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THEOLOGICAL DEVELOPlW!~NTf:l IN AM£iJllCAN REFORM JUDAISM AS RI!~FLEC'rI~D 

BY THE Pncr;1%:DINGS OF 'rHE CEN.rRl\.J~ CONFn;m~NCJ:~ OF AMEHICAN RA.BBIS 

DURING 'l'I-Hl; "YEA.Rfl 1890 - 1~37 

by Milton Matz, B.A.., B.H.L .. 

Tld.s 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 proceed­

ings of the Central Conference of American Rabbis from 1890 to 

1937. 

It was the purpose of this thesis to attempt to delin­

eate the basic currents of thought and to describe the logic of 

the theolo[:,ty of the Cent;ral Conference of .l&rnerican Rabbis. The 

sub,ject matter was handled chronologically in order to observe 

the flow of development e 

Different. theological ernphaBes were found wUhin the 

various peri?ds under study. 1.rhe years 1890 - 1897 were charac­

terized by· universalism and the consequerrt; emphasis upon the mhrnion 

o.f Israel. In the years 1897 - 1910 a loss of optimism occurred 

which required a reorientation of the theolog:l.cal picture. 'rhe 

Conference searched for stability through the means of creed and 

synod. But Conference op:l.nion could not accept either of these 

two proposals. In 1908 - 1923 it placed more emphasis upon the 

definition of Reform as a process of religious dE1velopment. In 

the years 1919 - 1935 di.satisfaction incrE~ased with regard to the 

piece-meal policy of the C onfe~rence, which hartdled issues only as 

they arose, making no over-all formal conunitment. Objection came 
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from two sources: the Zionists who were dissatisfied with their 

status of merE:) toleration in the Conference, and those who were 

disqu1.eted by the growth of religious apathy. '.Phis criticism 

led to the formulation of the Columbus Platform in 1937. 

It was observed that the basic theological issues of 

the Conference revolved about its inability to formulate any stable 

credo. Its own def:Lniton of its nature posited ultimate truth as 

existing at the end of days; consequently, it found it well nigh 

impossible to present its beliefs in absolutE:1 ·terms. n was seen 

triat it had devised several means of establishing temporary re-

ligious truth. These attempts were largely based upon the Con-

ference 1 s faith in the validity of reason, in the evolution of 

history and the divj_ne nature of ethics. It is to be remarked 

that on the whole the field of Reform theology has been woefully 

neglected, and that the Corlference yet faces a heavy task. 

' ,~ .. 
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The Pittsburgh Conference of 1885 i'orma Uy marks the 

beginning of a new era in the development of Ref'orm Judaism. It 

·terminated much of the animosity which existed between the Ea.stern 

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

acceptable to the large bulk of' the ,American Reform Rabbinate. On 

the basis of this commonly accepted core of agreement united action 

became a live possibility. 

Another factor motivated for even greater unity. As soon 

as the Conference adjourned it became subject to the vehement attacks 

of both the C1,nservative and Orthodox rabbinate. This opposition caused 

the liberal rabbinate to stand out most sharply from the background 

o:f the more conservative elements in the .American-Jewlsh seene, and 

thus made mandatory its unification. That Rabbinioa.l Conferences .. with 

radical purposes should arouse opposition is not new, the Cleveland 

and Philadelphia gather:l..ngs also were followed by vituperation, but 

now a change is seen. Dr. Philipson puts it this ways 

The grea:b difference, however; between the opposition 
engendered by the Pittsburgh Conference and that aroused 
by former Conferences was that, in earlier instances, 
reformers were arrayed against reformers, while the 
Pittsburgh pla tf or m accentuated the differences between 
the reformers on one hand and the orthodox oi the other. 
Happily here the reformers were no·t; di yided. 

The PH;tsburgh Confe:renoe adjourned with the understanding 

tha. t :i. t would oon vene again the following ye a..r in Cin.o i.nna ti, however 

this meeting never ma:beri'alized. Four years elapsed before a national 

Conference was called. In the year 1889, in the city of Detroitg the 
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· Central Conference oi' .Atnericen Rabb1.s was org;aniz ed as a permanent 

organization. A plan of organization was drawn up and a slate of 

officers elee·ted. This organization has functioned to this day • 

It will be the purpose of' this paper to analyze the theo~ 

·~ . logioal issues touched upon in this Conf'erenoe, between the yeara 1890 

• 1937& to attempt to delineate the basic currents of thought and to 

describe the logic of its developm.en.t. But before this task is begun 

some explanatory remarks are in order. Firstly• the years of' study 

1890 ... 1937, have been ohosen .for practical oonsiderationss 1890 

represen·bs the first fully documented Conference Year, 1937 ends an 

epoch in the development of Reform, it is marked by the adoption of 

the Columbus Pla·bform. This study vd 11 involve the analysis of those 

trends Wl.ich led to the modification of the originally accepted Pitts~ 

burgh Platform and to its reformulation as the Gui~h~ Principles ~ 

Reform Judaism at Columbus, touching upon the nature of the modifica-- ... - - ------
tions, compromises, 011d reversals of position involved. Special emphasis 

will be given to the problem of authority. 

Secondly. it can be validly objected that the proceedings of 

this Oon.f'erence do nob accurately refleo·b the thinking of the Reform 

rabbinate. This objection cert be justified. Individuality. the bash 

of theologioal honest7, is subver·bed in a Conference environment. 

Papers and remarks too often become reactions to e11yironmental needs of 

the moment, thus losing the quality of' calm consi.dered introspec·cion so 

necessary for theological speculation. Thinking is largely dominated 
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·by the convention crisis of the moment, forcing theological thought 

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

paper would maintain that the dynamics of Reform theological thinking 

is best observed when applied to concrete situations. Then the as• 

pects it regards as most pertinent will rush to the fore, ·bhe doctrines 
' 

regarded as minor will become noticeable by their absence. These 

processes become evident when issues such as nationalism, defeot:ion 

of the laity,, centralize.tion of authority, are brought forward for 

action. This then will be the purpose of t..l'iis papers to examine the 

basic theological dootr :ine s of the Conference, end to trace their 
-(-

development under the impact of the pressures, needs, and moods of 

the day. 
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The first issue whioh the Conf.eren.oe faced was that of 

determinim.g its own soope of authority. It attempted to define its· 

position on this matter a.t its very first sessions. At the preHmin ... 

ary meet:lng in Detroit, on July 10, 1889; the oommi ttee on organiza"" 

tion submitted the following :resolutions 

Whereas, at the meetings of the Counoil of the U.A.H.C. 
and other occasions, at which a number of Rabbis have in 
the past come together, they, in obedience to a natural 
and spontaneous prompting, have endeavored to organize 
themselves for mutual co-ope ration, encouragement and 
support; end 
Whereas, all such orga.n5.zations, though they may have 
failed to perpetuate their existence, have nevertheless 
been of inestimable benefit to those participating in 
their proceedings, and by their deliberations and reso­
lutions have established certain norms, guiding prinoiples 
and precedents whioh have beoome reoognized as an au·bhori.­
tative expression of the best intelligence end purpose of 
their respeotive times; therefore do we, Rabbis of America, 
gathered in the city of Detroit, in obedienoe to the same 
natural prompting, and urged by the seme needs and longings, 
herewith organize ourselves for like purposes into a Central 
Conference of ,Amed.oan Rabbis and elect five officers, a 
Pl•esident, Vice-President, Corresponding Secretary, Recording 
Seoretary and Treasurer. 
Resolved,. that the proceedings of all the modern Rabbinical 
Conferences from that held in Braunsohweig in 1844, and in­
cluding all like assemblages held since, shall be taken as 
a basis for ·the wo :rk of this Conference in an endeavor to 
maintain in unbroken historic succession the formulated ex­
press ion of Jewish thought an.d life of ea.oh era.2 

The Conference becomes established as an organization empowered 

to deliberate and tn reach decisions, but not to have the power to es ... 

tablish these decisions. Their function, however, is more than advisory 

tor it is based on the underlying 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 Sanhedrin. The Conference 

is not to be an authori ta ti ve organizatfon as the Sanhedrin onoe was, 
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'its function is immediately deliberatory, its only form of. coercion 

that of favorable publ:i.c opinion. 

Its f'uno'tion:i.ng as en advisory and guiP;ing body is clearly 

borne out in a resolution sponsored by the "Committee on the Pres:i.-

dent's Message" at the Conference in 1892• 

~1he Comnd. ttee recommends the endorsement of the stand-
point set forth :!.n the message that the Conference, though 
not a.n e.uthol'i.tative religious body, still claims to itself 
the right to for:mula.te such pri.nciples a.s represent the 
conviot:i.ons of progressive congregations and to suggest such 
construe ti ve me0.sures as will be helpful to those who share 
their views;i.3 

This principle, though it came under f:i.re during the first ten years 

after the turn of the twentieth century, and also dur:i.ng the yea.rs of 

the thirti.es, has rema.ined operative during the entire history of the 

Conference until this d9¥. 

The Conference does, however, establish for itself a certain 

basis for a.uthori-cy·, though it is tenuousl~· defined., in the concluding 

phrase of its 1889 resoluti.ona 11 ••• in an endeavor to maintain in 

unbroken historic succession the formulated expression of Jewish thought 

and life of ea.ch ere.. 11 Time and again the Conference bases its actions 

on its desire to maintain unbrokEm succession with the past; often in 

its affirmations it speaks of its obligations to the eternal truths 

emerging from the crucible of Jewi.sh exper:l.enoe• It accepts as an 

almost ur1opposed axiom that religious validity is to be found in his-

toric exper:i.ence, and that the past must be made the be.sis for ori.en-

tation towards the future. The exact natur.El of' the indebtedness to 

the past is however a bone of contention. Yet it must be constantly 

borne in mind 1 that tho ve.lidi ty of the histod.c t:radi t:l.on is alm()st 

constantly utilized as one of the basic premises of Reform theologioal 
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thinking. 

It would have been expected that the initial meeting of' 

such a group would be marked by the formulation of a set of guiding 

principles* but this was not the oa.se here, The Conf'erenoe was a 

direct outgrowth of the Pittsburgh Conference of 1885. The common 

core of' consent so necessary for the founding o:f any such delibera"" 

tive body was a.pparer1tly based upon the program embodied in the 

Pittsburgh Pla·bform. In this regard Dr. Philipson writeu 

The pri.nc ipl.e s of the men forming the Con.ferenoe were 
so well knovn that there was not thought to be any 
neoessi ty for ma.king e. dee le.ration of principles, notably 
as at its second meeting the Conference passed ~ reso­
lution to the effect that all the declarations of Reform 
adopted at prev:l.ous Rabb:l.nical Conf'erenoes in .Europe o.nd 
this country be collected and recorded. :i.n, the yearbook

4 and be considered the working bc-1.sis of' the Conference. 

It is upon this .de:f'ini tion of its scope and its princ:i.ple 

that the Central Conference began its formidable task of serving the 

needs of the Am.er io an Jewish Community • 

1890 - 1897 

It is felt that the subject matter be best approached 

chronoiog:l. oally in order ·co obtain an understanding of' the process 

of. development at work in the thinking of the Conference. To make 

this task feasible it is essential that the fort-y ... seven yea:rs under 

consideration be div'i.ded into manageable blocks of time. This division 

will. be attempted a.long logic!U lines, er1deavoring 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 unit; or whnn 

a sped.fie project is under way directi.ng the thlnkj.ng of' the Co.nf'erenoe 



in specific channels (i.e. the issues of synod a.nd creed in the 

yea.rs 1902 .. 1909, that of' the Guiding Principles in the early thir-

ti.es); they wi.11 be used as the be.sis i'or the divisions. The 

first period for consi.deration will be ·the years 1890 ... J.897 vh ich 

show a def:J.nite consistency of mood and purpose• 

The Conference then operated i.n an environment of ra:tion ... 

alism~ All was within the scope of the huma.n spir:l.t or potentially 

within its ken. The great phys:l.oa.l mysteries of the un1.verse were 

fairly well in hand; the mathematical developments proceedings from 

Newton's law of gravity had practically reached the terminus of their 

purpose. The dogma.ts of Darwinian and social evolutionism forced men 

to a.ooept a fate of inevitable progress and change for the betterQ.."" cl 

The evils of the day were sloughed of as some of the cruder aspects 

of the "surviva.l of the fi·ttest 11 process, aspects which man will leave 

far behind as he travels on the road of evolution. The biological, 

sociological, and philosophical formulations of the day largely pre-

supposed the inevi ta.bili ty of constant change for the better. Hege its 

onrushing movement of the world spirit, Stancerts sociological devel-

opment). Da.rwin'-'s evolution of body and. mind.t: e·ven Mar:z:t s materialist 

die.lee-tic ..... all painted resplen.dent visions of human destiny. ls it 

any wonder that the Reform rabbinate was influenced by the belief in 

progress, or as they put it theologically 1 the Messianic .A.ge. The 

belief was something very real even i1mninen·b, i·t seemed to be just 

around the corl'ier.. KaU]:~man Kohler put it in these wordss 

Here on the boundary of the Messianic land we must stand 
with the Ark of the Coven.ant upon our shoulders, waiting; 
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t:l.11 all our brethren can join us in enter:l.ng the land 
where the prophetic vis:i.on wi 11 be realized& one God, 
one humanity, r:1nd one martyr ... priest and herald nation 
pr raising th~ 11Aldonai Echad 11 , the only God enthrone'd in 
all hearts. 

It was no idle theol.ogioa.l speculation whioh was involved but an 

existent reality. This belief becomes one of the basic touchstones 

necessary for the understanding of the thinking of this periods it 

is an essential. point of reference whereby formulations are eva.luated, 

it becomes the v·ital current whioh suffuses the systematic thinking 

of the period. An exemple of this is seen in Kohler's application of 

this dogma to his statement concerning the immanence of God. 

Is now our era. of' enlighteriment and progress, of' his­
torical consciousness and ev·olution void altogether of 
the 'Rue.oh Hakkodesh11 

J the Holy Spirit, deprived of the 
power of divine inspiration? Does the Shechina, the 
Di vine Majesty, not dwell al so above and within us in 
our 11.A.rbah Amoth Shel He..lache.h, 11 our religious creations 
and institutions? 'Who that compares the state of Judaism 
of the Pre•Menoelsohnian era ·with ours the world over, is 
so biased and blind as not to see tha:b the same spirit which 
ma.de the prophet Ezekiel see the dead bones of Israel rise 
to new life, has also worked a wondrous resurrection iri 
our da.ys'l6 

This spirit of optimism ma.de 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. Ul tim.ately evolution was 

to bring under its redemptive fold all of mankind. The Messianic 

doctrine could thus only be defined as a universalistic process of' 

unfoldment destined to embrace all of humanity. (Of course it must 

be remembered that previous to the eighteenth century or more accurately 

pri.or to Voltaire,. the doctrine was couched insupernaturalistic terms 

involving a supern~tural redemption; now the thinking is purely in 

terms of the natu:ral ... huma.mt personality becomes the agent which b:rings 

.about the onset of the Messianic Age.) The doc·trine is tra.ditione.lly 
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an old one, it is first formulated by the prophets, but :i.nf.requently 

did it receive the realistic universal potentiality vhich it had 

during this period. 

Urli:versal.ism becomes the banner under which Reform moves; 

almost all its doo-trines are given broad unj.versalistio impHoation. 

Gustav Gotthei 1 th us defines the nature of' God s 

The Uni t-y of God, that chief' corner-stone of Judaism, 
is conceived of more in its inclusive than exolus:l..ve 
bearing • , • Faith in the One Father in heaven imposes 
upon us the ob ligation 'to bring all his human children 
into the bond of one common brotherhood. Rituals in• 
tended. exclusively to keep the Jews apart from his en­
vironment we abandon f'o:r that very reason; all traces 
of h.ostili ty to any one section of mankind, no matter 
what :bheir relig:lon, no matter what justification the 
compilers of our li1rnrgy had when they called fo:r ven­
geance on their persecutors, are e:x:pun.ged from our 
prayers e.nd hymris, 7 

God is defined on the basis o;t' universalism and his religion must be 

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

the Jews evolved through the trying ghetto years must be abandoned, 

the new role must be accepted.. Judaism is defined as the universal 

religion. At .. bhe first annual convention of the c .. C-A·R· in 1890, 

I. M. Wise gave the follow:i.ng description of' Judaism; 

It need not be reiterated in this assembly that the 
B:rophets, one end all, and after them ·the sages of the 
Talmud1, the philosophers of.' the Middle .Ages and the 
te111.chers of' the nineteenth century, a.11 of them, an 
unbroken chain of' :reasoners, maintain the very sru:n.e 
things Judaism is the urliversal religion; and al.1 of 
them predicted and hoped for the time when God will be 
King over all the earth, end God will be known as One, 
and One his name wi 11 be. It was the mission of' Judaism 
from its inception to become at ·bhe fullness of ·bime the 
religion of. the human family. Its mission is the con­
version and fraternization of mankind, not merely because 
it claims to be divine revelatioft, but because it is the 
only '\..-win sister of pure reason. 

Dr. Wise ia firmly outspoken on the purpose and method of Juda.ism; 
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ibs purpose is tha:b of the MeBsian.ic redemption and its tool is 

that of' reason.. He is solidly en·brenohed in his oonfidenoe in 

the validity of' the ideals of' the Messiatlio era a11d reason. 

The need to define Judaism as a uni"lrarsal religion brought 

about many responses. Most of them, as that of D:r. Wise, remained 

within the oamp of Judaism. But dangers were close at hand. It is 

on the verge of paradox to yearn for a uni-versa.list goal while an-

chored on a partiouladst premise. A new def:l.nition of the nature 

of Juda.ism as a social unit became a necessity, one sufficient to 

inc J.ude uni·ve:rsalist aspirations yet remaining compiatible wlth the 

continued existence of the Jews as a community,. 1rhis problem of an 

adequate definition of the Jewish community is one that still plagues 

Reform today, and the is sues are still similar to those of' the period 

under discussion. At that period the need was .for a broadening of the 

scope of' Judaism. Emile G,. Hirsch was one of ·bhe most radical in his 

definition'« 

It is not in the storm of fanaticism nor in the fire of 
prejudice, but in the still., small voice of conscience 
that God speaks and is to be found. He believes in God 
who lb·es a God-like, i.e., o. goodly life. Not that he 
mumbles his credo, but he who lives it, :l.s accepted. Were 
those marked for glory by the great teacher of' Nazareth 
who wore the largest phyla.oteries? Is the sermon on the 
Mount a creed? Was the Decalogue a creed? Cha.rac·ber and 
conduct not creed will be the keynote of the Gospel in the 
Church of Humanity Universal. 9 

And again in ·the same vein: 

The day of natfonal religions is past. The God of' ·the 
universe speaks to all mankind •.. But, and this is 
essent;ial as marking a new advance, the u11iver.sal religion 
for all the ch:tldren of' Adam wi 11 not palisade its c0urts 
by the pointed and forM.dding stakes of a creed. Creeds 
in time to come will be recognized to be, in.deed, cruel, 
barbed wire fences wounding ·bho se tha;b would str~y to 
broader pastures and hurting others ¥\ho would come in.10 

Emile G. Hirsch swayed by the Ethical IO.ealism, then so persuasively 
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taught at the German Universities where he had studied, defined 

Judaism under its broadest, mos'l; inolusi ve aspect, that of ethi.oa. 

Cultus and creed become unnecessary, indeed, inimicable to his 

concept of the 11 Church Universal 11 • The nationalist elements of 

Judaism become obsta.oles to the unfoldment of religion. 

Though this radical position was by and large not accepted, 

its spirit was essentially in acoord wl th that of the Conference. In 
I 

1897 follow~ng the publication of Herzl's~ Jewi~.~-~.~! and the 

birth of political Zionism, the Conference felt compelled to clarify 

its position on the touchy issue of nationalism. The following 

resolution Wl).S submitted by the Committee on the President's Message 

and subsequently adopteds 

Resolved, that we totally disapprove of r:my attempt for the 
establishment of' a Jewish state. Such attempts show a mis ... 
understanding of Israel's mission, whioh from the narrow 
political end national field has been expanded to the pro .. 
motion among the whole human race of the broad and univer­
salistic religion first proclaimed by the Jewish Prophets. 
Such attempts do not benefit but infinitely harm our Jewish 
brethren where they are still persecuted, by confirming the 
asser·tion of their enemies that the Jews are fore:i.g;ners in 
the country in which they are at hornet andof which they 
are everywhere the most loy·al and patriotic oi tizens. We 
reaffirm that the object of Judaism is no·t political nor 
national, but spiritual end addresses itself to the contin~ 
uous growth of peace, justice and love in the human race, 
to a messianic time when all men will recognize that they 
form tone great brotherhood t for the establishment of God ts 
Kingdom on earth .11 

There was only one position the Conf'erenoe oould logically take with 

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

Zionism betokened a threat which could not be disregarded. As opposed 

to tha:b point of' view wh.ioh saw God• s guiding hand at work in the evol ... 

ution of mankind was the theses of Zionism tho.t the world was a cruel 
/ 

world, one in which Jews could never live unless they fa.shinned their 

own destiny in the form of a national state. The premise of Zionism 
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'wa.s the anti. ... theses of that of Reform. The syntheses still re-

mained many years in the future. 

Reform oould not a.ocept the defi.nition of the wo:rld which 

Zionism offered, for it was opposed to Reformrs central concept: namely, 

that the world ·through i.ts natural processes make for the continuous 

creation of goOO.ness vh ich wi 11 inevitably pervade the world. This 

doctrine is preo·bely stated by I. M. Wioe. 
J 

The good and the true existing in ma.n, or evolved by man 
in the course of his history under the love of God, remains 
'rorever imperishable, indestructible 1 and unforgotten, and 
inc re as es in quan·ti ty and quality as the his tori cal process 
~oes on, as thus revelation announces "He prese:rveth grace 
\the good and the true) to the thoussndth generation," i.e., 
forever. On the o·ther hand, the opposite of' the true and 
the good .. evil, wickedness, and all that is nugatory to 
mankind• produced by 11 the iniquity of' the fathers", by 
deviation from the straight line of God's law, with its evil 
effects upon humonity - will perish end not reach beyond the 
third or fourth generation of' those who hate God. He. by a 
peoul:l.ar arrengernen t of transpiring faots neutralizes the 
effects produced by the evil doors, so that they cannot reach 
beyond the third or fourth generation. So God 1a love is man­
ifested end i~tualized in the life of nations as well as 
individuals~ 

The life situation of man as well as the historical process 

in which he is enmeshed is portrayed optimistically by the Reform group. 

The theological equivalent for this attitude is presented by the Pitts-

burgh Platform$ 

We re .. assert the doo trine of Judaism that the soul is 
immortal, grounding the belief on the di vine nature of 
the human spirit, which forever finds bliss in righteous­
ness, end misery in wickedness. 

or as stated by Joseph Stolzs 

In Jewish ethics the center of gravity in therefore not to 
be diverted to the other world• This life is not to be 
shunned and our obligations here are none of them to be 
slighted because there is a hereafter. On the contrary, 
without any regard :f'or future reward or punishment it is 
our duty to make this life perfect and this world perfect •• 13 
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The context of' man ts life situation is i.nterpreted in keeping wHh 

the ove:r ... al.l description of social progress, providing a unified 

f'ramework oonduci ve to the forwa.rd progress of man. 

This section has attempted to demonstrate the f'ar-reaching 

effect which the concept of progress has had upon the thinking of' 

Reform Judaism. Judaism Wiich ·braditionally must be described as 

life-affirming; was infused with a new oonviction of' the reality of 

its po·ben ti al. Reform. took the vi ta l concept of 11Redomption ttJ a.pp lied 

it to the this-worldly soene and cloaked it with meaningful reality. 

This concept in turn brought new life to miu1y of the doctrines of' 

Judaism. 
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l890wl897 Revelation and Inspiration 
~- lll'FSt_ ... __ ... la ..... _ -- ••• - .. -- roH 

Revelation oen be understood as be:i.ng prequisite to 

theistic religion. It provides the vertical bond between the 

two levels of the natural and the .supernatural. It is ·thoroughly 

in keeping with the logic of a supernatural.ly oriented philosophy 

to establish a thoroughgoing conception of revelation, one -Which 

would be effective in supplying an authoritative basis for action. 

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

of view it is almost impossible to declare any doctrine absolutely 

divine and binding, removing all equivocation and relativity from 

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

of revelation, or; what amounts to the same thing, declaring revela ... 

·bion to be simply one of the aspects o.f' normal human knowledge. Reform 

attempts to follow a middle course, steering clear of both the abso .. 

lutist and naturalist position.-· with what success it does so remains 

to be seen. 

The" Conference unequivocally states its belief in revelation, 

or as it prefers to oall it, divine revelation. I. M. Wise goes so 

far as to designate it as one ot the dogmas of Judaisms 

The scriptures from the first to the last page advance the 
doctrine of DIVINE INSPIRATION AND REVELATION. Rea.son 
~bout it as you may, it always centers in the propositions 
There exists a faoulty of intercommunication between that 
universal, prior, and superior being and the individualized 
being oa.lled man; end this is al so a dogma.14 

It is keenly felt that some other-world,power must be ·bhe 

sou:rce of reHg:i.on; though it be completely rational in nature, relig:i.ous 

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

m•nd. Kaufman Kohler statess 
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Tradition has only one name f' or the power that created 
this Juda.ism of Antigonus and Judas Maocaba.eus, of' 
Hillel and Akiba -- the same that moved the founders 
and. father of the Christie.n Church -- the 11Ruach Ha­
kkod.esh11 -- the Holy Spir:it, the living force of' the 
Jewish truth, or as we call. it, inspiration .15 

'rt is all very well to dis cuss revelation hypotheticf.\lly 

but the strength of' the doctrine is tested under trial. The specifj.o 

issue involved 136.RM\t::nsG. the nature of' the Bible. If revelation is 

determined as having a validity beyond that of' ordinary knowledge, 

the Bible as the source of revelation must be given a central position 

in Reform thought. All doctrines must be squared with the position 

of' S.oripture. If' the Bible is regarded as being simply the best 

available thought of' the Biblical period than the validity of' revel-

ation 1$ for all practical purposes abrogated. This issue received 

cursory attention during this per:i.od. The Conference did not go be-

yond the position maintained by the Pittsburgh Platform. 

We recognize in the Bible the record of the oonseo:ration 
ot the Jewish people to its mission as the priest of the 
One God, and value it as the most potent instrumEmt of 
religious and moral instruction. We hold that the modern 
discover,ies of scientific researches in ·the domain of' 
nature and history are not antagonistic to the doctrines 
of Juda.ism• the Bible reflecting its conception of divine 
Providence i ani Justice dealing with man in miraculous 
narrathre. 6 

The Platform af.f'i:rms the validity of' the doctr:tnes of the Bible largely 

on tha bas:ts of' their prior v·alidation through reason, and morality. 

Essentially it attempts to idenHfy revelation with reason, and morality, 

and defines them as being mutually self'> .. evident and self-validating. 

This position involves a possible contradiction ...... what if' re:ason and 

scripture fail to agree• 

'fhis contradiction is evident in the following statement 

by Wises 
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The Foundations of Judaism is in the Pentateuch. This 
is historical Judaism. Its provisions and teachings 
may be differently e:x:pour1ded, reduced to practice• 
applied to meet emergencies according to different places• 
ages im.d ci rcumsta.nces -- honest free thought is a pri v-
i lege of man older than all liturgical works -- with.out 
disturbing the unity of' Judaism* The various phases of' 
Joo ai sm ••• philosophic, rational is tic, rabbinistic, and 
kabbalistic ••• are everyone legi ti.mate in its "liime, anyhow 
in as far as based upon tho pentateuch provi.sions end 
tea.ch ings., 17 

I. M. Wi.s e thus finds himself i.n the anomalous posi ti.on of basing 

Judaism upon the pentateuch yet without defi.n:l.ng its authority, wlth ... 

out determining the extent to which 'pentateuchal provisions' are 

binding upon 'honest free thought'. (It should be pointed out that 

th:i.s discussion refers essent:l.ally ·to theological doctrines, the 

Pittsburgh Platf'orm speci.fioally dealt with the issue of biblical 

dtual, declaring as valid only those d.tual which still have religious 

or mo:re.l significance). In 1895 this issue was broached on the con ... 

fe:rence floor, but nothing de:f'ini te was formulated• 

At the meeting of 1895 held in Rochester, New York. the 

p:resident in his address proposed the following question for dis .. 

cussions 111What is our relation in all religious ma.;J::;ters to ou:r own 

post .. bibJ.i.co.l, om· patr:i.stic literature, inolu.di ng the Talm.oo, casuists,. 

responses, and commente.ries'/ 11 The committee to whom th:i.s was referred 

submitted the folloWing reports 

••• from the standpoint of Reform Juda.ism, the whole post­
biblical and patristic li te:ra.ture, including the casuists, 
responses and c onunentia.ries, is• and can be considered as• 
nothing more or less than "religious literature." As such 
it is of inestimable value. It is the treasure house in 
which the successive ages deposited their conoept:i.ons of 
the great mid functional principles of Judaism., and their 
contrj,butions to the never-ceasing endeavor to eluo:i.date the 
same. Consciously or unconsciously, every age has added a 
wing to the great treasure-house, • • • To have awakened the 
consciousness of this historic 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 
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modern life force it upon us, the more persistently we 
have to assert: that our '.rE-) lations in all reU.g;ious 
ma.tters are in no We:lf authoritatively and .finally de­
termined by any portion of our post-biblical and pa,tri,stio 
1i terature .18 

This statement in no way de.fines the position of the Con-

ference as regards to Biblical literature; however, en interesting 

insight is gotten through Philipson•s comment on this resolution. 

This report was considered at the la st session of the 
Conference. Many of the menwers had left for their homes, 
so that only twenty were present. The report cal led forth 
long l'l.Ud warm discussion. A number of the most pronounced 
reformers took the g;x·ound that the report did not go far 
enough, and that it ought to have stated the attitude also 
in re.ferenoe to the bi bHoal books. They dee lared that in 
the stx·eam of ttadi tion the biblical books must be considered 
with the post•biblical, tha:b the two cannot be separated., 

19 ~herefore they voted against the report o.f the Committee. 

The statement reveals that the authoritative nature o:t' the Bible was 

by no means accepted by the rabbinate. However no futther act:ton was 

taken along this line, and the question o.f the authority of the Bible· 

still remains an unresolved :i.ssue. 

Though REiform at that time refused to oomm.i t itself reg;.arding 

the status of.the Bible it ffl.s attempted to define what it means by 

j.nspi.ration. Its basic premise is that maintained by the Pi t·tsburgh 

Platform which stresses the interrelation of revelation, reason, and 

morality. Thus does Wise interweave these three oonce;pts& 

The Torah maintains that its "teaching and canon 11 are 
dj.vine. Man's knowledge of the True o.nd Good comes to 
his reason and conscience (which is unconoscious reason) 
either dil'ectly from the suprem >mand universal Reason, the 

abaolutely True and Good; or it-comes from him indirectly 
from the srune, .. source by the manif'esta.tions of nature, the 

, factors of history md his power of induction. This prinoi­
ple is in conformity with the second postula:te of theology 
(revelatio~6~ and its extension in harmony with the standard 
of reason. 

Wis e's theology approaches a thorough going idealist pos:i. tion. 

'l'h.e essence of the world is 11reason", mant's inner esseno~) i.s also reason, 
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thus is ·the ga.p bridged between men and di vine. He does not find 

it necessary to re so lv·e the contra.a iotions between pure and pra.c ... 

tical. reason vvhioh ohalleng;ed Knnt. To him both the purely con-

ceptual categories of though·!; and the moral category, which he calls 

unconscious reasony are capable of reac'ting to the divil1e reason which 

pervades the world. God as reason becomes an i.mmanen·t factor j,n the 

world. It; is interesting to note how universal Reason. is equated with 

the 'l'rue and Good• e.nd how these in turn are assumed to permeate t the 

me.rdfestations of nature, and the facts of. histor:vr'. Reason with 

moral overtones and revelatton appear to becqme synonymous. This 

' ·/ position is s·tated with another empha.sis by Louis G:rosslJl,Ms 

We shal 1 have to revise our notions of revelation. I 
deem this an emir.ten i:;J.y felicitous occasion. We have for 
a long time clung to a too restrictive scope of the rnea 
of revelation.. The untutored man implied by it a guess 
of the grand. He had come upon me.ny a thornbush a.11 at!;low 
w:i. th e. mystic message, and dared no·t approach nearer to it. 
We, too, have profound visions; our legislation is a farce 
and insecure, unless we have as prototype a state of order 
and a community in peace. Our theologies are impertinences, 
unless we have the ideal of piety. Socialism, ethios, 
politics, all pre ... condition. a sort of. Utopian hope. Of 
course Vie fall shor·t of these high aims. We say God gave 
the ten commandments from the top of Mount Sinai. But 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 justioe of thw world, into the mor~i.lness of fate, 
poets and legislators, and the popular instinct share alike,, 
From the cleft of ·bhe rook; shaded from the dazzling brilliance 
of' a divine illumination, each man sees a vision of his own. 
Thw whole ror ld is revealing and all men are seers • • • Even 
speech, that second soul of man, that pU.grirns across con ... 
tinents, making brothers of nations, reveals. The language 
of the world is the most reverent symbol we ha.ve. lilvery 
sound which now brldges mind with mind and :fraterniZes,·the 
world, is revelation. And there are so many languages. There 
is not one sentiment which we share in common but is coined 
into speech and binds the :ra.<&'e more closely. That which makes 
manifest a common truth is bib].ioal. The oracle, therefores 
is glven us from many tr:l.pods .21 

Rabbi Grossman extends Wise's position to a near pa.n-entheism; the 
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entire context of man partakes of the diV'ine, and his awareness of 

any e.spect of his emdronment becomes rev·ela.tion. The Bible has no 

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

as he puts it, tThat which mekes manifest a common truth is biblical.' 

The pan ... entheism is implied not only by the implication of di vine 

immanence but also by the emphasis upon the unity of the world. A.11 

sound which bridges mind with mind and fraternizes the .world is called 

reYelation. Revelation no longer is an event out of the ordinary scope 

of human affairs;, i.t is a. cardinal. datum of a-very exi.stenoe, as the 

divine is a constant part of ev·ery ma.n's environment. 

Yet he does not discard the moral basis of revelation. 

Indeed he largely follows Kant in basing religious apprehension upor1 

moral. reason. Only those percept~.ons which ma.ke brothers of nations* 

which fraternhes the world, which binds the race more closely are 

dignified by the term revelation. Ile erects his structure not on the 

parallel pillars of mor!'!l.lity and reason as did Wise, but more sharply 

upon the lithfoal aspects of reason. 

A constant theme in Reform thought deals with the di vine 

natur<'' of morality. As we have seen abo'V'e the max:i.m is posited tha:t;; 

all that is m.ora.1 1 partakes of the divine and is based upon revels. .. 

tion. The ca:tegories of revelation and morality assume an inter-

dependence which :t.s r a.rely c hal le nged. Indeed it may be argued 

that revelation may be more than morali.ty, but rs.rely ts the assumption 

challenged that ethics composes the essential. cornerstone of revelation. 

This is typified. by the statement of Ale xoo:i.der Kohut a 
,~,_,,,,,.,.w1.'\il<f.•~~;J .. _,. 

The Hebrew race has found the revelation needed to· breat;he 
the emotion into the laws of morality and make morality 
religion. This religion revelation is the capital :f'e.ot of 
the old testa.ment and the source of its grandeur a.nd power. :F'or 
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wit-no _ol;i 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 happj.ness, 
and it does not; Iara.el he.d the true idea; that righteous­
ness is sf.l."iling, that to conduct belongs to ha.ppiness .. 22 

Reform Judaism optimistically placed reve la ti on in the every de.y 

con.text of human affairs. It j_s no longer necessary that revelation 

be surrounded by a halo of the supernatural, but this does not mean 

thEJ.t it has been removed from partioip.a.ting in the nature of the 

divine; for rervelaUon, morality end reason, the attributes ot' d:i.vinity, 

are immediate in the 1i ves of man, part of the grand unfoldment in 

the sure process leading towards messianic red·emption. 

This placing of revelation in a human context immediately 

poses the questions what authority can such revelation have? Each 

man becomes as au.thori ta.tive as any other, no a.bsolute position is 

possible• When rev·ela.tion becomes a human construct j_t becomes in-

dissolubly enmeshed in the subjectivities and relativities of' the mox"ca.l 

si tua.tion., This issue will arise time w.d a.gain to plague the RefCl" m 

position .. 
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1890-1897 Concept of God -------

During the years 1890 ... 1897 the Conference did not find 

it neoessary to wrestle with a philosophio def'init:i.on of' God • 

.A.pp111:rently the earlier f'ormuh.tions were acoepta.ble. or most prob .. 

ably, their general theological spirit easily embret0ed. the concept 

of God w:l thout need for the d.eve 1.opment of' an apologetic literature 

on this subject. At any rate Conferc•mce material did not appear 

chal lengecl by a need to define God. Reference to the God concept 

\,,: are completely in accord with the idealist approach of the Conference 

to revelation, reason, and morality. 

God ts existence is posited as a dogma by I• M. Wise i 

The sc1·iptures begin· with an account of or@aM.bn.,. Expound 
thi:S:·a.s you m9¥, it al ways centers in ·t;he proposi tiorai of' 
·t;he priority and superiority· of a. substantial being --
oe.11 it spidt, causative power, God, or by any other name ..,_ 
prior and supedor to all material being and its modalities, 
end jl;his, however formula tad, is a dogma. 23 

This God oonoept is given a validity all i·ts own, beyond the sphere 

of the human and the natural, Wise continues1 

It is a unique YRVH monotheism without precedent or parallel 
in history which scriptures teach, a belief' in an eternal 
living God; the author, preserver and governor of the entire 
cosmos, who possesses, enlivens, rmd permee.tes the A..11 without 
any dependency on the All. "God is he ·bhat is, and all the 
rest but seems to be. 1t ThisYHVH monotheism i.s no philospheme; 
reason nej. the:r oould nor did invent it, reason cannot deny it, 
it can only construe it.24 

Wise leaves no room for equivocation regarding hi.s belief in God. His 

God concept 1.s not predicated upon any philosophic ·specul;ation nor temporal 

commitment, it is grounded upon a.. faith beyond the onslaughts of criticism. 

Of course it may be argued that no man can divorce his beliefs from 

the tempers of his time, but this statement nevertheless, poi.nts to 

the sincerity of h:i.s 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 an is sue which then need be subjected to analytical 

dissection. 

The nature of deity is found to be described largely in 

re'la ti on to the three concepts of Reason, MOrali ty and Universa.lisrn11 

As we have seen in the previous section God has been referred to as 

the universal Reason. God i's nature though in no wise compare.bl.a to 

the reason of man is somehow most eff'ectively conceived in terms of 

reason. His essence is subject to the category of thought Lf' not 

equivalent in some way to it. Man ts re la ti on to God then becomes 

possible through reason. Wiis e in his presidential address of 1891 

sta:bes a 

Human reason cen conceive no idea or idee.l ot' deity superior 
to the Jehovah of Moses, the absolute being by 1*tom and in 
W:J.om the All exists, Uves 9lld perpetuates itself in its 
innumen.ble varieties of forrns; who is in his manifestations; 
both in nature and histoxy, ab so lute p'ower, uni·versal and 
sovereign, in·tellect supreme, love and benignity, the only 
perfect being.25 

Though reason only partially conforms to that a.speot of God designated 

a.s rs.ntelleot supremet, yet it is oonoeived of as being mants fiantl.1 

source of validity. Wise's statement .. Human reason oa.n conoei ve no 

idea or ideal of deity superior to the Jehovah of Moses"; thus becomes 

tantooi.ount to a .proof for the existence of God. 

Another category which is applied to God is that of holiness. 

God1s nature is the highest expression of the ethical, it is infused 

w.l th meroy and cone ei ved of as showering love and gratBe upon man• '.l'ha 

aspect of God as the epitome of• moral perf1Jo·bion is most strongly 

emphasized by the Oonf'erenoe. It is the distinguishing characteristic 

of Deity. I. M. Wise ste:tes a 

By this attribute of holiness the God of revelation is 
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distinguished f'rom all gods and god-ideas in the 
theology of the world. It represents Jehovah as 
the highest ideal of moral psrfec'tion, and it is 

23. 

made incurnbent upon the congregation of Israel to 
become holy, morally perfect. Hare is the foundation 
of' YHVH ethics• w1ioh was known to Israel only.26 

Holiness is described as the chief rel.ational ohara.oteristio of' 

God J ethics thus becomes paramount in the Reform conception of 

religion. But this ethical emphasis in keeping w:l:bh the spirit 

of the Conference, is given a broad universal ist scope. 11The 

unity of God ••• is no longer, as it hlls been, a cause of separation 

and estrangment from people of o·bher faiths, but the opposite, a 

stimulus for seeking their fellowship and oo~operation in all things 

good and right• }Pai th in the one father in heaven imposes upon us 

the oblige;bion to bring al 1 his huma.n children into the bond of' one 

comrnon bro·therhood. 1127 The ethical aspect of God is given a uni ver-

sal scope end trans lated into terms of' challenge, moti,va.ting men to 

seek af"ber the good,. to strive for the God-like in life. 

The Conference sums up its position on God in the f'i:rst 

statement of the formula for the reception of proselytes \\hioh was 

prepared in 1896. 

I believe with a sincere and stead.fast faith, that God 
is one, ~1 only ~fie, the Creator, Preserver, and Ruler 
of' the Uni verse. 

In general it may be oo ncluded that during this period of 

optimistic universalism the Concept of' God as an all powerful being 

was fi:nnly entrenched~ 
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Ever sine e Mendelsohn• s emphasis upon the importance of 

ritual and deed in contradistinction to belief in creed, this 

subject h~.:i.s occasioned much argument. The position o.f' the liberal 

rabbinic al conferences in Europe and Amerio a prior to 1890 was 

essentially tha:t of Mendelsohn. Creed was regarded as secondary ·to 

deed. Creedal formulations were reg;arded as being more advisory than 

coercive. The c.o.A.R. inherited this position and likewise did not 

attempt to form doctrinaire confessions. Its position, however, was 

subject to criticism. The first of' such crH:icisms, occured at a con ... 

vention of the Union of American Hebrew Cong;rega.tions in New Orleansa 

in connection with the convention address by 1,eo N. Levi 
••• This brilliant attorney, one of the leading Jews in 
the southland took the Reform Rabbis to task for not 
f'urnishing a satisfactory defin.it ion of Ju.de.ism so that 
he who ran might read • • • At the close of the address 
the hall rang with applause and cheers. Then it was the.t 
lsaao M. Wise arose and thundered his indignation at this 
unworthy attack on the Rabbis. When he sat down the volatile 
public applauded him as vigorously as they had the a.tte.cking 
speaker • • • That same evening the officers of the Central 
Conference of' American Rabbis met and drew up the following 
protest: 11We the officers of the Central Conference of 
American Rabbis ••• do hereby protest against 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 Un:l.on of b.erican Hebrew 
Congrege:l:ij.ons, anti tled, Judaism at the World's Parliament 
_of ~fil.O~· Within its pages hewoUldhavefo"Und-ii'S ques ... 
tions answered time and again by the very Reform Rabbis whom 
he has so severely arraigned.29 

But this issue seems not to have been forgotten, at least not by Isaac 

.M. Wise h:l.mse lf. ln his presidential address in 1896 he embraces a 

position almost die.metirically in opposition to that which he defended 

at the Union oonven:bion. He declares& 

He maintains and preaohes loudly the superiority of' Judaism as 
the universal rel1.gion, the religion o:f the f'uture, the only 
religion of' redernmed enlightened and fraternized humenity, 
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and o laims this as Israel ts mission, or the very cause 
of its preser"V'ation, the very element of its life ••• 
And yet how inconsistently was th:i.s important subject 
treated in our proceedings. When some one arose in our 
midst end m.e..intained this: 11 If any one should ask himself 
conscientiously what is that great truth 11Vhich we possess 
end so zealously promulgate and advocate; V\hat is its con­
tents, its criterion, its quiddity, its essentiality, and 
admits that what we do not know scientifioall.y, we do not 
knOi'{ well enough to impart to ethers, he will be astonished 
to learn, how little heknows and how little prepared he is 
to teaoh it. .A,nd yet it is true$ the.t whatever is knowable 
ia definable and expressible in w:Jrds can be ratiodnated 
and cast into scientific form of principle and system, to 
be accessible to the intelligence of' the world and compre­
hensible to ourselves" -- When this was advanced loudly and 
emphatioal ly, there rose in our mid st the antiquated horror 
of what was called in Christian theology ndog;Il!As 11 , with all 
the spectors of persecution, excommunication, damnation, 
sword, pyre and hell-fire behind it, as though such a S:ata:nio 
cyclone could ever rage where religion and reason, faith and 
common sense are not in conflict, as this was always the case 
in Ju.la.ism, and is es:p3Cially the case in this phase of it 
wh:toh we have made our standard i.n Amerioan Judaism. Not 
only was the idea rejected in the Chicago session of this 
Conference, but al.so the minor idea of publishing a me.nue.l 
0£ religious instruction f'or the young was vetoed. It was 
indirectly estabBshed then and there, that we shoul.d go on 
in teaching, preachin.g and advocating what undefined some­
thing whioh we cal 1 the great truth of which Israel is the 
historical exponent; end all that was done in a Conference 
which is reformatory, liberal, progressive, and comprises 
the intelU.g;ence of our people and its representatiV'e men. 
What a tremendous inoonsistency.30 

Wise then prooeeds to :review the struggle within the Conference itself 

for. the establ ishne nt of a. set of prino iples, and 1 t becomes evident 

that st!Vong opinions a.re already in existence both pro and o on. The 

groundwork is being well prepared for the controversy over oreed and 

synod which was soon to ensue. 

However, despite 't;his conflict, the tenor of the years 1891 -

1897 can well be described as being optimistic end sel.f ... conf'ident. 

The Conference had done what no freEi Hberal. rabbiniot\l body had yet 

done, it had established a permanent rabbinical body. True there were 

inconsistencies end inadequacies in their theology; but they were 'co:n ... 
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vinced of the va.lidH;;>r of the premises of' their thought and that 

time could take oa.re of thEi rest. Indeed progress had already 

been made. Meny of ·the ritual issues were clarifieds ·the Union 

Prayer Book was edited m d adopted by many congregations throughout 

the land, the rabbis had clarified the question of the admission 

of proselytes, and. had resolved the oonflic t concerning cremation. 

All in all, the Conference was able to bask in the praise of its 

leader, I. M. Wi.se who stated in 189?: 

Never, as far back as memory carries, ne11er did any 
simila.r body amon31 our oo-reli.gionists meet with such 
success anywhere. 
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1898-1902 The Loss of Heart 
-~- -

These years were marked by a decid<~d change in heart. 

The first flush of success was soon replaced by a more realistic 

outlook. The demands ple.ced upon the Reform Rabbinate were onerous 

and demanding; too often their efforts were met with disinte1·est on 

the part of ·bhe laity. Now that the honeymoon period of the Confer ... 

ence was over they settled down to the task of :realistically e.pprais-

lng what they had accomplished and what had yet to be done. What 

they saw did not please them. Often they expressed their deep dissat-

:l.sfa.otion with the religious picture about th.em.. Thei.r despair is 

reflected by the words of those who valiantly tried to stem the tide 

of' pessimism .. 

Joseph Sil.v'erma:n plea.du 

Shall we listen to the pessimist who points to persecution 
and anti-semitism as our reward or to him Who says this is 
an 0.ge of indiff'erenoe, of materialism, of' irrelig1.on; or 
shall we listen to him who says the mission of Judaism is 
ended? Now in the very hour of indif'f'erence and materie.J .... 
ism, when the opportunities for doing good are so inviting, 
when the possibilities of' Judaism. are so great, we need 
heroics in the ranks, true n~n and women who will stand by 
the flag of Israel to be.ttle against this 1.rreligion, batter 
down the fortres's of skepticism, take the citadel of :lgB~r­
ance and superstition and unfurl the banner 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
mistic spirit displayed by the young men of this Convention.,, 
If it were true, what has been said concerning our young 
men and women who have been reared in our Sabbath school, 
i£ it were true that Judaism has gone down in this country 
beyond resurrection, then there would hardly be a Jewish 
home found any longer in the land. Let me tell you, young 
gentlemen, you have lost youx• faith in yourselve~;. Let me 
tell you that Juda.ism looka much br:i.ghter the.n it did many 
years a.go. Let me ·be 11 you that as long as we continue to 
do our duty ••• we will always nnd, in the course of time, 
the right way to do the right thing433 

:11 
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The problem of the spirit of the rabbinate apr:ears to 

have become a crucial one. The individual members were groping 

for some valid basis for their activity, and too often ·!.;hey found 

themselves deep in the throes of disquietude. Adolph Guttmacher 

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

laity and the clergy. 

Since we have abandoned some of the old landmarks, rever.., 
ential awe has given place to a spi:r:lt of critiolsm that 
is cold and calculating and have we not imbued, thoslf who 
look to us f'or light and guidance, with that self-same 
spirit and a.tti tude toward our faith. 34 

Joseph Krauskopf approaches the situations with a slightly different 

emphasis. He says of' the lai ty1 

'l'hey can but esteem and value. what is real and tangible~ 
what ca.n be appraised an invoiced, what had marketable 
va. lue • what can be converted in to go ld or pleasure, In 
time the very card.in.al truths of' religion are d:i.~garded. 
In the end the very belief' ix1 God is cast aside. 

But the pessimism was not all limited to a superficial 

disquietude with the oontempora.ry scene• There apparently was in-

volved some deeper questioning of the validity of' the optimistic 

po s1. ti on W:1 ich Reform took wHh regard 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 society to be naive. His position 

:reflects the sp:!.rit of Z:ionism mich finds no salvation for the Jaws 

outside of Palestine• Whether this attitude characterized the other 

two or three Zionists who belonged to the Conference (l<'elsenthal and 

Heller) is not known. Levias statess 

The roseate view taken o'f' the future by those who enjoy at 
this moment comparative ease is due to various delusions. 
It would lead m.e too fa.r were I to attempt to expose them 

I 
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all, since arguments that are not susceptible to 
logical demonstration are a pt to lead to interminable 
controversies •••• 
The dream of. the prophet that nature shall be transformed; 
that the Hon shall lie down with the lamb, and a small 
boy shall le ad them, is a beautiful dream, an inspiring 
dream. but an unrealistic dream after all. The Jew that 
takes this dream into consideration in affairs of practi­
cal life fa no less a visionary than h1.s Christian neighbor 
who attempts to realize in human society ·bhe New Testament 
dream of non-resistance ·bo evi 1.36 

The challenge which faces reform was a real one a.nd steps had ·t;o be 

taken to meet it. Reform had to defend its basis for validity. The 

:r.eS!ponse to this issue was essentially twofolds a) a return to 

specifically Jewish ground. was demanded; Reform Judaism must be 

anchored more firmly in its particular tradition; and b) the demand 

that the authority of the rabbis be strengthened in order to gi Ye 

them more power in dealing with the issues they :faced. 

Concern.ing a)a It is oonceivable that this demand was 

prompted by the development of Zionism with its particu1'arist emphasis. 

The suooess of Zionlsm in so quickly oa.pturing the interest of' the 

masses might have inf'luenoed some to borrow in highly modifj.ed form 

their particui"arist progrrun. More likely, hanrever, the particula r:l.st 

theses is firmly in keeping with the stress of Reform upon its historical 

ties with the pa.st; this movement is but the return swing of the pendulum 

f'rom the extreme universalist posi ti. on which it had preV'iousl.y occupied. 

'.J.lhis position is stated in V"arious forms• Jacob Voo:rsanger states a 

•• • if' you desire your people to remain .f'ai thful to the 
moiety of his to rioal discipline that is left us ••• 
making that discipline responsive to the conditions of 
the ·bi mes, that, in that oase we must lead them back to 
more positive ground than we occupy at present.37 

S. H. Sonnescheina 

Teach the grandest of a 11 reform lessons, viz. s Liberty is 
not license, and independence is not indifference. Study 
the past. 3 t:1 
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Abandon the method of imitationt There is ten Mmes 
more strength. beauty and vital1.ty in our home-made 
institutions and organization~, then in e.ll borrowed 
plum!ll.ge end fad:i.ng fashions. 3 

Israel .&i.ron states less equivooal.lys 

We must again commit ourselves to the ideas of thorough 
going puri"ty in doctrine, :l.n institutions, in v.o rship, in 
marriage and in giving in marriage. There must be a. pride 
in deserving the adjective Jewish, and a. cessation of 
latitudinou~9mouthing to gain cheap praise for a cheaper 
libc:i:ralism. 

'l'he tendency then was toward a greater emphasis upon partio-

ularism at the expense of universalism. The uni:wersalist position 

was blamed, at least partially, for the failure of the Jewish group 

to maintain and develop its position. The most virulent statement 

ag;ains t the uni ve rs al is t plank is ma.de by Levi as 1 

"A universal religion dreamt of by our visionaries is as 
impossible as a universal language. 'l'he road to messianic 
times does not lead ·bhroug;h an imaginary universality of 
belief, but lies rather in the development of the various 
groups of mankiri.d a.long the innate peculiarities and natbural 
idiosyncrasies to the greatest possible perfection each one 
of them is capable of attaining. 11 In other words, 40eligious 
development oan only advance along parallel lines. 

By no means does al 1 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)': '.!he issue of' expanding the authority of the 

Conference as a means of resolving the current unrest was broached 

under two headings; that .of the formulat:i.on of a creed, and that of 

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

request for a creeds 

Before I close, permit me to reiterate rrry old problem, to 
lay before the world a clear and comprehensive sta.tement 
of the prino:i.ple s of Judaism ,,,. call them princ:lples, dogmas 1 

doctrines, precepts, or by any other nEi11le - but let the 
world kn.~y clearly and distinctly what is the subs·tanoe of 
Judaism. · 



31. 

As a result of this plea a commHtee ton the draft of 

prinoj.ples for Juda.1.sm 1 was formed consisting of' three men; Wise, 

Mj.elziner 1 and Deutsch. The oommi ttee presented its report in 1900, 

but not before Wise had passed on. The action. of the oommi ttee was 

tenta:tive, and their conclusions, as they themselves admitted; of 

·superfich.l nature. It pointed to the need of a sound h:tstorioa.l 

framework as a basis for any further Reform efforts. It sums up.its 

ooncl·usiQns in these words: 

Our standpoint must be the acknowledgement of the histo1•ical 
evolution of religious truth which is like that of the me ... 
ohan:l.oal world. The newspaper of. our day :ts only the con ... 
sistent evc>lution of the runes scratched roughly in stones 
and in. the bark of trees by prehistoric people. Both serve 
the need a.nd the desire of corrununioating thoughts. So our 
religion has its essent:lals wh:loh are lasting, while external 
forms change. 'fhis truth we still find ln Israel's litera* 
ture, a lthougn a considerable portion ~~ it has lost j.ts 
meaning to us in both matter end form. 

H:istorio evolut:lon is posited ail supplying the authoritative premise 

upon vh ioh religious truth can be based. But the specific issues of 

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

is the exten·t:; and nature of its coercive powers 11 'these were all bypassed>b. 

The committee also saw fit ·to single out the concept 6£ Isrr.1.el ts mission 

as being vital to the nature of Judaism. 

It is further necessary to lay stress on Isra.el•s mission 
as a message ... bearer of divine truth to the world as 11he 
righteous servant of the Lord, who by his knowledge shall 
make in.any righteous and shall bear their iniquities .. 43 

The commi·btee singled out the concepts of evolution and the miss.ion 

of Israel as being central to Reform. 

Though no final actlon was taken, the question oi' creed now 

beoe.me an issue wh:!.oh ultimately had to be resolved one way or enotha:r •. 

'l'he second aspec·t o:f.' the search for autho:ri ty was that which 

, involved the formation of a synod. Enelow, a young; graduate from H .. u .. c .. , 



~prepared a scholarly essay on this subject. In his paper. he buttressed 

the theses that a synod has always been central to the social organi-

zation of' Judaism and ·therefor should once more be instituted • 

.. • we have, by simply follow:l.n.g the course of events, 
discovered a synod at every notable historic juncture .,. • 
their records you may be sure would make the best synopsis 
of' the dev<~lopment of Judaism. not to mention their share 
in our seoul9..r history ••• Both the rabbinical and the 
oongrega tiona 1 unions are ma.nif'es·ta. tions of the synodal id ea 
"" they are two fragments of the idea.l which Wise never ceased 
to nourish and which possibly yet awaits com.pl.eta realization a 
the continuance of Jewish religion in the New Yforld through'.; 

4
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the medium of that time honored Jewish institution, the s.yr.wd. "' 

The issue was formally introduced on the floor of the Conference 

by Joseph Sibrernn.n in the presidential message of 1902. He stated 

the question in H;s most practical aspect. He sought for some means 

of augmenting Conference authority whether it be by means of a synod 

or otherwise" 

It seems to me also advisable that this Conference should 
place itself in touch with the Union of .AJI1erioan Hebrew 
Corigregationa in order to devise some plan by which its 
deliberations may receive proper reoogn:l.tion from congre­
gations and 1 ts decisions be regarded as authori tathre. 
In the absence of a Synod or Sanhedrin, the Conference 
ou~ht, in a measure, to be that central body whose duty 
it should be to giv·e a decisive interpretation of Jewish 
law imd practice, and determine what united course of 
action congregations shall adopt. 45 

The issue o.f synod was now before the Con.ference:11 

Summa._rx. 

The Conference found itself dissatisfied with the theolog-

ical and ritual 1M.1arohy which ensued from the rationalistic nature 

of their basic premises which made H; almost impossible 'ho f'o~mulate 

the prj.nciples of Juda.ism in any absolute or near absolute catechism. 

The rabbis searched for some authori te.ti ve bas:i.s for both their theology 



and the dicisions of' the Conference. The only basis for au th ... 

l' 
' ority whioh they could utilize was th!il.t of historical t:radi·bion, 

but tMs too was of an hlgh ly amorphous nature - it could not 

resolve the situation. The solution to the problem seemed to 

depend on the Conference•.s abiUty to decide upon e.n authoritative 

o:reed and to fashion a synod with o oe:roi ve powers. Synod and creed 

thus beoame the key issues in Conference ae1iivity during the follow-

ing d~ioe.de. 

j .. 



1903 ... 1910 ---
In 1903 the Conference was compJ.etely embroiled in the 

twin 1.ssues of creed and synod. I·t; is difficult to separate the 

two for they ori15in:~lly represented the two faces of the same coj.n. 

~he question involved. a clarification. of the religious authority of 

the Conferences a a creed would ir.,bre it a doctrinal basis, and a synod 

would invest it with a relie;fous legislative authority. In order to 

more adequately pursue the ensuing developments it is wiser to 

follow ea.ch issue indi iridual ly. 

Synod 
-•MM--

In l.903 the or;r f'or a synod was strong and compelUng. As 

a :result of the near deadlock over the Sabbath question, Voorse.nger 

turned to ihe expediency of a synod a 

The question at issue eminently demonstrates the great 
need of our American congregations, namely, an authority 
to which all questions of discipline and religious practice, 
may be deferred; an authority democrqtic enough to be 
considered representative of the people andyet strong 
enough to 'be a.bl.e to popularize e.nd insUl"e acceptance of 
its decrees and decisions.46 

He presents in detail the struoturEJ of such en organization. His 

main demands ares 

l. State Conferences to be organized, i:;o be composed of' 
the re .. bbi a.nd presi.dent of' each congregation w:l.thin the 
state and three delegates at large from each 0011gregati.on. 

2. At 0. certain time during each year each S:tate Conference 
shall elect f'ive delf.1gates. composed of two rabbis and ·bhree 
laymen, to a National Conference • • • This nt'l.tional Confer'"' 
enoe ... shall irnmed:i.atel~y- upon its convocation divide into 
two bodies, one to be known as the Central Conference aff' 
American Rabbis, the other representing the Un:i.on of American 
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Hebrew Congregations. The first body shall discuss and 
pass upon a.11 matters pertaining to religion and disci­
pline, the second shall con.ce:rn itself' with all matters 
pe:rta~¥il'l,g to education and (communal) adm:i.nist:ration 

•••• 

'rhough the synod :resulted from the need for theological cJ.a:rifica-

tion; when it was put in a concrete social framework it ·was caused 

to include another as:pect, that which involved the o:rgan:l.zation and 

political problems of' the Jew:i.sh community. Voorsange:r apparantly 

realized that ·the synod could not ignore ·bhe communal end political 

policy making needs of the community; therefore, according to him, 

the synod was ooncei ved of' as both politic al and :religious in purpose. 

This dual purpose of a synod was not accepted by;:Silver ... 

man. In his presidential message he :recognized both the :religious 

and the politic al needs of the day but he attempted to re so iv·e them 

individually. A. synod should be formed to han.dle speoif'iodly theo-

logical issues, and a Jewish political congress should be assembled 

to deal with vexing political. issues, i.e. the Kishirs,lff' mass a.ore. 

Defining the scope of the synod, which is to deal wi'th religious 

. 
issuest he statess 

It is imperative that such a Synod be convened at as 
early a date as possible for the purpose of dec:i.ding 
upon the f'ollowing nn tters on which the Conference has 
already acted: l.. Articles of. Jewish Theology. 2. How 
to further Sa.bba;th Observance. 3. Best methods of' 
electing Rabbis. 4. Best Methods of Gaining the Un· 
aff'Uiated. 5. Intermarriage. 6. l'Jroselytism. 7. 
Cremation. 8. Uniformity in Synagogue Music and 
Ritual+ 9., Better Observance of the Festival and 
Holy Days«1 10. Uniform System of Religious Inst:ruotion.o.

48 

The synod according to Sj.lverma.n was to be merely a continuation of 

the activities of the Confe:renoe on a more authoritative levelJ it 

answered the specific question. of the authority of ·the Rabbinate. 

With regard ·t;o the poli'bioal needs of the Jewish community he stateds 
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It must therefore be patent to all that our greatest 
need is organization- a united Israel ..,_ a central 
a.uthc>ri tati'lre body that in crisis and emergencies shall 
have the indisputable right to speak and act for till 
Israel.. The Ifishineff massacre and other a-vents of a 
similar na.ture have demonstrated our la ck of organJ.za­
tion and it is high time that stei~ be taken toward a 
solution o.f this growing problem. 

Hel;speci.fioally recommended an investigation 

Into the possibility and benefj.t of forming a Central 
Boa.rd consisting of the Executive Committees of the 
various orders and national organize.tions, said board 
to have full authority to act .for all oonsMtuent SO'"' 

cieties in mat·ters of general ix1terest to all of 
Israe1.49 

It is seen that two distinct motivations were involved 

in the question of the synod;; At the outset the religious motive 

was stressed. In 1903 Margolis in his formulation of the organize.·· 

tion of the synod states that its primary function is that of acting 

upon a creed,. Krauskopf in hi.a presidential message the following 

year also thought in terms af' the religious aspects of the synod. 

He states& 

Enough f'or us to ha.ve decisj.ons rendered on d.tua.l or 
li't;urgical or vitr:tl religious questions - after mature 
study and deliberation by an authori tati-ve body such 
as this 1 merel.y for guidanoe,.50 

Consequently, when the issue 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 

Presidentts Message. The majority report favoring a synod was 

sponsored by Philipson, I-IelJ.01•, Stolz; Margolis and Harr:l.s. 'rhey 

held th.at the synod composed of clergy and laity is a traditional 

:i.nstitu·tion which is needed in American Israel as a central religious 

. organization to decide questions o_f religious, ethical and communal 
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lmport. The synod 

shall not be an ecclesias·bical court w:lth power to 
dictatt~ to the indi vi.dual conso:Lence•, to :x·estrict or 
interfere in any wise with freedom of either belief' 
or conduct. '.l'he purpose of such a synod, in our 
judgement, is to guide by a conoensus of academic and 
practical wisdom and thereby educate Jewish public 
opin:ion. 51 

The minority report was submitted by F'elsenthaJ., Sale 

and Schanfarber. They objected that a synod would ultimately 

become a.n autocratic instrument, d:tsrespeotful of minority opinions, 

leading to suppression of the t f'ree org~1,nio developme:xl't; 1 so vital 

for religiol'l.• Felsenthal, who because of his age ap~ared to be 

quite influential at this time, mj.nces no words in stating his caseo 

No, we need not a Synod, or an Ecumenical Council, o:r 
a provincial Council, or any other hierarchial power 
above us to regulate our theological thinking, o:r to 
:rule in our ecclesiastical domain. Uni.tad we a.re with­
out such arachronis tic and artii'i.ci.al institutions, -·~ 
we are united by the creator himself who has put us in-to 
the world as a separate people and has made us as of 
one family.52 

The vote taken on the majori.ty report indicated that it could not 

pass. The record of the p:rooeed:tngs is a bit confused cono<:irning 

the actual vote. Though it is stated that the final vote was 23 to 

23, subsequent remarks imply that a m.ajo:rlty of ono favored t;he 

report. A.t any rate the vote was so evenly divi.ded 11 tha.t the commi·ttee 

by leave of the Conferenoe wi"bhdrew its repor t. 1153 'l'his synod which 

oould not oommeu1d a majo:rlty vote was to have had jurisdiction 1n 

matters of a religlous character, it was not to have been a general 

communal body. 'l'he debate on the synod oon.tinued but now emphasis 

was upon the political aspect, it was no longer regarded as an 

answer to the s pecii'i.c problem of religious a.uthori ty. 

This transformation is most obvious tn the remarks of' Joseph 
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Stolz in 1.906, who asks for a specif'i.cally poli ti.cal. org;ani-

zation. 

After pendi.ng two yea.rs it now remains for you to 
decide a:b this convention whether or not in your 
opinion the American national Jewish organization 
which is bound to come tnto e:ld.stence in the very 
near future,. because the people wh<> are clamoring 
for a democratic organization will never be satisfied 
with a self-constituted, self-perpetuating, mutually 
admiri.ng, e.ristocratic Committee, should have as one 
of i·ts distinctive objects tthe promotion of the 
ca.use of Juda.ism' • 54 

l't; is obvi.ous that the force of' historic dovelopmen·t had completely 

altered the concept of $,ynod. The Conference had originally con ... 

oeived it as a thaologio necessity, now it assumed completely 

d:lff'erent dimensions, and as such no longer belongs to the scope 

of this study• (Let it be noted that the proposal to agi:t;ate for 

the o:rge.nizati.on of stloh a political organization was decisively 

defeated in 1906 by the Confe:cenoe.) Of importance to us is the 

fact that the synod conceiV'ed of as an ecoleaia. was not able to 

command suff.i.oient votes in. 1904 to allow for its ins'bi tution. 
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1903 - 1910 Creed 

The striving for an offfoial Reform. code of belief was 

destined for more productive developmen·t - bu·c the process was 

slow and pains·ba.k:ing. It was during the year 1903 that the first 

comprehensive creed was presented to the Conference far approval. 

Max Margolis,, Professor of. Bible at the Hebrew Unj.on College, was 

asked to submit a statement on the .~~~.olo~i:Ja.1, Asp_eo.~s ;?.!.. Ref.orm~ 

Jude.ism,. He submitted his wo rlc for approval as the creed of Reform. 

His creed assumed this formz 

· A• 'I.'heo logy 
I believe in God, the One and Holy,. the creator and 

"5 sustainer of the worldw0 

B. Anthropology 
I believe that man posses a Divine power wherewith he 
may subdue evil impulses and passions. strive to come 
nearer and nearer the perfeot;ion of God. and commune 
with him in prayer. 56 
That select individuals are, from time to time, called 
by God as prophets and charged with the miss ion of de ... 
o lal"ing His wi 11 unto men. 5 '7 
That man is subject to God ts Law and responsible to 
the searcher of the human heart5~nd the Rj,ghteous Judge 
for all his thoughts and deeds. 
That he who confesses his sins and turns from evil ways 
and trul~ repen~s is lovd.ngly forg;:i.ven by his Father in 
heaven.5 
Cii Psychology 
I believe that the Pious who in this lif'e obey God ts Law 
and do his will with a perfect heart and those who truly 
repent, share, as immortal souls, in the everlasting life 
of' God. 60 
Do Eocli~iology 
I believe·' that Israel was chosen by God as his anointed 
servant to proo la.im unto the f'amilies of mankind IH.s truth 
and, though despised and rejected of man, to continue as 
his witness u:ntil there come in and thvough him the kingdom 
of peace and moral perfection and the fullness of. the know­
ledge of Godi the ·true c ornmuni ty of. the children of the 
Living God.6 

The context of h:i.s thought is ratio11alistio as is to be 

expected. In. the discussion of his doctrines he olee.rly polnts to 



40. 

the cerJ.trali·by of the coxicept of reason+ Deity and reason 

becr~me i·nterl.ocked p:reimises: 11God is the thought that is 

diffused through all space and actiVC>-) in all time. 1162 His 

nature is immanent to man, who through reason apprehends it. 

Holiness and mor@.lity also become linked with reason. Mants 

apprehens i.on of. the Good is a function of his mind. 11We may riot 

wholly indentif'y this di dne e lament with reason, but we may say 

that it ia not conceivably present :l.n a rational being. n63 

This element of reason, or rather the moral element of res.son, in 

turn forms the basis for divine revelation. However~ he does re~ 

serve a spec1.al sanctity for tradition. He says: 11We belie-1re in 

a general revehttion; but, at the same time, we maintain that God 

revealed himself more clearly and truly to our forefathers.
1164 

Oonoerxd.ng God 1 revelation and tradition he is in keep .. 

ing w:l. th the past trends of ·the Conference, but a modif'foation of' 

the opt:i.mistic outlook of the nineties is evident. Concerning the 

nature of' man he re·alizes the complexi·ty of· the problem of evil 

more fully, his statement th!l\.t man has tlilJ.e power within himself' to 

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

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

which makes for goodness aside from the inherent power of man to 

choose good,. He does not see the redemption of mankind as waiting 

around the corne1·. He states& mrhe millenium is not quite so 

near. But; i'b is tr1.rn that we welcome every step that brings us 

nearer unto the idaa.1. 11 66 On the whole he pre.sents a much more 

cautious estimate of the natu:!'.'e of man ai1d society.,, 

Margolis t sugestions evoked much discussion. One of the 

I 
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most interesting comments came from Rabbi M. l!"ri.edlander who attacked 

the in.adequacy of Margolis t discussion on morality. He demands 

that theology face the task of validating mord truth. l!"riedlander's 

:remarks on this question were as followsi 

One of the most vital and. ·t;roublesome questions upon 
which depends the hold of religion on the 1.i.fe and 
thought of our generation, and a belief regarding which 
in olea.r and strong ll!\.nguage is ex:peoted from one Wi.o 
uitderta.kes to formuls.te creeds, is the quest:i.on of moral 
con.science; whether moral conscience is intuitive, or 
acquired; whether moral consciousness; duty, obligation. 
impulse, ideal longing, the verdict of ought and must -­
is indwelling, an ingred1.ent part of me.nts nature pl.aced 
th.ere by the creator of man to make it poss:i.ble for man 
to sympathize with and li.:Jf.'t himself up to the Divine 
Spi.ri t, or all this is the mere accidental outgrowth of' 
external oondi't;i or1s. 66 

E'riedlander questions the divh1e origin of morals, he asser·cs that 

·t;he possibility of the natural evo luti.on of mora.li ty be considered. 

But, according to him, ·chis is not the only oversight. He continues s 

One should state in unequivocal terms his position on 
the freedom of the will, on the integrity of tho Bible, 
on revelation; knotty questions which are now agj:tating 
the mind of eV'ery one concerned in religion. 

6
'1 

I 
As a result of Margolis' paper a oommi ttee was organized /, 

tC> follow thro~h on his suggestion for the formulation of' a creed./ 

But their t1.uik was a di ff'i.cul t one for there we.,s strong sentiment :i.n 

the Conference again.st the issuance of a M.nding creed. A fo:rm.idab)/le 

spokesmtm. for the opposition was Berna.rd Felsenthal. He declares• 

As to a formulated creed, is there really a pressing 
necessity for having one1 Must we have one? VVhat for? 
Many kinds of flowers bloom in Godts garden, and many 
kiri.ds of trees grow in God's orchard• The best way is 
to lee.ve metaphysics, spernulative theology, dogmatics and 
the like, to t,he indiV'idual philosophers and would be 
philosophers,. to ·the ·bheologians, to men whose mental 
proclivities run that way .68 

In. 1905 the committee on Dr. Margolis' paper, after meeting 
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with endless difficulty, attemp't;ed to revise the nature of' 

Us task. It found j.t well nigh impossible to obtain a con-

census of opinion. but it felt that agreement would be forth .. 

coming if the creed w~re to be descriptive of' the tenets of 

'Judaism historically oonside:red. They urges 

Only as far as we oppose the principle of stability 
and stagnation a.re we reformers, otherwise we cl.aim 
to staud upon the historical ground of Judaism, upon 
the 11rook f'rom whioh we were hewn. 11 While recogniz­
ing wide differences of. opinion, of belief'~ and of 
pre.ctice in Judaism throughout all the lands and the 
ages, we know of but one Tore.h, One Iara.el., and One 
God. It is in acoord with this view that the sainted 
Dr,. Wis.a ever reiterated the proposition before this 
Conference, to formula:be the principles not of Reform 
Juda.ism• but of Judaism. 69 

The committee succeeded in altering the original intent of its 

function, hoping to thus simplify its task. No longer is its 

purpose to resolve the basic creedal. issues facing the Conference; 

its function now is to prepare a descriptive statement dealing with 

the historical development Of Jude,ism. 

tet it be written , • • not b;y- one man, but by a body of 
me.n, each master in his special sphere, and the world 
will learn to understand Judaism as Israelis trust and 
glory of the ages.70 

The committee on the t Elaboration of a Systematic Theo logy f 

was appointed far this revised task, but it too met with d if'f:l.c ul ty • 

Its function was 11 to place itself' in correspondence with other bodies 

with the object of constructing a creed. 11 Enelow states its position 

in 1908. 11 I think the committee ha.s virtually brought: in the l"eport 

that the formulation Qf a creed is not advisable. This practically 

disposes of the original work of the Committee, n71 His statement 

was echoed by tha:b of Berkowitz: 11 
... it has become more and moro 

menii'est that the distlnct formulation of' a oreed is impossible.tt72 
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The plan was once more rcrvised, this time statinga 

11'tha.t there be prepared a work consisting of eleven 
or more essays on the fundamental principles of Jewish 
Theology, eiwh essay to be prepared by a different ..,, 
scholar, recognized as an authority in. that f:l.eld. 70 

Bui.; the progress of this project was likewj.se exceedinly slow. 

Three years later the Comrni ttee obtained permission to reduce the 

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

release from its obligations by pro£er1:ng'·the.:I; Kohler"s ~s~em0;,t_~.,2. 

~lo_gz be accepted in lieu of their own work .. 75 But by this time 

the issue of creed had become unimpe>rtant, for the Conference had 

found anothor basis for action ,.._ the description of Reform as a 

methodology. 



I~ 
1903-1910 Reform as a Process 
~,,;.-- - - - ----

The first decade of th~ twentieth century saw the 

Conference 1:M~ti vely engaged in the task of c'la rifying the scope 

of its authority. It searched for an a.uthorii:;ative basis both 

f'or ti:; s own work, and for the f'unctioning of the entire Reform 

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

1903, that two alterna.tive solutions were positeds one favoring 

the adoption of' a creed and the institution of a synod; the second 

proposing, rather tenuously, that Re.form return to more posi ti·ve 

h:tstorioal ground, thus obtaining validity~ 

During the early part of the decade the first solutinn 

was tried but it was found that the temper of the Conference would 

not accept a creed or a synod. But inversely, as enthusiasm for 

these institutions waned, interest ,grew with regard to the se!Bond 

proposal. It was found to offe;r interesting potentiaUties. Judaism 

must not be described in static creedal terms for its essence is 

historic evolution, constant progression,. A creed would arbitrarily 

elevate one aspect of its development to undeserved importance. 

Judaism to be true to itself must be true to its historical process 

and to the potential :i.ties it must yet fulf'illi11 Reform is described 

as a reUgi ous dynamic, a me·bhodology - not a creed but action is 

stressed. 

Reform is not a movement which need be ·validated; it is the 

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

from the historical forces which demanded its crfH~.tion. Max Heller 

keynotes this attitude in his presidential messagei 

Nor need we apologize, at this late day, for the existence 
of' Reform Judaism. Let those who in't;erpret history through 
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the inverted fieldglass of personal pettiness decry 
reform as the gospel of oonvenienoe, as a seoession 
of' rebels; an imitation of the gent:i.le.t a destruoti.ve 
fd.efo:rrn 1 of ancient heirlooms." The sobe:r student of 
history discerns its inev·i tableness at just this period 
and the strides 5.t ls making in ·the fe..oe of important 
abuse. Liberali.sm, in one form or another, must always 
follow in the wake of a r:l.pened oivilization.

76 

The emphasis on the evolutionary nature of' Reform is 

no·t new, the progres;'3iVe nature of all Jewish religious and communal 

institutions was the· accepted premise upon which almost all of 

·the Hberal scholarship of the nineteenth century was based, but 

now it is given added stress. That this was so is born out by 

the action of the Committee on the Presidentts messag~h It found 

it necessary to propose th(~ fol.lowing resoluti.on which was accepted. 

We agree that Reform was inevitable. And we, too have 
an abidi.ng conviction that the Reform movement, the 
product of historical forces, is a legitimate growth 
on the parent stem, and is bound to extend to ever larger 
numbers as modern civil:i.zation at its best, expands its 
realms• 77 .. 

The emphasis is no longer on creed, but on deed. "Our miss:l.on,
11 

says Isaac Rypins, 11 is not to perpetrate systems of' belief, whether 

orthodox or reform, but to live ethically true, and morally Jewish 

'16' 
lives." 

This position though it lends itself to a fairly happy 

resolution of the Conference's difficulty did not by any means lead 

·to a revival of. the high optim:i.sm of the first days of the Conferenc<ih 

The attitude was sober and realis·tic. 

Though there is still much that is disheartening, 
especially great indifferentism to re J.igion ••• we 
need not despair. .A.ll that is necessary is, not to 
lose courage but ·to continue building on the established 
f'ounda.tions, to strengthen them with sound sohola.rship, 
to draw ·bhe practical conclusions, and to announce them 
fearlessly to the world. Then we may be sure that our 
visions of the coming dawn wi 11 not be disappointed and 
our honest work wi 11 be crowned with glo:r:l.ou~ success. 79 
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This interpreta:t:;ion of ·bhe nature of Reform agreed 

with its conoeption of the Bible. The Bible is 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 poj.:nting out the uni.qua understand-

ing of Judaism. Morgenstern wri tesa 

Reform Judaism ha.s nothing to fee.r from Biblical science. 
For more than anything else Biblice.l scienoe establishes 
the legi time.cy and sanction of Reform Jud.Bi sm, and po:i.ri.ts 
out the path it must pursue. 11.nd pursuing this path the 
goal shall surely be :reached in God t s

8
swn time, and the 

prophets word be literally fulfilled. 

Morgenstern realized that the description of' Reform as a product 

pf the ·l:;imes could lead to a. dangerous fatalism. He attacked any 

such conception end stressed the need for es·t:;0.blishin.g the posi.tive 

demands which the past places upon Juda.ism; Reform must seek to 

regain the emphasis of its tradition, to continue in its pa.th. He 

stressed the importance of the Bib le in accomplishing this task. 

Reform Judaian cannot find its sanction in mere 
expediency, in the mere phrase.- 11Thi.s ils what we 
wan.t11 , or "It is the spirit of the times. 11~ We seek 
not to excuse, but to estabHsh the logic and legiti ... 
maoy of Reform. And this oan be only when on the one 
hand we have disproved the theory of literal divine 
re'Velation and on the other hand have established be­
yond question the principle of evolution in Juda.ism. 
The first s·bep has long since been taken. The second, 
the positive step, the de·berrrdnation of the a.ctuel.l 
sanoti ty and impe Hing force of Re.form Judaism has been 
the inevitable contribution of' Biblical science.Bl 

The logical step of the Conference should then have been 

to determine exactly what is 11 the logia and legi"bim.aoy of Reform", 

but this was not done. Reform remained defined as a methodology 

for action, but ·l:;he uniquely Jewish elements in this process of' 

development were not clarified. Ola ude Mon.tef'iore, though an 
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Englishman, presented the most definitive description of this 

process of development. His :remarks won favor at the Conference 

which passed a resolution &eknowledging 11the help of his inspiring 

words, vofoing at its noblest the aspirations and obligations of 

progressive Israel. 1182 In this address be.fora the Conf'erence 

Montefiore attempted to present the basic premises of both Eng Hsh 

and American Liberal Judaism. He defined Reform Judaism as "an 

attitude Bf mi.na 1183, governed by specific standards. With regard to 

an absolute creed he sta:l:;es a 11W'e occupy a new pos i ti. on towards 

quthority, for we do not recognize the absolute authority of any 

book or cod.e11 1184 Not being bourrl to my stabilized concept Reform 

ls capable o:f' 11£'ea.rle ss acceptance of' the ascertained results of 

his'l:;orical odticism, and science. 1185 Belief :i.s not a rigidly defined 

af'fa.ir, it is capable of readjustment to scientific developments• 

Thus w.l.11 belief' keep pace with life. And so Montefiore oa.n s~, 

"Let your belief and action form a unitys let your doings be an 

expression of believings, your life of your faith.1186 

Montefiore in his description of' Reform does not deal wi·th 

basic doctrines and dogmas, his emphasis is placed upon its flow of 

development. .o.e finds Judaism involved in the tensions caused by 

the pull of the past 1 the pres en.t, end the future. The task is to 

resolve the di lemnao usuch a :reconciliation," he says:~. "such a 

wise apportionment of three insistent claims, is no easy task, and 

here again we see that hard is the good. But we do not despa:l.r, 

remembering, as we saw and said before, that difficulties are made 

to be overoone • Juda.ism is an histo:r:i.oal religion, and a distinct• 

ively historical religion we desire that it shall remain.118'7 
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Montefior e presents in his paper a se·b of principles for growth t 

they deal with the realities of everyday interaction, and they 

aim at providing a dynamic framework for Jewish cl eve lopment. 

Though Montefiore's principles were never accepted in 

any offical manner, they do characterize the spirit which prevailed 

in Reform during ·the following decade or so. The emphasis was no·t:; 

on creed but on practical issues1 if a doctrinal matter is raised, 

the is sue is to be decided on its me:ri ts:11 and in its practical 

context~ The Conference was in no position to make any sweeping 

creedal commitmen'lts at this time. 



1911 ... 1918 -·-----

The posi.ti on of the Conference during these years was 

fairly clear. The rabbis approached the issues of the day on a 

piece•mea..l basis, they were not concerned with the development of 

any all inclusive doctrine, as tm issues arose they were met. This 

attitude is off':i.cial ly stated in a resolution adopted in 1916, The 

Committee on the Presidentts Message phrased the accepted resolutionu 

as followsi 

'While agreeing; with the pos Hi on 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 fcrmulated at present, especially in view of the 
fact that it is the policy of the Conference to pronom1ce 
upon :p:i.rticular principles according to special needs, 
as they arise from time to time .ss 

The emphasis in the Conference at; this time was upon the 

rights of ir.rlividual differences; it applrantly was felt that ro1y 

strong creedal pronouncement might splinter the body into fragments. 

Du:d.ng; this period roi increas:i.ng number of foe rabbiriate were comirJ.g 

from Eastern European backgrounds, reflecting the more particularistic 

emphasis of their environments. Their· orientations undoubtedly re ... 

sulted in the creation of di screpa.nc ies of opinion at the Conferen.ce. 

The issue of Zionism was one of the most cruoial issues involved. 

The Conference apparen-bly ref;1.lized the.t caution was necessary il1 

dealing with the situation end it wisely refrained from any divhive 

action. Isaac Moses describes the situations 

How then can my man, or a number of' men, deftn.e for 
others 1/lhat should be the exact and final form of their 
intellectuaL, moral end spiritual e.ttitude'i' .And as no 
ome can make a creed for any other, except for the broad 
genere.lities, so no one has a right to exclude anyone f:roin 
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a, religio8~ fellowship to which he feels himself 
attached. 

The Con.ferenoe, as a result of this at.ti tude, opened its 

doors, a.t lea.st theoretically, to all shades and colorings of rabbinical 

opinion. It demanded no obeisance to any parti cula.r credo or doctrine. 

Samuel Schulman makes this clear in his Presidential Message in 1913 • 

The Conference has j_nvi ted all Rabbis to join it. Tld.s 
meallS that while it has had a definite tendency, i.t has 
ne·verllost sight of the la.rger Jewish interest. It has 
not i~mphasized its partisanship. go definitely claimed 
to 1•epresent the whole of Judaism. 

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

of "Kl.al Yisroel"• In the sem.e vein Moses J. Gries writess 

Within our bocly radical, liberal, conservative and those 
of' o:r·th.o:l. o:x: inclinations~ have fellowshipped 'W'.i. th one 
mother. Perfect freedom of discussion has preve.Hed and 
the smallest minority has never been denied a hearing. 
The Conference claims no bindine~ au·thority .. it proclai.rns 
no laws .., but its decisions and resolutions ha·ve been 
generally accepted as thee stablished rules of' practice,. 
It has influenced end guided its members and American 
Israel by t:isi force and weight of its opinions and 
j u:i. gement s • . 

The Conf'eren.ce was not ab le to reach a common position on 

doctrinal matters but it was e.ble to :resolv·e its difficulties by 

defining Reform as a process of. development, which can include witM.n 

itself' contradicti.ons and disort;pancies which could by their inter-

action result in a higher synthesis. By some this position was 

accepted as being alm.ost definitive of' their desires. Man 11.vea in 

a scientific age of constant new discovery, where the positions 

of yesterday are constantly beinf; e:x:chEtnged for the outposts of 

tomorrow; therefore, so must our positions be in affairs of religion. 

Reli.gious redemption results from thls very evolution. inherent in 

history; we find redempMon by 1>Jlingin~ to evolu.tiona:ry process 

rathen• than by the elaboration of dogmatic form.. This position 
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is affirmed by Harry fl, Mayer: 

We have no mystical ane.ohronisma that we must apologize 
for, such as the 11I~all of Man. 11

1 the Incarne:tion and the 
Resurrection. \life acknowledge no Revelation that was the 
final word in religion. We fa.ca the future undismayed. 
We welcome scientific inves·bigation. We glor~ in our 
independence of' al 1 ecclesiastical authority. 2 

The most extreme description of Judaism as an a, ... creedal religion 

was presented by Moses P. Jacobson. I·t will be discussed in the 

next section. 

This posi'bion 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 unt1•ammeled development .. it must be a controlled process lead ... 

ing towards deepened religious meanings. 11While congregational 

autorw:my has oa.rried the victory as against unban.ding tra.di"bion 

and legal code, we must by no means, rest on our laurels and be 

content with such triumph and glory in t be external reforms brought 

about. We have indeed reached the constructive period, and we must 

feel the want of e:- genuine, inner, moral and reU.gious reform. 11 93 

Reform could not be undirected process. 

But the most telling criticism oen1e from those who still 

retained their belief in a creed. The Conference .. as is to be expected; 

still contained spokesman for 1;he formulation of a creed and though 

they were relat:i.vely 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 VWlllie.m Rosenau. He condemned the 

type of thinking whfoh turned Reform into a stamping ground for a, 11 

beliefs. 11 In order that Reform may be successful in the appeal made 
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,by the Re.f.orm Ra.bbinat e of .America i.t must possess Jewish indi.vidu ... 

ali ty. It dare no·t be "all things to all people • 11 It must not be 

exposed to the peoples mistrust in consequence o.f. a colorless 

theology an.d e. characterless worship.94 He could not accep·t; a 

.P 
defini'bion which would tur:n Re:f'orm into a meaningless ~ap, sho'W"" 

ing; :nei theI' vigor nor conviction. Instead he demands that Reform 

face its responsibilities and forthrightly· declare its position. 

In his presidential message of 1916 he urgess 

The Pittsburgh Platform. is Reform' s last prounoiamento. 
We have our specific interpretation o.f' Jewish history·, 
Jewish faith and Je·wish life. If we expect to adhere 
to the Pittsburgh platform, let us say so. If it is open 
to modification, because of radical changes which have 
ensued in the world of thought, let us not shirk our 
responsibility,, WhateYer our declaration shall be it 
will give cha.raO't;er and sta.bi li ty to our Conference and 
through our Conference,. to our oause.95 

Despite these criticisms the spiri't of the Conference during these 

years remained as first described. Their emphasis was placed upon 

the tangibles of the s oo:i.al situation. They focused their attention 

on the specific issues of education, group cohesi.on, and especially 

social justice. 



Superficially there appears to be much in common between 

the attitude of the years 1891•189'1 and that of the present years 

under discussion. Both emphasized predominantly the principle 

of' progressive evolution .. but beyond t:his point the similarity 

largely disappears. The earlier reformers held a compelling belief 

in the reality and even in the imminence of the ·•:Messianic Age' of' 
;){ 

universalism. The 'Kingdom of' God• was close, and amidst the eager 

a.ntioipation,, caution could largely be thrown to the winds. Issues 

such as individual ritual, group cohesion, and authority, became 

com.paritively insignificant in :relation to the enticipa.ted redemption 
' 0 

of: mankinde 

But it was not so in the second decade a:t"ter the ·turn of' 

the centuxy. Menkind still believed that it was destined to progress 

but was no longer certain, that redemption was waiting a.t the turn off' 

the road. As l}W.n saw it t;he path of evolution was well .. ni.gh an endless 

one, and the Messianic Age seemed an illusiV"e vision across the plains 

of' "time. Deli\rera.noe was not immedie.tely on its way, man had to fer.i.d 

for himself', to mend his walJ.s, end heal his diseases~he had to bide 

his time. The issues of the Conference likewise became predominantly 

practical ones, they were concerned with anti ... semitism, education, 

chara.oter formation, and social justice. 

The ideals of' Justice and Mercy basic to a social justice 

platform, were the dominant religious motifs of the Conference at 

this time• The tone of' the Conference became even more strongly 

Prophetic in i'l::s denw.nds for soc :i.al and economic amelioration. 

Jude.ism was often defined from this point of view. Mos es J. Griffs 
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writes a 

Surely not OM among us doubts thf) convincing force of 
Judaism rod of Jewish hi~itory. No religion out of its 
spi:dtua.l treasury can interpret with more of truth and t~ 
power the moral problems of our ag;e and generation. NoC"·--.. -~-" .... -... , ... rl 
religion, of time past or present,, speaks more c learljt 
on behalf' of' s:bolal justice and individual righteousness. 
Iara.el with its historic message of ·t:;he ruler ship of God 
e.nd of the divinity enshrined in every human soul, is 
called to spiritual leadership.96 

I.n the sooie vein 'Louis Grossman states s 

The preacher nowa.deys te:k:es his text out of ·bhe book of' 
that life which teems with socia. l perplex:i. ties !md social 
idealisms, end '\:he Rabbi who witnesses the tragedies of 
the collapse of careers or of homes feels he cenno·b give 
adequate comfort and zest for renewed effort nor estab~7sh 
confidence in the world by v.o:rds of pastoral theology. 

The role of the rabbi is seen a.s largely related to the 

social implications of his duty, his role is one of social service. 

Apparently this conception was a fairly prevalent one f'or we f'ind 

that it occasions its share of criticism. Ja.oob Singer points out 

this inadequacy• 

Historic Juda.ism demanded Social ~ervioe and religious 
cul:bure, but religious cultu~e is essential :and not 
secondary or inciclen·ba.l. Tode.y Soci a.l 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 pl:i. ce of worship, including; our religious 
sohoo ls, into settlement houses in disguise. 98 

Indeed it seems eviden·b that the temper of the Conference 

was well summed up by the VPrds of Morris Renson who said, 11Juda.ism 

subordinates metaphysics to ethics • 1198 Me.ny issues of social justice 

found careful hearing at the h€111ds of the Conference during this 

period. The tendency beca.:rre prominent in the 1909 and remained so 

during this period under di soussion. This does not imply that at 

the conclusion of this perio~ interest was reduced, or that prior 

to this period it didnft exist, it simply points our that it was 

during this time that strong interest in affairs of social jusUce 
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asserted itself'. 

IssueJs broached were those of' white sh .. v·ery 1 lOO the 

penal system, lOl the workingman and the synagogg 102 a.nti-

semit ism,, 103 wag;es and morais,l04 synagog and social service..,l05 

scholarly study of' Judaism and social servioe,l06 synagog and 

industrial reJ.ations ,107 synagog m1d philanthropies.., lOB among 

others. It was a period of high social awareness. 

I·b was stated before that Judaism a:b 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 Jacobson. It involves one of the most aggressive attacks upon 

the tradi tiona.l theistic pos:l.tion. Re begins with ·the premise that 

the Jews ha:ve always been conditioned by their envil'orimemt, accept ... 

:i.ng its basic scientific and philosophic judgements. Jfo,;then 

a;ttempts ·to predict mat effect the present American environment, 

with its scientific stress, will have upon the tr a.di tiona.l val ua s 

of Juddsm, namalJ"", monotheism, revelation, e.nd the moral law.l09 

Concerning revela tiont he f'inds that :i.t is almost an 

untenable position at the present moment. He writes• 11But how will 

you get at the belief in God 1 There has been ... we have seen - no 

:revelat'iot1 to base it,. Its inherenoy in human nature is den1ed by 

as many of those who can speak with authlDri·ty on the subject as it 

is affirmed. Will you have recourse to idealistic philosophy? But 

if, according to this philosoph~Y"~ we can be consc:i.ous only of the 

affections of our mind and can not be c onsCious of' what occasion 

these affections• how is it possible for us to ha.Ye a. consciousness 

of' God. 11 llO 
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He f'inds science to be qque.lly outspoklen aga.i.nst the 

possibility of the existence of a God• 11Science is beginning; to 

rumble menacingly. There are scientists today 'Who a.re seying 

unambiguously .. I do not say, mind you, the. t they are :tight -

that in the whole process of evolution from tlj.e palpitating 

ether thr<.n:igh the electrons and the atoms up to mat·ber and plant 

and animal end mim., all the~ wey up from ether up to ethics, there 

is simply one continuous, unbroken automatic 1 inevitable play and 

interplay, with not a pinpoints space permitting the inter11entio11 
("''''"'"'' 

of a. superior will or control.lll 

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

the lash of his logic is the moral law. "Finally to the moral 

law ,.. this·• even according to the Bergsonian theory of the superior 

evolutionary vtilue of the intuitions. is not a miraouous g:i.ft;, but 

merely one of' the inevitable blossomings of the inescapable process, 

a process in which Bergson has not as yet. eny more ·bhan any scientist,, 

admitted the least loophole for a Deity. And ·bhe impossibility of 

making a rel ig;i on out of ethics pure and simple is virtually path-

etioally confessed by Felix Adler - in that lecture of his a few 

years ago whereby he sought to introduce in'ID his school, in order 

to gi v·e it substance im.d backbone, the whole calendar of' pagan 

rituals and even a counterpart of the Catholic oonfessional.
112 

Jacobson places Judai sn j,n the dilemne. whereby the 

environment ms become phllosophioally opposed to her beliefs; 

however, he finds hope even though her beliefs e.re no loi1ger 

viable. This is the problems 11Now suppose that tomorrow this 

mon:l.stic th inking should become so dominant that, like the Aris-
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totelia.n philosophy in the tirtE of' Maimonides, it would enforce 

its dictum upon en lighted Jewry, 1MJ uld 1 t be a necessary consequence 

that for that advanced Israel, Judaism's message would be utterly 

exhausted? 1 for one do not think that we are constrained to any 

so despa.rate an inference. 11 113 

He then proceeds to describe what he considers ·t;o be 

the essence of the Jewish position, Judaism ts true calling. 11There 

is however one sober scholar in Juda.ism whom I can follow. I 

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

the same analysis, he uttered these significant words: 11 Israel 

is the protestant. people • Every religious or moral innovator has 

also been a pro·bestant. Socrates, Jesus, I.uther, Isaiah, Maiomides, 

Spinoza, all of them,, besides their contributions ... very unequal 

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

negative attitude of protestors. They refused to go with the multi .. 

tu.de, to a.oquiesce in 8urrent conventions~ l'hey were a.11 unpopular 

men. The Jews a.s a comrnunity have fulfilled end a.re fulfilling,. 

th is protestant funci.;:ton. They have been and are unpopular just 

bee a.use of their protestant function, they refuse to acquiesce • ··~ 

l'here is permaneni; value to those in the world o.f Israel ts deter ... 

mined protestatl'ib a.tti tu.de • 11 114 

Thus the platform of social just:!.oe is carried on to its 

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

endorsed by the Conference, it W(;:JU'C to the length of' declaring 

.bY' spt?oial ·action that his paper 11 re:t'lects his indiv:\.dual opinions 

and does nob express the views of the Conference •11115 However, 

his remarks paved the way for the human ism which later found its 
'·,,;-_;.' ... ~,.,. ~" ,.,,,., .. ,_,.,_ .,,,_ 

..,,,,,.,.,,.,,.,,,, .... ~ 
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way on the Conference floor in the twenties and thirties• Le·b 

it suffice to say that the concept of' social jusMce played an 

exceedingly :i.mporta.nt role during this period• 



1911··1918 Zionism 

Zionism, probably the most controversial is.sue which 

the Confell'lenoe faced, stepped into its share of the spotlig;ht 

in the year 1917. In that year the Conference fe.oed this issue 

and began ~;he chain of development which finally resulted in the 

oomprom:i.liles of' 1935 and 1937 4 The problem was raised in abrupt 

form by William Rosenau, Vlho in his presidential me ssa.ge demanded 

that the Conference declare its opposition to Zionism. He stated: 

'rhe time has come for the Conf'erence to publish 
the statement that it stands for en. Israel whose 
mission is religious and. that, in the light of this 
mission~ it looks vdth disfavor upon any mo·v-eT1~t 
the purpose of which is other than religious. 

This sugg;es·bi on was referred to the Committee on the 

President ts Message and was consequently re-submitted to the 

Conference in the fo nn of one majo:ri ty e.nd two minority reports. 

The majority report af'f'i:rmed the traditional position of B.eform~, 

It read as .follows: 

We herewHh reaffirm the f'unde:mental prinoi pla of. 
reform Judaism, that the essence of Israel as a priest-
P'!' ople, consists in its religious consciousness, and 
in the sense of consecration to God and service in the 
world, and not in a~y political or racial national 
consciousness.. .A,nd therefore, we look with disfavor 
upon the new doctrine of polit.i cal Jewish nati.onalism1 

which fi11ds the cr1.teri on of Jewish loyalty in anything 
other than loyalty to Israel'·s God and Israel's reli.gious 
mission. ll 7 

The first of the two minority· reports was submitted by 

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

after the turn of' the century. He writes& 

Inasmuch as reform Judaism does not dogma.tize on the 
geographical habi·bat or politica.l status of the Jew; 
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!na.<>much as rEd'orm Judaism does not ins:! .. 6t on the 
dispersion of' the Jt3WS as an indispensable cond:l.tion 
for the welfare and progress of Juda.ism; 
Be it resolved• ·bhat there is nothing in the effort 
to secure a publicly and legally safe ... g;uarded home 
for Jews in Pf-tlestine which is not in ttecord w:i.th. 
principles and aims of reform Judaism • .1.lS 

'l'he second minoriw report was submitted by Louis J.i. Kopald, a 

non-Zio:nist who felt strongly that the Conference should not attempt 

to suppress hone st mino:r:i.ty opinions. His stat~lment declares: 

We are convi.noed that whether the individual Zionist 
call himself !.Jl.9.a .. zionis·t. nation ... Zionist or religious 
Zionist., Zionism is ultimately nothing; but i;1,u inter­
preh.ti on 0£ the best metht)d of conserving Judaism.; 
and the. t "\lhen especially we ree.Hze that our liberal 
congregations, w1 ich the members of this Conference 
serve, are in E\l.l cases divided into Zionist and non­
Zioni.st viewpoints, a.UL the members of which; however. 
are recognized as haV'ing equal rights to membership il'l 
their cong;regations, it becomes unjust as well as J.ogically 
untenal?le that this Conference go on record i.n e.ny reso­
luti. on aimed directly end prescriptively at one wing, 
and a growingly important wing, of Judaism.. 'l'he writer 
of this minority report is himself' not a Zionist, and 
ye·b he feels keenly the need of' protecting the principles 
or Jew1. sh liberal ism, and of urging the members of the 
Conference not to take a.oti on so inaimical to li beraHsm 
and so essen t:i.ally un ... ~ewia h.119 

The ~eaction of the Conference to this set of proposals 

was, as of' course was to be expected, sharp and immediate. The 

Conf enmc e broke down along the lines of ·bhe three :reports. There 

were those who he 1d to the c lassio desori pt ion of Judaism '\lh ich 

wuld remo1re e..11 traces of nationalism f'roro. Judaism. 'l'he Zionists 

on the other hand protested that 11lt is nob true that Re.form Judaism 

has el b1inated the idea of' Natione,1 ism. t• 120 And the third position, 

that of toleriant libera.lism, was u·t.ilized by some no:n~~zionists, 

0,s we have seen in regard to Kopald• and of course by Zionists~· 

The Zionist used a variety 0£ premises for their argumen-
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tation. Stephen s. Wise utilized ·l:;he argmnent f'or tolerance. 

11 ! would not have you say that a re:f:'orm teacher or rabbi has 

forf'eited the right to be a teacher because he has subscribed ·bo 

the Zionist platform. l appe:iil :not f'or ~ionism, but for the 

foe lus hreness and comprehensivenss of' liberal Judaism. ul21 

Another strong argument uti li?.ed by the Zionists is stated by 

Harris. 11 I have seen young people, suddenly coming into contact 

with Zionism, become all e.fleme not only with nationalism, but 

with religious fervor and brought back: to the observance of Judaism. 11 122 

Also the argument was stressed th1.>.t universalism is not incompat-

ible with particularism. Rabbi M. Silver states s "Zionism is a 

movement of idealism. It includes all kinds and phases and shades 

of Zionists. But official Zionism is political Zionism and properly 

so. But in spite of this I can see no imoomp~ttibi li ty between Reform 

Judaism and Z:i.onism. 11 123 

The anti .. Zionist position received its most ou·tspoken 

defense from Rabbi Schulman, who dee le.red: "Zionism is a de lib-

era.te rejection of the whole movement and aspiration of the modern 

Jew which began with M.endelsohm and is crystalized in .American 

Reform which says that Israel is a priest people, telling the 

world that Israel is a religious union. tt124 The en ti-Z:ionist 

case rested on the principle of the religious, rather than the 

national 1 definition of Judaism. Rabbi Rosenau rephrases this 

positioxi in more personal termss "We who belieire that the religious 

interpretatton of Jewish history is the correct one have as much 

right i;o our opinion as have they who insist upo11 the national 

·theory of Jewish life. We a.re constantly being told that we Iii.re 
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"not Jews", th1lt the only kind of a Jew to be reckoned with :ts 

the Zionistio Jew. 11\Jie, too~, have traditions - the traditions 

of reform, and I would ra:thell" cling to the traditions of a move-

ment that lays stress on the religious interpretations of life 

than to the tra.di tions of e. movement that care nothing for that 

which is religious , 11 12 5 

A third group took a comparatively neutral position, 

deola.ring that no decision need be made. Rabbi Calisch insis·ted 

that it is not within the scope of the. Conference to make decisions 

which are binding upon members who cannot subscribe to them.
126 

Felix Levy echoed this posi tioni "Voting on a matter of this kind 

bri.ngs us no nearer to a solution of' the, problem. 11127 Dr. Cohon 

fEilt the. t the issue was an economic one beyond the scope of' the 

Conference. He states s 11 Zi.onism is a· •pureJy economic interpre-

tation of life and we, as a. religious organization, have no such 

problem before us.~ 128 

'Ihe issue was finally resolved by means of a oomprom:l..se 

resolution which reflected ther opinion of the group which urged 

nemtrality. The Conference affirmed that though it still retained 

its reHgious definition of Judaism, this was no time in w1 ich to 

aggravate internal differences. The actual wording; of the crucial 

paragraph of the resolution i.s as followss 

It furthermore recommends that a.t a tine of' universal 
conflict and sufferi.ng, such a.s the present, it is of 
prime importano e th.at the Conference emphasize not the 
differences that divide u~i, but those sacred pri.nciples 
which all Jews hold in common, and those great tasks 
which it is our paramount duty at the present moment 
to promote and perform top;ether for the alleviati.on 
of huma~, suffering and the healing of the Jewish people. Ul9 
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In ef feet the Conference retained its tr a.di tiona.1 religious 

emphasis~ yet at the same time it taoi·tly admi-bted that Zi.onism 

must be accepted within its ranks• In 1918 the Conference was 

for oed to e nlarg;e its attitude once againo The question arose 

as to 'what should its a tti tud~) · be towards the Balfour Dec larai'<O 

tfon. The issue was no longer one specifically of Zionismlt 

was gi.tren broader implications. The Declaration promised to give 

a. haven to the countless Jewish refugees who otherwi.se had nowhere 

to turn, for this reason ·the IDeclara.tion could not be opposed; yet 

the Conference could not accept the a.ppeiation 11National home .. land 11 

wM.ch the declaration a.tressed~ The resolution which it adopted 

expres~es this ambiva.lence11 H reads:t 

We naturally favor the faoili ta ti on of immigration to 
Palestine of Jews, who because of' economic necessity 
or polHical or rali.gi ous persecution desire to settle 
there... We hold the.t Jews in Palestine as well as any ... 
where else in the world are entitled to equality in 
politioal 1 civil and religious rights but we do not 
s.ubsoribe to the phrase in the declaration which says, 
"Palestine is to be a national homeland for the J'ewish 
~ople .. 11 This statement assumes that the Jews although 
identified with the life of many nations for centuries 
are in fact a people without a country. '\'le hold that 
rrewish people are and of right ought to be at home in 
all la.nds,0 130 

But regardless of the equivoca'tion, the princi.ple of Palestine as 

a haven was affirmed. 

During the years 1917-1918 the Conference accepted ·two 

seemingly minor principles which ultimately paved the way for ·the 

later resolution of the issue of Zionism ln 193'7 • The acceptant1e 

of the right of' Zionists to belong to the Conference and the reoog"" 

ni'tion of the importance of Palestine as a haven, layed the ground,.. 

work for the future reconciliation. 
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1919 ... 1928 __ _. .......... -... --

The definition of J'ude.ism as a process of religious 

growth a.1 lowed the Reform movement to sidestep two well ... nigh 

irresolvable issues., that of creed !IDd of' Zionism. 'rhe Conference 

was free to skirt these problems vhile at the srune time granting 

the adherents both pro and con of either position full acceptance 

at the conference., This position was influential during the period 

presently ur.i.der discussion., but it was constantly subject to in ... 

creasing criticism. 

The~ main tenets of this defini.tion were forcefulJ.y 

rephrased by men such as Kohler, En.el ow,. Grossman and MOrgenstern ~ 

Kohlert:s sounds the keynote o£ the attitude. He describes Judaism 

in this veiru 

Not a. church uni.versal, no't; a. unifDrm rel.iglon for 
all 1 but the dlv"ine truth. reflected in many systems 
of belief and thought, just as the diamonds reflects 
light by its moo.y facets, a religion ever progress:i.ve 
on lines of historical continuity, but never finJ.shed 
or final, leading; all the nations and classes of men 
to the mountain of God ·• this is Juda:l.smts aim, the 
reaH za.tion of our Messie.n ic hope• the este.b 11.shment 
of God ts Kingdom on earth $131 

H. G .. Enelow develops this idea to a further degree. Reviewing 

the development of Reform Juded sn h9 finds that ·bhree elements 

are exhibited in its de·velopment, these he regards as the theoret-

ical principles of. Reform Judaism. 

Thus, the· paramount prlnciples of Reform Jw aism, I 
believe, are threes first, that Judaism is a mobile 
rather ·chm a fi:ited form of religion.; second, that its 
permanent ond essential p:i.rt is found in certain ethical 
and spiritual affirmations rather than in fixed ceremoni!il.l 
observances; and th1.rdly, that by nature and destiny it 
is universal, and not national or local.132 

But the definition of the 11 parmenent and essential part 11
· remains • 



vague and i.ndeterminate. This glorification of. the truths of 

Judaism wifu out delin~n~.ting them is bea.utif'ully exh:i.bi't;ect in 

the V\01·ds of' Louis Grossman• 

A Reformer is al ways a defender and pro·l:.ector of the 
essentia 1 facts rf life. Isaac M. Wise stood out not 
for expedients but for absolute truth* rle gave thj.s 
conference a positive character• We represent what 
is historically .true and that vhich neither radicalism 
can foist nor reaction.ism pervert. Amer1.can Ji1daism 
bad develop:id al on.g with the logic of religious, social• 
economic and political movemBnts of which it is a part 
and not ace or ding to ·the pre .... ccmcepti ons 89..d whims of 
abstrue idealists or impulsive theorizers. 33 

Reform stands fbr the truth, whatever it be, and its 

validation
1
is that truth 1.s the product of hi.storic develc,pment* 

History is accepted as the final validity. · This position :regarding 

the val id:i. ty of history is most boldly asserted by Morgenstern. 

Nor may we ask• after a hundred years of labor and 
progress, whether the movement was justified. It was 
a historical necessity, the inevitable creatlon of 
historio evolution. What history· calls ir1to being 
can neither be justified nor apologized for. It; can 
only be guided along pi~er channels and toward a 
definite exalted good. 

As we have seen beforet the theorem of Judaism e.s a 

process was ramified into ·two corollaries: first the piece ... meal 

tipproach to religious issues which placed stress on Social Justice,., 

and secondly;. the a·ttitude of tolerance towards all the confl:i.cting 

segments within Juda:i. sm, offering ell the varied points of view a 

he:ven. But whereas in the past decade these two corollaries did 

not c onf li. ct now they do • 

The social justice position is t~~en by men such as 

Goldenson and F:renklin. Franklin states; "Our scheme of life, 

otherwise cal led religion, was a dispensation, n&t only at the 

e~ 
't;:in1e of Mos es, but throughout our historic and wisespread adjust-· 
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ment to the world. Judaism is sociology o.f universal scope 

in meaning and i.nteroontinente.l in fact. And it is Yerif'ied 

and not rm,rely a. theory. Our solidarity, our self-restraint, 

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

and uncontaminated ln ·the feverish world are uncontradiotable 

I' 135 h 
evidence that we have a right to speak and advise • • • T e 

context of his thinking is rrnde clear when he stateei: 11 Jude.ism 

is not a faith it is a dyne.mic • 11136 It'rankHn is clear in do.fining 

Judaism as a. methc>dology vmose major function is sociological. 

Gold enson is a bit more hes Hant in his me.nner but he reaches 

the same conolus ion. lt is apparent from his words the:t he too 

·regards Judaism as a dynamic, whose major concern should be issues 

of social reconstruction. He writes; 11If I should put into a 

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

are on the eve of' another pericxl of profound searching and the 

motive of this re-examination is to be found in the evergrowing 

belief the.. t modern Judaism must justify its cont:i.nuing existence 

py contributing to the spiritual sanctlons needed :i.n the hopes and 

labors of social reconstruction. 11 137 

But this emphasis on social justice is chaJ. lenged by the 

more Zionistically oriented members of the Conference. In opposition 

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

In d1. reot response to Go ldens on, Brickner states s 

We are divided and I run gl~Ld the issue has come frankly 
to a he9.d • • • One group is driving the pd.nciples of 
Holdheim and Geiger to their logical consequences, 
namely, Humani te.rianism, 001.d there are men outside of 
the Jewish group Wl. o because of certain cultural forces 
have come to th~~ same conclusion. '.I'hey would agree 
absolutely with Dr. Gold enson and say to him, 11Come let 
us join in a. fellowship of Ethical Hu.manitari.anism, and 
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we wi 11 build a Community House of worship end over 
the door shall be this mot·bo a 11Th:is house shall be 
a house of prayer unto all people • 11 

The second group is a group small in number in the 
CorJ.ference • • • We shall stay close to the Unes of' 
the Jewish ~op le end our Reform shall be, not a 
logical development of certain principles which we 
extracted from a certain portion of Jewish History, 
but we shall continue the whole line and make Reform 
as D~• Enelow said in his wer, "A principle of. Jewish. 
tr a.di ti on • 11 13 8 

Brickner objects to the position which defines the goal o:f' the 

evolution of Judai s:n as being social justice. he argues for a more 

inclusive definition which would include all the aspects of Judaism, 

and r.articularly that of Zionism. Bernard Heller makes the srune 

po:l.nt with more o lari tyt 

Groups are attempting, to define Juda:!. sm in terms af a 
single principle. One wishes to read Judaism purely 
in terms of race. Judaism to them is · 11 The Jewish 
People 11 •• $ Then we have• or perhaps l ought to say, 
we had, a school that defined Juda.ism purely :1.n terms 
of creed ... Judaism is monot he i am ... and that was al h 
Then we have a school that displayed a tendency to 
define Judaism in terms of ethics,. purely ethical 
principles, Judaism is Justice. etc •• and then we have 
a group that attempl:; s to make out of Judaism a pure 
culture. 'Ihey are the staunch Ohassidim of Jewish Music, 
art, etc. Now all of these definitions are inadequate. 
All four go to make up Judai sm.139 

The Zionists were objecting to the rigid definition of 

Jewish evolution W1 ioh would ignore the specific values of Jewish 

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

He attack's that view which deemphasizes the importance of nation .. 

alistio e1lements in the development of Jewish Histo:i:y. .tle wr:i.tes i 

11 1~he strength of' J .. ibera.l t1udai sn has been and is its adherence to 

the mission ideal. Its weakness lies in the fact that :i:b has llabored 

under an anti-nat:i onalis tic, anti-nomistic incantation t which is 

fundamentally foreign to prophetic ~lnd Pharisaic Judaism ••• 1
4o 

It has becorre apparent that the issue of iionism could 
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no longer be continued by the expediency of de:f'i.ning Jude.ism 

as an al l.,.inclus ive process. As the Zionist group became 

larger and more influential, it grew more aot:lve in its demands 

for a more positive appreciation of its position, it could no 

longer be satisfied w.i th the half-hearted ·tolerance '\Jlhich it had 

been offered·• 



The methodolo~ical approach to religious issues was 

also open to ori tio:!.sm on a speoifioa.lly relig;ious level. Perhaps 

it was the fault of ·bhe times. the fault of the Reform mo-vement 

in general or that of ·the methcd ologica.l approach in particular; 

but it became most apparemt during these y·ears that personal religion 

was very much on the wane and personal piety was fa.st becoming; a. 

disappearin.g art. Concei va.b ly the methodological approach which 

p'.la yed down the creedal a.si:e cts of religion did militate in further 

aggravatj.ng this condition. Fineshriber feels that the lack of 

emphasis on a. creed and the overemphasis on is sues of social welfare 

were prerequisi·be causes. 

In one sens<j 1. the relative a.bsence of popular theology 
ha.s been advantageous. It has diverted energy into 
Judaisn 's favorite channel .. action. '.!.'he reli.e;ious 
impulse,,, espe o:tally in our day, has flowered forth 1.n 
protean fbrms, in the orga.ni.zation of charities, the 
foundi.ng of settlement houses, {;he pa.rticir:a.tion in and 
frequently leadership of numerous ci vio causes • • • Bu·b 
unfortunately the effects of the this primal rel ig1.ous 
impulse have not always been religious• and not infre .... 
quently have been irreligious. The same causes that 
have made theology unpopular have succeeded in divorcing 
philen thropio arrl social agendas f'rom the synagog. The 
religious sanction is missing, and untU this is applied 
to the synagog, 11.ke its intellectual expression, theology, 
it will wene in influence.141 

The Conference, long involved in the broad social issues 

of Jewish life, had overlooked to a large degree, the specii'ic 

problems of individual belief. They 1.gnored such basio reHgious 

issues as, for example, personal convictions, fe.i th, j_ndi vi dual 

religious maturHy, the rel1.gious personality, end variation in 

indi vi.dual rel1.gious needs. In the years 1919 ... 1928 the members 
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of ·the Conference became increasingly aware of this void which 

existed in congregational life. The Jews as an individual found 

himself withou·t; any guidance for the issut's of M.s own inner life; 

he was at a loss when he attempted to define his own religious 

na.tur@. Goldenson writes& 

Our people are becoming more and more uncertain and 
hesi te.nt in determi.ning; the significance of so-called 
religious experience, because they do not know 
precisely what element in their oompos He Jewishness 
has mde them susceptible to a particular ini'luenoe. They 
wander and wam~r among all these elements. At one 
time they think of' culture, at another, of' religion, then 
of nationality, and then of the negative forces, as anti• 
semi tism and persecution, forces that underlie and 
reinforce their positive belief's and predictions.142 

Many members of the Conference 'were seriously concerned 

with this problem. There seemed to be almost complete agreement, 

with regard to the s peoif'ic cure whioh wu needed, on the part of 

those who broached this subjeo·b. The situation was approached from 

many points of view but the conolus,ions were almost consistently the 

same. Ka.ufma.n Kohler minces no words. "Indeed the ma.in issue :l.s no long-

er between Orthodoxy and Reform, but between a world with or a world 

without God, and the que stio11 is how to counterac·b the intellectualism 

and outward cul turalism which pervades our entire educational and 

social system by a strong appeal to our emotional nature, to the 

spiritual needs of man.u 143 The problem of be'thf must be approached 

from {;he emotional side of the individual. Schulman states a. similar 

view. Vlte.1 re l:i.g:!.on, he holds, expresses i'l;self' ·t;hrough four 

personality types, that of prophet, sage, priest and mystic. Reform 

has stressed the first two and al 1 but ignored the la.st two. "'We 

threw into the background entirely the priestly func·tion of conserv-



i.ng what is valuable in trculiti on and with a very horror of 

mystici.sm, we have lost sight of' the f'act th1r•t :religion in 

the present always mem.s the mystic feelin;:~ of realizing; 

God J 11144 s presence • 

.Age.in. the ba.sio theological problem of the Con .. 

:t'erence was raised1 how is it to present its beliefs in 

compelling form, and on what authority, be it ethical value, 

legis le.ti ve coercion, rational lucidity, uni versaU.s·cio 

optimism or mystic conv:l.otion, shall it base its message. 

During J.890-1897 the problem was resolved by the urgent be lief 

in the j.mminence of the Messianic pericd. At the tum of the 

century the answer was sought through ·the aegis of creed and synod 1 

but th:i.s, too, was not found to be expedient. During 1911-

lf:ll8 the problem was sidestepped i a.utbor:\. ty,. was found in 

the pr ooesses of h:i.s tory·; the very h:i.storical existence of 

the group was deole.red to be sufficient reasol:tl for its continued 

ex:istenoe• Dur:l.ng 1919 .. 1928 the issue arose with regard to the 

individual 1 What are the religfous truths whiqh Reform teaches, 

and how can the i.ndi vi.dual be impressed with their ufigencyi In 

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

shif·bed to the indi vi.dual and :\.t was hoped that through the 

qu:tckening of the emotions of the individual 1 new spirit may be. 

infused into Jude.hm~ 

~~h.is religious a.trophy is described as l'.'(rnulti.ng from 

the la.ck of a definitive authority within Judaism. Reichert writes 1 



"The g;lo:rif'ioation of science and materialism and the lack of' 

:respect for all f.orma of' authority, may be held largely· responsi­

ble for the reli.g;ious indi.ffei1•enoe so prevalent toclay. 11 145 What 

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

authority. Enelow st~ttes the problem wellt "Our greatest need 

at the prese:nt tiire is a vindication, acientif1.c 1 ph1.losophioal•1 

intellectual or emotional ••whatever you may call it -- but a 

vindication of the fundarrental truths of' religion. 11 146 However 

the matter be put, whether it be traced to lack of author:i.ty, or 

to the need for vindic e.tion, the response of' the Conference was 

compara.ti;rely cl.ear .... vindication or authority is to be found 

through the cultivation. of the emotional aspects of the individual.. 

In 1922 an abortive attempt was made to legislate a 

religious revival within the ranks of Amerioe,n Judaism. '.!'hough 

thls plan di.d not g;et beyond the legislative star;e it is highly 

indioe.ti ve of the temper of the Conference a.t the time. In 1922 

F.cl.wa.rd Calis oh in the course of his presidential message suggested 

the :following g 11 I recommend that a. commi t·bee be a.ppointed to 

consider the feasibility of a revival servioij as a. regular feature 

of' the syna.gog service, and to report to the Conference as to the 

time and manner of its conduot.ul4r/ 

The Committee on the Presidentts Message gave this mo:bter 

careful. consideration which resulted in the £'ollow1.ng resolution, 

which was accepteds 11We deem it, the presidentts message, in regard 

to the possibility of' reviving interest in synagog worship and of 

intensifying religious zeal as worthy of earnest consideration. 

We" therefore.1 recommend that the Executive board be requested to 

I j 
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appoint a member of the Conference to present at the next oonven-

tionjl a. paper dealing with the elements of emo·bioM.lism end 

mysticism in relation to modern c1udaism. The speoifio purpose 

of th:i.s FU per 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 

.A.ssocia;bion of Reform. Rabble of New York City and Vicinity has 

already appointed a committee to consider this problem.ttl48 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 

Ne.than in 1926• entitled, 11 The Trend Today of the Reform MOvement.,, 11 

It is a statist:i.oal s·budy of the then prevalent attitudes among 

members of the Conference. He presents the following statisticsi 149 

Is the trend in Reform today towards 

a) theory . . ( .. • 14 
or 

practice , • (> 40 

b) Rationalism 
yes •••• 26 
no ••••• 32 

c). Universalism 
yes • • • e 39 
no .... 16 

d) Clearer Understanding pf Principles 
yes ••• " 28 
no •••• 33 

e) Customs 
yes " ... 66 
no •••• 16 

f) A1Ystioism 
yes •••• 33 
no • It •• 20 
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g) Soo j.al Service 
yes •••• 37 
no •••• 6 

h) Preaching 
yes .... 42 
no .... 10 

Nathan interprets his findings in this mannero "There is no doubt 

ths:b 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 on.al; the swing is now on back to the emotional 11 frotn 11 r&i,tion• 

al ism to feelingism" ,Jl50 He states that this is true not only of 

the rabbinate but of the people, e.nd that the search for emo'bional 

validity is one that the people have also embarked upon. 11 The 

question of biblical criticism does not perplex our people• The 

supposed conflict between science and religion does not interest 

them. As a matter of fact the reconciliation is taken for granted• 

Abstract principles do not appeal, rational interpretation does not 

take hold. There is a craving for something vvarm, definite, concrete, 

-- that api;:e e.ls to the heart, that grips the soul. That there is a 

reitur:n to the customs and ceremonies in home end syn.agog is evident 

on. every side. nl5l 

The return to emotional ism was very much in evidence during 

this periocL. Most of the thin.king done was on an in.di vidual. levelJ 

the Conference did not attempt to legislate upon this issue. 

Religion. was often defined in terms of' the emo·bions. .Abram 

Simon statesi 11 I define religion as man.ts conscious desire to be 

in hel_pful communfon with the powers manifest in the universe upon 

whom he fee ls dependent. It has the advantage of finding the 

or i.gln of re li.gion, per se, in the emotions • • • The soul feels the 
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need for such communion; and grows by whe.t i.t feeds upon. 11152 

Reichert offers a. similar definition: 11Relig;ion is no·t an in ... 

te).lectual theory ·~· but a f'ar off remote vision of the soul, 

m ich grows strong;er in intensity and richer in colorfulness 

through deep emotional experience • o. Ime.gination creates it, 

reason defines it, but mysticism identifies the individual with 

it.11163 

Prayer too came in for its share of mystic defi.nition. 

Bernard Heller states& 11The basis of prayer must be faith and 

fancy, a faith which develops in one the sense and fo.cul ty of in ... 

tuj:b:i.on snd the fancy which impels the soul to adventure to realms 

that are unknown and uncharted. Instead o.f stressing; the element of' 

ratLonal :1.sm when we pray, let us stress 1md ou lti vate the elements 

of mysticism end imagination. 11 154 Psychology is brought into the 

picture by R.abbi Parker who regards it as the tool for the manipu'"' 

la ti on of the emotions. He maintains: 11 I:r the function of worship 

is to re.fresh snd revise the big and meaningful emotfonal experience($ 

of life, to restore them into the ruling position from which they 

have been crowded by the immediate demands of Hf'e and perhaps to 

reassociate them in more significant ways, then we must be guided 

by the youngest of the soiencest psyohology. 0 165 

With regard to the problem of creed; positions bo·th pro 

and cox1 we1·e taken on the basis of' the mystic orientation. Opposed 

to creed, Isaao Moses wdtes: 11We need more spirituality emd less 

theology; we need the stirnulating and vital:i2.:ing; influences of art. 

"1.l'chi tectur e • music, the inspiring power of symbolism, feeding the 

imagine. ti on with sublime sentiments a.nd strnngthening the will by 
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noble resolutions. 11 156 In agreement with this disdain for 

theology Felix Levy saids 11 '.l'he absence of a generally accepted 

creed may be a source of weakness but it 'ls the source of strength 

to our f'a.i th. as it has been handed down to us through the age$ t 

permitting the free and untria.mmeled spirit of our helpfulness and 

power to adjust itself to changing~ conditions. nl57 

On the other hand Ette lso n used ·the mys tio orientation. as 

a possible basis for the formation of a creed. Throu~~h a 11 leap of' 

f'aith 11 we must ree.oh our ·bheological position, end maintained by 

our emotional inertia we sh al 1 obtain the strength to cling to 

our beliefs. He writes1 "Let us not.1 because of rightful repug ... 

na.nee 'to mere emotionalism in religion, deny ourselves the :right 

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

a. fetish of the s~m.e and bal anoed. It is no virtue in a religion 

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

rational" Not thus are the hear-CS and soul4 of men lifted beyond 

themselves I. No program became an all conquering; cause, ins pi ring 

its heroes 011d martyrs by being no more than just sensible and 

practical. If we want a higher response in spiritual enthusiasm 

u• 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· believed.,.11 158 

Many words were uttered on the question of' personal religion.;p. 

and it was obvious that a spiri.tua.l turmoil was involved. The 

unrest ca.used the Conference to re .. examine its original premises, 

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

the "th inki~g of the C()nf'erenoe. 



The Conference could no longer countenance the subter-

fuge of 'methodology' -wllioh sidestepped the issues of the day. 

America was involved in thE-J throes of depression, the cries and 

appeals of many 11 isms 11 filled the air and Reform was forced to 

take a concrete position in order to compete for its existence. 

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

beliefs but affirmed none. Landman writess 11'We hav·e many programs, 

but no progr001. Our ideologies are ill...,defined, entangHrg; 1us 

hopelessly in a labrynthic rundle that terminates in a bl:i.nd end. 

We have leaders who darkly ren us asunder, but no leadership that 
""'-~-.'"''-'t11'1'•'''"""-• 

directs us toward the sun •• • Reform Judt:tism is quite befogged, 

becalmed; uncertain of' its di reotion and woefully artless to steer 

a fearless course. t115 9 

What was needed was a concrete theological basis which 

could pro·vide direction to the Reform group. But what is to be 

the basis for thi.a theology? U could not be the historicism of' 

the past,. that seemed certain. Enelow writesi 11Nor oan we rest 

content with the theologio effects e.nd achievements put forth hithertCJ 
f 

by Rei'CJrm Judaism. The pioneers of Reform Judaism "" from Geige~r to 

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

that was one of ·l:;he;l::t meritsJ but theirs was a historioe.l theology~. 

They were true 'to the needs, end shared the favorite method, of 

the nineteenth century. Their aims was cM.efly to g:l.ve a por·br1wal 
,.. ..... ~ ..... ··"' ""'"""''""""'"""' -

of the religious concepts of' the pa.st, with emphasis on the process 

of development through vh ich concepts had gone in the course of ages. 

We need to go beyo.nd the historicism of the la.ed:; century. 'fJV'e need 
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to construct a new theology, Wiich would not merely relate the 

story end depict the evolution of the past,; but would embody the 

knowledge and voice the convictions of the present. and thus 

serve as a basis for the renewal and strengthening of our religious 

life in ·bhe future. 11 l6 0 

What was needed was a systematic :rethinking of ·bhe issues 

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

premises and reevaluate them, to determine what exactly is the 

nature of Reform belief'. Refo nn theology could not be oonstrued as 

being a survival of' the hoary past requiring no vindication other 

than its anti.qui ty; i·b was not an orthodoxy which needs no justif'i .. 

cation for faith except revelation. 11Roform 1
11 Felix Levy states, 

11 anxious to adjust it;s prof'essions to the present, must frequently 

restate its position end even exa.mine premises; e.g., the historicity 

of, the revelatory event. A philosophic investigation of' the vali.dity 

of religious experiences, of its claim to truth, etc., is courted •• 11 161 

Bub a mere philosophical presentation is not sufficient. 

A philos:i phioal disquisition is primarily valuable for the sake of 

entrenching conviction, it is only moderately capable of creating 

'conviction, v.ha:t was still needed was some voices of authority which 

could c ompell belief' and help create a unHed spirit w:i.thin the 

Jewish camp. 11 I,f Judaism is to be a force in our lives, 11 Cohon 

writes, "it must continue to s:i;eak 'to us with a voice of authority. 

It may no longer speak in the name of Goo with regard to ceremonial 

:matters that have lost their appeal to some moderns/ but it still 

can and must inspire end stimulate to ethfoal and spiri'bual behavior 

by virtue of its inner truth and em:cel lence • 11162 He decries that 



I , 

79. 

form of liberal ism ·Which would prevent us from taking stands on 

the basis of our oonvictions. 11IJiberalism must serve not as a. 

corrosive acid but as a cohesive force. Let us not hesitate to 

come into agreement among ourselves on the intellectual as well 

as upon the moral foundations of our religion. ul63 Cohont:s demand 

is for a creed which could unify action and thought. The Conference 

was to be· influenced by this plea. 

But what is to be the bads for this authority? Two 

alternative methods were considered::~·: thatfof' science and tha.t of' 

mysticism. There were those mo thought science could provide 

religion with its strongest basis. Men like Levy, Heller, and 

especially Brickner discussed this possibility. But by and large 

the response of' the Conference was luke-warm. Speaking; on this 

subject Le.zaron states s 11 ! have read Eddington and Jeans and 'White"" 

head and Einstein. .!Ind I make bold to state that though we welcome 

these great thinkers as allies in religious belltef', we cannot .... we 

must not depend upon them fbr our religious position. Relig:i.on 

must stand on its own. feet. The fields of relie;ion must be recog-

nized a.s separate and distinct, though intimately and inevitably 

related. Science deals with f'a.cts; religion with faith. Science 

is interested in the law that governs the universe of' things; religion 

is i.nterested in the meaning and value of llfe. It is futHe to be.se 

our claim for religious truth upon My possibilities that science 

may have to offer because what science declares today is denied 

tomorrow,, 11164 

What was sought was a source of religious validity, one 

that is indepandent of' the shif'ts in contemporary intellectual modes. 

Reform thinkers attempted to get beyond the dilemna which the original 



·, 
·., 

80J!I 

ra:b:i.onalist emphasis of' Reform created. Religion if it ls to 

be a source for moral reconstruction, snd spiritual awakening, 

must obtain some validity beyond that vh ich contemporary culture 

condescends to give it. 11he SfJ&roh was a d :i.fficult one, and indeed, 

in tex·ms of the thinking of the dey, a well nigh impossible one.e 

It required man to go beyond the conf'ines of his mind, :i.f mind is 

accepted as being culturally defined, to find a source of validity 

in some undefinahl.e mental stratosphere, for thus alone can a strong 

basis be provided for a ·theological formuh tion .. 

In search for some means of resolving this dilemna, Cohon 

turned to the teach:i.ng·s of' Rudolph Otto. In Otto1:s conceptual 

category of the Holy; Cohon found a ca.{;egory of thought which es• 

tablishes en area of ultimate religious validity. He presents his 

views in this fashion: 

Religion, as our tradi t:l.o.n :maintains H.nd as Rudolf 
Otto has f'orcibly remii1ded the world, 1.s more than 
philosophy 11 ethics or eny scheme of' human betterment. 
'When true to its elf it represents the consciou'Sness 
of' the holy, the sensing of ultimate needs, whether 
in tl:te cosmic order or in the personality of man, tht~ 

espousal of the :lnd.estructible vm.lues of truth, of good ... 
ness, of' justice, not as growing out of subjective 
preference but as grounded in the. heart of reality. 
'fhe holy is a distinct category which may be approximated 
by other ideal human expressions but cannot be covered 
by them. At the heart of religion, as at the heart of 
li f'e itself 1 lies mystery 1 which no phHosophy ethic or 
art can adequately express. It can only be sensed by 
the spirit of n:an Wi.e:r:i in reverence and in awe it turns 

.l.h': ll :i h 165 to,~ ea h.g est. 

This position, which could have provided a basis for 

an absolutist position, was not followed through to j_ts logical 

end, for it could not be squared with the spirit of the conference" 

Though the rabbinate had swung away f'rom its strong; reliance upon 

reason, it had not yet reached the point where i'b could find valid:lty 
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apart from reason. 'l'he strong mystic ben·t in evidence at the 

Conference, was apparently no more than a. reaction to the past 

which was not taken a.s a serious alternative. A purely relie~ious 

category was not acceptable a.a grounds f'or theologi.cal v·alidity. 

The most acceptable bads for a theological formulation 

was suggested by Louis B:i.nstock. He proposed a method for the 

formulation of' a creed which would neutre.lize the charge that all 

creeds are by nature,. rigid, e.tJ.d intolerant. He made the following 

proposals 11The same attitude that people ma.nH'est toward the dogmas 

of government and science, they must display toward dogmas of religion11-

Just as a dogma or theory of governme11t or science is acceptable only 

so long as it is not superceded in the minds of men by a superior 

and more useful dogma or theory, so a. dogma of reli.gion should be 

a.ooeptable only so long as according to the dectsion of a reputable 

representative body of men, i.t still serves the spiritual needs of 

human soulr~~ All dogmas should be fluid and not f'i:x0a.ul.66 Cohon 

rephrased this propose.1 in more moderate terms,. 11 ! wish to second 

Rabbi Binstockl:s demand for a clee.r formulation grounded in modern 

philosophy and psychology of the pr inci pl.es of our f'ai th and the 

praotic~s of our faith, not as a test of religious conf'ormi ty, but 

rather f'or the sake of e.id:i.ng ourselves in our religious thinking 

and living. 11167 

This a.tti tude was a definite compromise. Authority was 

not to be based upon one factor alone but on several. 'l'he belief 

in historical evol.ution and progress is not disregarded. Every 

formula ti on is to be regarded as temporary, preparing the grtmnd 

for the succeeding position; every hypotheses i.s tentatlve and 
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anticipatory. Reason 1.s to judge the va.l:i.di ty of each hypotheses 

determining when it has outlived its usefulness, and when its 

successor has come of age. Yet throughout the p:remise holds 

that a. creed does ex:l.s t, though it be a temporary one, that it 

does have a historic va.li.di ty beyond. the common run of human 

knowledge. Admittedly this position dees injustice to the essential 

meaning of creed as an autho:d:bati ve binding document, but j.t does 

bring about the syntheses of' rEHi.son, hi.storice.1 evolution, and creedal 

~mthori ty, concepts which ha:cre proven to be ba.slc to Reforn1 thi.nking,, 

This position proved to be the touchstone for the formulation in 

1937 of a. modi.fied creed, called The Guiel.in~ principle of Reform 

Judaism. 
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1929~1937 The Issue of Humanism --- -- ,. __ .. _ - - ... ·-

The leglslative machinery for the enactment of the 1937 

creed was set i.nto motion by this resolution in l9M1 

In view of the many ideolog:i.cal and material changes 
in. Jewish and general lif·e which have taken place since 
then and which have had thefr inevitable repercussion 
on our Reform point of view, we recommend that the· 
Executive Board of the Cen"\::ra l Conference of Rabbis 
plan to have presented at next year's sess:tons a 
symposium revalua.ting the platform with a view of 
formulating a pronouncement touching the philosophy· 
and program of present-day Reform Judaism.168 

In keeping with this resolution, the 19:35 yearbook contained essays 

on the topics of God1 Israel and Torah. The issue of Torah raised 

little discussion. Joseph Rauch summed up Conference attitudesa 

11 'rorah becomes the best and the most we know of Goq at a given time,r 

al 1 the revelation that have unfolded before us f.!.nd the expression 

of Di vine Law under which we are to order al 1 of lif'e. 19 169 He 

recognizes that "All this is in complete harmony with the pi thy and 

pregnant declaration of the Pittsburgh Platf'orm on ·this subjects 

We recognize in the Mosaic leg is la ti on a system of' training the 

Jewish people for its miss, ion during its national life in Palestine 

and today we adcept as bir:J.ding only its moral laws and maintain only 

such ceremonies as elevate and sa.noti.fy our lives, but reDect all 

such as are not adopted to the views and ha.bi ts of modern ci vi liza ... 

tion. 11 170 Thus the 1.ssues of Torah and revelation remained. 

But the matter was not resolved this simply with regard 

to the definitioll of God and Israel. Ffrst let us turn to t;he issue 

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

the rabbinate which had been 1.nfluenced by the philosophy of 

Humanism. 1'he Conference r0)acted vlgorously to this threat to 
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e. theisUo definition of Juda.ism. tefkowi tz brought this issue 

before the Conference in 1930. He saids 

There is something in Humanism which seems to 
respond to the moo ern temper, and a lusty battle 
is in sight between the new reHgion and the old 
religious outlook which posits the living Goel. 
Siorre of our Rabbis seem to be drawn ·bo certain 
phases cpf' the new philosophy, and have gone so for as 
to denominate our pra;yiers as so much poetry and 
nothing else. If Juda.ism is to continue to be a 
well defined wa,y of life we must proceed t;oward 
some sort of definite 2ronouncment of Judaism on 
the points mentioned. 171 

1.rhe same j.ssue was presented much mo:re vigorous l.y the 

following year by Morris Newfield. 

It is quite clear that a certain group of Rabbis, 
fortunately very insignif'ice.nt in numbers, has chosen 
Hs new direction a.long the road of' humanism. I£ 
that is thelr conviction, they should certainly preach 
it, but not in Jewish pulpits. Humanism as e~enerally 
concei.ved and presen·bed by its recognized protagonists, 
dispenses w.I. th God ®cl removes the di v·ine se.nct:i.ons 
from human ethics. To identify Judaism with Humanism 
•• , is either a symptom of' muddle ... headedness in the 
pulpit or downright conscious betrayal of the sacred 
trust ••• 172 

The Conference treated this issue carefully in 1931, f'or it was 

api::arent that the matter of Human i.sm could not be quickly disposed 

of. Cohon expressed the gr1wi ty of' the si tue.Uoru 

We are facing ·bhe greatest danger in Judaism that we 
have ever had in our history. The foundations of 
everything that we are doing are being undermined ln 
a surrepeti tious fashion in the name of a spud.ous 
liberal tam. Atheism. is being made the only founda:tion 
of certain pulpits and certain congregatioa.s. Now I do 
not say that a man who is an a.thej.s t should be burrJ.ed 
in the public square. I do not bel1.eve that a man who 
is an a.theist; has no right to his belief. I woul.d rather 
be the first man to go tb,.:the defense of his right of 
opin:i.on, but I say that that man has no righ·t to sail 
under false colors in our Jewish congregations, which 
stand upon the foundations of the unity of' Go:l and we 
as a Conference ought no·b to countenance this continuous 
sapping. of the vitality of. our congrega.tion.173 

Mayerburg; restated this attitude in the terms of his own 
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experience .• He related what occurred to one of his younger 

colleagues who gave a vigorous presentation of the subjec·b of 

Humonism in whfoh he a.tta.oked the Jewlsh or any other God idea, 

and announced. himself allied with the new movement. His congre-

gation immediately proceeded to ask his resignation. 11He oame 

to me in tears, claiming; that his right of freedom of speech had 

been abrogated, that they had trempled upon his conscience, I 

told him that while he had a right to express his opinions a.nd 

his own convictions,. that the congregation was well w:tthin its 

rights in demending that a man who occupied its pulpit should 

subscribe -to the cardine.l principles at least of Judlii sm, and I 

feel that s:Lnce one congregation, a small congregat1.on in the South ... 

west, ha.a fearlessly spoken out on this subject that it behooves 

the leaders of American Israel to reaffirm their God concept and to 

say that thei:r colleagues cannot take shelter behin:i their ref'usal 

to endorse a di:stin.ct God belief. in Judalsm. 11 174 

Brickner was the only member of' the Con.f'e:renoe who out ... 

spokenly came forth to defend the tene·ts of' Hum.en ism. !is remarks 

clearly present his point of view. He maintains s 

There are some in this Conference, and I believe that 
they are 'by no meen s in the minod ty ~ who find the 
existing formulations of religious belief and philosophy, 
even as it has been formulated in ·the theology of Reform 
Juda.ism, in meny respects, spiritually unsatisfying, and 
not in cons ona.nc e with t.hei r s oien tifi c a.nd philosophic 
outlook. l 75 

They approach the reconstruction of their religious belief 
through the method of experience rather tha.n through 
Revelation arJd Tradition. S:ome of them frankly do not 
believe nor preach a God conoeive.d as personality. In good 
Jewish f'ashion, because they are at heart deeply religious 
men, they are seeking to give the God idea reality in other 
then personal terms. They are concerned not so much with 
questions that revolve around the idea of' God as creator of 



86. 

the source ~•nd origin of the Universe, a.s thyr, a.re 
with a. Gerl who is the goal of human destiny. 76 

I look upon these men in the Conference, who are 
r~rbhinki:ng and reformula·Hng Refo:T.'m belief', as those 
who a.re doing the major work to attrac·t the thinking 
youth,, end bring them back to the Temple from which_. 
alas1 too many have strayed ~ because the Temple has 
been too cautious when it should he.v~ been courageous; 
timid when it should be prophetic.17'7 

It was obvious that the humrmistio elements in the Con .. 

feren:ce were reaot~ing to the general religious problem which affected 

the Conferenee. They sought for religious validity in the human 

personality, giving up all hope of finding truth from some souroe 

beyond that of the personal :i.ty and ·&bhievements of man. But the 

Conference could not accept this posit ion. The ma.j o:r i ty opinion 

was summed up in a resolution on this subject in l93la 

••• the Conference may well take this occasion to 
reaffi1·m its faith in Judaism as an interpretation 
of life transfused by the consciousness of the di V'ine 
and assert accordingly that any system of thought, 
when interpreted as naking; light of or discountenancing 
the belief in God; is not in keepj.ng; with Israel's 
tea.chings throughout the ages. As to the posiMve side 
of humanism this Conference is not unmindful of its 
emphasis upon human experi.enoes, needs and aspirations; 
as the oemter of life's values; but anyone at all acquainted 
with the literature of' IsraE-)1 must realize that there is 
nothing novel in this ethic al note. The Conference sees 
no reason, theref'or, why any Jew, whether Rabbi or layman, 
should need in turn to Human :lsm or to any other ethical or 
religious system f'or this rarticular conception of values,,178 

Though the affa.i r of Human ism was apparently settled in 

1931, a·b least on a formal ltwel 1 it motiva·bed careful consideration 

of the God concept during the years immediately· prior to the formula ... 

tion of the Columbus pla:bform.. 'I'he most influential presenta:Hon on 

thi.s subject is that of Samuel Oohon in his essay 11The Idea of God i.n 

Juda.ism /;. 11 God is defined in terms of' revelation, ethics, and history. 

Cohonts position, except for its lack of' emphasis upon God as reason, 
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is in accord vd 1.~h the def'ini tl ons of 1890 ... 1897... Concerning 

the historical context of monotheism. Cohon writesa 11Juda.hm 

a.rr1:ved at the idea of monotheism through historic experience• 

as interpreted by the intui'ti ve insig,ht of the prophets, rather 

then by speculation regarding the nature of the lmiv·erse. Having 

come to this oonv:i.otion, Judaism visioned God as the vncondi tional 

source and origin of the ordered universe, as the Creator of' all 

1:hings. Viewing God as living and acti'V'e Judaism conoeiyed of the 

universe urrler the symbols of oreatio.n and of purpose. 11 1'?9 

Ethics and revelation a.re v1.Giwed as being intimately :re-

Ja.ted with this histcid.cal process. 11Judaism views history as the 

progressive revelation of the Divine 1.n the lives of men a.nd nations, 

ree.ching its oulr.nine.tiorl in the establishment of the Kingdom of 

God on earth ..... it 
180 And age.ins 11'.rhe ethical nature of God ex'"' 

hibits even more clearly the impress of' Jewish social experience,. 11 181 

"'rhe ideal elements of human. law, truth,. righteousness, and love 

a:re as much e. revelation of God as are the starry s.'\des. 0 182 11God~:s 

revelation in histcr y assumes e. central position in Jewish thought. 11 183 

God is primarily knONn by his e:Uhic al revelation through history. 

Oohon do es by no me!:U s limit God to 'f:Good' j: he is de-

fj_ned as e.c·l:;lve personality s 

The Jewish do ctrin.e of ethical monotheism affirms; ( l) 
Tba reality of the living; God; ( 2) He is best conoai ved 
as personal ... not in the sense of anthropomorphism but 
of individuality, intelligence and will; (3) He is the 
creative principle who cal led the uni.verse into being, 
and sustains it ·by his w.i sdom and might; (4) He makes 
for order not only in phys ica.l nature but a.l so in the 
lif'e of man. He is the power not ourselves who makes 

for a.l'l d wills righteousness and loNe • He it is that 
evokes mru:ii'E; response to ideal values. Through hlm we 
at'l;a:i.n our. noblest human ends. We behold His prasen.oe 
in. :dgh teowrness and may commune with him in pra.yer. He 
is nigh in those who oell upon him in truth.184 

~r4.-.1 __ 

---. ----·--------:-;-·- -----·-·------ -- -·--- --·· 
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This doctrine is in substance utilized by the Columbus l~latform 1 s 

paragraph on the nature of God ·l'h ich states s 

2. God. The heart of Judiaism and its chief' contribution 
to religion is the doctrine of' the One, living God, who 
rules the WJ rld through law and love• In him all exis­
tence has its creative source and mankind its ideal of 
conduo·t;, Thiough transcending time and ~pace, He is the 
indwelling ~~esence of thw world. We worship hi~ as the 
Lord of ·bhe uni verse and as our Merciful Father. 85 

The Conference ·thus o larifi ed the air with regard to the controversy 

concerning the nature of God. 
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J.929 ... 1937 The Issue o:f.' Nationa.l:i.sm 
-... -~-lilr - -- --- _ _.... __ 

Zionism was sti 11 :f.'a.r from being a dead letter. In the 

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

ing in more concessions to Zionists f'rom the non Zionis·b group. 

The is sues raised were essentially the sron.e e.s those aired earlier• 

Schulman, spokesman for the non Z:ionist £action, charged thf.1.t 

Zionism 1.s an escepe from Jewish responsibility, a denial of the 

mission of Israeli 

As I once put i.t some nine yea.rs a.go, vlhen I wa.s in 
Palestine ln a phrase whose truth was recognized by 
distinguished national is ts themselves 1 11Whereas we, 
the Reform Jews or anti-nationalists, wish to be ba­
goyim in the midst of the nations, ;jthey said, 'We wish 
to be ka ... goyim." After 3500 years of Jewish history 
md the unique experience of Israel in the Y\Orld, in­
comparable wl th that of' €1!lY other peoplet s history• 
they declare that our only salvation; our only possi­
bility of survival, the only solution. of the Jewish 
problem, will be found Wien we go back to the ancient 
soil exil. the re become again a what? A theoo:ra.oy with 
Go:i as the centre of' our life? No. That we become 
new. ~hat8-ge become a secular people like other 
peopleis. 

He maintains that the Jewish people can be defined in 

no other wise but as a purely religious community. 11The very word, 

trsra.el t is itself already a commitment to the thought that it ls 

a religious group, primarily Md essen·bially. 11187 He regards the 

definition of Judaism as a civilization as the cloak behind which 

the Zionis·bs hide their spiritual nakedness, for all the spiritual 

wealth of Judaism they have salvaged only meagre nationalist glean-

ings. Zionism to him is a flirtation with VJh at we call today llu:tnan-

ism. It emphasizes man end throws God into the background, if it 

thinks of him a.t all. 11.A.s I said some tine ago, Jewish nationaHsm 

for the first titre in Jewish history- enthroned in the consofousness 
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of the Jew, Israel in the place of Goo • 11 188 The Zionists 

used tim<1 tested response in reply. 'l'hey claimed that Zionism 

is not a limitation bu·t an expansion of the scope of Judaism. 

God is not being ignored but given a more meaningful context. 

Felix Levy~ among .others, applies ·this argument• 11 'rhis (Reform) 

emphasis af the primacy of the God idea lead to the overlooking 

of other f'actors, less important, perhaps in Jewish history, but 

no less vital ix> Jewish existence and persistence, namely, Israel 

as a people 1JVi th all this implies. Having drunk the refreshing 

draught of universaHs m, in their exhi lira ti on they threw away 

the nationalistic cup into which they had poured their portion, nay• 

they somc'.ltimes forgot that the well from which they had drawn the 

pure liquid was the fountain of Israeit's national history and 

thought. n 189 

Silver repeated this claim tha·b Rei'orm throug;h',i ts denial 

of nationalistic elements approximated the atti't;ude of early Paul• 

in1.an Christia:i ity. 11 'rhere is a striking similarity11 , he notes" 

11between the theoretic position taken by Paul and that taken by 

the extreme leaders of Reform Judaism~ and had these men been as 

consistent as Paul, and had they translated their loquacity about 

the mission of Israel into a real missionary propaganda as did Paul 

and his followers, the logic of events would ha'V'e brought about the 

secession of their group also from Jewish life. But with Paul, the 

mission was a race to save the world• With the Reform Rabbis it was 

a rocking-horse :race. These re:E'ormist Rabbis; too, were denational• 

ized Jews. They, too, oonoeived of Israel as 11 a candle which lights 

others end consumes itself•" They too tried to erect Jewish li.:f'e 

• upon the slender, sagging stiH;s of' a few theologic abstractions. 11 190 
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The demand for formal modif:l.oa:tion of' the Conference 

position was made by :B'eldman, who df.~manded that "We should 

revise the fifth paragraph of the Pittsburgh Pla. tform • • • and 

make it more consona11t with our modern needs and oonviotiok1s. 1d 9l 

Conference action took two forms• First a in 1935 a. 

:resolution was passed in keeping with the neutrality resolu·t;;ion of 

1917, but this statement was much more positive in its lean:i.ng 

towards Zionist aims. It reads: 

Whereas, at certain forgoing; oon·ventions of the Central 
Conference of .American ltabbis 1, resolutions have been 
adopted in oppoo it ion to Zionism, end 
Whereas, we a.re persuaded th at aoceptancE1 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 American 
Rabbis tal<:es no of'ficia l sta.nd on the subject of' Zionism; 
end be it further 
Resolved, that in keeping with its oft ... announcad inten­
tions, the Central Conference of Americen Ra.bbis wi 11 con ... 
tinue to co-o~ rate in the upbuilding 01' Palestine, and 
in the economio, cultural. and particularly spiritual. tasks 
confronting the growing end evolving Jewish community.192 

The second response of the conference to the desire for a restate-

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

deals with Palestine in the Columbus Platf'orm. It is outspoken in 

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

ib:I, li ty of .Arneri can Judaism in the upbuildi ng; of the land. 

In the rehabilitation of Palestine, the land hallowed 
by memories an a hopes, we behold the ptomise of renewed 
life for many of our brethren. We affirm the obligation 
of all Jewry to a id in its upb uilding as a Jewish home­
land by endeavoring to :make it not only a haven of ref'uge 
for the oppressed but also a center of' Jewish culture and 
s piri tua 1 ). if'e .193 

In this fashion was ·bhe compromise on tUon:l.srn embodied in the Colum-

bus formula ti on. 
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Acceptance of the Columbus Platform ___ .. _ ... ........- _,..,,.. --\-- __ ..,_ 

In 1936 an initial draft of the "Guiding Principles of 

Refonn Jud ai mi", was submj.tted to the conference for approval. 

The document was similar in spirit to the platform wh:i.ch was 
C)o,>.\,_.,,_,,,,c,h, .• ·, ... ,-,C•J"•'•'·•"·'·"•>.,.•'"·"i••'"' . ._. 

accepted in Pittsburgh alm.os t forty years a.go" The major d:i.s-

agreement between the two is with regard to Zionism: the Pitts-

burgh Platform is outspoken in its denial of all nationalistic 

elements, the Columbus Platform is equally firm in its emphasis 

upon the rebuilding; of Pales·tine as a Jewish homeland !:Ind as a 

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

of Z:fonism differences between the two documents are limited to 

variations in. emphasis. 

The Columbus PJ.a ·bf'orm dev·oted en.ti.re sections to the 

topics of '"Ethics t and tRel igious Practice," while its predecessor 

handled these issues more superficially.4 In the 1937 Document 

ethics is treated in three paragraphss the first stresses the 

interrelations· of ethics and relip;ion, the second is devoted to 

Socital. Justice emphasizing economic relations; and the third is 

concerned with the attainment o±' universal peMe. This section 

:ts a lengthy elaboration of the eighth pare.graph in the 1886 

Platform ·which contains all of these thought 1i but in g'ermi:nalC«' 

form. 

With :regard to rituals the Pittsburgh Platform had little 

to say regardin.g ·bhe worth of r:\. tual beyond the sentences i "We u .10 

maintain only smh ceremonies as elevate and sanctify our lives, but 

reject all such as are not adapted to the views and habits of modern 

oivilization. 11 194 The Columbus Platform j_s much more positive and 

l I 
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specific. In the opening paragraph of section three of the 

Guiding Principles it is ma:Lntained that Jewish life "calls 

for faithful participation in the life of the Jewish community 

as its finds expression in home, synagog and school and in all 

other agencies that enrich Jewi.sh J.j_fe and promote its welfare. 11195 

The secU.on continues, urging the importance of the education of 

each new generation 1 in our rich cultural and spiritual heritage'; 

and of the necessity for the preservation of the traditionals of 

home, synagog, prayer and the r retention and development of such 

customs, symbols and ceremonies as possess inspirationc1l value'. 

W'ith regard to ritual the Columbus statement is clearly positive 

in tone e 

'l'he final major difference in emphasis concerns the 

mission idea. On this point the Pittsburgh Platform is most def-

inite in its affirmation, indeed of the eight paragraphs in the 

Pittsburgh Platform, .f'ully half of them (paragraphs 2, 3, 5, 6) 
. 

refer to the centrality of the missi.on concept. 'rM.s is certainly 

not so with the Columbus Platform. There the m.i..ssion idea is lim .... 

ited to a five Hre 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, it 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 under1ying agreement 

is a basj_c difference in temper. 1'he Pittsburgh Platform is largely 

extrospective, involved almost entirely in universal j_mmes and 

goals; the Columbus Platform is an introspective document, looking 
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inward,. cone erned lrn.rgel.y with speoif'ioally Jewish, specifically 

na.tiom1l issues. It is evident ·bhat the issue of' Zionism involved 

more ·bhan a politioeJ. sh:i.ft, it was a change in mood, from univer .... 

sa.lism to particularism, f'rom outgoing optimism to inner concern~ 

The centrality of' the :i.ssue of Zionism is born out by 

statements made on the Conf'erenoe floor. "One of the chief points 

of disse.tisfachlon 11 , Cohen writes, 11is the seo·bi.on on Palesti:n.e. 

Anti-Zion.is ts oompla.in that we have gone too :f'ar in the direction 

of Zionism, and Zionists criticize us for not going far enough. The 

dif'f:.tcul ty wi ·th some of us is that we permi.t an isolated phrase to 

obscure the general context. As a matter of fa.ct, the section on 

Palestine restates the position taken by the Conference last year, 

when it adopted the so ... called "neutrality resolution. 11196 

It is apparent that the Pla.tform was des1.gned to follow 

a. middle of the road poai tion, swinging neHher too far to the na.-

tionalist left nor the universe.list right. The position taken with 

regard to Palestine was cruc j.al to the aooeptanoe of the entire doc-

ument, the dif'ficulty in reooncHing the di1rerse fa.C'l:;:l.ons at the 

Conference is described by lt,elix Levy, a member of the com.mi ttee 

for the formulation (}£ the principlesa 

As I said in rrry letter to the members which accompanied 
this report, the commission met with the almost imsuper ... 
able difficulty of attempting to eeconci le points of view 
that seem to be diametrically opposed, but the restatement 
of Principles represents what might be called the point of' 
view of ·bhe a:vera.ge man of the Conference, who neither leans 
too f'ar to a national:i.stic interpretat;ion of Judaism nor 
to the old religiously denominational interpretation. Some 
of the men i.n the commission were willing for the sake of 
peace :to comprornis e ·to some extent in order to arrive as 
some kind of a cone ens us of opinion. It cannot include;'"'"'"' 
every shade of' opin.iona it attempts to strike an average, 197 

Thus the Platf'orm represented the syntheses of many of the co11f'lict• 
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ing points of view at the Conference. It struck out in no new 

direction, rather' it a:btempted to oonao li.date the most e.cceptable 

aspects of Conference thinking into one document. The platform 

made no claim to eny authority beyond the fact that H was to 

serve as a norrna ti ve guide to Reform thinking until such time as 

it will have outliv~id its value and in this .form it was submitted 

to the Cortl'erenoe. 

As was to be expected it met with immediate opposition,, 

The arguments used so eff'eotively against a creed in the pas·b were 

onee again trotted out. Jemes Heller sb.teda 11 ! believe it is 

part of the most valuable tradition of Judaism that it has refused 

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

very le.st to che.n.ge it• I should like to move, therefore, that this 

Coni'erenoe should dismiss the commission; with e~ratitude for the 

arduous labor whioh it has performed, because it hascome to the 

!Bonclusion that no declaration of Prinoipl.e s is advisable $.t the 

present time. 11 198 William B. Schwartz saids 11.A.s I oaref'ully· read 

this s·bate1nent, I found it was simply a restatement end reaffirmation 

of the ideology of' Reform. .Judf:Jism as expressed in our prayerbook. 

Be l.ieve. I believe that this declaration should be published but I 

cannot see why it should be adopted as a .t'i:x.ed or..:1ed. n 199 

When the issue wa.s brought to the floor for ttotion near 

dead look en.sued. This o a.used Dr. Goldenson to s ey, 11The situ a ti on 

in our Conference at the present moment is of' such a nature and the 

division is so close that ·bhis is no time and this is not the atmos-

phEire in which to deal w i·bh the most importa.nt problem in Jewry 
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tode;y" ]'eeling as I do 1 I do not wish to "trn.ke part in the 

consider&.tion of the report of the commission. I therefor 

request the ~ ivilege of registering my intention or not partic-

ipating in the discussion and not voting upon the report of' 

the committee" tt 200 

A motion to postpone ao1;ion until ne:x:t year lost (42 ... 

46). Then the Deolare:tion of Principles was read and considered 

seria.tim. All articles were adopted as amended. Rabbi David 

Philipson moved tho. t the declaration of Principles be adopted as 

a whole. Of one hundred and ten membe:r•s present five requested 

that their votes be recorded in the negative.
201 

And thus was 

the Columbus Platform adopted in the year 1937. 
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Conclusions 

'I'he Jrearn 1890-193'7 were hectic ones for the Conference . 

The thinking of the Conference was troubled and frequently di.vided, 

but underlying it all a unanimity of beli(1f can be found. The 

rabbis, with rar!8 exceptj_on accepted the credo that 1 ours is a 

reasonable universe and that the forces of history within it are 

to be described as moving inexorably towards an ult.imate ethical 

goal'. 'I'his belief was based upon two premises: that history ts 

a process at whose end liefJ redemption, and that ours is a reason-

able world which conforms to the eanons of reason, This belief; 

however, also resulted in a dilemna. A vision of a tomorrow brighter 

than today invites a dissatisfaction 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 1.i ve with-

in the process·~ 

Durfr1g the years under discussion, the Conference tr:i.ed to 

resolve this problem by maintaining that rE-)ligious authority can be 
0 

found a) in the past, through th El revi vifica ti on of historic prac-

tices and belief's inc1uding nationalistic aspirations, b) int he 

processes of history, that by conforming to the linefJ of Jewish de-

velopment Ileform is g:tven an .historic sanction; c) in the universal-

j_stic concept of' thi:-l mission of Israel, which gave an urgency and a 

purpose to Israel; d) through the teachj_ngs 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 

11., i .. 
" 
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best be apprehended. 

The Columbus platform repre:=.ierrt,s a synthesis of these 

f1.ve categories o.f' religious validity. In terms of the nature 

of Reform it can be argued that the Platform represents the high-

est religious validity of which R.eform is capable, for it embraces 

all of its central tenets irrr,o one all inclusive doctrine. But one 

must seriously question whether th:Ls would supply suffj_cient basis 

for a fj_rm religious belief. 'Whether Reform desires it or not the 

logic of its developmerrt does no·t perrrd.t it to dev:l.ate from the 

forrnulaes of Urn sciences and the changing phrases of the current 

philosophies, and in our society it thus becomes bound to an arid 
C) _,. , 

; ~l 

materialism or what is worse a philosophical diletantism. Reform 

beeomes securely anchored to the shifting winds of contemporary 

thought and finds that it has embraced the expediencies of easy 

acceptance in exohange for the bed-rock of meaningful faith. 

BUt if the premises of Reform are unassailable no other 

choice can be mad:e. Reform must bow to the spirit of the times and 

she must acknowledge the mastery of the· latest thought both scientific 

and philosophic, for only thus can she hide her nakedness. But are 

the premises of Reform unassailable? 

E:nchan~ed by the dawn of liberalism, Reform had embraced 

Liberalism's most enchanting handmaiden reason1 and enthroned her 

on a pinnacle to reign supreme in the house of Reform. Today reason 

has lost its iliustre. 
• . It f>t'(.ft·1-.~ 

The teachings of Marx which placed researeh 

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

the rationalizations of fa ssions, and those of Lobatchevsky which 



challenges its absolutivity -~· these but prepared the way for 

the contemporary philosibphies of pragmatism, intuition, phenomenalisip., 

· logical posit1.vi.sm, and instrumentalism who stand firm in their 

chalhmge to the centrality of reason. 

Reason can no longer span the mysteries of the un:Lverse, 

indeed there are areas where her weapons are powerless, and man can 

only be deceived by reliance upon her ways.. 'l'he sphere of the 

senses, the totality of that which has objectivity, stil1 remains 

within her reign; but the yearnings of the heart, the endlessness 

of space, the purport of time can no longer remain within her un-

feeling grasp. Re:ligion in so far as it deals with the goods and 

and evj_ls, 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 M.me 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 language of fajj;h. 

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 their own, an 

act of commUment is required, otherwise they remain pious plati-

tudes decorously intoned at proper occassions but without any 

vitality which brings life ·bo belief and purpose to belonging. 

Reform has for too long re;t;rained from determining its nature. 

It would rather remain a vacuous bin feeding. al.l as they desire 

·11 

\': 



to be fed, meaning all t,hings to all men ultimately meaning 

nothing to no one. If Judaism does have a message, and it does 

have a message of redemptj_on and ethical revelation, of the 

naturEi of man and of evil, of mercy and of atonement; let it 

state j;l;s view and live its view. Let 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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