books....." (1)

(1) "The New Bible Translation," 
Other Addresses, p. 269.

"The History of the Hebrew Union College,"

fy the strength which the College had attained under its 
(2) 

venerable President.
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But
even in retirement, Kohler did not lose interest in scholarly
work, noi? did he lose the spirit of idealism which had charac­
terized his entire life.

faith in the future of humanity.

Dr. Kohler’s life wag drawing to a close. It had been a
As a preacher,

as a theologian and as t
He had trained aChampioned the cause of Reform Judaism.

generation of Rabbis who could not help being influenced by
his ideas and his ideals.
pointed out,
Union College Dr. Kohler was during his life and - through his

■ iHewritings - continues to be the voice of inspiration.

As one graduate of the College has 
"for a large number of graduates of the Hebrew

(1) The Cincinnati Enquirer, May 12, 1913.
(2) Heaven and Hell in Comparative Religion, pp. 157-8.

In one of his last published works,
Heaven and Hell in Comparative Religion, he expressed his

"We must be reborn to a new faith in God and man. 
We need a new inspiration, a new interpretation 
of the ancient truths, a powerful vision which 
points not to a realm- beyond the grave, but beckons 
us, as did the prophets of yore, forward to a life 
of duty and service, and makes us all, be it through 
the Church or the Mosque, the Pagoda or the Syn­
agogue, partakers of the Kingdom of God, the kingdom 
of divine justice and love." (2)

At the age 
of seventy-eight he said farew&ll to the College and returned 
to New York, where he remained until his death in 1926.

(1) 
students." Eight years later in the year 1921, Dr. Kohler’s 
task as president of the College came to an end.

a teacher of rabbis he had sincerely
full life, an active life and a satisfying one.
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are the words which he himself delivered in one of his last

(2)
Dr. Kohler’s life was in many ways the fulfillment of these

As a man of courage, of vision and of faith, heideals.
enriched the soil of American Reform Judaism and planted the
seeds of a religious conviction which live today and which
will continue to live in the future.

|!

I

disclosed to us the meaning of Sod and the significance of 
the ■'•orah,^and charged out the way of our religious thinking 

Perhaps the best summary of Dr. Kohler's life

(1) Cohon, Dr. Kaufmann Kohler Theologian of Reform Judaism, 
p. 3.

(1) and living,"

■

i;

!

sermons to the students of the College.
"Make Reform Judaism in America a light-house 
of Israel's truth, a power house of righteous­
ness, a tree of life, planted in the deep soil 
of the heart, so that amid the salubrious air of 
freedom it may arise to the lofty heights of the 
ideal, and spread its branches wide to impart 
its rich fruitage to a large world around. Sut 
above all, nurture in yourselves and others the 
spirit of earnestness and holiness, of faith 
and religiosity, and your crowning success will 
be Peace without and within." (2)

(2) "Israel’s Solidarity, American Reform Judaism, and the 
Hebrew Union College." Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers, 
n. 324.
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