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THEOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENTS IN AMBERICAN REFORM JUDAISM AS REFIECTED
BY THE PROCEEDINGS OF THE CENTRAL CONFERENCE CF AMERTICAN RABBIS

PURING THE YEARS 1890 -~ 1§37
by Milton Matz, B.A., B.HelLe

This thesis contains one hundred pages of subject

matter, nine pages of notes and one page of bibliography.

The prime sources drawn upon for this thesis were the PYoCee s
ings of the Central Conference of American Rabbis from 1890 to
1937

Tt was the purpose of this thesis to attempt to delin-
eate the basic currents of thought and to describe the logic of
the theology of the Central Conference of American Rabbis, The
subject matter was handled chronologically in order to cbserve
the flow of development.

Different theological emphases were found within the
various periods under study. The years 1890 - 1897 were charace
terized by universalism.and the consequent emphasis upon the mission
of Israel. In the years 1897 -~ 1910 a loss of optimism occurred
which required a reorientation of the theological picture. The
Conference searched for stability through the means of creed and
synod. But Conference opinion could not accept either of these
two propesals. In 1908 -~ 1923 it placed more emphasis upon the
definition of Reform as a process of religious development. In
the years 1919 = 1935 disatisfaction increased with regard to the
piece-meal policy of the Conference, which handled issues only as

they arose, making no over-all formal commitment. Objection came




from two sources: +the Zionists who were dissatisfied with their
status of mere toleration in the Conference, and those who were
disquieted by the growth of religious apathy. This criticism
led to the formulation of the Golumbus Platform in 1937.

It was observed that the basic theological issues of
the Conference revolved aboul its inability to formulate any stable
credo. Its own definiton of its nature posited uvltimate truth as
existing at the end of days; consequently, it found it well nigh
impossible to present its beliefs in absolute terms. It was seen
that it had devised several means of establishing temporary re-
ligious truth. These attempts were largely based upon the Con-
ference's faith in the validity of reason, in the evolution of
history and the divine nature of ethics., Tt is to be remarked
that on the whole the field of Reform theology has been woefully

neglected, and that the Conference yet faces a heavy task.
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Historioal and Purpose

The Pittsburgh Conference of 1885 formelly marks the
beginning of a new era in the development of Reform Judaism. It
terminated much of the enimos ity which exlisted between the Bastern

and Western factions of Reform, end it produced a set of doetrines

asccepteble to the large bulk of the American Reform Rabbinate. On

the basis of this commonly accepted core of asgreement united action

beceme & live possibility.
Mother factor motivated for even greater unity. As soon
as the Conference adjourned it became subject to the wvehement attacks
of both the Conservative and Orthodox rabbinates This opposition caused
the liberal rabbinate to stand out most sharply from the background
of the more conservative elements in the American-Jewish scene, and
thus madé mendatory its unification. That Rabbinical Conferences. with
redical purposes should arouse opposition is not new, the Cleveland
and Philadelphie gatherings also were followed by vituperation, but
now & change is seen. Dr, Philipson puts it this ways
The great difference, however, betwsen the opposition
engendered by the Pittsburgh Conference and that aroused
by former Conferences was that, in earlisr instences,
reformers were arrayed against reformers, while the
Pittsburgh platform accentuated the differences between
the reformers on one hand end the orthodox on the othera
Happily here the reformers were notb divided.
The Pitteburgh Conference adjourned with the understanding
that it would oonvene again the following year in Cincinnati, however

this meeting never materialized. Four years elapsed before a national

Conference was called. In the year 1889, in the city of Detroit, the

3
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‘ Gentral Conference of Americen Rebbis wes organlzed as . a permanent
organization. A plan of orgenization was drawn up and a slate of

officers slecteds This orgenization has functioned to this day.

Purgoqg

It will be the purpose of this paper to analyze the theo=

A{logical issues touched upon in this Conference, between the years 1890

-719371 to attempt to delineate the basic cur?ents of thought and to
desoribe the logic of its development. But before this tesk is begumn
some explenatory remarks are in order. Firstly, the years of study
1890 - 1937, have been chosen for practical considerationss 1890

represents the first fully documented Conference Year, 1937 ends sn

epoch in the development of Reform, it is merked by the adaption of
the Columbus Platform. This study will involve the analysis of those
trends which led to the modification of the originally accepted Pitts=

burgh Platform snd to its reformulation as the Guiding Principles of

Reform Judaism at Columbus, touching upon the neture of the modifica-

tions, compromises, end reversals of position involved. Speciasl emphasis

w@ll be given to the problem of authority.
Secondly, it can be validly objeoted that the proceedings of
.~ this Conference do not accurately refleet the thinking of the Reform
rabbinate. This objection cen be justified. Individuality, the basis
of theologliesl honesty, is subverted in a Conference environment.

Papers and remarks too often become reamctions to envirommental needs of

the moment, thus losing the quality of calm considered introspection so

hecessary for theological speculation. Thinking is largely dominated
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"by the convention erisis of the moment, forcing theological thought

to be placed in strongly problemaetic terms. On the other hand, this

peper would maintein thet the dynamics of Reform theologicel thinking
is best observed when applied to concrete situations. Then the asg=
pects it regards as most pertiﬁent will rush to the fore, the dootrines
rogarded as minor will become noticeable by their absences. These
processes become evident when issues such as nationalism, defection

of the laity, centralization of authority, are brought forward for

sotion. This then will be the purpose of this papers +to examine the
basic theological doctrines of the Conference, and to trace thelr
development under the impeoet of the pressures, needs, and moods of

the day.
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Immediate Basis of Conference Authority

The first issue which the Conference faced was that of
detorminimg its own scope of authority. It attempted to define its .
position on this matter at its very first sessions. At the prelimin-
ary meeting in Detrokt, on July 10, 1889, the committee on organizas-
tion submitted the following resolution:

Whereas, at the meetings of the Counocil of the U.,A.H.Cs

and other occasions, at which a number of Rabbis have in

the past come together, they, in obedience to a natural

eand spontaneous prompting, have endeavored to orgenize
themselves for mutual co-operation, encouragement and
support; md

Wherens, all such organizations, though they may have

failed to perpetuate their existence, have nevertheless
besn of inestimeble benefit to those partieipating in

their proceedings, and by their deliberations end reso-
lutions heve established certain norms, guiding principles
and precedents which have become recognized as an authori-
tative expression of the best intelligence and purpose of
their respective times; therefore do we, Rabbis of America,
gathered in the city of Detroit, in obedience to the same
natural prompting, and urged by the same needs snd longings,
herewith organize ourselves for like purposes into a Central
Conference of Americen Reabbis end elect five offilcers, s
Prosident, Vice-President, Corresponding Secretary, Recording
Secretary and Treasurer.

Resolved, that the proceedings of all the modern Rabbinical
Conferences from that held in Braunschweig in 1844, and in-
cluding all like assemblages held since, shall be taken as

a basis for the work of this Conference in an endeavor to
maintain in unbroken historic succession the formulated ex-
pression of Jewish thought and life of sach era.

The Conference becomes established as en organization empowered
to deliberate and to reach decisions, but not to have the power to esw
tablish these decisions. Their function, however, is more than advisory
for it is based on the wderlying hope that their opinions will in time
achieve status as guiding principles and precedents. Immediately they
take a position with regard to the issue of a Senhedrin. The Conference

is not to be an authoritative organization as the Senhedrin once was,
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its function is immediately deliberatory, its only form of coercion
that of favorable public opinion.

Its functioning es en advisory and guiding body is clearly‘
borne out in a resolution sponsored by the "Committee on the Presi-
dent's Message" at the Conference in 1892,

The Committee reocommends the endorsement of the stand-

point set forth in the message that the Conference, though
not en asuthoritative religious body, still claims to itself
the right to formulate such principles as represent the
convictions of progressive congregations and to suggest such
constructive _messures as will be helpful to those who share
their viewsae:3

This principle, though it came under fire during the first ten years
after the turn of the twentieth century, eand also during the years of
the thirties, has remained operetive during the entire history of the

Conference until this dey.

The Conference does, however, estabiish for jtself a certain
basis for authority, though it is tenuously defined, in the concluding
phrese of its 1889 resolutions " ... in an endeavor to meintein in
wbroken histo?io succession the formulated expression of Jewish thought
and life of each era." Time and again the Conference bases‘its actions
_on its desire to maintein unbroken succession with the past; often in
its affirmetions it spesks of its obligations to the eternal truths
emerging from the orucible of Jewish experiences It accepts as an
almost unopposed axiom that religious validity is to be found in hig-
toric experience, and that the past muast be made the basis for orien-
tation towards the futures The exact nature of the indebtedness to
the past is however a bone of econtention. Yet it must be constantly
borne in mind, that the validity of the historic tradition is almost

constantly utilized as ome of the basic premises of Reform theological
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thinking .

It would have been expected that the initial meeting of
such & group would be marked by the formulation of a set of guiding
prineiples, but this was not the osse here. The Conference was &
direct outgrowth of the Pittsburgh Conference of 1885. The common
core of consent so necessary for the founding of eny such delibera-
tive body was apparently based wpon the program embodied in the

Pittsburgh Platform. In this regard Dr. Philipson writes:

- The principles of the men forming the Conference were

s0 well known thet there was not thought to be any
necessity for meking a declaration of prineciples, notably
a5 at ibs second meeting the Conference passed a reso-
Jution to the effect that all the declarations of Reform
adopted at previous Rabbinical Conferences in Europe and
this country be collected and recorded in the yesrbook
and be considered the working basis of the Conference.

It is upon this definition of its scope end its principle
that the Central Conference begen its formidable task of serving the

needs of the American Jewish Community.

1890 - 1897

It is felt that the subject matter be best approached
chronoibgically ih order to obtain en understanding of the process
of development abt work in the thinking of the Conference. To make
this task feasible it is essential that the forty~seven years under
consideration be divided into menagesble blocks of time. This division
will be attempted along logicel lines, endeevoring to conform to the
nature of the activities of the Conference. Thus when specific issues
are central for a period of years, forming a natural time wnit; or whan

8 specific project is under way directing the thinking of the Conference
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in gpecific chennels (is.e. the issues of synod and creed in the
years 1902-1909, that of the Guiding Prineciples in the early thir-
ties); they will be used as the basis for the divisions. The
first period for consideration will be the years 1890=1897 which

show o definite comsistency of mood and purposes

1890-1897 Marked by Universalistic Optimism

The Conference then operated in sn environment of rations

alisme All wes within the scope of the humen spirit or potentially

within its ken. The great physical mysteries of the universe were

feirly well in hand; the mathematical developments proceedings from

Newton's law of gravity had practically reached the terminus of their
purpose. The dogma*s of Darwinlen and social evolutionism forced men
to accept a fate of inevitable progress and change for the bettera md

fhe evils of the day were slqughed of as some of the oruder aspects

of the "survivel of the fittest" process, aspects which men will leave
’far behind es he travels on the road of evolution. The biological,
sociological, and philosophical formulations of the day largely pre-
éupposed the inevitability of constant change for the better. Hopel's
onrushing movement of the world spirit, Stencer*s sociological devel=-
opment; Darwints evolution of body end mind; even Marz's materialist
dinlectic == all painted resplendent visions of humen destiny. Is it
eny wonder thet the Reform rabblnate was influenced by the belief in

progress, or as they put it theologically, the Messienic Age. The

belief wes something very real even imminent, it seemed to be Just
around the cormers Kaurman Kohler put it in these wordss

Here on the boundary of the Messienic land we must stand
with the Ark of the Covenant upon our shoulders, waiting
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%111 all our brethren can join us in entering the land
where the prophetic vision will be realized: one God,
one humenity, snd one martyrepriest end herald nation
preising thg "Adonei Behed", the only God enthroned in
all hearts.”

It was no idle theologicsl speculetion which wes involved but an
existent reality. This belief becomes one of the basic touchsiones
necessary for the understending of the thinking of this periods it
is an essential point of reference whereby formuletions are evaluated,
it becomes the vitel current whioh suffuses the systematlc thinking
of the periods An exemple of this is seen in Kohler's application of
this dogma to his statement concerning the immenence of God.

Is now our ere of enlightenment and progress, of his-

toriocal consciocusness and evolution void altogether of

the 'Rusch Hakkodesh", the Holy 8pirit, deprived of the

power of divine inspiration? Does the Shechina, the

Divine Majesty, not dwell also above and within us in

our "Arbeh Amoth Shel Halachah," our religious creations

and institutiong? Who that compares the state of Judeism

of the Pre=Mendelsohnien ere with ours the world over, is

go biased snd blind as not to see that the same spirit which

‘mede the prophet Hzekiel see the dead bones of Israel rise

to new life, hes also worked a wondrous resurrection in

our days?S
This spirit of optimism made for the enlargement of the world picture.
In a world of progressive evolution they were caused to think in terms
of the logical finalities of the situation. Ultimately evolution was
to bring under its redemptive fold all of menkind. The Messianio
doctrine could thus only be defined as a universalistic process of
unfoldment destined to embrace sll of humanity. (Of course it must
be remsmbered that previous to the eighteenth century or more sccurstely
prior to Voltaire, the doctrine was couched insupernsturslistic terms
involving a supernstural redemption; now the thinking is purely in

terms of the neturalshumem personality becomes the agent which brings

_about the onset of the Messianic Age.) The doctrine is traditionelly
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“an old one, it is first formulated by the prophets, but infrequently

did it receive the realistic universal potentiality which it hed

during this pericd.

Universalism becomes the benner uwader which Reform moves;
almost all its doctrines are given broad universalistic implicatlon.
Gustav Gottheil thus defines the nature of God:

The Unity of God, that chief corner-stone of Judaism,
is conceived of more in its inclusive than exclusive
bearing .. Faith in the One Father in heaven imposes
upon us the obligation to bring all his human children
into the bond of one common brotherhood. Rituals in-
tended exoclusively to keep the Jews apart from his en~
vironment we abandon for that very reason; all traces
of hogtility to any one section of menkind, no matter
what their religion, no matter what justification the
compilers of our liturgy hed when they called for ven-
geance on their persecutors, are expunged from our
praysrs and hymns.7

God is defined on the basis of universalism and his religion must be

placed in a corresponding cast. The insulerity which the religion of

the Jews evolved through the trying ghetto years must be abandoned,
the new fole must be accepted. Judaism is defined as the universal
religion. At the first annual convention of the C.C.A.R. in 1890,
I. M. Wise gave the following description of Judaisms

It need not be reiterated in this assembly that the
Brophets, one end all, and after them the sages of the
Talmud, the philosophers of the Middle Ages end the
teachers of the nineteenth century, all of them, san
unbroken chain of reasoners, meintain the very seme
things Judeism is the universal religion; and all of
them predicted and hoped for the time when God will be
King over all the earth, and God will be known as One,
and One his neme will be. It was the mission of Judaism
from its inception to become at the fullness of time the
religion of the human feamily. Its mission is the con-
version and fraternization of menkind, not merely because
it cluims to be divine revelatiop, but because it is the
only twin sister of pwre reason.

\Er. Wise is firmly outspoken on the purpose and method of Judaism;
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its purpose 1is that of the Messianic redemption and its tool is
that of reason. He is solidly entrenched in his confidence in
the validity of the ideals of the Messienic era and reason.
The need to define Judaism as a universal religion brought
about meny responses. Most of them, as that of Dr. Wise, remained

within the cemp of Judaism. But dangers were oclose at hand, It is

on the verge of paradox to yearn for a universalist goal while en-

chored on a particularist premise. A new definition of the nature

of Judaism as a social unit became 4 necessity, one sufficient to
include universalist esplrabions yet remaining compatible with the
continued exlstence of the Jews as a communitye This problem of an
asdequate definition of the Jewish cowmunity is one that still plagues
Reform today, end the issues are still similar to those of the perlod
under discussion. At that pefiod the need was for a broadening of the
scope of Judaism. HEmile Gs Hirsch was one of the most radical in his
definitions

It is not in the storm of fansticism nor in the fire of
prejudiee, but in the still, small voioe of conscience
that God spesks and is to be found. He believes in God
who lives & God~like, 1.0+, a goodly life. Not that he
mumbles his eredo, but he who lives it, is accepted. Were
those marked for glory by the great teacher of Nazareth
who wore the largest phylacteries? Is the sermon on the
Mount a creed? Was the Decalogue & creed? Character and
conduct not creed will be the keynote of the Gospel in the
Chureh of Humenity Universal.

And again in the same veins

The day of national religions is past. The God of the
universe speaks to all mankind «.. But, and this is
essential as marking a new advance, the universal religion
for all the children of Adam will not palisade its courts
by the pointed and forbldding stakes of a creed. Creeds
in time to come will be recognized to be, indeed, cruel,
barbed wire fences wounding those that would stray to
broader pastures and hurting others who would come in.1

Imile G. Hirsch swayed by the Ethical Ideﬁlism, then so persuasively
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taught at the German Universities where he had studied, defined
Judaism under its broadest, most inclusive aspect, that of sthica.
Cultus and creed become unnecessary, indeed, inimicable to his
concept of the "Church Universal®™. The nationalist elements of

Judeism becoms obstacles to the unfoldment of religion.

Though this mdical position was by and large not aceepted,
its spirit was essentially in acocord with that of the Conference. In
i

1897 following the publicetion of Herzl's The Jewish State, and the

birth of political Zionism, the Conference felt compelled to clarify

I its position on the touchy issue of nationalisms The following
s resolution was submitted by the Committee on the President's Message
and subsequently adopted:

Rosolved, that we totally disapprove of any attempt for the
establishment of a Jewlsh state. Such attempbs show a mise
understanding of Israel®s mission, which from the narrow
political end national field has been expanded to the pro-
motion among the whole human rece of the broad and univer-
salistic religion first proclaimed by the Jewish Prophets.
Such attempts do not benefit but infinitely harm our Jewlsh

‘ brethren where they are still persecuted, by confirming the

| assertion of their enemies that the Jews are foreigners in

| the country in which they are at home, andof which they

| are everywhere the most loyal and patriotic citizens. We

/ reaffirm that the object of Judaism is not political nor

national, bubt spiritual send addresses itself to the comnbins

uous growth of peace, justice and love in the human race,

1 to & messianic time when all men will recognize that they

form Yone great brotherhood! for the establishment of GodVs

Kingdom on earth.

There was only one position the Conference could logically teke with

regard to Zionism, otherwise it would have had to deny its basic premise.

Zionism betokened e threat which could not be disregarded. #As opposed
to that point of view which saw God's guiding hand at work in the evol=
ution of menkind was the theses of Zionism that the world was a cruel
world, one in which Jews could never live unless they fashimned their

own destiny in the form of a national state. The premise of Zionism




‘was the anti~theses of that of Reform. The syntheses still re-

mained many years in the fubture.
Refarm could not accept the definition of the world which
Zionism offered, for it was opposed to Reform's central concept: namely,
thet the world through its natural processes meke for the continuogs
creation of goodness waich will inevitably ?ervade the world. This
doctriné is preﬁisely}stated by I. M. Wise.
;

The good and the true existing in man, or evolved by man
in the course of his history under the love of God, remains
forever imperishable, indestructible, and unforgotten, and
inereases ia quantity and quality as the historical process
oes on, as thus revelation announces "He preserveth grace
the good and the true) to the thousandth generation," i.e.,
forever. ©On the other hand, the opposite of the true and
the good = evil, wickedness, and all that is nugatory to
mankind y produced by "the iniguity of the fathers", by
deviation from the straight line of God's law, with its evil
effects upon humenity - will perish end not reach beyond the
third or fourth generation of those who hate God. He, by a
peculiar arrengement of transpiring facts neutralizes the
effects produced by the evil doors, so that they cennot reach
beyond the third or fourth generation. 8o God's love is men=-
ifested end Tgtualized in the life of nations as well as
individuals.

The life situation of man as well as the historliecal proceass
in which he i; enmeshed is portrayed optimistically by the Reform group.
Thé theologloal equivalent for this attitude is presented by the Pittsg~
burgh Platform.

We re-assert the doctrine of Judalsm that the soul is
‘immortal, grounding the belief on the divine nature of
the humen spirit, which forever finds bliss in righteous=-
ness, end misery in wickedness,

or as stated by Joseph Stolzs

In Jowish ethics the center of gravity in therefore not to
be diverted to the other world. This life is not to be
shunned end our obligations here are nons of them to be
slighted because there is a hereafter. On the contrary,
without eny regerd for future reward or punishment it is

our duty to meke this life perfect and this world perfeot ..15
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The context of mants life situation is interpreted in keeping with
the over-all description of social progress, providing a wnified

framework condueive to the forwerd progress of man.

S‘umma.rx

’ This section has attempted to demonstrate the far-reaching
effem(; which the concept of progress had had upon the thinking of
Reform Judaism. Judeism which traditionally must be deseribed as
life=affirming was infused with a new oonviction of the reality of
its potential. Reform took the vital concept of "Redemption", applied
it to the this-worldly scene md cloaked it with meeningful reality.

This concept in turn brought new life to many of the doctrines of

Judaisme
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1890«1897 Revelation and Inspiration

Revelation can be understood as being prequisite to

theistio religion. It provides the vertical bond between the

two levels of the natural md the supernatural. It is thoroughly
in keéping with the logic of a supernaturally oriented philosophy
to establish e thoroughgoing conception of revelation, one which

would be effective in supplying an authoritative basis for actione.

But this is not the cese in a modernistic philosophy. From its point

of view it is almost impossible to declare any doctrine ebsolutely

divine sand binding, removing all equivocation and relativity from

its formulation. An eltemative too easily taken is that of denial

of revelation, or, what emounts to the same thing, declaring revela=
tion to be simply one of the aspects of normal humen knowledge. Reform
attempts to follow a middle course, steering clear of both the abso-
lutist and naturalist position -~ with what success it does so remalns
to be seen.
The* Gonference unequivocally states its belief in revelation,
or as it prefers to call it, divine revelation. L. M. Wise goes so
far as to designete it as one of the dogmas of Judaism:
The soriptures from the first to the last page advence the
dootrine of DIVINE INSPIRATION AND REVELATION. Resson
agbout it as you may, it always centers in the propositions
There exists a faculty of intercommunication between that
wniversal, prior, snd superior being and the individualized
being called men; and this is elso a dogma.
It is keenly felt that some other~warhﬂypowar must be the
source of religion; though it be completely rational in nature, religious

wisdom is felt to have some source other than merely that of the human

mind. Keufmen Kohler statess




Tradition has only one name for the power that creeated
this Judaism of Antigonus and Judas Maccabasus, of
Hillel and Akiba == the same that moved the founders
and father of the Christien Church -~ the "Ruach He~
kkodesh! -~ the Holy Spirit, the living force of the
Jewish truth, or as we call it, inspiration.

Tt is all very well to discuss revelation hypothetically
but the strength of the doctrine is tested under trial. The specifioc
jssue involved osnsarned the nature of the Bible. If revelation is
determined as having & validity beyond that of ordinary knowledge,
the Bible &s the source of revelation must be given a central position
in Reform thought. All doctrines must be squered with the position
of Soripture. If the Bible is regarded as being simply the best
pvailable thought of the Biblical period than the validity of revel-
ation is for all practical purposes abrogated. This issue received
cursory attention during this period. The Conference did not go be-
yond the position meintained by the Pittsburgh Platform.

We recognize in the Bible the record of the consecration

of the Jewish people to its mission as the priest of the

One God, and value it as the most potent instrument of

religious and moral instruction. We hold that the modern

discoveries of scientific researches in the domain of

nature end history are not antegonistic to the doctrines

of Judaism, the Bible reflecting its conception of divine

Providencei and Justice dealing with men in miraculous

narrative.

The Platform affirms the velidity of the doctrines of the Bible largely
on the basis of thelr prior validation through resson, and morality.
Essentially it attempts to identify revelation with reason, and morality,
and defines them as being mutually self=evident end self-validating.

This position involves a possible contradiction == what if reason end
seripture fail to agree.

This contradiction is evideit in the following statement

by Wises




: The Foundations of Judaism is in the Penteteuch. This
is historical Judeisme. Its provisions and teachings
may be differently expounded, reduced to practice,
applied to meet emergencies according to different pleces,
ages end circumstences -~ honest free thought is a priv-
ilege of mean older than all liturgiecal works «- without
disturbing the wity of Judaism. The various phases of
Judaism s¢s philosophic, rationalistic, rabbinistic, and
kabbelistic ee¢ are everyone legitimate in its time, anyhow
in as far as based upon the penteateuch provisions and
teachingss

T. M. Wise thus finds himself in the anomalous position of basing
Judaism upon the pentateuch yet without defining its authority; wi th=
out determining the extent to which ‘'pentateuchal provisions' are
binding upon *honest free thought', (Tt should be pointed out that

this discusgsion refers essentially to theological doectrines, the

Plttsburgh Platform specifically dealt with the issue of bibliecal

ritual, declaring as valid only those ritual which still have religious
or morel significence). In 1895 this issue was broasched on the conw=
ference floor, but nothing definite was formulated.

At the meeting‘of 1896 held in Rochester, New York, the
president in his address proposed the following question for dis=
cussions MWhat is our relation in all religious matters to our own
post=biblical, our patristic literature, including the Talmud, casuists,
responses, and commentaries?" The committee to whom this was referred
submitted the following reports

seos from the standpoint of Reform Judaism, the whole post-
biblical and patristic literature, including the casulsts,
responses and ¢ ommentaries, ig, and can be considered as,
nothing more or less than “religious literature." 4s such
it is of inestimable velue. It is the treasure house in
which the successive ages deposited their conceptions of
the great end functional prineiples of Judaism, and their
contributions to the never-ceasing endeavor to elucidate the
seme. Consciously or unconsciously, every age has added s
wing to the great treasure~house, ... To have awakened the
consciousness of this historie fact is the great merit of
Reform Judaism; and the more this consciousness grows upon
our mind, the more the conditions and environments of our




modern life force it upon us, the more persistently we
have to asserts that our relations in all religious
matters ere in no way authoritatively and finally de=-
termined by any portion of our post-biblical and petristic
litersture.

This statement in no way defines the position of the Con-
ference as regards to Biblicsal literature; however, en interesting
insight is gotten through Fhilipson's comment on this resolution.

This report was considered at the last session of the
Conference. Meny of the menbers hed left for their homes,
so that only twenty were presents The report called forth
long and warm discussion. A number of the most pronounced
reformers took the ground that the report did not go far
enough, and that it ought to have stated the attitude also
in reference to the biblical books. They declared that in
the stream of tradition the biblical books must be considered
with the post=biblical, thet the two cannot be separsted.
Therefore they voted against the report of the Committee. 19

The statement revesls that the authoritative nature of the Bible was
by no means ascepted by the rebbinate. However no further action was
taken along this line, and the question of the authority of the Bible-
8till remains an unresolved jissue.

Though Reform at that time refused to commit itself regarding
the status of .the Bible it has attempted to define what it means by
inspiration. Its basic premise is that meintained by the Pittsburgh
Platform which stresses the interrelation of revelation, reason, and
morality. Thus does Wise interweave these three concepts:

The Torah meinteins that its "teaching end canon" are

divine. Men's knowledge of the True and Good comes to

hies reason and conscience (which is unconcscious reason)
elther directly from the supremamand wiversal Reason, the

abaolutely True and Good; or it comes from him indirectly
from the ssme.source by the menifestations of nature, the
,factors of history and his power of induetion. This princi-
ple is in oconformity with the second postulate of theology
(revelatlo% , end its extension in harmony with the standard
of reason.

Wise¥s theology approaches a thorough going idealist position.

The essence of the world is "reason", man's inner essence is also reason,




thus is the gap bridged between men end divine. He does not find

it necessary to resolve the contradictions between pure and pracw
tical reason which challenged Kent, To him both the purely con-
ceptual categories of thought end the moral category, which he calls
unconscious reason,'are capable of reacting to the divine reason which
pervades the world. God as reason becomes an immanent factor in the
world. It is interesting to note how universsl Reason is equated with
the True and Good, end how these in turn ere assumed to permeate 'the
menifestations of nature, and the faots of historyt. ‘Reason with
moral overtones and revelation appear to bscome synonymous. This
position is stated with another emphssis bj Touis Grossman:

We shall have to revise our notions of revelation. I

deem this an eminently felicitous occasion. We have for

8, long time clung to a too restrictive scope of the ldea

of revelation. The untubored man implied by it a guess

of the grand. He had ocome upon meny a thornbush all eflow
with o mystic message, and dared not approach nearsr to it.
We, too, have profound visions; our legislation is a farce

and insecurs, wless we have as prototype a state of order

and a community in peace. Our theologles are impertinences,
unless we have the ideal of piety. Socialism, ethies,
polities, all pre=condition a sort of Utopian hope., Of
course we fall short of these high aims. We say God gave

the ten commandments from bthe top of Mount 8insi. Bubt we
know that the whole world is even at this late date far

from a complete obedience to them. The magnificient visions
into the harmony of the universe, into the unity of the races,
into the justice of thw world, into the moralness of fate,
poets end leglslators, and the popular instinot share alikes
From the cleft of the rock, shaded from the dazzling brilliance
oft a divine illumination, each man sees o vision of his own.
Thw whole wor ld is revealing and all men are seers ... Bven
speech, that second soul of man, that pilgrims across con-
tinents, making brothers of netions, reveals. The language

of the world 1s the most reverent symbol we have. Hvery

sound which now bridges mind with mind and fraterniizés-the
world, is revelation. And there are so many lenguages. There
is not one sentiment which we share in common but is coined
into speech and binds the rade more closely. That which makes
manifest a common truth is biblical. The oracle, therefore,
is given us from meny tripods.

Rabbi Grossmen extends Wise's position to a near pan-entheism; the
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entire context of men partekes of the divine, and his awareness of
any espect of his environment becomes revelation. The Bible has no

unique stetus above that of the other forms of revelation. Indeed,

g he puts it, YTheat which mekes wmanifest a common truth is biblical.’
The pan-entheism is implied not only by the implication of divine
immenence but also by the emphasis upon the unity of the world. ALl
sound which bridges mind with mind and fraternizes the world is called

rovelation. Revelstion no longer is an event out of the ordinary scope

of humen affairss it is a cardinal datum of every existence, as the
divine is a constent part of every man's environment.

Yet he does not discard the morsl basis of revelationes

Indeed he largely follows Xent in basing religious apprehension upon
moral reason. Only those perceptions which meke brothers of nations,
which fraternizes the world, which binds the race more oclosely are
dignified by the term revelation. He erects his structure not on the
parallel pillars of morality and reason as did Wise, but more sharply
upon the bthical sspects of reason.

A constant theme in Reform thouwht deals with the divine
nature of morality. As we have seen above the mexim is posited that
8&ll that is moral , partekes of the divine and is based upon revela=
tion. The categories of revelation end morality assume an inter-
dependence which is rarely challenged. Indeed it may be argued
thet revelation may be more than morality, but rerely is the assumption
challenged that ethics composes the essential cormerstone of revelation.
This is typified by the statement of Alexsnder Kohut: s

VeSS

The Hebrew race has found the revelation nseded to breathe

the emotion into the laws of morality sand meke morality
religion. This religion revelation is the capital faoct of

the old testement and the source of its grendeur and power. For
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wﬁilg_gthéj nations had the misleading idea that this or
that, other than righteousness, is saving, and it is not;
that this or that, other than conduct, brings happiness,
and it does not; Israel hed the true idea; that righteous=
ness is saving, that to conduct belongs to happiness.

- .

Reform Judaism optimistically placed revelation in the every day
context of humen affeirs. It is no longer necessary that revelation
be surrounded by s halo of the supernatural, but this does not mean
that it has been removed from participating in the nature of the
divine; for revelation, morality mnd reason, the attributes of divinity,
are immediste in the lives of man, part of the grand unfoldment in
the sure process leading towards messianic redemption.

This pleecing of revelation in a human context immediately
poses the questions what authority cen such revelation have? Each
men becomes ag suthoritative as any other, no sbsolute position is
possibles When revelation becomes e humen construct it becomes in-
dissolubly enmeshed in the subjectivities and relativities of the mortal

gituations This issue will arise time end sgein to plague the Refarm

positione.




1890-1897 Concept of God

During the years 1890-1897 the Conference did not find
it necessary te wrestle with a philosophioc definition of God.
Apparently the earlier formulationSVWBre acceptable, or most prob=
ably, their general theological spirit easily embraced the concept
of God without need for the development of an apologetic literature

on this subject. At any rate Conference material did not eppear

i ////\\\\\\ chal lenged by & need to define God. Refersnce to the God concept

are completely in accord with the idealist appromch of the Conference
to reveletion, reason, snd moralitye.
God's existence is posited as a dogme by I. M. Wises
The soriptures begin with an account of creation.. HExpound
this as you may, it elways centers in the proposition of
the priority and superiority of a substantial being --
e¢all it spirit, causative power, God, or by any other name ==
prior and superior to all material being and its modalities,
end ¥$his, however formuleted, is a dogma..z3
This God concept is given a validity all its own, beyond the sphere
of the humsn and the netural, Wise continues:
It is a unique YHVH monotheism without precedent or parallel
in history which scriptures teach, a belief in an eternal
living God, the authory preserver and governor of the entire
cosmos, who possesses, enlivens, and permestes the All without
sny dependency on the All. "God is he that is, and all the
rest but seems to be."' ThisYHVH monotheism is no philospheme;
resson neither could nor did invent it, reason cannot deny it,
it can only construe it.
Wise leaves no room for equivocation regarding his belief in God. His
God concept is not predicated upon any philosophic speculmtion nor temporal
commitment, it is grounded upon a faith beyond the onslaughts of criticisme
Of course it may be argued thet no man can divorce his beliefs from

the tempers of his time, but this stetement nevertheless, points to

the sincerity of his belief in God, and undoubtedly to some extent
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. reflects the general temper of the Conference at this time. For
- God was nob en issue which then need be subjected to enalytical
dissection.
The nature of delty is found to be deseribed largely in

relation to the three concepts of Reason, Morality end Universalisme

As we have seen in the previous sectlon God has been referred to as
the universal Reason. Godfs nature though in no wise comparable to

the reason of man is somehow most effectively conceived in terms of

reason. His essence is subject to the category of thought if not
equivalent in some way to it. Man's relation to God then becomes
possible through reason. Wise in his presidential address of 1891

statess

Human reason cen conceive no idea or idesl of deity superior
to the Jehovah of Moses, the esbsolubte being by whom smd in
whom the All exists, lives and perpetuamtes itself in its
innumerable varieties of forms; who is in his manifestatlions,
both in nsture end history , absolute power, wniversal and
sovereign, intgllect suprems, love end benignity, the only
perfect being %>

Though reason only partially conforms to that aspect of God designabed
a8 ”intellectksupremef, vyot it is concelved of as being mants fianal
gource of velidity. Wise's statement ™Humen reason can conceive no
ides or ideal of deity superior to the Jehoveh of Moses", thus becomes
tanteanount to a.proéf for the exlstence of God.

Another category which is applied to God is that of holiness.
God's nature is the highest expression of the ethical, it is infused

wi th mercy‘and conosived of as showering love and grafie upon men. The

aspect of God as the epitome of morel perfection is most strongly
emphasized by the Conference. It is the distinguishing characteristioc
of Deity. I. M. Wise states:

By this attribute of holiness the God of revelation is




distinguished from all gods end god-ideas in the
theology of the world. It represents Jehovah as

the highest ideal of moral psrfection, and it is

mede incumbent upon the congregation of Israsl to
become holy, morally perfeot. Here is the foundation
of YHVH ethics, which was known to lsrael only.26

Holiness is deseribed as the chief relational ocharscteristie of

God 3 ethics thus becomes paramount in the Reform conception of
religion, But this ethical emphasis in keeping with the spirit
of the Conference, is given a broad universalist scope. "The

unity of God ¢es i8 no longer, as it as been, a cause of separation

end estrangment from psople of other feiths, but the opposite, a

stimulus for secking their fellowship end co=operation in all things
good and rights Felth in the one father 1n hesven imposes upon us

the obligetion to bring all his humen children into the bond of one
common brotherhoods"?’ The ethical aspect of God is glven a wniver=-

sel scope end translated into terms of challenge, motivating men to

seek after the good, to strive for the God-like in life.

The Conference sums up its position on God in the first
statement of the formula for the receptién of proselytes which was
prepeared in 1898,

I believe with a sincere and steadfast faith, that God

is one, an only 85@, the Creator, Preserver, snd Ruler
of the Unlverse.

In general it may be concluded that during this psriod of
optimistic wniversalism the Conocept of God as an all powerful being

was firmly entrenched.




1890-1897 Beginnings of Controversy Over Creséd

Ever since Mendelsohn's emphasis upon the importance of

ritual and deed in contradistinetion to belief in creed, this

subject has occasioned much argument. The position of the liberal

rabbinical conferences in Europe and America prior to 1890 was

essentially that of Mendelsohn. Creed was regarded as secondary to

deed. Creedal formulations were regarded as being more advisory than

coercive., The CeQebhRs inherited this position and likewise did not
attampt to form doetrineire confessioms. Its position, however, was
subject to criticism. The first of such criticisms, occured at a conw

vention of the Union of Americen Hebrew Congregetions in New Orleanss

in connection with the convention address by leo N. Levi

eeo This brillient attorney, one of the leading Jews in

the southland took the Reform Rabbis to task for not
furhishing a satisfactory definition of Judsism so that

he who ran might read ... At the close of the address

the hall rang with applause and cheers. Then it was that
Isaec Ms Wise aross and thundered his indignation at this
unworthy attack on the Reabbis. When he sat down the volatile
public applauded him es vigorously as they had the attacking
speaker «.. That same evening the officers of the Central
Conference of American Rabbis met and drew up the following
protests "We the officers of the Central Conference of
Americen Rebbis ... do hereby protest ageinst the strictures
made upon the rabbis and their work, it appears that Mr. Levi,
in his eager search for enlightenment, has overlooked the
volume lately published by the Union of American Hebrew
Congroegations, entitled, Judaism at the World's Parliament
of Religions. Within its pages he would have found his quese
tions answered time end esgain by the very Reform Rabbis whom
he has so severely arraigned.zg

But this issue seems not to have been forgotten, at least not by Isaac
M. Wise himself. In his presidential address in 1896 he embraces e
position almost diametirically in opposition to that which he defended
at the Union econvention. He declares:

He mainfaina end preaches loudly the superiority of Judaism as

the universel religion, the religion of the future, the only
religion of redemmed enlightened and freternized humenity,




and ¢laims this as Israecl's mission, or the very cause ' il
of its preservation, the very element of its life «..

And yet how inconsistently was this important subject
treated in our proceedings. When some one arose in our
midst end meinteined this: "If any one should ask himself
consclentiously what is that great truth which we possess
md so zealously promulgate and advocate; whet is its con-
tents, its criterion, its quiddity, its essentiality, and
admits that what we do not know scientifically, we do not
know well enough to impart to bthers, he will be astonished
to learn, how little heknows end how little prepared he isg
to teach it. And yet it is true, thet whatever is knowable
i1s definable and expressible in words can be ratiocinated
and cast into scientific form of prineiple and system, to

be accessible to the intelligence of the world and compre-
hensible to ourselves'" -- When this was advanced loudly and
emphatically, there rose in our midst the antiquated horror
of what was called in Christian theology "dogmes", with all
the spectors of persecution, excommunication, damnation,
sword, pyre and hell-fire behind it, as though such a Sateniec
cyolone could ever rage where religion and reason, faith and
common sense are not in conflict, as this was always the ocase
in Judaism, and 1s espscially the case in this phase of it
which we have made our standard in American Judaism. Not
only was the ldes rejected in the Chicago sesslon of this
Conference, but also the minor idea of publishing a manuel
of religious instruction for the young wes vetoed. It wes
indirectly esteblished then end there, that we should go on
in teaching, preaching end advocating whet undefined some-
thing which we call the great truth of which Israel is the
historicsl exponent; end all that was done in a Conference
which is reformatory, liberal, progressive, end comprises
the intelligence of our people and its representative men.
What & tremendous inconsistency.® '

Wise then proceeds to review the struggle within the Conference itself
for the establishment of a set of principles, and it becomes evident
thet strong opinions are already in existence both pro =and con. The

groundwork 1s being well prepared for the conbtroversy over creed and

synod whioh was soon to ensue. ‘ v
However, despite this conflict, the tenor of the years 1891 =

1897 can well be described as being optimistie end self-confident.

The Conference had done what no free liberal rebbinical body had yet
done, it had established a permanent rabbinical body. True there were

inconsistencies end inadequacies in their theology; but they were ‘con-




vinced of the validity of the premises of their thought and that
time could take ocare of the rest. Indeed progress had already
been meade. Meny of the ritual issues were clarifieds +the Union
Prayer Book was edited and adopted by many congregations throughout
the land, +the rabbis hed clarified the question of the admission
of proselytes, and had resolved the conflict concerning cremation.
All in ell, the Conference was able to bask in the praise of its
leader, Lo Mo Wise who stated in 1897:

Never, as far back as memory cerries, never did any

gimiler body among;lour co-religionists meet with such
success snywhere.




1898-1902 The Loss of Heart

These years were marked by a declded change in heart.
The first flush of success was soon replaced by & more realistic
outlook. The demands pleced upon the Reform Rebbinate were onerous
and demanding; too often their efforts were met with disinterest on
the part of the leity. Now that the honeymoon period of the Confer-
ence was over they settled down to the task of realistically epprais=
ing what they hed aoccomplished end what had yet to be doné. What
they saw did not please them. Often they expressed their desp dissat-
lsfaction wﬁth the religious picture about them. Their despair is
reflected by the words of those who valisntly tried to stem the tide
of pessimisme

Jogseph Silverman pleadss

Shall we listen to the pessimist who points to persecution
and snti-semitism as our reward or to him who says this is
an age of indifference, of materielism, of irreligion; or
shall we listen to him who says the mission of Judsism is
ended? YNow in the very hour of indifference and materiselw
ism, when the opportunities for doing good are so inviting,
when the possibilities of Judsism are s0 great, we need
heroics in the ranks, true men and women who will stand by
the flag of Isrsel to battle against this irreligion, batter
down the fortress of skeptieism, teke the citadel of igggr-
ance and superstition and unfurl the benner of the Jew.®

More pointedly I. L. Leucht statess

I would not have risen at all to express an opinion, had

I not been painfully struck, Mr. President, by the pessi-
mistie spirit displayed by the young men of this Conventione
If it were true, what has been seid concerning our young
men and women who have been reared in our Sabbath school,
if it were true that Judaism has gone down in this country
beyond resurrection, then there would hardly be a Jewish
home fouwnd any longer in the land. Let me tell you, young
gentlemen, you have lost your faith in yourselves., Lot me
tell you that Judeism looks mueh brighter then it did meny
years ago. Let me tell you that as long as we continue to
do our duty ... we will always find, in the course of time,
tho right way to do the right thing.®®




The problem of the spirit of the rabbinate appsars to

have become a crucial one. The individuel members were groping
for some valid basis for their ectivity, and too often they found
themselves deep in the threoes of disquietude. Adolph Guttmacher

describes the situation as he sees it; he finds fault with both the

‘leity and the clergy.

8ince we have abandoned some of the old landmarks, rever=
ential awe hes given place tw & spirit of criticism that
is cold and calculsting end have we not imbued, thosw who
lock to us for light and guidance, with that self-seme
spirit and attitude toward our faith.%%

Joseph Krauskopf approaches the situations with a slightly different

emphesis. He says of the laity:

They cen but esteem and value:. what is real and tengibley
what can be appraised an invoiced, what had marketable
velue, whet can be converted into gold or pleasure, In
time the very cardinal truths of religion are diggarded.
In the end the very belisf in God is cast aside.

But the pessimism was not all limited to & superficial

disquietude with the contemporary scene. There apparently was in=
volved some deeper questioning of the velidity of the optimistic
position which ﬁgform took with regerd to the nature of man and society.
‘The extent of this questioning was probably limited, but it does re=
ceive formulation on the Conference floor with regard to the issue

of Zionism. Reform is taken to task by Caspar Levias, who declares

its conception of the nature of sociebty to be naive. His position
reflects the spirit of Zionism which finds no salvation for the Jews
outside of Palestines Whether this attitude characterized the other

two or three Zionists who belonged to the Conference (Felsenthal and

Holler) is not known. Levias states:

The roseate view teken of the future by those who enjoy at
this moment comparative ease is due to various delusions.
It would lead me too far were I to attempt to expose them




all, since arguments that are not susceptible to
logioal demonstration ere apt to lead to interminable

controversies ccse
The dreem of the prophet that nature shall be transformed,

that the lion shall lie down with the lemb, and a small

boy shall lead them, is & beautiful dream, an inspiring

dream, but an unrealistic dreem after all. The Jew that

takes this dream into consideration in affairs of precti-

eal life is no less & visionary then his Christian neighbor

who attempts to reslize in human society the New Testement

dreem of non-resistance to evil.
The challenge which faces reform wes & real one and steps had to be
teken to meet it. Reform had to defend its basis for welidity. The
response to this issue was essentlally twofold: 8) a return to
specifically Jewish ground wes demended; Reform Judeism must be
enchored more firmly in its particular tradition; and b) the demend
thet the authority of the rabbis be strengthened in order to give
them more power in dealing with the lssues they faced.

Concerning a)s It is conceivable that this demand was
prompted by the development of Zionism with its particularist emphesise
The success of Zionism in so quickly capturing the interest of the
masses might have influenced soms to borrow in highly modified form
their particulhrist progrem. More likely, hawrever, the particularist
theses is firmly in keeping with the stress of Reform upon its historicel
ties with the past; this movement is but the return swing of the pemndulum
from the extreme universalist position which it had previously occupiede.
This position is stated in various formse Jacob Voorsanger states:

+es Lf you desire your people to remain faithful to the

molety of historicel discipline that is left us e..

meking that discipline responsive to the conditions of

the times, that, in that case we must lead them back to

more positive grouwnd than we oocupy at present.57
8. Hes Sonneschein:

Teach the grandest of all reform lessons, viz.: ILiberty is

not 1ieengg, and independence is not indifference. Study
the past.
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Abandon the method of imitation! There is ten times
more strength, beauty and vitality in our home-made
institutions and organizationg, then in all borrowed
plumage snd fading fashions®

Israel Baron sbates less equivocellys

We must agein commit ourselves to the ideas of thorough
going purity in doctrine, in institutions, in worship, in
marriage and in giving in marriage. There must be a pride
in deserving the adjective Jewish, and s cessation of
latitudinoug ,mouthing to gain cheap preise for a cheaper
liberslisms

The tendency then was toward a greater emphesis upon partie-
ularism at the expense of universalism. The uniwersalist position
was blemed, at least partially, for the failure of the Jewish group
to maintein and develop its position. The most virulent statement

against the universal ist plenk is mede by Leviass

"A universal religion dreamt of by our visiocnaries is as
impossible as a wniversal language. The road to messianioc
times does not lead through en imeginary universelity of
belief, but lies rather in the development of ths various
groups of mankind along the innate peculiarities and natural
idiosynorasies to the greatest possible perfection each one
of them is capeble of attaining." In other words, Seligious
development can only advance along parallel lines.4

By no means doss all this imply that a through going partic-
ularist position was taken by the Conference, but it does suggest the
nature of some of their attempts to resolve this problem.

Concerning b): 'The issue of expanding the authority of the

Conference as & meens of resolving the current wnrest was broached
wnder two headings, that of the formulation of a creed, end that of

the formation of a synod. In his message of 1898, Wise repeated his

request for a creed:

Before I close, permit me to reilterate my old problem, to
lay before the world a olear and comprehensive statement

of the principles of Judaism = c¢all them principles, dogmas,
doctrines, precepts, or by any other neme - but let the
world kngY clearly and distinelly whet i1s the substance of
Judaisme”
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As & result of this ples a committee fon the draft of
prinoiples for Judaism' was formed consisting of three men; Wise,
Mielziner, and Deutsche The committes presented its report in 1900,
but not before Wise had passed on., The action of the committee was
tentative, and their conclusions, as they themselves edmitted, of
guperficial natures It pointed to the need of a sound historiocal
fremework as o basis for any further Reform efforts. It sums up its
oonelnsions in these words:

Our standpoint must be the acknowledgement of the historical

evolution of religlous truth which 1s like that of the me=

chanical world. The newspaper of our day is only the cone«
sistent evolution of the runes scratched roughly in stones
and in the bark of trees by prehistoric people. Both serve
the need and the desire of communicating thoughts. 8o our
religion has its essentials which are lasting, while external
forms change. This truth we still find in Isrsel's litera=
ture, although o considerable portion Zg it has lost its
meaning to us in both matter and form.

Historic evolution is posited as supplying the suthoritative premise

upon vhich religious bruth can be based. But the specific issuves of

what in evolution is asuthoritative, on what grounds is it so, and what

is the extent and neture of its coercive powers, these were all bypassed.s
The committee also seaw fit to single out the concept 6f Israel's mission
as being vital to the nature of Judaism,
Tt is further necessary 4o lay stress on Israel's mission
as a message~bearer of divine truth to the world as the
righteoud servant of the Lord, who by his knowledge shall
make many righteous and shall bear their iniquitiese
The committee singled out the concepts of evolution and the mission
of Israel as being central to Reforme
Though no final action was btaken, the question of creed now
beceme sn issue which ultimetely had to be resolved one way or enothers

The second aspect of the seerch for authority was that which

_involved the formation of a synod. Enelow, a young graduate from HeUsCe,




- prepared a scholarly essay on this subjecte In his paper he buttressed

the theses that e synod has always been central to the social organi-
zation of Judaism and therefor should once more be instltuted.

ses Wo have, by simply following the course of eventis,
discovered o synod at every notable historiec juncture ..
their records you mey be sure would make the best synopsis

of the development of Judaism, not to mention their share

in our secular history «.s» DBoth the rabbinical and the
congregational unions are menifestetions of the synodal idea
« they are two fragments of the ideal which Wise never ceased
to nourish and which possibly yet aweits complete realization:
the continuance of Jewish religion in the New World throughi
the medium of that time honored Jewish institution, the Synodes
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The issue was formally introduced om the floor of the Conference

Aby Joseph Silverman in the presidential message of 1902. He stated

the question in its most practical aspect. He sought for some meens
of augmenting Conference authority whether it be by means of a synod

or otherwises

It seema to me also advisable that this Conference should
place itself in touch with the Union of Americen Hebrew
Congregations in order to devise some plan by which its HRLE
doliberations may receive proper recognition from congre= ik
gations and its deolsions be regarded as authoritative.
In the absence of a Synod or Sanhedrin, the Conferencs
ought, in e measure, to be that central body whose duty
it should be to give a decisive interpretation of Jewish
law and practice, and determine what united course of
action congregations shal 1 adopt,

The issue of synod was now before the Conferences

Summary

The Conference found itself dissatisfied with the theolog-
ical and ritual anerchy which ensued from the rationalistic nature
of their basic premises which made it almost impossible to formulate
the principles of Judaism in any asbsolute or near absolute catechisme

The rabbis searched for some authoritetive basis for both their theology




The only basis for auth~

and the dicisions of the Conference.

ority which they could utilize was thet of historical tradition,
but this too was of an highly amorphous nature - 1t could not

The solution to the problem seemed to

resolve the situation.

. depend on the Conference's ability to decide upon ean authoritative
oreed and to fashion a synod with cocercive powers. Synod and creed

thus beceme the key issues in Conference activity during the follow=

ing decade.




1903 - 1910

y embroiled in the

Tn 1903 the Conference was completel

twin issues of creed and synod. It is difficult to separete the

two for they origimally represented the two faces of the same coin.

The question involved a clarification of the religious authority of

the Gonferencess & oreed would give it a doctrinel basis, and & synod

would invest it with a religious legislative suthority. In order to

more adequately pursue the ensuing developments it is wiser to

follow each lssue individuelly.
Syned

g and compelling. As

In 1903 the cry for a synod was stron

o result of the near deadlock over the Sabbath queétion, Voorsanger

turned tothe expediency of & synods

The question at lssue eminently demonstrates the greatb

need of our American congregations, namely, en authority

to which all questions of discipline and religious practice,
mey be deferred; an authority democrgtic enough to be
considered representative of the people andyet strong
enough to be able to popularize end insure acceptance of

its decrees and decislonse

He presents in detell the structure of such en organization. His

mein demands arel

1. State Conferences to be organized, to be composed of
the rebbi and president of each congregabion within the
state and three delegates at lerge from each congregation.

2. At 8 certein time during each yeer each State Conference
shall elect five delegates, composed of two rabbis and three
laymen, to a National Conferencs .. This national Confer-
ence ese shall immedistely upon its convoostion divide into
two bodies, one to be known as the Central Conference off
Amorican Rabbis, the other representing the Union of American
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Hebrew Congregations. The first body shall discuss and
pass upon all matters pertaining to religion and disoi=-
pline, the second shall concern itself with all matters
perta&ping to educetion end (communal) administration

Though the synod resulted from the need for theological clarifice-
tion, when it was put in a concrete gsocial framework it was caused
to include enother aspect, that which involved the organization and
political problems of the Jewish community. Voorssuger apparantly
reslized that the synod could not ignore the communal end political
policy meking needs of the communitys ‘therefore, according to him,
the synod wes conceived af asg both political and religious in purpose.
This duel purpose of a synod was nobt eccepted by, Silver=
men. Iin his presidential message he recognized both the religious
and the political needs of the day but he sttempted to resolve them
'individually. A synod should be formed to hendle specifically theo-
logiocal issues, and a Jewlsh political congress should be assembled
‘to deal,with vexing political issues, l.es the Kishirneff massacre.
Defining the scope of the synod, which is to deal with religious

issues, he statész

It is imperative that such a Synod be convened at as

parly o date as possible for the purpose of deciding

upon the following matters on which the Conference has
slready scteds L. Articles of Jewish Theology. 2. How
to further Sabbath Observance. 3. Best methods of
electing Rebbise 4+ Best Methods of Gaining the Un-
offilieted. 5. Intermarrisge. 6. Proselytism. 7.
Cremation. 8. Uniformity in Synsgogue Music and

Rituil. Qe Better Observance of the Festival and

Holy Dayss 10. Uniform System of Religlous Instruction@48

The synod sccording to Silvermen was to be merely s continuation of
the sctivities of the Conference on & more authoritetive levely it
pnswered the specific question of the authority of the Rabblinate.

With regard to the political needs of the Jewish community he stated:




It must therefore be patent to all that our greatest
need is organizebion, a united Israel ~~ a central
authoritative body that in orisis and emergencies shall

have the indisputeble right to speak and act for 4l

Israels The Kishineff messeacre and other events of a

similar nsture have demonstrated our lack of organize-

tion and it is high time that stegg be teken toward a

solution of this growing problems
Heuspecifically recommended an investigation

Into the possibility and benefit of forming a Central

Board consisting of the Executive Committees of the

various orders and national orgenlizetions, said board

to heve full authority to act for all constituent so=

cleties in matters of general interest to all of

Israel.4d ¢

It is seen that two distinet motivations were involved
in the question of the synod« At the outset the religlous motive
was stressed. In 1903 Margolis in his formulation of the orgenize-
tion of the syrnod states that its primery function is that of acting
upon & creeds Krauskopf in his presidential message the following
year also thought in terms of the religious aspects of the synod.
He statess

Enough for us to have decigions rendered on ritusl or

liturgical or ¥ital religlous questions, after mature

study and deliberation by an %uthoribative body such

a8 this, merely for guidance.90
Consequently, when the lssus of the synod was first brought to a
vote on the Conference floor it was primarily in relation to its
religious aspect.

Two reports were submitted in 1904 by the Committee on the
President's Message. The majority report favoring e synod was
sponsored by Philipson, Heller, Stolz, Margolis and Harris. They
held that the synod composged of clergy and laity is a traditional

institution which is needed in Americen Idrael as o ocentral religlous

_organization to decide questions of religious, ethical snd communal
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import. The synod

shall not be an ecclesiastical court with power to
dictate to the indiwvidual consclence, to restriet or
interfere in any wise with freedom of either belilef
or conduct. The purpose of such a synod, in our
judgement, is to guide by a concensus of acedemliec and
practical wisdom and thereby educate Jewish publie
opinion.

The minority repoart was submitted by Felsenthal, Sale

and Schenfarber. They objected that a synod would ultimately
become an autocratic instrument, disrespectful of minority opinions,
leading to suppression of the 'free orgenic development' so vitel
for religions Felsenthal, who beoause of his age appeared to be
quite influential at this time, minces no words in stating his cese.

No, we need not a Synod, or an Heumenicel Council, or

a provinciel Counell, or any other hierarchial power

above us to regulate our theological thinking, or to

rule in our ecclesiastical domain. United we are with-

out such arachronistic and artificial institutions, =-

we are united by the creator himself who has put us into

the world as a separabe people and has made us as of

one family¢52
The vote taken on the majority report indicated that it could not
pess. The record of the proceedings is a bit confused concerning
the actual vote. Though it is stated that the final vote was 23 to
23, subsequent remarks imply that e majority of one favored the
roports At any rate the vote was so evenly divided "that the committee
by leave of the Conference withdrew its repori:."53 This synod which
could not commend a majority vobe was to have had jurisdiction in
metters of a religious character, it was not to have been e general
communel body. The debate on the synod continued but now emphasis
wes upon the political aspect, it was no longer regarded as an

answer to the specifiec problem of religious authority.

This trensformetion is most obvious iIn the remerks of Joseph
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Stolz in 1906, who asks for a specifically politiocal organi-

zation.

After pending two years it now reme.ins for you to
decide at this convention whether or not in yowr
opinion the Americen nationel Jewish orgenization
which is bound to come into existence in the very
nesr future, because the people who are elemoring

for & democratic orgenization will never be satisfied
with a self-constituted, self-perpetuating, mutually
admiring, eristocratic Committee, should have as one
of its distinotive objects tthe promotion of the
cause of Judaism!'.

Tt is obvious that the force of historic dovelopment had completely
altered the concept of Synod. The Conference had originelly con~
- ceived it as a theologlc necessity, now it assumed completely

different dimensions, and as such no longer belongs to the scope

of this study. (Let it be noted that the proposal to sgitate for

the organizetion of such a political organization wes decisively

defented in 1906 by the Confersnces) Of importence to us is the

fact thet the synod conceived of as en ecolesia was not able to

commend sufficient votes in 1904 to allow for its institution.

il i




1903 ~ 1810 Creed

The striving for an official Reform code of belief was

destined for more productive development - but the process was

slow and painsteking. It was during the year 1903 that the first
comprehensive creed was presented to the Conference far approval.
Mex Mergolis, Professor of Bible at the Hebrew Union €College, was

asked to submit & statement on the Theological Aspects of Reformed

Judsisme He submitted his work for approvael as the creed of Reform.

His ereed assumed this form:

"Ae Theology v
I believe in God, the One and Holy, the creator and
sustainer of the world.®
B. Anthropology

I believe that men posses a Divine power wherewith he

may subdue evil impulses end passions, strive to come
nearer sand nearer the perfection of God, and commune

with him in prayer,
That select individuals are, from time to time, called

by God as prophets and char%ed'with the mission of dew
claring His will unto mer + 0
That men is subject to Godfs Lew and responsible to
the searcher of the human heartsgnd the Righteous Judge

"~ for all his thoughts and deeds.
Thet he who confesses his sins and turns from evil ways
and trulg repents is lovingly forgiven by his Father in
heaven.5
Cw Psychology
I believe that the Pious who in this lif'e obey God's Law
end do his will with a perfect heart and those who truly
repent, share, as immortal souls, in the everlasting life
of God .60

Do Hoclisiology
I believe that Israel was chosen by God as his anointed
servent to proclaim unto the families of menkind His truth
sand, though despised and rejected of men, to continue as
his witness until there come in and thvough him the kingdom
of peace and morsal perfection and the fullness of the know-
ledge of God1 the true community of the children of the
Living God,8

The context of his thought is rationelistic as is to be

expected, In the discussion of hiés doctrines he clearly points to




Deity and reason

the centrality of the concept of reasone

became interlocked premises: "God is the thought that is

diffused through all space and active in all time;"ﬁz His

peture is immenent to man, who through reason apprehends 1t.

Holiness and morslity also become linked with reason. Men's

apprehension of the Good is a function of his mind. "We may not

wholly indentify this divine element with reason, but we mey say
w63

that it 15 not conceivably present in a rational being.

This element of reason, or rather the moral element of reeson, in

« turn forms the basis for divine revelation., However, he does rew

serve & special senctity for tradition. He says: "We believe in

s general reveletion; bub, at the same time, we ma.intein that God
w64

revealed himself more clearly and truly to our forefathers.

Conderning God, revelation and tradition he is in keep=

ing with the past trends of the Confer@noe, but a modification of

the optimistic outlook of the nineties is evident. Concerning the

nature of menm he realizes the complexity of the problem of evil

more fully, his statement that men has the power within himself to

overcome sinyg reflects that sin is as much at home in the economy of

the universe as is goedness. He finds no relentless process at work

which mekes for goodness aside from the imherent power of men to

choose goods He does not see the redemption of mankind as waiting

around the corner. He statess "The millenium is not quite so

near. Bubt it is true that we welcome every step that brings us

nearer unto the ideal."®® (n the whole he presents & much more

~ cautious estimate of the nature of man and socletys

Margolis! sugestions evoked much discussion. One of the
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most interesting comments came from Rebbi M. Friedlander who attacked
the inadequacy of Margolis' discussion on morality. He demends

that theology face the task of validating moral truth. Friedlender's

remarks on this question were as follows:

One of the most vital and troublesome questions upon |
which depends the hold of religion on the life and

thought of our generetion, and a belief regarding which

in olear and strong language is expected from one who

wdertekes to formulate oreeds, is the question of moral

consoience; whether moral conscience ig intuitive, or

acquired; whether moral consciousness, duty, obligation,

impulse, ideal longing, the verdict of ought and must --

is indwelling, en ingredient part of ments nature placed

there by the creator of men to meke it possible for men {
to sympathize with and 1ift himself up to the Divine
Spirit, or all this is the mere accldental outgrowth of
external conditions.%6

Friedlander questions the divine origin of morals, he asserts that

the possibility of the natursl evolution of morality be considered.

But, eccording to him, this is not the only oversight. He continues:

One should stete in unequivocal terms his position on |
the freedom of the will, on the integrity of the Bible, ///
on revelation; knotty questions which are now, agltating

the mind of every one concerned in religion. /

As a result of Margolis! paper & committee was organized

to follow throvgh on his suggestion for the formulation of & creeds

But their tagk was a difficult one for there wes strong sentiment in

the Conference sgainst the issuence of a binding creed. A formidabhe

spokesman for the opposition was Bernard Pelsenthal. He declares:

- As to & formuleted creed, is there really a pressing

- necessity for having one? Mast we have one? What for?

® Meny kinds of flowers bloom in God*s gerden, and many
kinds of trees grow in God's orchard. The best way is
to leave metephysics, speculative theology, dogmatics and
the like, to the individual philosophers and would be
philosophers, to the theolo%ians, to men whose mental
proclivities run that way .S

In 1905 the committee on Dr. Margolis' paper, after meeting
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with endless difficulty, attempted to revise the nature of
its task. It found it well nigh impossible to obtain a con-
consus of opinions but it felt that agreement would be forthe=
coming if the creed were to be descriptive of the tenets of
‘Judaism historically considered. They urges

Only as far as we oppose the principle of stability

and stegnation are we reformers, otherwlse we claim

to stand upon the historicel ground of Judeism, upon

the "rock from which we were hewn." While recogniz-

ing wide differences of.opinion, of belief, and of

proctice in Judeism throughout all the lands and the

ages, we know of but one Torah, One Israel, and One

Gods It is in accord with this view that the sainted

Dr. Wise ever roiterated the proposition before this

Conference, to formulate65he principles not of Reform

Judaism, but of Judalsm.
The committee succeeded in altering the original intent of its
funetion, hoping to thus simplify its task. No longer is itsa
purpése to resolve the besic creedal issues facing the Conference;
its function now is to prepare a descriptive statement desl ing with
the historical development of Judeisme

Let it be written ... not by one men, but by a body of

men, each master in his special sphere, and the world

will learn to understend Judaism as Israel?s trust end

glory of the ages.7

The committee on the YElaboration of a Systematic Theologyt
was eppointed far this revised task, but it too met with difficulty.
Its function was "to place itself in correspondence with other bodies
with the object of constructing a creed." Jfnelow states its position
in 1908, "I think the committee has virtually brought in the report
that the formulation of a creed is not adviseble. This practically
disposes of the originsl work of the Committee "’} His statement

was echoed by that of Berkowitz: " s+ it hes become more and more

manifest that the distinet formulation of & creed is impossible.“7z




The plan was once more revised, this time statings

) "that there be prepared a work consisting of eleven

: or more essays on the fundamental prineiples of Jewish
Theology, each essay to be prepared by a different
goholar, recognized as an suthority in that field. 5

But the progress of this project was likewlse exceedinly slow.

Three years later the Committee oblbained permission to reduce the

number of essays to five.74 Finally the Committee was sble to find

J] release from its obligations by profering-that Kohler's Systematic

Theology be sccepted in lieu of their own worke!9. But by this time

the igsue of creed had become unimportant, for the Conference had

found another basis for sotion =~ the description of Reform as a

1k methodology s




1903~1910 Reform as a Process

The first decade of the twentieth century saw the
Conference actively engaged in the tesk of clarifying the socope
of its authority. It searched for an authoritative basis both

for 1ts own work, and for the functloning of the entire Reform

group. We have seen in the section dealing with the years'1898~

1903, that two alternative solutions were posited: one favoring
the edoption of a creed and the institution of a synod; the second
proposing, rather tenuously, that Reform return to more positive
historieal ground, thus obtailning validity.

During the early part of the decade the first solution
was tried but it wes found that the temper of the Conference would
not accept a oreed or a synod. But inversely, as enthusiasm for
these institutions wened, interest grew with regard to the sefond
préposal. It was found to offer interesting potentialities. Judaism
must not be described in sbatic creedal terms for its essence is
historic evolution, constent progressions A creed would arbitrarily
elevate one aspect of its development to undeserved importance.
Judaism to be trus to itself must be true to its historical process
and to the potentisl itlies it must yet fulfille Reform is described
as 8 religious dynamie, a methodology =~ not a creed but action is
strossed.

Reform is not a movemsnt which need be wvalidated; it is the

inevitable result of the spirit of the times, its wvalidabion comes

from the historical forces which demanded its ereation. Max Heller
keynotes this attitude in his presidential messages

Nor need we apologize, at this late day, for the existence
of Reform Judaism. Let those who interpret history through
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the inverted fieldglass of personal pettiness decry
reform as the gospel of convenience, a3 & secession

of rebels, an imitetion of the gentile, & destructive
tdeform! of encient heirlooms. The sober student of
history discerns its inevitableness at just this period
end the strides it is meking in the face of impor tant
sbuse. Liberalism, in one form or enother, must always
follow in the wake of a ripened civilization.

The emphesis on the evolutionary nature of Reform is
not new, the progressive nature of all Jewish religious and communal
institutions was the atcepbed premise upon which almost all of
the libersl scholarship of the nineteenth century was based, but
pow it is given added stress. Thet this was so is born out by
the action of the Committee on the Presidentts message. It found
it necessary o propose the following resolution which was accepted.
We agree that Reform wes inevitable. Aad we, too have
en abiding conviction that the Reform movement, the
produet of historical forces, is a legitimete growth
on the parent stem, and is bound to extend to ever larger
numbers as medern civilization at its best, expends its
realms.
The emphasis is no longer on creed, but on deed, "Our mission,"
says Isanc Rypins, "is not to perpetrate systems of belief, whether
orthodox or reform, but to live ethically true, end morally Jowish
liveso"78
This position though it lends itself to a fairly happy
resolution of the Gonference's diffioulty did not by sny mesns laad
to e revival of the high optimism of the first days of the Conferences
The attitude was sober end realistic.
Though there is still much that is disheartening,
especially great indifferentism to religion ... we
need not despaire. All that is necessary ig, not to
lose coursge but to continuve building on the established
foundations, to strengthen them with sound scholarship,
to drew the practicel conclusions, and to announce them
fearlessly to the world. Then we may be sure thab our

visions of the coming dewn will not be disaeppointed and
our honest work will be crowned with glorious 8UCCEss s O
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This interpretation of the nature of Reform agreed
with ite conoception of the Bible. The Bible ls seen as the
point of genesis of the development which continues through this
day, and if its essence is properly understood it provides
guidance for our own day by pointing out the unique understend-
ing of Judaism. DMorgenstern writess
Reform Judaism hes nothing to fear from Biblical sclence.
For more then enything else Biblicel science establishes
the legitimecy and sanction of Reform Judeism, and points
out the path it must pursue. And pursuing this path the
goal shall surely be reached in God'sagwn time, and the
prophets word be literally fulfilleds
Morgenstern realized that the description of Reform as e preduct
of the times could lead to e dengerous fatalism. He attacked eny
such conception and stressed the need for establishing the positive
demends which the past places upon Judaism; Reform must seek to
regein the emphasis of its tradition, to continue in its path. He
stressed the importance of the Bible in accomplishing this task.
Reform Judaisn cennot find its sanction in mere
expediency, in the mere phrase, "This iis what we
want®, or "It is the spirit of the times.™ We seek
not to excuse, but to establish the logic and legiti=
macy of Reform. And this can be only when on the one
hend we have digproved the theory of literal divine
revelation and on the other hand have established be-
yond question the principle of evolution in Judaism,
The first step has long since been taken. The second,
the positive step, the determination of the actudl
senctity end impelling forece of Reform Judaism hes been
the inevitable contribution of Biblical science.Bl
The logicel step of the Conference should then have been
to determine exactly what is "the logic and legitimacy of Reform",
but this wes not dones Reform remained defined as a methodology

for action, but the wniquely Jowish elements in this process of

development were not clarified. Cleude MNontefiore, though en




47,

Englishman, presented the most definitive deseription of this

process of development. His remarks won favor at the Conference

which paessed a resolution acknowledging "the help of his inspiring

words, volcing at its noblest the aspirations end obligations of
progressive Israel "2 1n this addiess before the Conference
Montefiore attempted to present the Basic premises of both English
end American Liberal Judaism. He defined Reform Judaism as "an

attitude #f mind"ss, governed by specific standards. With regard to

an absolute creed he statess "We occupy a new position towards

guthority, for we do not recognize the absolute authority of eny

book or codes"St Not being bourd to sny staebllized concept Reform
is capable of "fearless escceptance of the sscerteined results of

historieal eriticism, and scienoe."85 Belief is not a rigidly defined

affair, it is capable of readjustment to solentific developments.,

Thus will belief keep pace with life. And so Montefiore cen say, i

| - "Let your belief end action form a unitys let your doings be an

expression of believings, your life of your foith 150 ;

Montefiore in his descriptlion of Reform does not deal with

basic doetrines and dogmaes, hig emphasis is placed upon 1ts flow of

development. Ye finds Judaism involved in the tensions caused by

the pull of the pasty the present, snd the future. The task is to

resolve the dilemnas ™Such a reconcillation," he saysiy "such a

wise epportionment of three insistent claims, is no easy task, and
here again we ses thabt hard ié the good. But we do not despair,

remembering, as we saw and sald before, that difficulties are made
to be overcomes, Judaism is an historical religion, and a distinet-

ively historical religion we desire that it shall remain, *87




Montefiore presents in his paper a set of principles for growthi
they deal with the realities of everyday interaction, and they
aim at providing e dynamic framework for Jewish development.

Though Montefiore's prinoiples were never accepted in

any offical menner, they do characterize the spirit which prevalled

in Reform during the following decade or sos The emphasis was not

on oreed but on practical issues: if a doctrinal matter is raised,

the issue is to be decided on its meritejm snd in its practical
contexts The Conference was in no position to meke any sweeping

cresdal commitments at this time.,




1911 = 1918

The position of the Conference during these yesrs was

The rabbis approached the issues of the day on a

fairly clear.

piece~menl basis, they were not concerned with the development of

any all inclusive dootrine, as ths Iissues arose they were met. This

attitude is officially stated in a resolution ddopted in 1916, The
Commit tee on the President¥s Message phrased the accepted resolutionu
as followss

While agreeing with the position that the Conference
should be always ready to enunciate the principles of
reform Judaism, the committee does not consider it
necessary that such a declaration of principles shall

be farmulated at present, especially in view of the

fact that it is the policy of the Conference to pronoumce
upon particular principles acoording to speclal needs,

as they arise from time to time.

The emphasis in the Conference at this time was upon the
rights of individual differences; it apprerantly wes felt that any
strong ereedal pronouncement might splinter the body into fragments.
During this perlod sn incressing number of the rabbinate were coming
from Bastern Buropean backgrounds, reflecting the more particularistic
emphasis of their environmentse Their orientations undoubtedly re=
sulted in the creation of d serepancies of opinion at the Conference.
The issue of Zionism was one of the most crueial issuss involved.
The Conference apparently realized that cautlon wes necessary in
dealing with the situation and it wisely refrained from any divisive
action. Isasc Moses describes thé situations

How then ¢an ey mam, or & number of men, define for

others what should be the exact end final form of their

intellectual, moral end spiritual sttitude? And as no

ome can make & credd for eny other, except for the broad
generalities, sc no ome has & right to exclude snyone from




& religiogs fellowship to which he feels himself
attached %9

The Conference, a3 a result of this atbitude, opened its
doors, at leest theoretically, to all shades snd colorings of rebbinioal
opinion. It demanded no obeisance to eny partiocular oredo or doctrinee.

Sanuel Schulman mekes this cleay in his Presidential Mbséage in 19138«

The Conference has invited all Rebbis to join it. This
means that while it has had a definite tendency, it has
neverllost sight of the lsrger Jewish interest. It has
not emphasized its partisenship. 56 definitely claimed
to represent the whole of Judaism.

Reform embraces within its scope all of Jewry, its platform is that

In the seme velin Moses J¢ Gries writesgs

of "Klal Yisroel"s

Within our body radical, liberal, conservative and those
of orthad ox inclinations, have fellowshipped with one
mother. Perfect freedom of discussion has prevailed and
the smallest minority has never been denied a hearinge
The Conference c¢laims no binding authority - it proclaims
no laws = but its decisions and resolutions have been
generally accepted as the e stablished rules of practices
It has influenced and guided its members and Americen
Israel by %i force and weight of its opinions and
Judgementse

The Conference was not able to reach a common position on
doctrinal matterg‘but it was able to resolve its difficulties by
defining Reform as & process of development, whioch can include within
itself contradiotions and discrepancies which could by their inter-
action result in a higher synthesis. By some this position was
accopted as being almost definitive of their desiress Man lives in
o scientific age of constent new discovery, where the positions
of yesterdsy sare constently being exchanged for the outpoéts of
toﬁorrow; therefore, so must our positions be in affairs of religion.
Religious redemption results from this very evolution inherent in
history ; we find redemption by &lingin@ to evolutionary process

rather thon by the elaboration of dogmatic form. This position




is affirmed by Harry He Mayer:

We heve no mystical anachronisia that we must epologize
for, such as the "Fall of Man'", the Incarnation and the
Resurrection. We acknowledge no Revelation that was the
final word in religion. We face the future undismayed.
We weloome scientific investigation. We glorg in our
independence of all ecclesiastieal authority. &

The most extreme deseoription of Judaism as an a=creedal religion

was presented by Moses P. Jacobson. It will be disoussed in the

next section.

Thie position was challenged by the many who looked beyond
the process itself and realized that it was but the means to an end
of which we must never lose sight. The purpose of evolution is not
free untrammeled development, it must be a controlled process leads
ing towards deepened religious meanings. "While congregational
autonomy hes csarried the victory as against unbending tradition
and legal code, we must by no mesns, rest on our laurels and be
content with suech triumph end glory in the external reforms brought
about. We have indeed resched the constructive period, and we must
feel the went of a genuine, inner, moral and religious reform."9%
Reform could not be undirected process.

But the most telling criticism ceme from those who still
rotained their belief in a creed. The Conference, as is to be expected,
still contained spokesmen for the formulation of a creed and though
they were relatively small in numbers their voices were not stifled.
They spoke out against the substitution of a methodology for a belief.
Most influential of these men was William Roseneu. He condemned the
type of thinking which turned Reform into a stamping ground for a 1l

beliefs. "In order that Reform may be successful in the appeal made




by the Reform Rebbinate of America it must possess Jewish individu-

ality. It dare not be "all things to all people." It must not be

exposed to the peoples mistrust in consequence of a colorless
theology and a characterless worship.94 He could not accept a

definition which would turn Reform into a meeningless é;p, show-

ing neither vigor nor conviction. Instead he demands that Reform

face its responsibllities and forthrightly declare its position.

In his presidentisl message of 1916 he urges:

The Pittsburgh Platform is Reform's last prounciamento.
We have our specific interpretation of Jewish history,
Jewish feith and Jewish life. If we expect to adhere

to the Pittsburgh platform, let us sey so. If it 1s open
to modification, because of radical changes which have
ensued in the world of thought, let us not shirk our
responsibility. Whatever our declaration shall be 1t
will give character and stability to our Conference and
through our Conference, tO our cause.

Despite these criticisms the spirit of the Conference during these

years remained as first deseribed. Their emﬁhasis was placed upon

the tangibles of the social situation. They focused thelr attention

on the specifiec issties of education, group cohesion, and especially

social justice.




191)~1918 TIncreesed Emphasis on Social Justice

Superficially there appears to be much in comwon between
the attitude of the years 1891-1887 and that of the present years
uder discussion. Both emphasized predominently the prineiple
of progressive evolution - bub beyond this point the similerity
largely disappears. The earlier reformers held a compelling belief
in the reality and even in the imminence of the *Messianic Age! of
wniverselisme The 'Kingdom of God' was close, end amidst the eager
snticipation, cantion could largely be thrown to the winds. Issues
guch as individuel ritual, group cohesion, and authority, beceme
comparitivgly insignificant in reletion to the anticipated redemption
of maﬁgagd.

But it was not so in the second decade after the turn of
 the century. Menkind still believed that it was destined to progress
but was no longer certain that redemption was weiting at the turn ofr

the roads As mmn saw it the path of evolution was wellenigh en endkassv
one, and the Messianic Age seemed an illusive vision across the plains
of time. Deliberance was not immediately on its way, men had to fend
for himself, to mend his walls, and heal his diseases®he had to bide
his time. The issues of the Conference likewlse became predominently
‘practioal ones, they were concermed with anti~semitism, education,
character formetion, and social justice.

The ideals of Justice and Merevy basic to a sociel justice

platform, were the dominent religious métifs of the Conference at
this times The tone of the Conference beceme even more strongly
Prophetiec in its demends for socoial and economic amslioration.

Judaism was often defined from this point of view. Moses J. Gries




writess

Surely not one emong us doubts the oconvincing force of
Judaism and of Jewish history. No religion out of its
spiritual treasury cen interpret with more of truth and
power the moral problems of our age and generation.
religion, of time past or present, speaks more clearly
on behalf of sbelal justice and individual righteousness.
Israel with its historic message of the rulership of God
end of the divinity enshrined in every human soul, is
cnlled to spiritual leaderships

£

In the seme vein Louis Grossman states:
The preacher nowadays tekes his text out of the book of
thet 1life which teems with social perplexities snd social
idealisms, and the Rabbl who witnesses the tragedies of
the collapse of careers or of homes feels he cennot give

adequate comfort and zest for renewed effort nor establish
confidence in the world by wrds of pastoral theology.

The role of the rabbi is seen as largely related to the
social implications of his duty, his role is one of social service.
Apparently this conception was a fairly prevalent one for we find
that 1t occesions its share of oritieism. Jacob Singer points out
this inadeguacys

Historie Judeism demanded Social Pervice and religious

culbturs, but religious cultuye is essentiel and not

secondary or incidentel. Today Social Service is tending
to become en exclusive obsession. As such it is fraught
with serious denger. It may, as Dr. Schechter once

warned, turn our pk ce of worship, including our religlous

schools , into settlement houses in disguisegg8 ‘

Indeed it seems evident that the temper of the Conference
was well summed up by the words of Morris Renson who said, "Judaism
subordinates metaphysics to ethics."9® My issuss of social justice
found eereful hearing at the hands of the Conference during this
periods The tendency became prominent in the 1909 snd remained so
. during this period under discussion. This does not imply that at
the conclusion of this period interest was reduced, or that prior
to this period it didn¥t exist, it simply points our that it was

during this time that strong interest in affairs of soclal justice

No @ﬁ,w%~ﬂ
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9sserted itselfs
Tssues broached were those of white slavery,loo the

benal system,lo1 the workingmen end the synagogﬁloz anti-
semitism,los wages and morals,lo4 synagog end social service,105
scholarly study of Judaism end social service,loe synagog and
industrial relations,107 synsgog snd philanthropies,lo8 among
others. It was a period of high social awareness.

It was stated before that Judaism at this time was
subjected to definition which played up the theme of social justice.
One of the most heretic definitions of this type was made by Rabbi
Moses Jacobsone It involves one of the most aggressive attacks upon
the treditional theistiec position. He begins with the premise that
the Jews have always been conditioned by‘their environment, accepit=
ing its basic scientific and philosophic judgements. He:then
attempts to predict what effect the present American enviromment,
with its‘scientific stress, wlill have upon the traditional values
of Judaism, nemely, monotheism, revelation, and the moral 1&w.109

Concerning revelation:s he finds that it is almost an
wnteneble position at the present moment. He writess "Bubt how will
you get at tho belief in God? There has been = we have seen = no
rovelation to base ite Its inherency in human nature is denied by
a8 moany of those who can speak with authority on the subject as 1t
is affirmed. Will you have recourse to idealistlc philosophy? But
if, according to this philosophy, we can be consclious only of +the
affections of our mind end can not be conseious of what occasion

these affections, how is it possible for us to have e consciousness

of Godl"+L0
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He finds sclence to be equally oubspolen against the

possibility of the existence of o Gode "3cience is beginning to
rumble menacingly. There are soientists today who are saying
wnembiguously = I do pot say, mind you, that they are tight -
that in the whole process of evolution from the palpitating

ether through the electrons and the stoms up to matter end plant
end animal end men, all the way up from ether up to ethics, there
is simply one continuous, wbroken sutomatic, ineviteble play and
interplay, with ng?mg piqpq?yﬁs‘§pace permitting the intervention

of a superior will or control.111

He spares no doctrine in his attack. The next to feel

_the lash of his logie is the moral lew. "Finally to the moral

law = this, even acoording to the Bergsonian theor# of the supserior
evolutionary veluwe of the intuitions, is not a miracuous gift, but
merely one of the inevitable blossomings of the inescapable process,
8 proceoss in which Bergson has not as yot, sny more thean any scientist,
admitted the least loophole for & Deity. 4And the impossibility of
makinga,religi;n out of ethics pure snd simple is virtually path-
otically confessed by Felix Aler = in that lecture of his a fow
yoars ago whereby he sought to introduce into his school, in order
to give it substance snd backbone, the whole calendar of pagan
rituals and even a counterpart of the Catholic confessional.112
Jacobson places Judaisn in the dilemne whereby the
environment le.s become phi losophiocally oppos ed to her beliefs;
nowever , he finds hope even though her beliefs are no longer

vieble. This is the problems "Now suppose that tomorrow this

monistic thinking should become 80 dominant that, like the Aris=-




totelian philosophy in the tim of Maimonides, it would enforce
its dictum upon enlighted Jewry, would it be a necessary oonseguence
thet for that adveanced Israel, Judaism's message would be utterly

exhausted? I for one do not think that we are constrained to any
wll3

g0 desparate an inference.

He then proceeds to describe what he considers to be

the essence of the Jewish position, Judaeism®s true calling. "There

is however one gober scholar in Judaism whom I can follow. I

refer to Israel Abrams. When he, too, had finished substentially

the same analysis, he uttered these significent words: "Israel

is the protestant people. EHvery religious or moral innovator has

also been a protestant. 8oorates, Jesus, Luther, Iseiah, Malomides,

dpinoza, all of them, besides their contributions = wvery unequal

contributions =~ to the positive story of truth, assumed also the

negative attitude of protestors. They r efused to go with the multi-

tude, to acguiesce in Surrent conventionss They were all unpopular

men. The Jews as & community have fulfilled and are fulfilling,

this protestant function. They have been and are wnpopular just

because of their protestent function, they refuse to acquiesce «.e

There is permenent value to those in the world of Isrsel's deter=

mined protestent attitude."ll4

Thus the platform of socianl justice is carried on to its

farther~most extreme. To be sure Jacobson's position was not

endorsed by the Conference, it went to the length of declaring

by special action that his peper "reflects his individuel opinions
wllb

and does not express the views of the Conference. However,

his remarks paved the way for the humsnism which later found its //

S, é
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way on ‘the Conference floor in the twenties and thirties. Let
it suffice to say that the concept of social justice pleyed an

excoeding ly important role during this perioda




1911-1918 Zionism

Zionism, probably the most controversial issue which
the Conference faced, stepped into its share of the spotlight
in the year 1917. In that year the Conference faced this issue
end begsn the chalin of.davelopment which finally resulted in the
compromises of 1935 end 1937 The problem wﬁs raised in abrupt
form by Williasm Rosensu, who in his presidential message demanded
that the Conference declare its opposition to Zionism. He stated:

The time hss come for the Conference to publish

the statement thet it stands for em Isreel whose

migsion is religious and that, in the light of +this

mission, it looks with disfavor upon eny moveT?%t
the purpose of which is other than religious.

This suggestion wes referred to the Committee on the
Presidentis Message and was consequently re-submitted to the

Conference in the form of one majority snd two minority reports.

The majority report affirmed the treditdonal position of Reform
Tt read as followst

Wo herewlith reaffim the fundsmmentel principle of

reform Judaism, that the essence of Israel as a priest-
poople, consists in its religious consciousness, and

in the sense of consecration to God snd service in the
world, and not in any political or racial national
consciousness. And therefore, we look with disfavor

upon the new doctrine of political Jewish nationalism,
which finds the criterion of Jewlsh loyalty in enything
other than loyalty to Israel's God and Israsl's religious
mission.™ :

The first of the two minority reports wes submitted by

Max Heller, who had been an outspoken Zionist since the early years

after the turn of the century. He writess

Inasmuch as reform Judeism does not dogmatize on the
geographical habitat or political status of the Jow;
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Inasmuch as reform Judaism does not insist on the
dispersion of the Jews as an indispenseble condition
for the welfare and progress of Judalism;

Be it resolved; that there is nothing in the effort
to secure a publicly and legelly safewguarded home
for Jews in Palestine which is not in %igord with
principles and aims of reform Judaism.

The second minority report was submitted by Louis J» Kopald, a
non=%ionist who felt strongly that the Conference should not attempt
to suppress honest minority opinions. His statement declaress

We are convinced that whether the individual Zionist
call himself rece~Zionist, nation«Zionist or religious
Zionisty Zionism is ultimately nothing bub ean inter=-
pretation of the best method of conserving Judaismj

and that when especially we realize that our liberal
congregations, which the members of this Conference
gerve, are in ell cases divided into Zionist and non-
Zionist viewpoints, all the members of which, however,
are recognized as having equal rights to membership in
their congregeations, it becomes unjust as well as logicelly
untenable that this Conference go on record in any reso=
luti on aimed directly and prescriptively at one wing,

end a growingly impor tent wing, of Judaism. The writer
of this minority report is himself not a Zionist, and
yot he feels keenly the need of protescting the principles
of Jewlsh liberslism, and of urging the members of the
Conference not to teke ection_go imimical to liberslism
and s0 essentially un~dewish.

The reaction of the Conference to this set of proposals
was, ag of course was to be expeoted, sharp and immediate. The
Conference broke down along the lines of the three reports. There
were those who held to the classie description of Judaism which
wuld remove all traces of nationelism from Judaism. The Zionists
on the other hend protested that "It is not true that Reform Judaism
has eliminated the idee of Nationslisms"?0 And the third position,
that of tolerant liberalism, wes utilized by some non==Zionists,

28 we have seen in regard to Kopald, snd of course by Zilonistse

The Zionist used a variety of premises for their argumen=




tation. Stephen $¢ Wise utillzed the argument for tolerance.

"I would not have you say that a reform teacher or rabbi has

forfeited the right to be a teacher because he has subscribed to

the Zionist platform. I appeal not for Zionism, but for the
inclusiveness and comprehénsivenss of liberal Judeism."12l
Another strong srgument utilized by the Zionists is stated by
Harris. "I have seen young people, suddenly coming into contect

with Zionism, become all aflsme not only with nationalism, but

with religious fervor and brought back to the observance of Judaism."122
Also the argument was stressed that universalism is not incompat-

ible with partioularism. Rebbi M. Silver states: "Zionism is a
movement of idealism. It imcludes all kinds and phases and shades

/  | of Zionists. Bub officiai Zionism 1s political Zionism and properly

s0. Bub in spite of this I can see no imeompatibility between Reform

Judsaism and zioni.sm."lz3

The anti-~Zionist position received its most outspoken

defense from Rebbi Schulmen, who declared: "Zionism is & delib-

erste rejeotion of the whole movement end espiration of the modern

Jew which begen with Mendelsohm and is crystalized in Americen

Reform which says that Israel is a priest people, telling the
world that Isrsmel is a religlous union."}2%4 The anti-Zionist
case rosted on the principle of the religious, rather than the

national , definition of Judalsm. Rabbi Rosenauw rephreses bthis

position in more personal terms: "We who believe thet the religious
interpretation of Jewish history is the correct ome have as much
right to our opinion as have they who insist upon the national

theory of Jewish life. We are constently being told that we are




"not Jews", that the only kind of a Jew to be reckoned with is

the Zionistioc Jew. We, tooj have traditions - the traditions
of reform, end I would rather oling to the treditions of a move-
ment that lays stress on the religious interpretations of life
than to the traditions of = movement thet care nothing for that
which is religious.."]25

A third group took a comparatively neutral position,
declariﬂg that no decision need be made. Rebbi Calisch insisted
thet it is not within the scope of the Conference to make decisions
which are binding upon members who cannot subsoribe to them.126
Felix Levy echoed this positions: "Voting on a matter of this kind

wl27 Dr

brings us no nearer to a solution of the;problem. « Cohon

falt that the issue was an economlic one beyond the scope of the
Conference. e statess "Zionism is a'purély economie interpre=-
tation of life and we, as a religious organization, have no such
problem before us 128
Te issue was finally resolved by meesns of a compromise
resolution which reflected the opinion of the group which urged
neutrality. The Conference affirmed that though it still retained
its religious definition of Judaism, this was no time in vhich to
aggravate internal differences. The actual wording of the crucial
paragraph of the resolution is es followss
I+ furthermore recommends that at a time of universal
conflict and suffering, such as the present, it is of
prime importamce that the Conference emphaslze not the
differences that divide us, but those sacred principles
which all Jews hold in common, asnd those great tasks
which it is our paresmount duty at the present moment

to promote snd perform together for the alleviation

of humen suffering snd the healing of the Jewish peaople..m9
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In effect the Conference retained its traditional religious
emphasis, yet at the same time it temoitly admitted thet Zionism
must be accepted within its renkss In 1918 the Conference was
forced to enlarge its attitude once again. The question srose
as to what should its attitude: be towards the Balfour Declaraw=
tion. The issue was no longer one specifically of Zionism,ft
wos given brosder implications. The Declaration promised to give
o haven to the countless Jewish refugees who otherwise had nowhere
to turn, for this reason the Declaration could not be opposed; yet
the Conference could not accept the appelation "National home-land"
which the declaration stressed. The resolution which it adopted
exprosses this ambivalences It readss
Wo naturally favor the facilitation of immigration to
Palestine of Jews, who because of economic necessity
or political or religlous persecution desire to settle
there. We hold thet Jews in Pelestine as well as any-
where else in the world are entitled to equality inm
politicaly ¢ivil and religious rights but we do not
subscribe to the phrase in the declaration which says,
"pPalostine is to be & national homeland for the Jewigh
psoples” This statement assumes that the Jews although
identif ied with the life of many nations for centuries
are in fect a people without a country. We hold that

Jewish peoilg are and of right ought to be at home in
all lendse ™

But regardless of the equivocation, the principle of Palestine eas
g haven was affirmed.

Duriné the years 1917-1918 the Conference accepted two
seemingly minor principles which ulﬁimately paved the way for the
later resolution of the issue of Zionism in 1937. The acceptance

of the right of Zionlsts to belong to the Conference snd the recog=

nition of the importence of Palestine as & haven, layed the groundw

Hosrescisssaprnes

work for the future reconciliation.




1919 = 1928

The definition of Judeism as & process of religious
growth ellowed the Reform movement to sidestep two well-nigh
irresolvable issues, that of creed and of Zionism. The Conference
" was free to skirt these problems vwhile at the same time granting
the adherents both pro snd con of either position full acceptance
ot the conferences This position wes influentiel during the period‘
presently under discussion, but it was constantly subject to ine
croasing oriticisme

The mein tenets of this definition were forcefully
rephrased by men such s Kohler, Inelow, Grossmen and Morgenstern.
Kohler's sounds the keynote of the attitude. He desoribes Judaism
in this veins

Not a church universal, not a uniferm religion for

all, but the divine truth reflected in meny systems

of belief snd thought, just as the diemonds reflects

light by its mmy fecets, & religlon ever progressive

on lines of historical continuity, but never finished

or final, leading all the nations and olasses of men

to the mountein of God = this is Judaism's aim, the

realization of our Messisnic hope, the esteblishment

of God*s Kingdom on earth. 8
H. Ge Enolow develops this idea to & further degree. Reviewlng

the development of Reform Judei su Ie finds that three eleménts
are oxhibited in its development, these he regards as the theoret~
joal principles of Reform Judeism.

Thus , the parsmount principles of Reform Judaism, T

believe, are three: first, that Judaism is a mobile

rether then o fized form of religion; second, that its
permanent end essential part is found in certain ethical
and spiritual affirmations rather then in fixed ceremonial
observances; end thirdly, that by nature snd destiny it

is universal, and not national or local,

But the definition of the “"permenent and essential part" remainsg
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vegue and indeterminate. This glorification of the truths of
Judaism with out delineating them is beautifully exhibited in
the words of lLouls Grosswans

A Reformer is elweys a defender and protector of the

essential facts & life. Isaac M. Wise stood out not

for expedients bub for ebsolute truth. Hy gave this

conference a positive characters We represent what

is historically true and that which neither radicalism

csn foist nor reactionism pervert. Americen Judaism

nad developed along with the logie of religious, social,
economic snd political movemsnts of which it is a part
snd not sccording to the pre~conceptions aid whims of

abstrue idealists or impulsive theorizers. 3

Roform stends for the truth, whatever it be, and 1ts
validation,is thet truth is the product of historic developments
History is accepted as the final validity. - This position regarding
the validity of histor y is most boldly asserted by Morgenstern.

Nor may we ask , after a hundred years of labor end

progress, whether the movement wes justified. It was

o historical necessity , the ineviteble creation of

historic evolution. What history calls into béing

con noither be justified nor apologized for. It cen

only be guided along pigger chennels and toward a

definite exalted good.

As we have seen before, the theorem of Judaism as a
process was ramified into two corolleries: first the piece~meal
approach to religious issves which placed stress on Socinl Justicey
and, secondly, the attitude of tolerance towards all the conflicting
segment s within Judai sm, of fering all the varied points of view a
naven. But wherees in the past decsde these two corollaries did
not conflict now they do.

The socisl justice position is teken by men such as

Goldenson end Frenklin. Franklin stetes: "Our scheme of life,

otherwise oalled religion, was & dispensation, not only at the

time of Moses, but throughout our historic and wisespr@éd adjust~ -




ment to the world. Judaism is soclology of universal scope
in meening and intercontinentel in fact. And it is verified

and not merely e theory. Our solidarity, our self-restraint,

our loyalty, our sobriety, our virtues that have held us firm

and uncontaminated in the feverish world are uncontradicteble

: 13
svidence that we have a right to spesk and advise .Y, ® e

context of his thinking is mide clear when he states: "Judaism

186 pranklin is clear in defining

is not a faith it is a dyneamic,
Judaism as a methodology whose major function is éociological.
Goldenson is a bit more hesitant inm his mammer but he r eaches
the sesme conclusion. 4t is apparent from his words that he too

‘regards Judaism as o dynemic, whose major concern should be issues

of social reconstruction. Be writess "If I should put into a

single sentence the present status of Reform, I would say that we

are on the eve of another pericd of profound searching end the
motive of this re-examination is to be fouid in the evergrowing

belief thaet modern Judeism must justify its continuing existence

by contributing to the spiritual sanctions needed in the hopes and

labors of social reconstruction."137

But this emphasis on social justice is challenged by the

more Zionisticaelly oriented members of the Conference. In opposition

to the corollary of social justice they affirm thet of Klal Yisroel.

In diresct response to Goldenson, Brickner statess

We are divided end I am glad the issue has come frankly
to & head .., One group is driving the principles of
Holdheim and Geiger to their logiecal consequences,
namely, Humeniteriasnism, end there are men outside of
the Jewish group who because of certain cultural forces
have come to the same conclusion. They would agree
absolutely with Dr. Goldenson and say to him, "Come let
us join in a fellowship of Ethlcal Humenitarienism, and




we will build & Community House of worship snd over
the door shall be this mottos "This house shall be
& house of prayer unto all people.”

The second group is a group small in number in the
Conference »»» We shall stay close to the lines of
the Jewish people and our Reform shall be, not a
logicel development of certain principle s which we
extracted from a certain portion of Jewish History,
but we shall continue the whole line and make Reform
as Drs Enelow said in his pper, "A principle of Jewish
traditi on.”

Brickner objects to the position which defines the goal of the

evolution of Judeism as being sccial justice, he argues for a more

inolus ive definition which would include all the aspects of Judaism,

and particularly thet of Zionism. Bernard Heller mekes the seme

point with more olaritye

Groups are attempting to define Judaism in terms of a
single principle. One wishes to read Judaism purdly
in terms of rece. Judaism to them is "The Jewish
People" ... Then we have, or perhaps I ought to say,
we had, a school that defined Judaism purely in terms
of oreed = Judeism is monotheism =~ snd that was alls
Then we heve a school that displayed a tendency to
define Judaism in terms of ethics, purely ethical
principle s, Judaism is Justice, etc., and then we have
o group that attempts to meke out of Judaism & pure
culture. They are the staunch Chassidim of Jowish Music,
art, etc, Now all of these defjinitions are inadequate.
All four go to meke up Judelsm.

The Zionists were objecting to the rigid definition of

Jewish evolution vhich would ignore thé specific values of Jewish

nationalism. Abba Hillel Silver took his stand upon this point.

He atbtack's thet view which deémphasizes the importance of nation-

elistic elements in the development of Jewish History. %e writes:

"Phe strength of Libersl Judeisn has been and is its adherence to

the mission ideal . Its woekness lies in the fact that it hasllabored

wnder an anti-nationalistic, anti-nomistie incentation, which is
140

fundementally foreign to prophetic end Pharisaic Judaism ...

It has becoms apparent that the issue of Zionism could
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no longer be continued by the expediency of defining Judaism |
as en @llwinclusive process. A&s the Zionist group became

larger snd more influential, it grew more active in its demends

for a more positive apprecistion of its position, it could no }‘
- longer be setisfied with the half-hearted tolerance which it had u

been offereds




1919-1928 Reform Bmphasis on the Bmotionsl Aspects of Religion

The methodolofical approach to religious issues was
also open to eriticism on & specifioally religious level. Perhaps
it was the fault of the times, the fault of the Reform movement
in general or thet of the methad ological approach in particular;
but it became most apparent during these years that personal religion

was very much on the wane and personal plety was fast becoming a

disappearing art. Conceivably the methodological approach which

phyed down the creedal aspects of religion did militate in further
aggravating this condlition. Fineshriber feels that the lack of
emphasis on a creed and the overemphasis on issues of social welfare
were prerequisite causess

Tn one sense, the relative absence of popular theology
has been advantageous . It hes diverted energy into
Judeisn's favorite channel = action. The religious
impulse, especially in our day, has flowered forth in
protean forms, in the orgenization of charities, ‘the
founding of settlement houses, the participation in end
frequently leadership of numerous civiec causes ..» Butb
wfortunately the effects of the this primal religious
impulse have not always been religious, and not infre=
quently have been irreliglous. The same causes that
have made theology unpopuler have succeeded in divorcing
philen thropic and social agencies from the synagog. The
religious senotion is missing, and until this is applied
to the synagog, like its intellectual expression, theology,
it will wene in influence.¥

The Conference, long involved in the broad social issuves
of Jewish life, had overlooked to a large degree, the specific
problems of individual belie fs They ignored such basie religilous
igsues as, for exemple, personal convietions, faith, individual
religlous maturity, the religious personality, snd variaetion in

individual religious needs. In the years 1919~1928 the members




of the Conference became increasingly aware of this void which

exlsted in congregational life. The Jews as an individual found

himgelf without any guidsnce for the issues of his own inner life;
he was at a loss when he attempted to define his own religious
nature. Goldenson writess
Our people are becoming more end more uncertain and
hesitent in determining the significance of so~called
religious experience, because they do mot know
precisely what element in their composite Jewishness
has mde them susceptible to a particular influence. They
wander and waver among all these elements. At one
time they think of culture, at another, of religion, then
of national ity, snd then of the negative forces, as anti-
semitism and perseoution, forces that underlie and
reinforce their positive beliefs and predictions.142
A Meny members of the Conference were serliously concerned
. with this problem. There seemed to he almost complete agresment,
with regard to the'specific cure which was needed, on the part of
those who broached this subject; The situation wes approeached from
meny points of view but the conclusions were almost consistently the
game . Kaufman Kohler minces no words., "Indeed the mein issue is no long-
er between Drthodoxy snd Reform, but between a world with or a world
without God, amd the question is how to counteract the intellectualism
and outward culturalism which pervades our entire educational and
social system by a strong appeal to our emotional nature, to the
spiritual needs of man."l45 The problem of belief must be approached
from the emotional side of the individual. Schulmen states a similar
view. Vital religion, he holds, expresses itself through four
personality types, that of prophet, sage, priest and mystic. Reform
has stressed the first two and all but ignored the last two. "We

threw into the background entirely the priestly function of conserve-
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ing whet is veluable in tradition and with e very horror of

mysticism, we have lost sight of the fact that religion in

the present slweys meens the mystlc feeling of realizing

God's presence."144

Agein the basic theological problem of the Con-

ference was raised: how is it to present its beliefs in
compelling form, and on what authority, be it ethical value, I
legislative coereion, rational lucidity, universalistic

optimism or mystic conviotion, shell it base its messagoe.

During 1890-1897 the problem was resolved by the urgent bellef

in the imminence of the‘Messianic period » At the tum of the
century the answer was sought through the aegls of ereed end synod,
bub this, too, was not found to be expedient., During 1911~

1918 the problem was sidesteppeds euthority, was found in

the procesées of history; the very historical existence of

the group was declared to be sufficient reasom for its continued

existencee During 1919=1928 the issue arose with regard to the

individuals What are the religious truths which Reform teaches,
and how can the individual be impressed with their ufgency? 1In

the past interest was focused upon the group; now emphasis wes

shifted to the individual and it was hoped that through the i
guickening of the emotions of the individual, new spirit may be.

infused into Judaisms

This religious atrophy is described as resulting from

the leck of a definitive authority within Judaism. Reichert writes:




"The glorification of science and materialism and the lack of

regspect for all forms of authority, may be held largely responsi-

ble for the religious indifference so prevalent today."l45 Thet

is necessary is the search for a newer more effective basis for

suthority. HEnelow states the problem wells "Our greatest need

at the present time is a vindication, selentific, philosophical,

intellectual or emotionsl =-- whatever you may call it == but a

vindiecation of the fundamental truths of religion‘"146 However

the matter be put, whether it be traced to lack of authority, or

to the need for vindication, the response of the Conference weas

comparatively clear = vindication or euthority is to be found

through the cultivation of the emotional aspeots of the individual.

In 1922 an abortive attempt was maede to legislate a

religious revival within the ranks of Americsn Judaism. Though

this plan did not get beyond the legislative stage it is highly

indicative of the temper of the Conference at the time. In 1922

Bdwerd Calisch in the course of his presidential message suggested

the following: "I recommend that e committee be appointed to

cons ider the feasibility of a revivel servicB as a regular feature

of the synagog service, and to report to the Conference as to the

time and memner of its conduct."47

The Committee on the Presidentts Message gave this matter

careful consideration which resulted in the following resolution,

which wes sccepteds "We deem it, the president¥s message, in regard

to the possibility of reviving interest in synagog worship and of

intensifying religious zeal as worthy of earnest consideration.

Wey therefore, recommend that the Executive board be requested to




appoint a member of the Conference to present at the next conven=

tiong a peper dealing with the elements of emotionslism and

mysbticism in relation to modern Judalsm. The specifie purpose

of this paper shall be to ascertain whether or not there is a

possibility of stimulating religious fervor through exercise of

these factors in public worship. We note with interest that the

Association of Reform Rabbis of New York City and Vieinity has

already appointed a committee to consider this prdblem."148 It

is apparent that the issue was given thought.

The extent of the impact of this attitude upon Reform

thinking is best demonstrated by a study which was made by Marvin

Nothen in 1926, entitled, "The Tremd Today of the Reform Movement."

It is a statistical study of the then prevalent attitudes among
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members of the Conference. He presents the following statistioss

Is the trend in Reform todey towards

8) theory cca 14
or
practice wes 40

b) Rationalism
A yes eoss 26
. N0 oesw 32

¢) Universalism
YOS eoco 39
NO sees 16

d) Clearer Understending pf Prinoiples
Jes esee 28
Nno  sesa 33

e) Customs
yes ssee 66
no sens 16

£) Mysticism
JO8 sees 33
no XX 20
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g) Social Service
YOS eses 37
NO  esee 6
h) Preaching

VES eene 42

0O  eewe 10
Nathan interprets his findings in this manner. "There is no doubt
that the trend is away from the rational to the emotional and the
mystic. The weakness of Reform has been its over-emphasis on the
rati onal; the swing is now on back to the emotionaly from "ration~
alism to feelingism"ulﬁo He states that this is true not only of
the rebbinate but of the péople, and that the search for emotional
validity is one that the people have also embarked upon. "The |
guestion of biblical criticism does not perplex our people« The
supposed conflict between science end religion does not interest
thems As a matter of fact the reconciliation is telen for granteds
Abstract prineiples do not eppeal, rational interpretation does not
teke hold. There is a oraving for something warm, definite, concrete,
w=~ that apgaals_to the heart, that grips the soul. That there is a
raﬁurn to ‘the customs and ceremonies in home and synagog is evident
on. every side,"16}

The return to emotionsl ism was very much in evidence during
this periods Most of the thinking done was on an individual level;
the Conference did not attempt to legislate upon this issue.
Religion was often defined in terms of the emotions. Abram

Simon states: "I define relipion as man%s conscious desire to be
in helpful communion with the powers manifest in the universe upon

whom he feels dependent. It has the advantage of finding the

origin of religion, pef g0, in the emotions ++« The soul feels the




need for such communion; end grows by whet 1t feeds upon."152

Reichert offers a similar definition: "Religion is not an in-
tellectual theory ... but a far off remote vision of the soul,
which grows stronger in intensity end richer in colorfulness
through deep emotional experience ... Imagination creates it,
reason defines ity but mystiocism identifies the individual with
1t,M163

Prayer too came in for its share of mystlc definition.
Bernard Heller statest "The basis of prayer must be faith end

fancy, a faith which develops in one the sense and faculty of in=

tuition and the fenocy which impels the soul to adventure to realms
that ave unknown and uncharted. Instead of stressing the element of
rat%fpalism when we pray, let us stress and cultivate the elements

of mysticlsm end imagination."m4 Psychology is brought into the
pleture by»Rabbi Parker who regards it as the tool for the manipu~
lation of the emotions. He mainteins: M"If the function of worship
is o refresh =nd revise the big =nd meaningful smotional experience$
of}life, to restore them into the ruling position from which they
have been erowded by the immediate demands of life and perhaps to

-

reassociate them in more significeant ways, then we must be guided
by the youngest of the sciences, psychology."155
With regard to the problem of creed: positions both pro
and con were taken on the basis of the mystic orientation. Opposed
to creed, Isaac Moses writess MWe nesd more spirituality snd 1eés
theology; we need the stimulating and vitalizing influences of art,

architecture, music, the inspiring power of symbolism, feeding the

imaginetion with sublime sentiments and strengthening the will by




noble resolutions." 56 1In sgreement with this disdain for

theology Felix Levy saids "The absence of a generally accepted

creed may be a source of weakness but it is the source of strength

to our faith, as it has been handed down to us through the ages,

permitting the free and untrammeled spirit of our helpfulness and

power to adjust itself to changing conditions. 57

On the other hand Ettelson used the mystic orientation as

e possible basis for the formation of a creed. Through a "leap of

Paith" we must reach our theological position, and maintained by

our emotional inertie we shall obtain the strength to cling to

our belisfs. Ho writess "Let us not, beceuse of rightful repugw

nance to mere emotionalism in religion, deny ourselves the right

to the deepest religious emotions. There is such a thing as meking

e fotish of the sme and belenced. It is no virtue in a religion

to claim as its main characteristic that it is wholly end solely

rational « Not thus are the hearts and sould of men lifted beyond

themselvesy No program became an all conquering cause, inspiring

its heroes snd martyrs by being no more than just sensible and

practical . If we want a higher response in spiritual enthusiasm

ser We must make a daring venture of faith. It is the mystery of

faith that it must be genuinely lived in order to be really believedm"l58

Meny words were uttered on the question of personal religiong

and it was obvious that a spiritual turmoil was involved. The

unrest caused the Conferense to re-examine its original premises,

and once again the question of creed is hurled to the forefront of

the thinking of the Conference.




1929-1937 The Search for Authority

The Conferenee could no longer countenance the subter=

fuge of Ymethodology' which sidestepped the issues of the day.

Ameriea was involved in the throes of depression; the cries and

appeals of meny "isms" filled the sir and Reforﬁ was forced to

take a ooncrete poéitiom in order to compete for its existence.

It could no longer fall back on the position which tolerated all

beliefs but affirmed none. Lendman writess "WNe have many progrems,

but no program. Our ideologies are illﬂdefined, entangling ws

hopelessly in a lebrynthic rundle thet terminates inm a blind end.

We have leaders who darklyhiﬁﬁwgg asunder, but no leadership that‘ S

directs us toward the sun ... Reform Judeism is quite befogged,

becalmed; uncertain of its di rection and woefully artless to steer

a fearless course,"199

Whet was needed was a concrete theological basis which

could provide direction to the Reform group. But what is to be

the basis for this theology? It could not be the historicism of

the pesty; that seemed certain. Enelow writes: "Nor csn we rest
content with the theologic effects end achievements put forth hitherto

by Reform Judaism. The pioneers of Reform Judaism = from Geiger to

Einhorn, from Holdheim to Kohler - did devote themselves to theology;

that was one of thelf merits; but theirs was a historical theology.

They were true to the needs, and shared the favorite method, of

the nineteenth century. Their aims was chiefly to give a portrayal won

of the religlous concepts of the past, with emphasis on the process
of development through which concepts had gone in the course of ages.

We need to go beyond the historicism of the last century. We need
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to construct a new-fheology, vhich would nqt merely relate the

story snd depict the evolution of the past,vbut would embody <the

knowledge and volce the convictions of the present, and thus

serve as & basis for the renewal and strengthening of our religious'

life in ‘the future."160
What was needed was e systematic rethinking of the issues

of the day in honest contemporary terms, to get down to basic

premises and reevaluvate them, to determine what exactly is the

nature of Reform belief. Refom theology could not be construed as

being a survival of the hoary past requiring no vindication other

than its antiquity; it wes not an orthodoxy which néeds no justifie

cation for feith except revelation., "Reform," Felix Levy states,

"anxious to adjust its professions to the present, must frequently

restate its position =nd even exemine premises; e.g., the historicity

of.the revelatory event. 4 philosophic investigation of the validity

of religious experiences, of its elaim to truth, ete., is courted . M161
Bub & mere philosophical presentation is not sufficient.

A philoso phical disquisition is primerily valusble for the sske of

entrenching conviction, it ls only moderately capable of creating

‘conviction, what was still needed was some voices of authority which

could compell belisf and help create a unifed spirit within the

Jewish damp. "If Judaism is to be a force in our lives," Cohon

writes, "1t must continue to speak to us with & voice of suthority.

It may no longer speek in the neme of CGod with regard to cersmonial

matters that have lost their appeal to some moderuws; but it still

can and must inspire and stimulate to ethical end spiritual behavior

by virtue of its inner truth and emcellence." 82 He decries that




form of libersl ism which would prevent us from bteking stands on

the besis of our convictions. "Liberalism must serve not as a
corrosive mcid but as a cohesive force. Let us not hesitate to

come into agreement emong ourselves on the intelleotual as well

as upon the moral foundations of our raligion."163 Gohon'ts demand
is for a creed which eould unify action md thought. The Conference
wes to be influenced by this plea.

But what is to be the basis for this authority? Two
alternative methods were considereds:i thabiof science snd that of
mysticism. There were those who thought science could provide
religion with its strongest basis. Men like Levy, Heller, and
pspecially Brickner discussed this possibility. But by and large
the response of the Conference was luke-warm, Spesking on this
subject Lazaron statest "I have read Eddington and Jeans and White=
head snd Einstein. And I meke bold to state that though we welcoms
these great thinkers as ellies in religious beliéf, we cannot == we
" must not depend upon them for our religious position. Religion
must stend on its om feet. The fields of religion must be resog=
pized as sepanrate and distinet, though intimately and inevitebly
releted. Scilence deals with facts; religion with falth. Sclence
is interested in the lew that governs the universe of things; religion
is interested in the meaning end value of 1life. It is futile to base
our claim for religious truth upon sny possibilities that science
may have to offer because what science declares todey is denied

tomorrow.o"164

Whe.t was sought was a source of religious validity, one
that is independent of the shifts in contemporary intellectual modes.

Reform thinkers sttempted to get beyond the dilemna which the original
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rationelist emphasis of Reform created. Religion if it is to

be a source for moral recomstruction, snd spiritual awskening,

must obtain some wvalidity beyond that which contemporary culture
condescends to give it. The search was a difficult one, and indeed,
in terms of the thinking of the day, & well nigh impossible ones

It required man to go béyond the confines of his mind, if mind is
accepted as being culturally defined, to find a source of validity
in some undefineble mental stratosphere, for thus alone can a strong
basis be provided for a theological formuls tione

In search for some mesns of resolving this dilemna, Cohon

" turned to the tesachings of Rudolph Otto. In Otto¥s conceptual -

categoary of the Holy, Cohon found e category of thought which es-
teblishes en ares of ultimate religious validity. He presents his
views in this fashion?

Religion, as our tradition maintains and as Rudolf

Otto has foreibly remihded the world, is more than
philosophyy ethics or eny scheme of human betterment.
When true to itself it represents the consciousness

of the holy, the sensing of ultimate needs, whether

in the cosmic order or in the personality of man, the
espousal of the indestructible values of truth, of goodm=
ness, of justice, not as growing out of subjeotive
preference but as grounded in the. heart of re&lity.

The holy is a distinet category which mey be approximated
by other ideal human expressions but cannot be covered
by them. At the heart of religion, as at the heart of
life itself, lies mystery, which no philosophy ethic or
art can adequately express. It can only be sensed by
the spirit of man when in reverence and in awe it turns
to thé all highest.165

i

This position, which could have provided a basig for
an absolutist position, was not followed through to its logiecal
end, for it could not be squared with the spirit of the conferences
Though the rabbinate had swung away from its strong reliance upon

reason, it had not yet reached the point where it could find validity
.




apart from reason. The strong mystic bent in evidence at the
Conference, was apparently no more than a reaction to the past
whioh was not teken as a serlous alternaetive. A purely religious
category was not acceptable as grounds for theological wvalidiby.

The most eccepteble basis for e theologieal formuletion
was suggested by Touis Binstock. He proposed s method for the
formulation of a creed which would neutrelize the charge that all
creeds are by nature, rigid, snd intolerant. He‘made the following
proposals "The sdme atfitude that people maenifest toward the dogmas
of government and science, they must display toward dogmas of religlons
Just as a dogma or theory of govermment or sclence is acceptable only
so long as it is not supercedsd in the minds of men by a superior
and more useful dogme or theory, so a dogma of religion should bs
acceptable only so long as according to the decision of a reputable
representative body of men, it still serves the spiritual needs of
numsn soulss All dogmas should be fluid end not fixed."}68 Conon
rephrased this proposal in more moderate terms. " "I wish to second

Rabbi Binstock¥s demend for s clear formulation grounded in modern

~philosophy and psychology of the principles of our falth and the

o

practicas of our feith, not ag a test of religious conformity, but
rather for the sake of alding ourselves in ouwr religious thinking
end living."167
This attitude was a definite compromise. Authority was
not to be based upon one factor alone but on several. The belief
in historical evolution snd progress is not disregarded. Every

formulation is to be regarded as tewporary, preparing the ground

for the suoceeding position; every hypotheses 1s tentative and




entieipatory. Reason is to Judge the validity of eech hypotheses

determining when it has outlived its usefulness, and when its
successor has come of age. Yot throughout the premise holds

that a creed does exist, though it be e temporary one, that it

does heve a historie validity beyond the common run of human
knowledges Admittedly this position dees injustice to the essential
mesning of creed as en euthoritative binding document, but it does
bring about the syntheses of resson, historical evolution, and creedal
authority, concepts which have proven to be basic to Reform thinkinga
This position proved to be the touchstone for the formuiation in

1937 of & modified creed, called The Guiding Principle of Reform

‘ Juingg.




1929«1937 The Issue of Humanism

The legislative mechinery for the enactment of the 1937
creoed was set into motion by this resoclution in 1034y

In view of the many ideologioal and material changes

in Jewish and general life which have taken place since

then and which have had their inevitable repercussion

on our Reform point of view, we recommend that the

Bxecutive Board of the Central Conference of Rabbils

plan to have presented abt next year's sessions a

symposium revaluating the platform with a view of

formulating a pronouncement touching the philosophy

and. program of present-~day Reform Judaism.
In keeping with this resolution, the 1935 yearbook contained essays
on the topics of Gody Isramel and Torah. The issue of Torah raised
little discussion. Joseph Rauch summed up Conference attitudess
"Porah becomes the best and the most we know of God at a gilven time,
all the revelation that have unfolded before us and the expression
of Divine Law under which we are to order all of 1ife."189 He
recognizes that "All this is in complete harmony with the pithy and
pregnant declaration of the Pittsburgh Platform on this subjects
We recognize in the Mosalc legislation a system of training the
Jewish people for its mission during its national life in Palestine
and todsy we adcept as binding only 1ts moral laws and maintain only
such ceremonies as elevate and sanctify our lives, but reject all
such as are not adopted to the views and heblts of modern civilizem

n170 Thus the lssues of Toreh and revelation remained.

tion.
But the matter was not resolved this simply with regard

to the definition of %od and Isrmel. Firast let us turn to the issue

which arose concerning God., At thls time there was a group within

the rabbinate which had been influenced by the philosophy of

Humenism. ©Lhe Conference reacted vigorously to this threat to
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8 theistie definition of Judaism. TLefkowitz brought this issue

before the Conference in 1930, He said:

following

‘There is something in Humanism whioch seems to

respond to the modern temper, and a lusty battle

is in sight between the new religion and the old
religious outlook which posits the living God.

Some of our Rebbis seem to be drawn to certain

phases ¢f the new philosophy, and have gone so far as
to denominate our prayers as so much poetry and
nothing else. If Judaism is to continue to be a
well defined way of life we must proceed toward

some sort of definite gronouncmant of Judaism on

the points mentioned. 171

The seme issue was presented much more vigorously the
yoar by Morris Newflield.

It is quite clear that a certain group of Rabbis,
fortunately very insignificent in numbers, has chosen
its new direction along the road of humenism. If

that is their conviction, they should certainly preach
1t, but not in Jewish pulpits. Humanism as generally
conceived eand presented by its recognized protagonists,
dispenses with God and removes ‘the divine sanctions
from human ethics. To identify Judaism with Humenism
ves is elther a symptom of muddle~headedness in the
pulpit or downright conscious betrayel of the sacred
trust oee 2

The Conference treated this issue carefully in 1931, for it was

aprarent thet the matter of Humenism could not be quickly disposed

of . Cohon expressed the gravity of the situations

We are facing the greatest danger in Judaism that we
have ever had in our history. The foundations of
everything that we are doing are being underminéd in

@ surrepetitious fashion in the neme of a spurious

liberal ism. Atheism is being made the only foundation
of certain pulpits and certein congregations. Now I do
not say that a men who is en atheist should be burned

in the public square. I do not believe that a man who
is an athelst has no right to his belief. I would rather
be the first men to go tbuthe defense of his right of
opinion, but I say that that men has no right to sail
under false colors in owr Jewish congregations, which
stand upon the foundations of the unity of Gal and we

as a Conference ought not to countensnce thig continuous
sapping. of the vitality of our congregation.

Meyerburg restated this attitude in the terms of his own




experiences He related what ocourred to ome of his younger
colleagues who gave a vigorous presentation of the subject of
Bunenism in which he attacked the Jewlsh or sny other God idea,
and announced himself allied with the new movement. His congre-
gation immediately proceeded to ask his resignation, "He ceme
to me in tears, olaiming that his right of freedom of speech had
been abrogated, that they had trsmpled upon his conscliencey I
told him that while he had a right to express his opinions and
his own econvictions, that the congregation was well within its
rights in demending that a man who occupied its pulpit should
subseribe to the cerdinsl principles at least of Judaism, and I
feel that since one congregation, a small congregation in the Southe
west, has fearlessly spoken out on this subject that it behooves
the leaders of American Israel to reaffirm their God concept and to
‘say that their colleagues cannot teke shelter behind their refusal .
to endorse a distinot God belief in Judaism."174
_ Brickner was the only member of the Conference who outw
spokenly came forth to defend the tenets of Humenism. His remarks
clearly present his point of view. He mainteinss
There are some in this Conference, and I believe that
they ere by no mesms in the minority, who find the
existing formulations of religious belief and philosophy,
even as 1t has been formulated in the theology of Reform
Judaism, in meny respscts, spiritually uwmsatisfying, and
not in consonance with their soilentific and philosophioe
outlook+78
They approach the reconstruection of their religious belief
through the method of experience rather than through
Revelation and Tradition. &ome of them frankly do not
believe nor preach a God conceived as personality. In good
Jewish fashion, because they are at heart deeply religious
men, they are seeking to give the God idesa reality in other

then personsl terms. They are concerned not so much with
guestions that revelve around the idea of God as creator of
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the source end origin of the Universe, as th
with e God who is the goal of humen destiny.

ib}é&l"@

I look upon these men in the Conference, who are
rethinking end reformulating Reform belief, as those
who are doing the major work to attract the thinking
youthy eand bring them back to the Temple from which,
alas; too many heve strayed « because the Temple heas
been too cautious when it should hav$ been courageous;
timid when it should be prophetic.t”

It was obvious that the humsnistic eléments in the Conw=
ference were reacting to the general religious problem which affected

the Conference. They sought for religious validity in the human

personal ity , giving up all hope of finding truth from some source
beyond that of the personal ity and avhievements of men. But the

Conference could not accept this position. The majority opinion

was summed up in a regolution on this subject in 1931s

sae the Conference may well teke this occasion to
reaffirm its faith in Judeism as an ilnterpretation

of life transfused by the consciousness of the divine
and assert accordingly thaet any system of thought,

when interpreted as meking light of or discountenancing
the belief in God, is not in keeping with Israel's
teachings throughout the ages. As to the positive side
of humenism this Conference is not unmindful of its
emphasis upon humen experiences, needs and aespirations,
a8 the Genter of life's values; but enyone at all acquainted
with the literature of Israel must realize that there is
nothing novel in this ethical note. The Conference sees
no reason, therefor, why any Jew, whether Rabbl or laymen,
should need t turn to Humanism or to sny other ethical or
religious system for this particular conception of wvalues.

Though the affair of Humenism was epparently sebttled in
1931, at least on a formal level, it motivated careful consideration
of the God concept during the years immediately prior to the formula-
tion of the Columbus pletform. The most influential presentation on
this subject is that of Semuel Cohon in his essay "The Idea of God in

U

Judaism«" God is defined in terms of revelation, ethics, and history.

Cohonts position, except for its lack of emphasis upon God as reason,

178




is in scocord with the definitions of 1890«1897s Concerning

the historical context of monotheism Cohon writess "Judalsm

arrlived at the idea of monotheism through historic experience,

as interpreted by the intuitive insight of the prophets, rather

then by speculation regarding the nature of the universe. Having

come to this convioction, Judaism visioned God as the unconditional

source axnd origin of the ordered universe, as the Creator of all

thingss Viewing God as living and active Judaism conceived of the

universe wer the symbols of creation and of>purpose."179
Bthics end revelation are viewed as being intimately re-

T ted with this historical process., W“Judeism views history as the

progressive revelation'of the Divine in the lives of men and nations,

reaching its culminetion in the esteblishment of the Kingdom.of

God on sarth .v.@lao And agains "The ethical nature of God ex~

hibits even more clearly the impress of Jewish social experience."lel

HThe ﬂieal.alements of humen law, truth, righteousness, and love

are as much a revelation of God as are the starry deies."182 Ygoatg

revelation in—histm'y aggumes a cenbral position in Jewish thoughto"lgs

God is primerily known by his ethieal revelation through history.
Cohon does by no mems limit God to ¥Good', he is de-
fined as active personality:

The Jewish do otrine of ethicel monotheism affirmss (1)
The reslity of the living God; (2) He is best conceived
as personal - not in the sense of anthropomorphism but
of individuelity, intelligence snd will; (3) He is the
creative principle who called the universe into being,
and sustains it by his wisdom and might; (4) He makes
for order not only in physical nature but also in the
life of men. He is the power not ourselves who mekes

for and wills righteousness ad lowes He it is that
evokes men's response to ideel values. Through him we

_ atbain our noblest humen ends. We behold His presonce
in righteousness and may commune with him in prayer. He
is nigh%}n those who c¢all upon him in truth.l184
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This dootrine is in substance ulilized by the Columbus Platform's

paragraph on the nature of God which statess

2. Gode. The heart of Judaism and its chief contribution
to religion is the dootrine of the One, living God, who
rules the world through lew and love. In him all exis-
tence has its creative source and mankind its ideal of
conducte T%fough trenscending time eand spece, He is the
indwelling Presence of thw world. We worship hiT as the
Lord of the universe and as our Merciful Father. 85

The Conference thus clarified the air with regard to the controversy

concerning the nature of God.




1929«1937 The Issue of Nationalism

In the

Zionism was still far from being a dead letter.

year 1935 the cudgels were once more publicly resorted to, result-

ing in more concessions to Zionists from the non Zionist group.
The issues raised were essentially the ssme as those aired earlier.

Schulman, spokesmen for the non Zionist faection, charged that

Zionism is an escepe from Jewish responsibility, a denial of the

mission of Israsl:

" As I onoe put it some nine years ago, when I was in
Palestine in a phrase whose truth was recognized by
distinguished nationalists themselvess "Whereas we,
the Reform Jews or anti-nationalists, wish to be ba-
goyim in the midst of the nations, yhey said, "We wish
to be kesgoyim." After 3500 years of Jewish history
amd the unique experience of Israel in the world, in-
comparable with that of sany other people's history,
they declare thet our only salvation, our only possi=
bility of survival, the only solution of the Jewlsh
problem, will be found vhen we go back to the ancient
soll =d there become again a what? A theocracy with
God as the centre of our life? No. That we become
new. Thafsge become a secular pesopls like other
peopleis.,

He meiritains that the Jewish people can be defined in

no other wise but as a purely religious community. "The very word,

tIsrael? is itself already a commitment to the thought that it is

a religious group, primarily end essentially."187 He regards the

definition of Judaism as a civilization as the c¢loak behind which

the Zionists hide their spiritual nekedness, for all the spiritual

wealth of Judaism they have salvaged only meagre nationalist glean-

ings. %&ionism to him is a flirtation with what we call today Humen-

ism. It emphasizes men end throws God inbto the background, if it

thinks of him at all. "As I ssid some time ago, Jewish nationalism

for the first time in Jewish history enthroned in the consoiousness




of the Jew, Israel in the place of God L"1B8  The Zionists

used time tested response in reply. They cleimed that Zionism

is not a limitatlon but an expension of the scope of Judaism.

God is not being ignored but given a more meaningful context.
Felix Levy, among others, applies this argument: "This (Reform)
emphasis of the primecy of the God idea lead to the overlooking
of other factors, less importent, perhaps in Jewish history, but
no less vital to Jewish existence and persistence, neamely, Israel
pg o people with sl1 this implies. Having drunk the refreshing
draught of universalism, in their exhiliration they threw away

the nstionalistic cup into which they had poured their portion, nay,

they sometimes forgot that the well from which they had drawn the
pure liquid was the fountain of Isreel¥s national history and
thoug ht , " 189

Silver repeated this claim that Reform through-its denial

of nationalistic elements approximated the attitude of early Paulw

inien Christiemity. "There is a striking similarity", he notes,
"etween the th;aoretio position taken by Paul end that teken by

the extreme leaders of Reform Judaism, snd had these men been as
consistent as Paul, end had they translabed their loguacity about
the mission of Israel into a real missionary propegande as did Paul
and his followers, the logic of events would have brought iabou.t the
secession of their group also from Jewish life. But with Paul, the
misslon was a race to save the world. With the Reform Rabbis it was
s rocking-horse race. These reformist Rebbis, too, were denational=
ized Jews. They, too, conceived of Israel as "a cendls which lights
others md consumes itself«" They too tried to erect Jewish life

' upon the slender, sagging stilbs of & few theologic abstractions." 190




The demand for formal modification of the Conference

position was made by Feldman, who demended that "We should

revise the Fifth parsgreph of the Pittsburgh Platform ... and

make it more consonant with our modern needs and conviotions."9}

Conference actlion took two forms. Firsts in 19356 a

resolution was passed in keeping with the neutrality resolution of

1917, but this statement was much more positive in its lesning

towards Zionist aims. 1t readss

fhereas, at certain forgoing conventions of the Central
Conference of Americsn Kebbis, resolutions have been
adopted in oppos ition to Zionism, snd

Whereas, wo are persusded that acceptance of rejection
“of the Zionist program should be left to the determin-
ation of the individual members of the Conference them~
selves, therefor

Be it resolved, that the Central Conference of Americen
Rabbis tates no officlal stand on the subject of Zionismg
gd be it further

Resolved, thet in keeping with its oftwannounced inten=-
tions, the Central Conference of Americen Rabbis will con~
tinue to co-oprate in the upbuilding of Palestine, and

in the economio, cultural, and particularly spiritual tasks
confront ing the growing end evolving Jewish communi’c;y.192

The second response of the Conference to the d esire for a restate=-

ment of Reform's relation to Zionism is found in the paragraph which

deals with Palestine in the Columbus Platform. It is outspoken in

its recognition of Palestine as a Jewish homeland, and of the respons-

ibility of American Judaism in the upbuilding of the land.

In the rehabilitation of Palestine, the land hallowed

by memories aend hopes, we behold the promise of renewed
life for meny of our brethren. We affirm the obligetion
of all Jewry to aid in its upbuilding as & Jewish home=
land by endeavoring to make it not only a haven of refuge
for the oppressed but also a center of Jewish culbure and
spiritual life.l

In this fashion was the compromise on Zionlsm embodied in the Colum=

bug formulstions




Aeceptance of the Columbus Platform

In 1936 an initial draft of the "Guiding Prineciples of

Reform Judaisn", was submitted to the Conference for approvals

The document waswiiﬁiagimiﬁmgpirit to the platform which was ,
eccepbed in Pittsburgh almost forty years ago. The major dis-

agreement betwsen the two is with regard to Zionisms +the Pitts-

burgh Platform is outspoken in its denieal of all nationalistic

eloments, the Columbus Platform is equally firm in its emphasis

upon the rebuilding of Palestine as a Jewish homeland and as a

center of Jewish culture and spiritual life., But beyond the issue

of Zionism differences between the two documents are limited to

- variastions ip emphasis.

| The Columbus Platform devoted entire sections to the
topics of YEthics! apd 'Religious Practice,® while its predecessor
handled these lssues more superficiallys In the 1937 Document

ethics is ‘treated in three paragrephss +the first stresses the

interrelations: of ethlcs and religion, the second is devoted to
Social Justice emphasizing economic reiations. and the third is
concerned with the attainment of universal peace. This section

is a lengthy elaboration of the eighth paragreph in the 1886

Pletform vwhich contains sll of these thoughty but in germindli~
forms

With regerd to rituals the Pittsburgh Platform had little
to say regarding the wor th of ritual beyond the sentences: "We ..
meintain only sueh ceremonies as elevate snd sanctify our lives, but
reject all such as are not adapted to the views and babits of modern

oiviliza‘cion."1942 The Columbus Platform is much more positive and




specific, In the opening paragraph of section three of the

Guiding Principles it is maintained that Jewish life "calls

for faithful participatiop in the 1life of the Jewish community

és ibs finds expression in home, synagog and school and in all
obher agencies that enrich Jewish life and promote its welfare."l95
The section continues, urging the importance of the education of
each new generation 'in our rich culbural and spiritual heritage';
and of the necessity for the preser%ation of the traditigﬂiiﬁmpf
home, synagog, prayer and the "retention and development of such
customs, symbols and ceremonies as. possess inspiratiénal valuet,
With regard to ritual the Columbus statement is clearly positive
in tone.

The final major difference in emphasis concerns the
mission idea. On this point the Pittsburgh Platform is most defw-
inite in ité alffirmation, indeed of the eight paragraphs in the
Pittsburgh Platform, fully half of them (paragraphs 2, 3, 5, 6)
refer to the céhtrality of the mission concept. This is certainly
not 8o with the Columbus Platform. There the mission idea is Limm
ited to a five lire sub-paragraph under the title of Israel. The
statement corresponds fairly closely to the point of view of the
Pittsburgh Platform in its definition of the mission, but its tone
is subdued, 1t lacks the confident anticipation of the older doc=-
ument, Both agree that the message of Judaism is universal, aiming
at the perfection of mankind, yet behind this underlying agreement
is a basic difference in temper. The Pittsburgh Platform is largely
extrospective, involved almost entirely in universal issues and

goals; the Columbus Platform is an introspective document , looking
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inward , concerned largely with specifically Jewish, specifically
neationsl issues. It is evident that the issue of Zionism involved
more ‘than o political shift, it was a change in mood, from wniver-
selism to particularism, from outgeing optimism to inner concern.
The centrality of the issue of Zionlsm is borm out by
statements made on the Conference floors "One of the chief points
of dissatisfection”, Cohon writes, "is the section on Palestine.
Anti=Zionists complain that we have gone too far in the direction
of Zionism, and Zionists critiecize us for not going far enoughes The
difficulty with soms of us is that we permit an isolated phrase to
obscure the generel context. As a matler of fact, the section on
Palestine restates the position taken by the Conference last year,
when it adopted the so-called '"neutrality resolution." 76
It is epparent that the Platform was desighed to follow
a middle of the road position, swinging nelther too far +to the na-
tionalist left nor the universalist right. The position taken with
regard to Palestine was crucial to the moceptence of the entire doc=
ument, the difficulty in reconciling the diwverse fecbtblons at the
Conference is described by Felix Levy, & member of the committee
for the formulation of the principless
As 1 said in my letter to the members which accompanied
this report, the commission met with the almost imsuperw
able difficulty of attempting to veconcile points of view
that seem to be diemetrically opposed, but the restatement
of Principles represents what might be celled the point of
view of the average man of the Conference, who neither leans
too far to s nationsl istic interpretation of Judaism<nog
to the old religiously denominational interpretation. Some
of the men in the commission were willing for the sske of
peace B0 compromise to some extent in order to arrive as
some kind of & concensus of opinion. It camnot includé”

every shade of opinions it attempts to strike an &verage.lg?

_Thus the Platform represented the syntheses of many of the conflict=
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ing points of view at the Conference. It struck out in no new

direction, rather it attempted to consolidate the most acceptable
aspects of Conference thinking into one document. The platform

mede no claim to any authority beyond the fact that it was to

gserve as a normative guide to Reform thinking until such time as
it will have outlived its value and in this form it wes submitted
to the Conferences

As was to be expected it met with immediate oppositions
The arguments used so effectively against e creed in the past were
onee agein trotted oﬁt. Jemes Holler stated: "I.beliave it is
part of the most veluable tradition of Judaism that it has refused

to adopt oreeds; I believe that we Reform Jews ought Lo be the

very last to chemge ite. I should like to move, therefore, that this
Conference should dismiss the commission; with gratitude for the
arduous labor whiqh it has performed, beceuse it haseome to the
fonclusion that no declaration of Prinoiples is advisable at the
present time."}98 Williem B. Schwartz saids "As I carefully read
this statement, I found it was simply & restatement and reaffirmation‘
of the ideology of Reform Judaism as expressed in our prayerbook.

In Kohler's Jewish Theology, in Professor Cohonts book What the Jews

Beliove. I believe that this declaration should be published but I
cermot see why it should be edopted as a fixed ereed, 199

When the issue was brought %o the floor for sction near
deadlock ensued. This caused Dr. Goldenson to say, "The situstion

in our Conference ab the present moment is of such a natire snd the

division is s$0 close that this is no time and this is not the atmog-

_ phere in which to deal with the most important problem in Jewry iy




todeys. Feeling as I do, I do not wish to take part in the

consideration of the report of the commission. I therefor
request the privilege of registering my intention or not peartic-

ipating in the discussion and not voting upon the report of

the committeee"zoo

A motion to postpone action until next year lost (42w
46). Then the Declaration of Principles was read ond considered
seriatim. All articles weres adopted as emended. Rabbi David
Philipson moved that the declaration of Principles be adopted as
o whole. Of one hundred and ten members present five requested
that their votes be recorded in the negative.zol And thus was

the Columbus Platform adopted in the yeer 1937.




Conclusions

The years 1890-1937 were hectic ones for the Conference .
The thinking of the Conference was troubled and frequently divided,
but underlying it all a unanimity of belief can be found. The
rabbis, with rare exception accepted the credo that 'ours is a
reasonable universe and that the forces of history within it are
to be described as moving inexorably towards an ultimate ethical
goal'., This Belief was based upon two premises: that history is
a process al whose end lies redemption, and that ours is a reason=
able world which conforms to the canons of reason, This belief;
however, also resulted in a dilemna. A vision of a tomorrow brighter
than today invites a dissatisf;ction with the status quo, for the
present must inevitably be found wanting, If it be granted that
religious truth lies at the end of an historic process what form
of religious validity can be retained for them who still live with-
in the process?

During the years under discussion, the Conference tried to
resolve this problem by maintaining that religious authority can be
found a) in the past,'through the revivification of historic prace
tices and beliefs including nationalistic aspirations, b) inthe
processes of history, that by conforming to the lines of Jewish de=
velopment Reform is given an.historic sanction; c¢) in the universal-
istic concept of the mission of Israel, which gave an urgency and a
purpose to Israel; d) thréugh the teachings of reason and science,

which guide Judaism in its search for True and the Good; and e) in

the realm of ethics, for through ethics alone can the nature of the divine




best be apprehended.

The Columbus platform represents a synthesis of these
five categories of religious validity. In terms of the nature
of Reform it can be argued that the Platform represents the high-
est religious validity of which Reform is capable, for it embraces
all of its central tenets into one all inclusive doctrine. But one
must seriously question whether this would supply sufficient basis
for a firm religious belief. Whether Reform desires it or not the
logic of its development does not permit it to deviate from the
Tormulaes of the sciences and the changing phrases of the current
philosophies, and in our society it thus becomes bound to an arid
meberialism or what is worse a philosophical diletantism. Reform
becomes securely anchored to the shifting winds of contemporary
thought and finds that it has embraced the expediencies of easy
acceptance in exchange for the bed-rock of meaningful faith.

But if the premises of Reform are unassailable no other

choice can be made. Reform must bow to the spirit of the times and

she must acknowledge the mastery of the latest thought both scientific

and philoscphic, for only thus can she hide her nakedness. But are
the premises of Reform unassailable? |

Enchanted by the dawn of liberalism,Reform had embraced
Libveralism's mosﬂ enchanting handmaiden reasonjand enthroned her
on a pinnacle o reign supreme in the house of Reform. Today reason
has lost its fustre. The teachings of Marx which placed rgggngh

in an economic context, those of Freud which described reason as

the rationalizations of passions, and those of Lobatchevsky which
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challenges its absolutivity =- these but prepared the way for

the contemporary philosiphies of pragmatism, intuition, phenomenalism,

‘logical positivism, and instrumentalism who stand firm in their

challenge to the centrality of reason.

Reason can no longer span the mysteries of the universe,
indeed there are areas where her weapons are powerless, and man can
only be deceived by reliance upon her ways. The sphere of the
senses, the totality of that which has objectivity, still remains
within her reigng but the yearnings of the heart, the endlessness
of space, the purport of time can no longer remain within her uns
feeling grasp. Religion in so far as it deals with the goods and
and evils, the purposes and goals, the ultimates of human exis-—
tence, must now look to other quarters for succor. Reason has lost
its lustre; perhaps it is time for Reform to take cognizance of
this fact and thus find its own soul. Then let it state its beliefs
and let them be tempered by the flame of reasoned thought, but let
them have an existence of their own, phrased in the only language
that men's souls can understand, the langqage of faith.,

Man has long since known that God, creation, revelation
and salvation, are categories beyond the immediate senses of man,
If they are to be given a permanence and validity of thelr own, an
act of commitment is required, otherwise they remain piocus plati=
tudes decorously intoned at proper occassions but without any
vitality which brings life to belief and purpose to belonging.
Reform has for too long refirained from determining its nature.

Tt would rather remain a vacuous bin feeding all as they desire
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to be fed, meaning all things to all men ultimately meaning
nothing to no one. If Judaism does have a message, and it does
have a message of redemption and ethical revelation, of the
nature of man and of evil, of mercy and of atonement; let it
state its view and live its view. Iet its thought be the house
it dwells in, for otherwise its course can lead only to intell-

ectual ineptitude and spiritual sterility.
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