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Digest

After the Second World War, the Reform Jewish movement in America witnessed an
upsurge in theological debate, discussion and controversy. By 1967, most of the
theological battle lines had been drawn, and Zionism began to attract much of the focus
that theology had once generated. Yet, the period between the end of the war and 1967 is
one of rich theological debate and creativity, and its achievements continue to reverberate

in the Reform movement today.

During this period, some rabbis sought to synthesize the liberalism of early Reform with
new philosophical schools and insights. Others focused on incorporating the thinking of
Mordecai Kaplan and of religious naturalism into Reform. Some younger rabbis,
influenced by prominent Christian theologians and by the works of European Jewish
theologians like Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig, urged a greater openness to
tradition and a questioning of the optimistic liberalism that had characterized Reform’s
earlier thinkers. This thesis examines each of these trends by looking at their primary

proponents: Levi Olan, Roland Gittelsohn and Eugene Borowitz.

Chapter one focuses on the social, cultural, intellectual and theological contexts in which
these scholar-rabbis thought and wrote. In particular, it looks at postwar American Jewry
and the evolution of Reform Jewish thought in America. The following three chapters
examine each thinker. They begin with a biographical sketch, which is followed by an
unpacking and analysis of the major elements of each of their theologies. To preserve

continuity throughout the essay, each chapter concludes with an examination of the




thinker’s understanding of the role and activity of God, of revelation, of Jewish
chosenness, and of the purpose and authority of Jewish law. The conclusion reflects on
their legacies for the contemporary Reform movement and on the state of Reform Jewish

thought today.
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Introduction

The period following the Second World War saw several developments in American
Reform Judaism. As Michael Meyer points out, “The generation after World War I
witnessed American Reform Judaism’s greatest expansion in numbers and in programs. It
saw a new theological ferment within its ranks, unprecedented social activism, a yet
fuller appreciation of tradition, and the first appearance of women in positions of spiritual
leadership.”' The postwar theological ferment followed a reorientation of Reform Jewish
thought during the 1920s and 1930s. During this period, many Reform rabbis had moved
away from the “Classical Reform Judaism” of the 1885 Pittsburgh Platform, embracing
more Jewish observances and a greater sense of Jewish peoplehood. This reorientation
led to the passage of the Columbus Platform —or Guiding Principles of Reform Judaism,
as it was officially called—in 1937. The 1950s and 1960s saw a continuation of this trend
toward greater traditionalism. It was also a time for theological debate within the Reform
movement, with some rabbis lauding and providing new means for justifying this trend,
and others questioning it and urging a reaffirmation of the classical liberalism of early

American Reform.

This thesis is about three significant participants in this debate: Levi Olan, Roland
Gittelsohn and Eugene Borowitz. In the chapters that follow, we will examine their lives
and religious philosophies, and situate them within the theological debates that

characterized the Reform movement between 1945 and 1967. Both the thinkers we are

" Michael A. Meyer, Response to Modernity: A History of the Reform Movement in Judaism {New York:
Oxford University Press, 1988), 353,




considering and the dates to which we are restricting this study were carefully chosen.
Olan, Gittelsohn, and Borowitz represent three distinct schools of Reform Jewish
thought. Olan was a liberal, Gittelsohn a naturalist, and Borowitz a Covenant
Theologian.? Each was also a significant figure in the Reform movement on an
institutional level. Both Olan and Gittelsohn served as Presidents of the CCAR, and
Borowitz is a long-time professor at the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of
Religion in New York. They were also prolific writers, leaving many sources for review
and examination. While some of the sources consulited will pre- and post-date this period,
I will focus on the currents of thought that engaged Reform rabbis during this time. As I
noted above, the post-war era was a time of theological ferment among American Jewry.
I am choosing 1967 as an endpoint because it marks a shift in emphasis that began during
the mid-to-late 1960s in which theological debate in the Reform movement was eclipsed

by an emphasis on Zionism and political activism.’

Before explaining the order and subjects of the chapters, 1 will clarify some of the
terminology used throughout. In this thesis, the phrase “Jewish theology” refers not only
to thinking about God. It refers to the framework through which one analyzes the
meaning and purpose of Judaism, and what one sees as core Jewish beliefs. Thus, the
phrase “Jewish theology” is used interchangeably with “Jewish religious philosophy” and
“approach to Judaism.” The chapters on particular thinkers will focus on each of their
interests and writings. In order to preserve continuity among the chapters, we will also

examine each thinker’s approach to the role and activity of God, the definition of

21 capitalize “Covenant Theology™ and “Covenant Theologian” when referring to the specific school of
thought associated with Borowitz and several of his colleagues.
3 See Meyer, Response to Modernity. 348, 367-368.




revelation, the concept of Jews as God's chosen people, and the authority of Jewish law. I
chose these four issues because they have been seen and addressed as core matters of

Jewish belief in the modern era.

Chapter one discusses two primary historical contexts in which postwar Reform Jewish
thought emerged. These are the trajectory of American Reform Jewish thought,
beginning with the 1885 Pittsburgh Platform, and the theological ferment of postwar
America. In this chapter, I discuss the waning influence of liberal theology among
Christian thinkers and the consequent popularity of theologians like Paul Tillich and
Reinhold Niebuhr, who helped shape the interests of postwar Jewish thinkers. I also
discuss the particular influences of American culture that shaped the postwar generation
of Jewish thinkers, including the rise of what some sociologists call the *“Third
Generation” of American Jewry. In examining the history of Reform Jewish thought in
America, we will seek to understand the theologians, such as Kaufmann Kohler and

Samuel Cohon, to whose ideas postwar Reform thinkers may have been responding.

Chapter two focuses on the life and theology of Rabbi Levi Olan. I begin with Olan
because his theology is the closest to the liberalism of early twentieth-century Reform
Judaism. The chapter on Olan is followed by a chapter on Rabbi Roland Gittelsohn. I
chose to follow Olan with Gittelsohn because they were part of the same generation of
Reform rabbis, and their theologies display several similarities. Yet, Gittelsohn identified
with Mordecai Kaplan and Reconstructionism, and this school of thought began to

develop in the 1920s and 1930s, following the rise of religious liberalism in the



nineteenth century. In other words, the roots of Olan’s thinking are in the nineteenth
century, whereas Gittelsohn’s are found primarily in the 1920s and 1930s. The final
chapter focuses on the life and thought of Eugene Borowitz. I conclude with Borowitz
not only because he is the only living subject of this study, but also because his theology
is the one that has exerted the greatest influence on contemporary Reform Jewish

thought.

This thesis is about the theologies of three leading Reform rabbis and thinkers. It is not a
study of the struggle to define a Reform Jewish theology. Although I chose these thinkers
because their writings helped shape Reform Jewish self-understanding in postwar
America, the primary emphasis is on the individual thinkers, not the meaning and
theology of Reform Judaism. This thesis is also a study in intellectual history, not
philosophy. Most of the thesis seeks to unpack the arguments of each thinker and the
influence upon him. Although I will note some of the criticisms proffered against each of
them by other Reform rabbis, I will not offer an original critique of each thinker. Rather,
for the sake of completion, I will offer brief criticisms of each of them, reflecting my
reading of other Reform rabbis and theologians. In the conclusion, I will reflect on their

legacies for American Jewry and the current state of Reform Jewish thought.

I chose to write my thesis on these particular figures because two of them have received
no secondary study. Despite their significant writings and influence as pulpit rabbis,
neither Levi Olan nor Roland Gittelsohn has received scholarly attention. Borowitz has

been the subject of some secondary work, though most of it has focused on his post-1967




writings. Thus, in writing this thesis, I hope to add something new to the history of the

American rabbinate and of Reform Jewish thought in the twentieth century.




Chapter One: The Evolution of American Jewry and Reform Judaism

This chapter examines two broad historical contexts that help explain the emergence and
direction of Reform Jewish thought in postwar America. The first context is the
American Jewish theological ferment in the wake of World War Two, and the second is
prewar Reform Jewish theology. By examining each of these contexts, we will gain a
better understanding of the social, political and religious forces that contributed to the
development of postwar Reform theology. We examine these contexts in this sequence
because knowing the situation of American Jewry and theology in the mid-twentieth
century can help us appreciate the challenges Reform Jewish thinkers faced. This
sequence also moves from the broad to the specific, beginning with the challenges of
twentieth-century American cultural and religious life and moving to the historical and

contemporaneous responses of American Reform Jewish thinkers.

Christian Influences on Postwar American Jewish Thought

In his comprehensive Religious History of the American People, Sidney Ahlstrom points
out that in the decade and a half following the end of World War Two, “American
religious communities of nearly every type were favored... by an increase of
commitment and a remarkable popular desire for institutional participation. This popular

resurgence of piety was a major subject of discussion in newspapers, popular magazines,




and learned journals.”’ Other expressions of this religious resurgence included the
addition of “under God” to the American pledge of allegiance in 1954 and the growth of
the Christian evangelical movement throughout the 1950s. The resurgence was not
limited, Ahlstrom notes, to institutional affiliation and popular fervor. It included *“a
theological revival which was in fact a continuation of the Neo-orthodox impulse.™ In
his more recent history of American religion, Martin Marty echoes Ahlstrom’s
observations. The revival of interest in theology in the postwar period was sparked by
those whom Marty calls the “countermodernists,” since they challenged some of the
views, such as the inevitably of progress and the importance of rationalism, associated
with modernism.’ What Ahlstrom calls the “Neo-orthodox impulse” was the increasing
popularity and mainstream influence of conservative Christian theologians, including
Karl Barth and Emil Brunner in Europe and Reinhold and Richard Niebuhr in America.
Although differing in their emphases, a prominent theme of nec-orthodoxy was the
refusal to reduce Christianity to social ethics or accommodate it to liberal ideology. Neo-
orthodox Christian theologians gained much attention in America during the 1930s,
questioning the optimistic view of human nature and historical progress that they
contended had dominated the Protestant churches in America. Their influence spread,
reaching the pinnacle of liberal Christianity, the Riverside Church in New York City,
whose noted pastor, Harry Emerson Fosdick, accepted many of the neo-orthodox

theologians’ criticisms of American Christianity and called in 1935 for a return to a God-

' Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1972), 952. Ahlstrom capitalizes “Neo-orthodoxy.” Another author, Jonathan Sarna, does not. I will follow
Sarna and not capitalize it except when quoting directly from Ahlstrom,

2 Ahlstrom. A Religious History, 953.

* Martin Marty, Modern American Religion. Volume 3: Under God We Trust, 1941-1960 (Chicago:
University of Press, 1999), 14.




centered faith that did not constantly seek to accommodate middle class norms and

values.*

In order to appreciate the influence of neo-orthodox Christian thought on postwar
American Reform, we will look at three of its major characteristics. They are its attack
on what Ahlstrom calls the “prevailing assumptions of liberalism,” its application of
selected aspects of existentialist philosophy, and its ecumenical bent. The “prevailing
assumptions of liberalism” were primarily the belief in human perfectibility and
inevitable historical progress.> Drawing frequently from the writings of Soren
Kierkegaard and making reference to the destruction of the two world wars, influential
Christian theologians attacked these assumptions as bourgeois and naive. Perhaps
America’s most famous representative of Christian neo-orthodoxy, Reinhold Niebuhr,
exerted a major influence both before and after World War Two with his book Moral
Man and Immoral Society. It argued that the power of evil and of irrational motivations in
human life had been underestimated by liberal religious thinkers, and that organized
groups were virtually incapable of altruistic conduct.® Sydney Ahlstrom describes Moral
Man and Immoral Society as “probably the most disruptive religio-ethical bombshell of
domestic construction to be dropped during the entire interwar period.”” Martin Marty

notes that Niebuhr was the dominant voice of American Christian theology until Paul

* See Robert Goldy, The Emergence of Jewish Theology in America (Bioomington: Indiana University
Press, 1991), 52-53.

3 Ahlstrom, A Religious History, 944.

® Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in Ethics and Politics (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1932),

7 Ahlstrom, A Religious History, 941,




Tillich gained significant attention in the 1940s and 1950s.® Rabbi Milton Steinberg
credited Niebuhr with teaching post-war Jewish theologians “what our fathers knew and
we have refused to credit, a hard grim truth concerning the place of evil in man and
society.”® Although neo-orthodoxy gained prominence in Christian circles during the
1930s, its impact among Jewish thinkers became evident in the 1940s. Reasons for this
delay include the predominance of liberalism among the American Jews of the era and
the focus in the 1930s on practical activities of fighting antisemitism abroad.'” In
addition, as Martin Marty notes and as we will see later, the postwar writings of Will
Herberg garnered significant attention and challenged the prevailing assumptions of

American Jewish liberalism.""

While Niebuhr served as the primary spokesman for Christian neo-orthodoxy, the
Christian thinker most closely associated with existentialism was Paul Tillich.

Before discussing Tillich, it will be helpful to give some background on existentialism,
both generally and as it was applied to religion. We will examine several particular
thinkers’ notions of existentialism in this chapter, but this brief background should help
us better understand their intellectual context. Existentialism is not as much a philosophy
as it is a methodology. Often associated with Friedrich Nietzsche, Soren Kierkegaard,

and Jean Paul Sartre, existentialism implies the rejection of any absolute system of

§ Martin Marty, Modern American Religion. Volume 2: The Noise of Conflict, 1919-1941 (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1997), 345.

% Milton Steinberg, “The Qutlook of Reinhold Niebuhr,” The Reconstructionist Vol. 11, No. 15 (December
14, 1945), 15.

' For speculation on why neo-orthodoxy did not begin to make serious inroads in the American Jewish
community until the 1940s, see Lou Silberman, “Concerning Jewish Theology in North America: Some
Notes on a Decade,” American Jewish Yearbook 70 (1969): 37-58; and Bernard Martin, “Reform Jewish
Theology Today,” in Bernard Martin, ed., Contemnporary Reform Jewish Thought (Chicago: Quadrangle
Books, 1968), 180-214.

! Marty turns to Herberg frequently in his discussion of postwar American Judaism.

I
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determining truth. Truth is determined through the choices and commitments one makes
in one’s life. It is not externally imposed. Christian and Jewish thinkers drew from
existentialist writings, but not in a uniform or clear way. It seems that what many thinkers
drew from existentialism was its questioning of rationalism and the sense of despair
expressed by many of its leading proponents. As Emil Fackenheim put it, “Religious
existentialism attacks the idea of unqualified human self-sufficiency.... It seeks to show
that when pushed to radical extremes (but only when so pushed) that idea suffers internal
collapse.”'? Religious existentialists objected to the predominance of rationalism and
liberalism in late nineteenth and early twentieth century liberal Jewish thought. This
sense of challenging the theological status quo, along with the emphasis on making
theology speak to human rather than abstract philosophical concerns, united those who
described themselves or were frequently considered by others to be existentialist

Christian and Jewish thinkers.

Existentialism entered into Paul Tillich’s thinking in his describing a “breakdown in
meaning” for human beings in the twentieth century. Individuals, he argued, were
increasingly losing their subjective self in the conforming pressures of collective
society.”> One does not have to be an existentialist to make this argument, and it differs
from the concerns of the first existentialist religious thinker, Soren Kierkegaard, who
focused on the inadequacy of a creed to capture the religious truth that was found in the

life of an individual. Yet, for Tillich, it was part of his understanding of Christianity that,

"> Emil Fackenheim, “Judaism, Christianity and Reinhold Niebuhr: A Response to Levi Olan,” Judaism
(Winter 1956) 317.

¥ See, for example, Paul Tillich, The Courage To Be (London: Collins, 1952) pp. 41-113. The book was a
originally a series of lectures delivered at Yale University, and it advocates an existentialist focus for
modern Christianity,
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as we will see, he called existentialist, and it was a response to the religious liberalism of
the early twentieth-century American church. Indeed, Tillich pinned much of the blame
for the breakdown in human meaning on the church’s middle-class orientation and on the
growing estrangement of human beings from the natural world and from one another that
resulted from economic materialism and the growing mechanization of society. Seeing
the Protestant Reformation as an earlier attempt to “re-emphasize the Existentialist point
of view,” Tillich urged human beings to “take the anxiety [of meaninglessness] into the

courage to be as oneself.”"*

He integrated this message and the concerns to which it was a
response into Christianity by interpreting the resurrection of Jesus as his conquering of
existentialist estrangement, as an act of healing that overcame the break between God and
humanity, and human beings and themselves.'” Will Herberg was primarily a student of
Niebuhr, but one can see the influence of Tillich in his criticism of the materialist focus
of modemn society, which, he argued, had “eaten deep into the soul of modern man.”'®

Like Tillich, Jewish existentialist thinkers decried the feeling of despair and estrangement

from oneself and the world that they saw as endemic in postwar America.

The final trait of Christian theology significant in evaluating postwar Jewish theology is
the ecumenical scope of its leading figures. This ecumenicism is evident, as Ahlstrom
points out, in the varied denominations of Kierkegaard’s American translators. They
included “Lutherans, Anglo-Catholic Episcopalians, and Quakers.”'” Neo-orthodox

criticisms focusing on assumptions about the perfectibility of humanity and inevitability

' Tillich, The Courage To Be, 131, 138.

'5 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, Vol. II (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951), 96.
' will Herberg, “Prophetic Faith in an Age of Crisis” Judaism, Vol. | (July 1952), 196.

'7 Ahlstrom, A Religious History, 944,
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of historical progress were shared by members of several Christian denominations. Their
books and articles tended to address issues, such as the problems of historicism and
church complacency, that transcended the doctrine of any one denomination. This
ecumenical scope helped neo-orthodoxy make “deep inroads” into American religious
life and spur “an overall revival of interest in theology."'8 The Jewish theological ferment
also displayed an ecumenical character, with Reform, Conservative, and Orthodox rabbis
and scholars gathering together for theological discussions and contributing to journals
like Judaism: A Quarterly Journal of Jewish Life and Thought (1952) and Commentary
(1945). Although our focus will be on Reform theologians, we will see that many of the

questions they addressed transcended denominational and doctrinal boundaries.

Jewish Factors in the Theological Ferment

A second factor giving rise to American Jewish theological ferment was the emergence
after the Second World War of the “third generation” of American Jewry. The third
generation generally refers to those American fews born in the mid-to-late 1920s who
began their professional careers in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Arnold Eisen has
argued that one could mark the beginning of the rise of the third generation with the
“communal celebration and reflection occasioned by the tercentenary of Jewish
settlement in America in 1954. American Jewry found itself amazed at its survival and

success, yet worried that its distinctiveness might not survive the temptations of

'8 Ahlstrom, A Religious History, 946.

—_—
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America.”"® In addition to questioning the same “prevailing assumptions of liberalism” as
their Christian neo-orthodox counterparts did in the 1930s, the third generation of
American Jewry was shaped by particularly Jewish phenomena. By the 1950s, American
Jews had “made it,” with their share of the American middle class growing and their
presence in America’s top universities and businesses increasing as well. Several
scholars, including Eisen and Jonathan Sarna, point to the title and argument of Will
Herberg's book on American religious life, Protestant-Catholic-Jew, as confirmation of
Judaism’s status as a mainstream American religion. Not only did this book contend that
Judaism was one of the tripartite of mainstream American religions, but it also suggested
that the third generation American Jews saw Judaism primarily as a religion similar to

Catholicism or Protestantism.

This view differed from that of Mordecai Kaplan, the representative thinker of the
American Jewry’s second generation, who described Judaism as a religious civilization
and emphasized the religious significance of cultural pursuits and Jewish nationalism.
Although he wrote about revelation, God, and chosenness, Kaplan was more of a
sociologist than a theologian, describing and validating the views of the second
generation of American Jews and seeking (in most cases) pragmatic rather than
ideological solutions to questions of Jewish belief. His naturalist approach to religion,
however, increasingly became one strand among many rather than the dominant view of
postwar American Jewry. Describing the many voices that challenged Kaplan and his

brand of second generation American Judaism, Jonathan Sarna has written, “All of these

' Arnold M. Eisen, The Chosen Peaple in America: A Study in Jewish Religious Ideology (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1983), 128.
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thinkers felt the impact of neo-orthodox currents in Protestantism, best represented in
America by Reinhold Niebubr, and they rebelled against the belief in naturalism (God as
experienced in nature) and human perfectibility that Mordecai Kaplan and earlier Reform
Jewish thinkers had taught.”?° By seeking to reaffirm traditional Jewish beliefs, third
generation American Jews like Herberg were both responding to and seeking to alter the

religious status quo.

A third factor stimulating the theological ferment in American Jewry was the arrival in
America of prominent and productive European-trained theologians. They included Leo
Baeck, Emil Fackenheim, Jakob Petuchowski and Abraham Joshua Heschel. Publishing
in recently-founded journals like Judaism and Commentary, these thinkers began to raise
new questions and helped shape the theological agendas of Reform and Conservative
Judaism.?' Fackenheim and Heschel, in particular, became “spiritual mentors” to
emerging theologians in their respective movements, with Heschel replacing Kaplan as
the dominant influence on rabbinical students at the Jewish Theological Seminary. In
addition, the writings of earlier European theologians became increasingly accessible in
the 1950s. According to Robert Goldy, the thinking of Franz Rosenzweig and Martin
Buber was scarcely known in North America before 1945.%% In 1953, Schocken published
Nahum Glatzer’s Franz Rosenzweig: His Life and Thought, drawing attention to the life

and teachings of the thinker whom Milton Himmelfarb would describe in 1966 as the

2 Jonathan Sarna, American Judaism: A History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 281,

2 We will examine their influence within the Reform movement in subsequent chapters. Emil Fackenheim
will be discussed later in this chapter. For a discussion of the way Reform and Conservative rabbis saw
Fackenheim and Heschel, see Robert Goldy, The Emergence of Jewish Theology in America (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1990), 25-26.

2 Goldy, Emergence of Jewish Theology. 29.
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“single greatest influence” on American Jewish thought.”® In 1955, the University of
Chicago Press published Maurice Friedman’s Martin Buber: The Life of Dialogue, and
Will Herberg edited a collection of Martin Buber’s writings that appeared in 1956.2* By
the early 1960s, Buber and Rosenzweig were exerting a significant influence on
American Jewish thought. Part of Rosenzweig'’s appeal, as evident in the collection of
essays edited by Reform rabbi Arnold Jacob Wolf, was that he had come to Judaism from
the portals of Christianity, and was a model for those who were “rediscovering Judaism”

after disillusionment with the secular world.?

A fourth factor in the Jewish theological ferment was the development of theological
training at American rabbinical seminaries. According to Robert Goldy, neither the
Jewish Theological Seminary nor Yeshiva University’s Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
Theological Seminary maintained a department of theology or offered regular courses in
the field before 1945.2% At HUC, Samuel Cohon had inherited Kaufmann Kohler's chair
in Jewish theology in 1923, and his thinking helped shape the Reform movement during
the 1920 and 1930s.”” Michael Meyer describes him as “a crucial figure in the transition
from classical to present day Reform J udaism.”?® Despite Cohon'’s academic title and

contributions, he had to prove his subject’s relevance. As he wrote, “Proposals were

 Nahum Glatzer, Franz Rosenzweig: His Life and Thought (New York: Schocken, 1953); Milton
Himmelfarb, “Introduction™ to The Condition of Jewish Belief (New York: Macmillan, 1966), 2. The
Condition of Jewish Belief is a reprint of the symposium entitled the “State of Jewish Belief,” that was
published in Cormmentary magazine in August of that year. The symposium will be discussed later in this
chapter.

* Maurice Friedman, Martin Buber: The Life of Dialague (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1955).
The book was reissued in 1960 by the more popular Harper and Brothers publishing compancy.

3 Arnold J. Wolf, ed., Rediscovering Judaism: Reflections on a New Theology (Chicago: Quadrangte
Books, 1965).

2 Goldy, Reemergence of Jewish Theology, 8-9.

*” We will be looking more closely at Samuel Cohon later in this chapter.

% Michael A. Meyer, “A Centennial History” in Hebrew Union College—Jewish Institute of Religion at
One Hundred Years, edited by Samuel E. Karff (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1976), 95.
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urged to alter [theology’s] name to something more euphonious and less committed to
theistic presuppositions. It therefore became increasingly necessary...to justify the place
of theology in the curriculum of a rabbinical seminary.”*® Even though both Leo Baeck
and Abraham Joshua Heschel taught at HUC in the 1940s, neither offered courses in

theology. Heschel taught medieval philosophy and Baeck taught midrash.

The lack of interest and occasional hostility toward the teaching of theology at rabbinical
seminaries may have been a reflection of a dismissive attitude toward the subject within
the American Jewish community. Practical issues of communal welfare and fighting
antisemitism made theology seem like a luxury, and its divisive character made it
susceptible to avoidance. Eugene Borowitz points to these two factors as decisive in
leading American rabbis to give it little attention. For rabbis, he wrote, theology
“smacked of ‘pie in the sky’ and was viewed with the traditional skepticism towards
preoccupation with hidden things when there was so much to be done with what had
already been revealed.” If a coherent theology were to arise, these rabbis feared that the
“next step would be to seek conformity to it, to force it upon others and thus destroy that
productive pluralism, that creative intellectual dialectic which has been so precious a
Jewish heritage.”*® Borowitz’s latter claim hints at another reason that theology may have
been largely dismissed by American Jewry. Many Jewish scholars and laypeople saw

theology as “not Jewish,” as a feature of Christianity rather than Judaism. Moshe Davis

¥ Samuel S. Cohon, Day Book of Service at the Altar as Lived by Samuel S. Cohon, 1888-1959 (Los
Angeles: Times Mirror Press, 1978), 130.

%0 Eugene Borowitz, “Reform Judaism's Fresh Awareness of Religious Problems: Theological
Conference—Cincinnati 1950,” Commentary 9 (June 1950, 571. This essay is also reprinted in Eugene
Borowitz, Studies in the Meaning of Judaism (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 2002), pp. 7-
16.
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describes this viewpoint, writing that “the Jews (with notable exceptions) did not,
historically, concentrate on systematic theological thought in their literature,” since
“traditionally, Jewish ideas had been derived from the study of the classical texts and
were expressed through commentaries on these texts.""! According to this understanding,
Jewish theology does not warrant designation as a separate discipline and department
since it is derives from the study of traditional rabbinic literature. Each of these factors—
the focus on seemingly more urgent issues of communal welfare, its potentially divisive
character, and an indifference justified by a particular understanding of Judaism—
contributed to the marginalization of theology among American Jews in the first half of

the twentieth century.

The Founding of Commentary

As noted earlier, American Jewry displayed a renewed interest in theology during the late
1940s and the 1950s. The following three chapters will each focus on a significant figure
in the theological ferment within the Reform movement at the time. At this point,
however, we will survey and discuss four theologians from the three major American
Jewish denominations who were visible and productive participants in American Jewish
intellectual debates. We are introducing them now to highlight some of the arguments
and concerns that shaped the theological milieu of postwar American Judaism. One of
them, Emil Fackenheim, was active in the Reform movement, but was not a leader on the

institutional level, as were Olan and Gittelsohn, and was not a leading professor at its

3 Moshe Davis, The Emergence of Conservative Judaism (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society,
1963), 283-284.




18

seminar, as was Borowitz. We will discuss these thinkers in two groups of two, using a
significant event in postwar American Jewish intellectual life as a springboard for
discussing the figures in each group. The events and thinkers chosen are by no means
exhaustive, though I have tried to highlight thinkers whose writings addressed questions
and themes significant to Olan, Gittelsohn and Borowitz. The two events occurred at
opposite ends of our time period: 1945 and 1966. The first event is the founding of
Commentary magazine in 1945, and through it we will survey the thinking and
significance of Will Herberg and Milton Steinberg. The second event is the symposium
on Jewish belief published in Commentary in 1966, and it will serve as our lens for

examining the ideas and influence of Emil Fackenheim and Joseph Soloveitchik.

The first event in our survey is the founding of Commentary magazine in 1945. Published
by the American Jewish Committee, Commentary attracted the writings of Jewish
intellectuals and became, as one historian puts it, “the premier post-war journal of Jewish
affairs attracting a readership far wider than the Jewish community of origin,”*?
Commentary published many articles on Jewish theology that reflected the tensions
between second and third generation American Jews and among the various thinkers of
the third generation themselves. Although many of its contributors were marginally
involved in organized Jewish life, Commentary attracted some budding theologians who

would help shape the post-war Jewish thought, including Will Herberg and Milton

Steinberg.

2 Nathan Abrams, “America is home: Commentary Magazine and the refocusing of the community of
memory. 1945-1960" Jewish Culture and History Vol. 3, No. 1 (2000), 46.
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Herberg published several provocative essays in Commentary during the 1940s. These
constituted his first theological statements, and foreshadowed his central arguments in
Judaism and Modern Man, which was published in 1951.* Herberg followed Judaism
and Modern Man with Protestant, Catholic, Jew in 1955.>* For Herberg, theologians had
the task of inspiring and guiding individual Jews of the third generation, who were
tarnished by war and weary of trusting the “modern man,” whose “every
achievement...has been transformed before his eyes into a demonic force of
destruction.” Like Rosenzweig, Herberg was a kind of ba’al teshuvah, though he
discovered Judaism not at the portals of the church but out of disillusionment with
Marxism. Although his latter book is primarily a work of sociology, both of them

attacked the modern Jew’s absolute faith in human self-sufficiency and autonomy.

Liberalism, Herberg argued, had endowed human beings with a false optimism and faith

in inevitable progress, and had conceived of God as serving man by leading him to

material prosperity and “peace of mind.”*® America had further robbed Judaism of its

sense of uniqueness, making Jews define their faith and practices on the basis of

American norms and values. Herberg argued for a theology that went beyond the limits

of reason and returned to the traditional concerns of J udaism,dnanlnely divine revelation
es+ W

and the sense of having been chosen by God for a particular density of universal and

eternal significance. Drawing heavily from Reinhold Niebuhr, Kierkegaard and Barth, he

** Will Herberg, Judaism and Modern Man (New York: Farrar, Strauss & Young, [951).

3 will Herberg, Protestant, Catholic. Jew (New York: Doubleday, 1955).

3 Herberg, Judaism and Modern Man, 6.

% Herberg, Protestant, Catholic. Jew (1960 Anchor Books Revised Edition), 267-269. Herberg's use of the
phrase “peace of mind” may be an implicit reference to Reform rabbi Joshua Liebman’'s best-selling book,
Peace of Mind.
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argued that the otherness of and absolute subjectivity of God was “the irreducible
affirmation of biblical faith,” and an exclusive reliance on human reason could not lead
one to this affirmation. Therefore, he argued, existentialism is the “only approach
adequate to the task of making the biblical faith speak out to the man of our time.”*’ As
one can see, Herberg’s interpretation and use of existentialism differs greatly from that of
Tillich. Tillich did not display Herberg’s disdain for human reason or his conception of
divine revelation. Herberg’s existentialism also differs significantly from that of Eugene
Borowitz, whom we examine in chapter four. What united them, and hence, what
constituted the commonality of several mid-twentieth century thinkers associated with
religious existentialism, was their challenging of the optimism and faith in human

progress of liberalism.

Herberg was an engaging and witty writer as well as a popular and charismatic lecturer,
and his books and essays garnered much attention within rabbinic and Jewish intellectual
circles. Among the many to read Herberg’s articles in Commentary and to comment on
them was Milton Steinberg, the rabbi of the Conservative Park Avenue Synagogue in
New York City. Steinberg’s reaction to Herberg was positive, seeing him as an “original
and creative mind.” Yet, Steinberg was also cautious, perhaps wondering whether
Herberg was one of the many writers that Commentary published who, according to

Steinberg, evaluated Judaism primarily through the lens of Kierkegaard and Christian

* Milton Steinberg, “Theological Problems of the Hour," Proceedings of the Rabbinical Assembly of
America. Vol, 13 (1949), 427.
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neo-orthodoxy.*® Steinberg's increasingly warm relationship with Herberg during the late

1940s led to a rethinking of aspects of his theology.

Steinberg, in the words of Arnold Eisen, was “one of the finest minds of his generation of
rabbis.””® Throughout most of his career, Steinberg identified with Mordecai Kaplan's
conception of Judaism as a civilization and religion as a component of this civilization.
Steinberg differed from Kaplan in that he embraced a theistic worldview, arguing that
Kaplan's reduction of God to a sum of forces robs individuals of the emotional comfort
of a personal God and presents the danger of making God a function of “time and space,
of nation and creed.”*® Steinberg struggled to balance reason and feeling in his theology,
defending the legitimacy of mystical experiences and intuitions as ways of knowing God,
but insisting that such pathways required reason to confirm them. Herberg's
condemnation of rationalism as a false idol and call for a focus on the individual’s needs
and experiences as a basis for a return to traditional Jewish beliefs and practices
highlighted and deepened the tension between reason and feeling for Steinberg, and led
him to call for greater theological study and output to address it. In a session before the
Rabbinical Assembly in which both he and Herberg presented papers Steinberg
proclaimed that

a need exists, a great and crying need, for just that analytical exposition of the

Jewish religious outlook to which this exhortation [Herberg’s call for a new

Jewish theology] summons us. Failing it, Judaism...will be less capable of

eliciting the loyalty and dedication of better Jewish minds and hearts, which in
consequence will depart from it into a religious wasteland, if indeed they do not

% Simon Noveck, Milton Steinberg: Portrait of a Rabbi (New York: Ktav, 1978), 217-218, 236.
% Eisen, The Chosen People, 30.

“ Milton Steinberg, “New Currents in Religious Thought,” included in Cohen, ed., Anatomy of Faith, 262.
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make their way into those Christian communities which do furnish the required
spiritual nutriment.*’
Through his popular books and articles, Steinberg drew attention to the quest for
fashioning a post-war Jewish theology that incorporated the ideas and insights of both

Kaplan and Herberg.

“The Condition of Jewish Belief”’

Both the rationalists and existentialists were among the contributors to the 1966
Commentary symposium entitled “The Condition of Jewish Belief.” The symposium
began when the editors of Commentary mailed a list of five questions to 55 prominent
rabbis and theologians. The questions sought their understanding of revelation, their
thoughts on the notion of Jews as a chosen people, their responses to the “God is dead”
idea that was gaining popularity among Christian theologians, their views on the validity
of other religions, and whether they saw commitment to Judaism as mandating particular
political loyalties. * The participants included Reform, Conservative and Orthodox
rabbis and scholars. They also included Jewish rationalists, represented most prominently
by Mordecai Kaplan, and existentialists, represented most notably by Eugene Borowitz.
They included classical Reform Jews, like Maurice Eisendrath, and early followers of the
Lubavitch Rebbe Menachem Schneerson, like Zalman Schachter. Yet, we will look at

two figures cited frequently by non-Orthodox theologians of the era. They shared some

*! Milton Steinberg, “The Theological Issues of the Hour,” included in Cohen, ed., Anatomy of Faith, 208.
2 We will look more closely Steinberg in chapter three.

3 The entire text of the questions, along with the responses and Milton Himmelfarb's introduction to the
symposium are included in The Condition of Jewish Belief (New York: Macmillan, 1966). The book was
also reprinted by Jason Aronson in 1995.
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existentialist views, yet differed according to their own commitments and philosophical
bents. Of the two, only one of them participated in the Commentary symposium. Yet,
their influence was evident in the thinking of others, and the questions addressed in the

symposium reflect some of their central concerns.

The first thinker we will examine is Emil Fackenheim. Ordained at the liberal
Hochschule fur die Wissenschaft des Judentums in Berlin in 1939, Emil Fackenheim
escaped from Germany to Canada, where he earned a doctorate in philosophy from the
University of Toronto. Although he would become renowned after 1967 for the centrality
he gave the Holocaust in fashioning a modern Jewish identity, Emil Fackenheim focused
much of his early theological writing on the confrontation between secular and traditional
modes of thought, and on the meaning of revelation. Through his writings and erudition,
he influenced and inspired many non-Orthodox rabbis during the 1950s and 1960s. He
published several articles in the newly-established CCAR Journal throughout the 1950s,
and he gave a keynote address at the 1950 Reform Institute on Theology at HUC in
Cincinnati. Fackenheim argued that liberal Jewish thought in America was dominated by
secular assumptions. It conceived of God as limited by the natural world and took reason
as its starting point for thinking about God. This way of thinking was irreconcilable with
Jewish tradition because a supernatural God capable of revealing divine laws and truths

to humanity was the starting point of Judaism. Fackenheim saw Mordecai Kaplan’s

Reconstructionist philosophy as emblematic of basing Judaism on secular liberal
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foundations, and his criticisms drew affirmation and calls for a rethinking of Reform

Judaism by several rabbis, including Steven Schwarzschild and Eugene Borowitz.*

A key component of Fackenheim’s criticism of American Jewish liberalism was an
indictment of its avoidance of the issue of revelation. Liberal Jewish thinkers had avoided
it, he argued, by likening it to inspiration or speaking of it as an ongoing process of
progressive religious insight. In an article published in Commentary in 1951 entitled
“Can There Be Judaism Without Revelation,” Fackenheim argued that the preservation of
Jewish faith stood or fell with “the revelation at Sinai, [or] at least with the possibility of
revelation in principle.”* Revelation entailed belief in a supernatural God who entered
human history at a particular time and place to reveal himself to a particular people.
Revelation could not be affirmed through reason, and therefore, reason had to be
disqualified as the preeminent standard for judging Jewish faith. Revelation marked the
point at which philosophy and theology parted ways. Theology need not abandon
philosophy—the two can work together harmoniously, as in the case of Maimonides—
but, in contrast to philosophy, it looks to divine revelation and not reason as its ultimate
authority. The task of the modern liberal Jewish theologian is to perform an act of
intellectual teshuvah, affirming one’s faith as one’s starting point while allowing oneself

to reflect critically on the traditional beliefs and practices of Judaism.

* For Schwartzchild's appreciation and criticism of Fackenheim, see Steven Schwarzschild, “The Role and
Limits of Reason in Contemporary Jewish Theology,” CCARY 73 (1963), 211-212. Fackenheim’s influence
on Borowitz will be discussed in chapter four.

* Emil Fackenheim, “Can There Be Judaism Without Revelation,” Commentary 12:6 (December 1951).



25

Fackenheim can be called an existentialist thinker for a couple of reasons. First, as we
have seen, he was an ardent critic of American religious liberalism. Second, he argued
that each individual’s faith was both subjective and a result of struggle with and
affirmation of life as an alternative to meaninglessness. As Arnold Eisen puts it,
“Fackenheim argues that we are somewhat, but never entirely, free of both nature and
history; the human situation is one of struggle to make a self from that which nature gives

us and history demands of us."*

Fackenheim was a looming presence in the Reform theological debates of the 1950s and
1960s. Not only did he express compelling ideas, but he thought seif-consciously about
the relationship between theology and philosophy and struggled with the tension between
affirming traditional doctrines like revelation and living a Jewish life not bound by
halakhah. He differed from the next figure we will examine, Joseph Soloveitchik, in that
he did not see halakhah as central to Jewish theology. Yet, Fackenheim also differed from
the dominant non-Orthodox thinker of twentieth century America, Mordecai Kaplan, in
that he did not subject or seek to adapt Jewish doctrine to secular philosophical categories
of judgment. Like Herberg, he criticized American Jewry’s adaptation and incorporation
of American norms and values into Judaism. He also called, as Herberg did, for greater
attention to the importance of revelation in modern Judaism. He did not, however, share

Herberg’s pessimism and dark view of reason.”’

“ Eisen, The Chosen People, 153.
*7 See Emil Fackenheim's review of Judaism and Modern Man, by Will Herberg. Judaism Vol. 1, (April
1952), 172-176.
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Like Fackenheim and Herberg, Joseph Soloveitchik was a harsh critic of liberal Jewish
thought in America. He shared Fackenheim’s view that liberal Judaism had banished the
Jewish God from its understanding of Jewish life. In contrast to Fackeneheim, who
chided American Jews for their flattening Jewish conceptions of revelation and God,
Soloveitchik criticized liberal American Jewry’s lack of obedience to Jewish law. Liberal
Judaism, he wrote, banished God by “setting aside a place for Him in a palace [temple]”
rather than living by his laws.*® Soloveitchik was not one of the respondents in the
Commentary symposium, but at least four of the eleven Orthodox respondents--Norman
Lamm, Emanuel Rackman, M.D. Tendler, and Walter Wurzberger, all of whom are still
living—see him as a major influence. One of them, Emanuel Rackman, was among the

first writers to bring Soloveitchik’s thought to public attention.*®

Soloveitchik saw halakhah as the definitive basis for Jewish theology. Two of his books
include a derivative form of the word in its title: The Halakhic Man and The Halakhic
Mind > 1 call halakhah the “definitive basis™ for Soloveitchik’s understanding of Jewish
theology because he analyzes issues like the meaning of covenant, chosenness, and God
through reflection on the nature of halakhah and on the Jew who lives by halakhah. For
example, Soloveitchik argues that Jews are distinct from other people on the basis of two
covenants: the covenants of fate and of destiny. The former is rooted in a shared history

and a sense of mutual responsibility. This covenant began with God freeing the Israelites

“® Quoted in Eisen, The Chosen People, 103.

* See Emanuel Rackman, “Orthodox Judaism Moves with the Times,” Commentary 13 (June 1952), pp.
545-550.

% Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Halakhic Man, Translated by Lawrence Kaplan (Philadelphia: The Jewish
Publication Society, 1983); and The Halakhic Mind: An Essay on Jewish Tradition and Modern Thought
(New York: Seth Press, 1986).
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from Egypt. The second covenant consists of adherence to halakhah and the maintenance
of a distinct way of life. This covenant began with the revelation of Torah at Mount Sinai.
Only by upholding this second covenant can Jews achieve redemption and thereby fulfill
the potentiality of their existence.”’ By presenting these two conceptions of covenant and
differentiating them on the basis of adherence to halakhah, Soloveitchik is situating
halakhah as the focal point in his understanding of Jewish history, of revelation, and of
redemption. The centrality of halakhah gave his theology coherence, yet it also made it

difficult for non-Orthodox colleagues to accept.

What did draw many non-Orthodox thinkers to Soloveitchik was a sense of the
compatibility between his theology and existentialism. The compatibility is evident on
two levels. First, Soloveitchik’s writings focus on the individual. The Halakhic Man and
another one of his widely-read works, an essay entitled The Lonely Man of Faith, dwell
on internal conflicts and individual obligations.*> Each of them uses language familiar to
existentialists who sought to create a life of meaning in a world that did not have meaning
inherent in it. As Soloveitchik described the journey of the halakhic man, “Out of the
contradictions and antimonies there emerges a radiant, holy personality whose soul has
been purified in the furnace of struggle and opposition and redeemed in the fires of the

9533

torments of spiritual disharmony.””~ Second, Soloveitchik’s approach to Judaism was

ahistorical. The halakhah was eternal, and through its study and practice one gained

3t Joseph B. Soloveitchik, “*“Kol dodi dofek, It is the Voice of my Beloved that Knocketh.” Theological
and Halakhic Reflections on the Holocaust. Edited by Bernhard H. Rosenberg. Hoboken, NJ: Ktav, 1992
251-117. (Translated of a Hebrew address given in 1956); Jonathan Sacks offers a summary and analysis of
Soloveitchik's understanding of the two covenants in Jonathan Sacks, Crisis and Covenant: Jewish
Thought After the Holocaust (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1992) pp. 136-141.

52 Joseph B. Soloveitchik, “The Lonely Man of Faith,” Tradition Vol. 7 (Summer 1965) pp. 5-67.

% Soloveitchik, Halakhic Man, 4.




access to an entire conceptual world. The halakhic man transcends time and space. As
Soloveitchik writes, he “embraces the entire company of the sages of the masorah... He
walks alongside Maimonides, listens to R. Akiva, senses the presence of Abaye and
Rava.”>*An ahistorical approach appealed to existentialist theologians. As Robert Goldy
points out, “Existentialism developed in conscious opposition to Hegelian and other
schools of historicism that reduced God to an evolving process in history.... Jewish
existentialists have therefore often been ahistorical or even antihistorical in outlook.
Rosenzweig, for example, regarded the Jewish people as transhistorical, existing outside
world history.”> Non-Orthodox Jews may have also been attracted to Soloveitchik on
account of the breadth of his intellectual background. He was both a member of a famous
halakhic dynasty and recipient of a doctorate in philosophy from the University of Berlin,
where he wrote his dissertation on Hermann Cohen. Eugene Borowitz helped bring his
ideas to greater public attention in a 1966 article, and another prominent Reform rabbi
and thinker, Arnold Jacob Wolf, expressed a fascination shared by many in the Reform
rabbinate when he wrote, “Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik seems to me more and more
obviously the teacher of the time. How paradoxical that this doggedly orthodox,
European-born Talmudist should speak more clearly to our needs than the most

sophisticated modernists from all the great universities of the West.”®

3* Soloveitchik, Hatakhic Man, 120.

35 Goldy. Emergence of Jewish Theology, 85.
%6 Arnold Jacob Wolf, $#"ma, September 9, 1975, quoted in Pinchas Peli, ed., On Repentance: The Thought
and Oral Discourses of Rabbi Joseph Doy Soloveitchik (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1984), 7. The
Borowitz articles to which I refer is Eugene Borowitz, "The Typological Theology of Rabbi Joseph Baer
Soloveitchik,” Judaism 15:2 (Spring, 1966), 203-10.
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These four thinkers addressed central issues in postwar Jewish thought. Clearly, the
meaning of revelation, the compatibility between Judaism and existential philosophy, the
strengths and weaknesses of liberalism, and the status of halakhah evoked reflection and
debate among postwar American Jews. Many historians who write about this era
emphasize the growth in the number of synagogues and affiliated members. Yet, as we
have seen, this period also saw a growth in the number of journals on Jewish life and
thought and a greater breath and depth of theological interest within the three American
Jewish denominations. By reviewing the theologies of these four thinkers, we gain a
better understanding of the theological context in which Olan, Gittelsohn and Borowitz
wrote. We see that they were part of a larger debate among American Jewish thinkers on
the several issues, including viability of religious liberalism, the importance of Jewish

law, and the meaning of revelation.

The Reform Jewish Context

We continue with an examination of the history of Reform Jewish thought in America.
Rabbis Olan, Gittelsohn and Borowitz not only thought and wrote in the context of
twentieth-century America. They also followed a long line of Reform Jewish thinkers
who wrote on God, the meaning of revelation, the concept of Jewish chosenness, and the
authority of Jewish law. Our survey of prewar Reform Jewish thought in America is
divided into an overview of late nineteenth-century American Reform Judaism, a
comparison of the theologies of Kaufmann Kohler and Emil G. Hirsch, and a concluding

overview of the state of Reform Jewish thought in the late 1930s.
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Robert Goldy titled his book on post-World-War-Two American Jewish theology The
Emergence of Jewish Theology in America. A more accurate title would have been “The
Reemergence of Jewish Theology in America.” The late nineteenth century saw a flurry
of discussion and debate over issues of Jewish doctrine and practice, and within the
nascent Reform movement, certain theological positions would result in defining the
movement for half a century and help create the Conservative and Ethical Culture
movements. Although shades of difference existed among its leaders, the key concepts of
nineteenth-century Reform were reason, progress, and ethical monotheism. The
significance of reason reflected the influence of the European Enlightenment on the
Reformers. Enlightenment thinkers criticized religious dogmas, and emphasized the
ability of human beings to arrive at knowledge of the world and corresponding beliefs
about its origins and purpose. The Reformers’ embrace of reason as a criterion in
developing a proper understanding of Judaism is evident in the 1885 Pittsburgh Platform
of Reform Judaism, whose sixth plank begins, “We recognize in Judaism a progressive
religion, ever striving to be in accord with the postulates of reason.™’ As these words

illustrate, reason and progress were linked in the minds of the Reformers.

Progress was also a tenet of many European Enlightenment thinkers, and it described the
belief that human knowledge of the world was improving and that through greater

knowledge and understanding, human beings could increasingly improve their well-

57 Throughout the rest of chapter, I will be quoting extensively from the 1885 Pittsburgh Platform and the
1937 Columbus Platform. Each of them can be found online at the www.ccarnet.org, under Platforms, and
in the appendix to Michael Meyer, Response to Modernity: A History of the Reform Movement in Judaism
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 387-391. From this point forward, quotations from the
platforms will not be footnoted.
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being. Progress went hand-in-hand with new forms of government, including the rise of
the nation-state and political centralization. For the Reformers, Judaism progressed
through interaction with surrounding cultures, and human knowledge of Judaism
improved through new methods and assumptions of studying the tradition, notably
Wissenschaft des Judentums. The notion of progress was also applied to traditional
Jewish doctrine, including belief in the arrival of a messiah. The Reformers replaced the
traditional view of the messiah with the concept of a messianic age. Their faith in
progress and vision of the messianic age are evident in the fifth plank of the 1885
Pittsburgh Platform, “We recognize in the modern era of universal culture of heart and
intellect the approaching of the realization of Israel’s great Messianic hope for the

establishment of the kingdom of truth, justice and peace among all men.”

Jews would play a role in moving the world toward establishing this kingdom by
exemplifying and spreading the tenets of ethical monotheism. Ethical monotheism is the
phrase often used by the Reformers in defining the essence of Judaism. It suggests that
Jews serve the one universal God through ethical endeavor, and that Judaism is
distinguished from other religions through its more refined conception of God. As the
first plank of Pittsburgh Platform states, “We hold that Judaism presents the highest
conception of the God-idea as taught in our holy Scriptures and developed and
spiritualized by the Jewish teachers in accordance with the moral and philosophical
progress of their respective ages. We maintain that Judaism preserved and defended amid
continual struggles and trials and under enforced isolation this God-idea as the central

religious truth for the human race.” According to the Reformers, a commitment to ethical




monotheism in the modern world entailed serving as custodians of this message and
exemplifying it by working with those of other faiths and nations for the common good.
This task was not hindered by exile from the land of Israel, but enhanced by it. Indeed,
some of the early Reformers argued that the Jews’ dispersion around the world was part
of God’s goal of bring the message of ethical monotheism to the world. This task was
especially well-suited for American Jews who lacked the constraints of the ghetto and
who lived among a people that, as Kaufmann Kohler put it, “adopted the very principles
of justice and human dignity proclaimed by Israel’s lawgivers and prophets, and made

them the foundation stones of their commonwealth.”®

Kohler and Hirsch

We have thus far examined some of central tenets of late nineteenth century “classical”
Reform Judaism. We turn now to the views of Kaufmann Kohler and Emil G. Hirsch, two
of its leading thinkers and most prominent voices, on God, revelation, chosenness, and
the authority of Jewish law. For decades, as Michael Meyer points out, “their thinking,
expressed especially in sermons, articles and lectures, was reflected with minor variations
by lesser lights in pulpits throughout the United States.”* Althougn their thinking
converges on many questions, they differ on several important issues, including the role
of God, th