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Pref ace 

The preface to a Rabbinic Thesis must be, by its 

nature, quite different from other forewords. In it one 

feels compelled to thank many men and women who have 

helped to make one's rabbinic education. worthwhile and 

exciting since this thesis is the culmination of that 

training. Yet one cannot help feeling inadequate to 

the task and fearful of leaving someone out of one's 

list. 

Keeping thi.s in mind, I must thank the faculty of 

the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion 

in New York for providing for me more than just a source 

of Jewish knowledge. It is easy to criticize one's 

teachers; it is difficult to find the words to praise 

them with. A more dedicated group of men would be hard 

to f 1nd. They have provided for their students models of 

rabbinic excellence all too rare in our own days. 

I would li1rn to take this opportunity to publicly 

thank my thesis advisor, Dr. Bertram w. Korn, rabbi and 

scholar. His work in the field of American Jewish history 

has become the hallmark of that f 1eld. His help and 

guidance to me during the preparation of this study has 

been an invaluable aid and a source of encouragement. 

I also want to make mention of my gratitude to the 

Board of Trustees of the Society for the Advancement of 
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Judaism who opened their archives to me and allowed me 

to freely use whatever material I found therein. Special 

thanks are also due to Rabbi and Mrs. Ira Eisenstein for 

their reminiscences and suggestions as well as their 

friendly hospitality. 

Most of all, I would like to thank Rabbi and Mrs. 

Mordecai M. Kaplan. Dr. Kaplan helped make this thesis 

not just another congregational history but what I 

believe to be a chapter in the spiritual odyssey of 

one of the great figures in American Jewish history. I 

particularly want to thank him for the use of his journals 

which, when published, will add imeasurably to our under-

standing of an important epoch in that history. In 1927, 

Rabbi Kaplan wrote in his journals 

If it be true, as Carlyle sald, that happy is the 
people whose annals are tiresome, I ought to be 
adjudged, in the light of these annals, a happy man. 

We are to be adjudged a happy people for having had this 

man among us for so many years and I am to be adjudged a 

fortunate person for !1avlng had the opportunity of meeting 

and speaking with him personally several times. 

Finally, I would like to thank three important 

personalities in my life and dedicate this work to themo 

First, I would like to express my sincere and eternal 

gratitude to my parents who understood the importance of 

education for their children and gave me the physical and 

moral encouragement to reach this day. Although my father 
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died three months before my ordination, he was able to 

share the excitement as this important dny drew nearero 

The void in the lives of those who loved him created by 

his loss can never be filled. To my parents, therefore, 

this work is reverntly dedicated. Secondly, I would like 

to thank my wife Lisa who has allowed me to see what was 

and is within myself that can be of lasting importance. 

Through our relationship I have learned why God upon 

seeing Adam a.lone in the world exclaimed, "It is not 

good for man to be alone: I will make a fitting helper 

for him." (Genesis 2al8) To my "fitting helper, 0 I 

therefore dedicate this work. 

Riverdale, New York 
March, 1971 

Stephen Pinsky 
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On Sabbath Eve, June 11, 1881, a son was born to a 

noted Talmud scholar and his wife in Swenziany, Lithuanin. 

A colleague of the infant's father, also a Talmud scholar, 

upon seeing the child predicted that this boy would grow 

up to become the Chief Rabbi of England. Although the boy 

never fulfilled this prediction, many rabbis in this country 

would not hesitate to elect him today ~t the age of eighty-

nine to the unofficial post of Chief Rabbi of the United 

States. In fairness to this unnamed prophet of ninety 

years passed, it should be noted that in 1915 when the 

post of Chief Rabbi of England was left vacant, Mordecai 

M. Kaplan was asked by the great scholar Solomon Schecter 

to become a candidate for the post. Kaplan, however, 

turned the offer down. 

It seems strange to begin a study of an institution, 

the Society for the Advancement of Judaism in New York City, 

with a possibly apocryphal anecdote about a man, Mordecai 

Kaplan. Yet, on closer examination, this is indeed an 

nppropri~te place to beg1no The history of the Society for 

the Advancement of Judaism and the life of Mordecai Kaplan 

are so completely intertwined that it would be difficult if 

not impossible to understQnd one without the other. The 

BAJ is the child of both the thought and life of Kaplan. 

We must, therefore, begin our study not ln 1922 with the 

birth of the SAJ but in 1881 with the birth of its founder. 
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We must seek to understand Knplan•s philosophy of Judaism 

first, if we are to understand its concrete expression, 

the SAJ. 

For the purposes of this study, we shall begin our 

study of Kaplan with a brief survey of his thought rather 

than with a biographical sketch of his early years. The 

reason for this inversion of logical procedure is to 

allow us to see how specific events in Kaplan's life led 

to the founding of the SAJ. We will also be able to view, 

thereby, these events in the light of Kaplan's thinking 

and be able to trace its development. 

The Rabbis of old tell us that there ls no former 

nor latter in the Torah. They meant by this that one should 

not be concerned with chronologlcal time where the Torah is 

concerned. A similar statement can be made in regQrd to 

the writing of Mordecai Kaplan. His basis theses were, as 

we shall see later, fairly well developed at an early 

period in his careero His later books contain, in many 

instances, refinements of his philosophy rather than new 

insights. In reviewing his ideas, therefore, we shall 

not be concerned with whether a particular idea or 

quotation comes from an early or a late source. 

Mordecai Kaplan's basic thesis is that the group 

rather than the individual or the idea 1s the all impor­

tant unit in the history of mankind. Religion is in 



essence the consciousness of group values. It must be 

emphasized immediately, however, that religion is simply 

one of the factors of civ1lization.1 

Kaplan no longer uses the term "Judaism" to mean 

simply the religion of the Jewish people. Judaism is more 

than the Jewish religiono It ts the sum total of all of 

the activities in which the Jews partakeo If, as Kaplan 

theorizes, God is not discoverable in a generally meaning­

ful way by solitary man, but only by man as a participant 

in the life of a group, the God of the Jewish people must 

therefore be found in the life of the Jewish people. Men 

come to know God through the p~rticular society of which 

they are members.2 '1,_H~ socia,l function of a. religion is, 

therefore, its preservation of ideas and values considered 

vital to the continuity of a particular group. 

The primary criteria for knowledge of God to Kaplan 

ls that our conception of God must be self-consistent and, 

furthermore, be consistent with whatever else we hold to 

be true.3 Understa.ndtng this, Kaplan asserts that to 

modern man "religion can no longer be a matter of entering 

into relationship with the super:n:ltural. u14 What believing 

in God is, then, is 11 to reckon with life's creative forces, 

tendencies and potentialities as forming an organic unity, 

and as giving meaning to life by virtue of that unity. 0 5 

In Kaplan's view, belief in God is a necessity of 



4 

human nature. 6 Since belief in God is necessary, you must 

give man a God which is believable to him in the present 

social and cultural milieu. In order for religion to 

function in a given time, it must accomodate itself to that 

time. For example, today we see that science needs order, 

so therefore religion likewise .does. 

Kaplan does not accept any view which holds God to be 

personal. Rather we should understand God as "the creative 

life of the universe. 0 7 God is the power 1n the universe 

which malces for sal v~tion. 8 This means that the cosmos is 

so constituted as to enable man to fulf 111 the highest 

human needs of his nature. We see, therefore, that God 

must be thought of as a force or a power. This belief is 

necessary to Kaplan because this 1s how he believes that 

modern man thinks. 

As we have seen, Kaplan views Jud~ism as a group 

11 rel1g1on. 11 The chief function of a group religion is to 

sanctify certain concrete elements of the particular 

civilization to which it belongs. "The task of the his­

torical religion consists in rendering that milieu 

efficacious in eliciting from its adherents the best that 

is in them. It accomplishes that by attaching high worth 

and significance to certain concrete elements in the 

milieu. 0 9 To be a religious Jew, then, is to do everything 

possible to bring out the best (i.e., to maximize the 
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potential) in the Jewish people. The goal is to allow the 

Jewish people to "attain its moral and spiritual maximum. 1110 

Throughout its long history, Kaplan points out, the 

Jewish people has become conscious of certain values which 

have enabled it in the past to maximize its potential and 

to bring out the best in its people. These values, we are 

told, "are the product not of any single religious philo­

sophy or ethical tendency, but of the various social and 

intellectual forces that have entered into the shaping of 

modern civilization."11 

What role then does the God-idea, as Kaplan understands 

that term, play in this scheme? It is clearly indicated in 

the following statement (which Kaplan himself places in 

italics) a "T'ne Jewish religion is an attempt to set forth 

the God idea by selecting the purposes and possibilities 

in the life of the Jewish people in which there ls most 

promise of good, and making God, as it were, sponsor· for 

them. 1112 In Kaplan's view of God as a force or power in 

the universe, the whole problem of revelation becomes super-

fluous. There can be no question of revelation when we 

understand God is indifferent to man except for the fact 

that His fundamental operation has to do with men. 

Arthur A. Cohen's observation concerning Kaplan is, 

I believe, quite relevant at this point in our discussion. 

Cohen writes& "The reconstruction of Judaism to which 
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Mordecai Kaplan has given his life is no reconstruction of 

ludaiQJ! (sic) but a reconstruction of the Jewish ;eeop~. 

The people, not its faith, must live; for if the people 

live, some faith, any faith -- as long as it reflects the 

conscience and the hi.story of the people -- will do. The 

people, not the faith, must be rendered eternal; for if the 

people shall not live, to what purpose shall have been the 

history of the Jews.nl) 

Thus we see that Kaplan ha.s basically reversed the 

direction o.r hierarchy theorized by other modern Jewish 

thinkers. For Leo Baeck, for example, the Jewish people 

exist for God's sake -- an instrumentality for bringing 

about a definite end. For Kaplan, on the other hand, the 

people become the center of the scheme. Just as every 

people will create its style and its religion, the idea of 

God in Judaism exists for the Jewish people. The Jewish 

people gave rise to a whole way of life. The idea of God 

was created along with religion by the people to give 

sanction to that life. To this extent, then, religion does 

not involve the acceptance of any belief in historical or 

metaphysical propositions. It is simply an affirmative 

attitude toward life in general. Thus religion is universal, 

while particular religions arise 1n particular cultures. 

Kaplan theorizes, therefore, that "the task now before 

the Jew is to save the otherness of Jewish lifeo•••" He 

defines this otherness in the fellowing fashion, "that nexus 
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of history, literature, language, social organization, folk 

sanctions, standards of conduct, social and spiritual ideals, 

esthetic values, which in their totality form a civilization. 014 

If Judaism is to survive, therefore, we see what is 

needed is the rev1t111zat1on of the Jewish community. Just 

as we have seen above that God ~xists for the community, so 

too the covenant with that God would serve a similar 

function. It is merely one more method of assuring group 

survival. Kaplan uses the word 11 Torah 11 to 1ndic'1te 11a 

historically eV'olved c1v111zat1on. 0 He then goes on to 

write, "As a covenant, the Torah is a symbol, representing 

the truth th~t a nation becomes such not through the 

accident of common ancestry or physical propinquity, but 

through the consent of those who constitute it to live 

together and to make their common past the inspiration for 

a common future.u1 5 

With this understanding of Kaplan's thought in mind, 

we can better understand the man, his life and the 1nst1-

tutions his personality and philosophy created. The 

centrality of the Jewish people to his scheme of thinking 

led Kaplan to become more and more concerned with Jewish 

survival. His concern with the survival of that group led 

directly to the founding of the Society for the Advancement 

of Judaism. 
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Chapter II 

As I have already stated, the history of the Society 

for the Advancement of Judaism does not begin in 1922 with 

its founding but rather in 1881 with the birth of its 

founder. In order to understand the institution one must 

be familiar with the life of its leader as well as his 

thought. Much of the material for this chapter is based 

on several conversations I had with Rabbi Kaplan in 

December, 1970 and January, 1971. 

Mordecai Kapl~n was born in Sweziany, Lithuania on 

June 11, 1881. His father, Isrnel Kaplan, was a traditional 

Jew and a Talmud scholar of some note. In 1888, the elder 

Kaplan came to New York City at the invitation of Rabbi 

Jacob Joseph to become n member of the first ~ pin 

(Rabbinic Court) established in the United Statesc One 

year later, at the age of eight Kaplan joined his father 

in America. 

For his first three years in New York, Israel Kaplan 

kept his son away from public schools. All of his studies 

were confined to Judaism. During this period, he attended 

the Yeshiva.h Aitz Hayim which later became Yeshivah Univer­

sity. Simultaneously, he would study Talmud with his 

father and Bible with private teachers who would come to his 

house five days a weelr between six and eight in the morning 

and eight and ten in the evening. 
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After three years of this regimen, Kaplan was enrolled 

1n public grammar school which he attended until he was 

fourteen years old. While enrolled in public school, a 

classmate of Kaplan's, Charles Kauvar, absented himself from 

school to take an examination which would enable him to 

enter the Jewish Theological S~minary. Upon hearing 

Kauvar•s story, Kaplan asked him to tell the story of the 

school to his parents whose life ambition was for him to 

become a rabbi. 

At the age of twelve in November, 1893, while still 

attending public school, Kaplan applied for admission to 

the Seminary (i.e., JTS). His admission examination 

consisted of reading the Rashi Commentary on :1 (Genesis 

JJ-40) and translating it into Yiddish. From the very 

beginning, however, he was cri tica.l of the Semirw.ry and 

unhappy for the entire eight years with his course of 

study. 

Some of Kaplan's disenchantment with the type of 

instruction offered him at the Seminary can be traced to 

his association through his father with Arnold B. Erlich. 

Erlich, a noted Bible critic who had studied under Friedrich 

Delitzsch in Europe, was a frequent visitor to YAplan 1 s 

home from 1894 to 19060 From Erlich, who was completely 

secularized and whose interest in the Bible was purely 

scholarly, Kaplan learned Biblical criticism. Erlich 

would bring his copybooks to Kaplan's father to have them 
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checked for the etymological meaning of certain Hebrew 

terms. One could iirutkgine the effect of this knowledge 

upon Kaplnn 1 s studies at the Seminary. Kaplan reports 

that he was the only student who took exception to the 

trndit1onal approach of teaching Bible at the Seminary. 

His advocacy of Biblical criticism nlmost brought him to 

the point of fist fights with fellow students on several 

occasions. His doubt of the Mosaic authorship of the 

Torah and the historicity of miracles were certainly not 

welcome views at the Seminary seventy years ago. Never­

theless, Kaplan received ordination from the Seminary in 

1902 at the age of twenty-oneo 

While still attending the Seminary, Kapla.n studied 

simultaneously at the City College of New York from which 

he graduated in 1900 and Columbia University from which he 

received his M.A. in 1902. At Columbia, he studied with 

Nicholas MurrQy Butler who introduced him to the world of 

sociology and anthropology. 1 Both of these disciplines 

were to have profound effects upon his theory of religion. 

One other person, aside from Arnold Erlich, greatly 

influenced Kaplan during this period. He was Joseph 

Sossnitz, "a mathematician and physicist who was at the 

same time a Ii!ls~.~ in the fullest sense of the term, though 

he refused to wear Has1d1c garb. From him I learned to 

synthesize the spirit of religion with that of science and 

to become aware of eth1.cs as the indispensable prerequisite 
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to worsh1pott 2 

Upon ordination, Kaplan accepted the pulpit of the 

most fashionable East European congregation of its day, 

Kehillat Jeshurun, the East 8)th Street Congregation in 

New York City. This was the first time that a graduate of 

the Jewish Theological Seminary_hQd been invited to occupy 

the pulpit of an Orthodox congregation in the New York 

area. Kaplan recalls that his chief function at the 

congregation was to have been the establishment of an 

afternoon Jewish religious school for the children of the 

congregation. A furor arose, however, over this appoint-

ment which was led by the Union of Orthodox Rabbis. Since, 

at the time, Ka.plan was unmarried and was not the recipient 

of s_~ntL..kb!! (Orthodox ord1nat1on)f the frac~s had its 

effect upon the congreg;at1ono Kaplan• s title was chtlnged 

from Rabbi to Minister and the congregation brought in 

Rabbi Moses z. Margolis from Boston to fill the post of 

Ra bbl of the Congrega tlon. "Ms.rgol is •• o , " Kaplan writes, 

"preached in Yiddish and only occasionally, but ••• gave the 

congregation the illusion that it was maint~in1ng the East 

E'uropean type of rabbinate. 113 

In 1908, Kaplan travelled on his honeymoon to Heidel-

berg, Germany where he received ~~11~ from Rabbi Y1tzhmk 

Reines, the founder of the Mizrachi movement, who had been 

a colleague of Kaplan's father in Eastern Europe. Even 

upon his return to New York as Hav, Kaplan became more and 
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more unhappy with his post nt Kehillat Jeshurun and with 

the rabbinate in general. 

I discovered how much, not only of the Jewish spirit, 
but of the very desire to live as Jews was lost in 
Judaism's transit from parents to children. I then 
traced the loss primarily to the fact that Jews had 
become completely disoriented in their religious out-
look. Tney no l believed wholeheartedly in the 
supernatural origin of the Torah; yet they were afraid 
to ad.mi t their doubts and ~rnuld not even dream of 
trying to discover some genuinely convincing basis 
for Jewish loyalty$ As for myself, the Zionist 
movement nnd particularly the Ahad Ha-Amist conception 
of the Je·Hi.sh people as a living organism, animQted 
by an irresj~stible ·will to 11 ve, enabled me to find 
spiritual c Moreover, I had by that time 
done conslderable study and11 th1nk1ng in the field of 
anthropology and sociology.~ 

The ideas, hmrnver, could hardly be stated from an Orthodox 

pulpit and K~.plan found hlmself becoming increasingly 

frustrated. He even approached Cyrus Adler for a recom­

mendation for a job as a life insurance agento He was 

drawn to life insurance because he considered it a form of 

socia.lism in which people unite for the pu1"'pose of helping 

one another under stress. Adler, however, made light of 

his doubts. 

It was during this time of personal crisis for Kaplan 

that Jacob Schiff established an endowment fund of :$50,000. 

for the Teachers Institute of the Jewish Theological Semiml.ry. 

The main purpose of this fund was to defray the $2500. a year 

salary of principal of the Institute. In the summer of 1909 

Solomon Schecter, the President of the Seminary, asked 

Ko.plan to fill this post. Schecter offered the position to 
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Kaplan despite the strong opposition of Cyrus Adler who, 

according to Kaplan, "saw me as a socialist radical." 

Kaplan viewed .Adler as a intermediary for the ·.Q'-!!. Crowd 

group of Americam Jews for the purpose of Americanizing 

East European Jews. 11.All Adler's Jewish knowledge," Kaplan 

recalls, "came from attending (Saba.to) Mora.is' classes 1n 

Philadelphia; otherwise he was an f!m. ~·a~ (ig-noramous)." 

Kaplan, of course, welcomed the opportunity to leave 

Kehilla.t Jeshurun and enthusiasttcally accepted the post. 

Kaplan had to actually go looking for students for 

the new Teachers Institute. To fill the classes, he brought 

students who had been attending his adult study classes at 

Kehillat Jeshurun. Beginning in January, 1910, Kaplan also 

became professor of homiletics at the Seminary itself. 

Understanding homiletics to include what to preach as well 

as how to preach, Kapla.n began f:t systematic reinterpretation 

of the Torahe 

For days and weeks on end I brooded on each verse 
and cha,pte:r of the Pentateucho The central1 ty of 
Israel in the divine epic as unfolded in the 
Pentateuch, and the relation of that epic to the 
precepts and the la.W'S given to Israel, furnished 
me wi.th the key to the permnnent values which 
rendered the Pentateuch the token of the unique 
nationhood of the Jewish people and the gue.rantee 
of its stiny. r

5
round myself evolving n new 

kind of Midrash •• e 

Kaplan worked out his lesson on Genesis for Schecter to 

approve. Upon reading these lectures, Schecter advised him 

that he was "walking on eggs" but, nevertheless, gave him a 



14 

carte-blanche to tench what he wanted. Although Kaplan 

had strong opposition at the Seminary (and throughout his 

long years of service there), Schecter refused to make a 

martyr of h1m. 

At about the same time, Kaplan became associated with 

the Kehillah movement in New York City which arose in 1908. 

The Kehillah movement was an attempt by important members 

of New York Jewry to establish a comprehens:lve communal 

structure (a Kehlllah) which would unite the city's Jewish 

population, ease the social and economic .adjustment of the 

1mmlgrants, and harness the group's intellectual and 

material resources to the task of creating a model community. 

The leader of the Kehillah movement was Rabbi Judah L. 

Magnes. Kaplan was appointed chairman of the Kehillnh's 

Committee on Jewish Educationo 

In December, 1909, the Kehillah conducted a detailed 

survey of Jewish education under Kaplan's supervision. The 

investigation stirred tremendous interest because, 0 It was 

the first systematic study of its kind ••• ;and second, 1t 

revealed a wasteland of apathy for religious training, and 

ineptitude where it was offered." 

I discovered, through a house-to-house survey, the 
shocking fnrit that no more than about one-fifth of 
the Jewish child population were receiving any ktnd 
of Jewish education at any one time. To me, that 
fact was significant not only of a lack of proper 
facilities and of trained teachers but of a definite 
deterioration of the very W'ill to live as Jews. Thus, 
throug.11 actual contact w1 th the life of the masses of 
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our people dld I become c011vinced that, unless we 
discovered some new motivation for Jewish living, 
we could not look hopefully to a future for our 
people in this country.7 

Kaplan hoped that the Kehillah would encourage young people 

to conceive of Jewish education as a communal rather than a 

parental function. He tried to prove that Jewish education 

was just as dignified a profesE~i:on for young Jews as a 

career in general education was considered to be. Kaplan 

was not satisfied with merely teaching at the Teachers 

Institute since, as he recalls, "I was by nature a.n 

activist"" During this perlod, the Kehillah experiment 

fulfilled this need. 

Aside from Magnes, the Kehillah movement brought Kaplan 

into direct contact with uptown Jews as Jacob Schiff and 

Louis Marshall, immigrant as Joseph B:~rondess and 

Bernard Semel, young intellectuals as Israel Friedlander, 

and communal workers as Samson Benderly and Paul Abelson. 

Through the Kehillah, Kaplan also met Felix Warburg who 

was, at that time, serving as President of the local Young 

Men's Hebrew Association. Warburg asked Kaplan to serve 

on the Board of Directors of that institution. Through 

this association with the YMHA, Kaplan became aware of the 

potentialities and the limitations of Jew·ish centers as 

then constituted. This lrnowledge was to play an important 

role in Kaplan's life in the near futureo 

Kaplan blames the failure of the Kehlllah to recognize 
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the need for developing the necessary ideology for the 

movement for its eventual liquidation in 1922. 0 It 

existed as long as it was led by a few outstanding 

personalities. When, for one reason or another, they left 

it, the movement petered out, because neither the laity nor 

the rabbinate had the least understanding of the absolute 

dependence of Judaism upon an adequate communal structure.u8 

Once the Keh1llah failed, only a few leaders continued the 

attempt to build "an organic conimunityo" Kaplan, of course, 

saw this goal as increasingly central to his philosophy of 

Judaism.9 

In 1915, another movement came into existence which 

was to play an important r·ole in_Kaplan 1 s 11f'e and in which. 

Kaplan played an important part. This new movement, called 

the Ir1tercollegiate Menorah Association., was founded by 

Henry Hurwitz in order to reach the growing number of young 

Jewish intellectuals attending secular colleges and 

universities in the United States. Kaplan enthusiastically 

accepted the invitation to lecture on his philosophy of 

Judaism to the Society's chapters at City College and 

Harvard. In a series of articles for the Society's Journal, 

Kaplan advocated the need of a new understanding of the very 

nature of Judaism as a prerequisite to dealing with the 

difficulties in which it found itself. 

Needless to say, I was thrilled at the prospect of 



17 

seeing the most intellectual among the Jewish youth 
turn their thou~hts to ters of Jewish interest. 
I rejoiced that-at t the crisis in Judaism seemed 
to have taken a fo.vorable turn. I foresaw a new 
generation of thinkers and writers arising, who 
would create new Jewish content and Jewish values 
on which the Jewish spirit might thrive.10 

Through his activities with the Menorah Association and his 

increasing contact with Americanized Jewish youth, Kaplan 

became more and more convinced that the American Jewish 

community was in grave and immediate danger of disappearing 

because of the threat of assimilation through intermarriage. 

One of the chief reasons for intermarriage was the fact that 

Jewish boys and girls had no place to meet one another 

socially once they left their homes for college. Therefore, 

he reasoned, an institution must be created in which Jews 

could meet each other socially. . The Kehillah idea had 

failed and Kaplan began to see the need for a new kind of 

synagogue which would serve as a center for Jewish life. 

The question now before Kaplan was how to get this idea 

embodied in an institution. 
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Chapter III 

Kaplan's opportunity to establish an institution of 

the type he envisaged came very quickly. This opportunity 

arose because of the movement of Jews from one section of 

the city to another. In the middle years of the second decade 

of this century, many wealthy Jews in New York were leaving 

their apartments on the East Side of Manhattan to take up 

residence in the newly fashionable streets of the West Side 

-- particularly Central Park West and West End Avenue. 

Among those who were moiting were a group of members of 

Kaplan's first pulpit., Kehillat Jeshurun. 

The most influential member of this group was Joseph 

H. Coh(;:n who was a.t the time President of Beth Israel 

Hospi trd.. KaplEm believed him to have a good mind and to 

be "intensely Jewish. 0 He felt that Cohen would be the 

right person to interest the rest of the entourage in his 

project as they moved West. In April, 191.5, Cohen gathered 

a group of people together to whom Kaplan placed the need 

for a synagogue-center which would act as a deterrent 

against intermarriage. Kaplan recalls that at that very 

first meeting he warned them that he was no __ t Orthodox arid 

that he was not so much interested in the congregation as 

he was in the idea behind the congregation. 

Kaplan's idea was to have the synagogue function as the 

center for all Jewish life. The YMHA attempted to serve the 
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Jewish community in this manner but it, however, did. not 

serve the Jew spiritually. The synagogue, on the other 

hand, did serve the Jew as a place of worship but, once 

again, this only served part of the total Jew•s needs and, 

therefore, did not serve the true need of Judaism. Kaplan 

believed that the synagogue must.act as the cultural, 

educational, recreational, and spiritual center of Judaism . 

and reflect the totality of Jewish c1v111zation.1 

'rhe group began functioning as a planning committee 

for this new synagogue-center and set to work building the 

institution whlch was to be called the Jewish Centere Over 

one million dollars -- no mean sum in 1916 -- was allocated 

for the impressive building to be erected on West 86th Street 

in ¥w.nhattan. Kaplan wa.s beginning to see his philosophy 

embodied 1n a concrete form. 

I thought here was my opportunity to vitalize the one 
institution upon which the future of Judaism depends. 
Not a week passed \,111 thout my visiting him (Cohen) and 
unfolding to him the importa:nce of so planning their 
synagogue that it would become a center of all kinds 
of Jewish activities in which they themselves would 
participateo 'lne Synagogue Center was to be the first 
of its kind in the country. It was not to be a 
philanthropic settlement-house intended for those 
who lacked leisure faciliti~s. Neither was it to be 
a. club where Jews cu.l t1 vated the high art of gambling 
as a means of forgetting their troubles, chief of 
whlch they regarded their being J'e·ws. It was to be 
a. veritable sanctuary of the spirit, where 
everything of Jewish value would be represented.2 

Only one problem remained to be solved. Kaplan had told 

the group 1n 1915, at the very first meeting, that he was 

not interested in serving as their rabbi. 1ney did not 
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once again. 
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By 1917, the first story of the building was ready for 

occupancy. Cohen came to Kaplan and advised him that they 

were ready to start functioning as a congregation. Kaplan 

reminded him that he had said from the outset of the project 

that he did not want to serve as the Center's rabbi. 

Furthermore, he reminded them that he was not Orthodox. 

Cohen, Kaplan recalls, replied that that could be settled 

latere It is quite likely that Cohen did not believe 

Kaplan on th1.s point. Kaplan even went so far as telling 

Cohen that he could not use the St~\tlllnn ~ (authoritative 

sixteenth century code) as the authoritative guide in 

conducting the activities of the Center. 

F:tnally, Kaplan recommended that the Center bring in 

from Denver his old friend and colleague Charles H. Kauvar 

for a trial sermon and interview. Kauvar was (and is) 

sincerely Orthodox. Kaplan recalls that Kauvar "spoke but 

did not conquer." ,.l\fter this experience, the Board of the 

Center became more definite in their desire to have Kaplan 

serve as their rabbi. Kaplan was finally persuaded and 

reluctantly assumed the pulpit of the Center in 1917, a 

post he was to fill for three and a half years. 

Kaplan clearly outlined the intended program of the 

Jewish Center and the philosophy behind it in a booklet. 



21 

written during the Center's first year of operation. It 

is importarit for u.s because of the fact that the SAJ took 

over the ideas of the essay and quoted from the booklet 

quite widely in its earliest news releases and publications. 

It reads as follows1 

Our Need We are human. We need not only spiritual 
improvement, but also the joy of living. 
We need to serve ourselves before we can 
serve others. 

our Heritage We are Jews. We have inherited a price­
less treasure Jewish life and religion. 
We wm1t to transm1 t our her1 tage not alone 
intact but augmented. 

OU.r We are America:ns. We enjoy the blessings 
Opportunity of freedom and equality. We can best 

serve our country by remaining loyal to 
our heritage utilizing it to enrich 
Amerioar1 life and ideals. 

What a true The true synagogue takes in the whole man. 
Synagogue It fosters rwt only Jewish knOW"ledge and 
Should be Jewish practiC(]' but also a Jewish Fellow­

shipe It is a house of prayer -- a Beth 
Tef1lah@ It is a house of study -- a Beth 
Ha.-rnldrash e It is also a club and meeting 

Jewish 
Fell m·rnhip 

house -- a Beth Hakn~sseth. 
We share with the non-Jews the world's work, 
its business and its burdens. We feel the 
need, however~ of developing at the same 
time our Jewi.sh indiv:tduality. We want 
Jewish surroundings that shall recreate, 
redefine and spiritualize us for our work­
a-day- existenceo 

Entertainment Amusement should not be a means of killing 
Hall time, but of enlivenin.o.; the soul. We all 

need the exh11nrt1ting laughter of comedy 
and the purifying pathos of tragedy. We 
need even the fantastic conjourings of the 
photoplay. But~ lrhat we need most as a 
means of recreation is self-expression 
through the social arts -- the drama, the 

Gymnasium 
and So(Jial 
Hall 

song and the dance. 
Hillel urged that bodily care is adebt we 
owe to the divine in man. Taking this as a 
clue, we may idealize even bas1{etball and 
calisthenicso our racial vigor depends 
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upon our having sound souls in sound 
bodies. Physical training can be made 
into a spiritual discipline -- a training 
in team work and fair play, in courage 
and will power. We need all these in our 
struggle for immortality. 
The Sages call our children "the little 
mess1ahso 0 And rightly so! For they are 
the promise of a glorious future. But to 
create our future they must know our pasto 
Acquiring that.knowledge is a life-long 
process. The Jew is a student from 
infancy to old age. 

Jewish We get our first and most lasting impres­
Home-Build:tng sions of Jewish life from the home atmo­

sphere. Hence the importance of making the 
home J~ewish not only through ri tua1 and 
observance, bu.t also through orru:tment and 
music. Jewish home-building is an art 
that requires guidance and i.nspiration. 

The The 11 ttle o:nes should gambol their 1·my 
Kindergarten into Judalsm. Their play should talrn on 

the character of the events and seasons of 
Jewish life. For each day a blessing, for 
each Sabbath a song, for each festival a 

The Jewish 
School 

The Beth 
Hamidrnsh 

The 
Forum 

Jewish 
Practice 

Our Duty 
in Israel 

games 
!J:his where the experience of our people 
be woven into the very texture of our 
ch:Udren • s souls. This ls where our child· 
ren will lea:rn to cherish Israel's hopes 
and ideals. Ihi.s is where our characters 
will be molded in accord with the Jewish 
ideal of being 'in favor with God and men.' 
Jewish study should be not only the child's 
preparation, but also the man's avocation. 
Otherwtse our religion ·would degenerate 
into dead formalism. 
The big problems that agitate man.kind lay 
claim to our attention as Jews and Americans. 
We should asl{ the best informed men and 
women to define these problems for us. 
There are men and women who have a message 
for Jewry and are eager to impart it. 
In Judaism deeds count more than Cl."eeds. 
The Jew· had duties towards his fellow-man, 
his people, his God. 
We are concerned in the material and spiri­
tual well-being of Israel the world over. 
We shall par~ake 1n all public efforts to 
secure the relief fox· those who are in want 
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and redemption for those who are oppres­
sed. We shall joi.n forces wl th those who 
work for the upbuilding of Palestine as 
the spiritual center of the Jewish people. 
To worsh1n in cornnon we must have other 
interests ... in common besides worship. Other­
wise religion becomes a weekend, a year-end 

? or a life-end affair.J 

Over half a century later, these principles hardly seem 

revolutionary. In fact, they appe'ar quite common-place. 

Perhaps, this is a measure of how deeply Mordecai Kaplan's 

concept of the synagogue has become part of our own 

conception of that institution. The founders of the Jewish 

Center, however, r1ever completely understood what Kaplan 

had in mind for their synagogue. Not surprisingly, friction 

began to surface almost immediately between Kaplan and the 

Board of ~~~1stees. 

By the middle of 1919, the situation became more and 

more intolerable for Kaplan~ One of the best sources of 

information for thi.s period is the journal l~ept by Kaplan 

since 1913. This as yet unpublished document is a fas­

cinating chronicle of twentieth century &~erican Jewish 

history. Kaplan was good enough to allow me free access 

to it and to discuss many entries in it with me. 

Kaplan's disillusionmer1t with the progress of the 

Center is clearly indicated in the following entry in the 

diary ma.de on Aug11s t 18, 1919 : , 
I am really surprised at myself that I have held on 
to the Center so long. I suppose it is due to the 
fact that I am begin.ning to age e.nd am commencing to 
realize that it is futile to measure one's strenth 
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against the world, especially when one's strength 
does not amount to much. 
The spiritual progress made by the families affiliated 
with the Center been very slight. The few children 
-- there are about thirty of them -- that attend the 
religious school are probably only ones that 
benefited from the existence of the Center. Whether 
that is worth the forty thousand dollars that it cost 
to maintain the Center during the last year is another 
questione It all depends fro~ whose standpoint we are 
to consider the money spent~ From the standpoint of 
the members, the least wealthy of whom spends ten 
thousand a year on his living expenses, and the one of 
average weal th twenty to thirty thoust1:ndB the sum of 
forty thousand dollnrs is by no means large. But from 
the standpolnt the general corrilllU:.'11 ty which is so 
poverty stricken, the good that could have been done 
with such a.11 amount is such that one is bound to 
consider the :ise 91 to which it was put a.n economic and 
spirl tual 11r~u:n;eo .. 7 

The only part of the money which Y~plan thought was well 

spent was a ten thousand dollar donation which the Center 

contributed in his name to the Teachers Institute. 

Kaplan was able to reach only a very small percentage 

of the members of the Jewish Center with his message. Most 

were uninterested or hostileo A few members were interested 

in hls teachings and Kaplan succeeded in organizing them 

into The Society for the Jewish Renascence. Most of the 

members of this Society, however, were colleagues in the 

rabbinate or students from the Seminary. With this group, 

Kaplan attempted to disseminate his belief 1n the need for 

reconstructing the organization and ideology of Jewish 

life. As early as 1918, Kaplan preached a sermon at the 

Jewish Center entitled, uReconstructionism. 11 The Society 

for the Jewish Renascence, however, merely exacerbated 
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relations between Kaplan arid the Board. 

Several other factors, however, led to making the 

situation increasingly difficult. In 1919, Kaplan began 

using the pulpit of the Center to back the demands of 

workers in the garment industry for a five day work weeko 

Many of the influential members of the Board were "coat and 

su1t 11 people who were locked in a. bitter fight against 

unionization of their industry. Ka.plan's journal entries 

clearly describe the difficulties which ensued from this 

situation. It also polnts out an interesting American 

phenomenon in which Jewish entrepreneurs were pitted against 

Jewish labor in a life-and-death struggle. 

At the beginning of this year some of the industries 
in which the p~rnpl are intere8 'Were compelled as 
a result of strikes to shorten the number of laboring 
hours per forty-four. time ripe 
for a general movement to promote Sabbath observance 
by diYiding the :forty-four hours iimong five days instead 
of having the men work: as hitherto, a half day on 
Saturday. When the waist strike was on the point of 
being settled I made an attempt to introduce the five 
day week plan into the agr~ement that was about to be 
drawn up, I learned that a lawyer by the 11ame of 
Gordon represented the interests of the manufacturers. 
I went to see him i\Ccompanied. by J.H.Cohene But no 
sooner did I see the man than I realized that my 
efforts with him would be in vain. He 1·ms far from 
reconciled to the idea of granting the worker the 
forty-four hour week~ was determined to :fight them, 
to the last ditch. With jm; firm and th set he 
hurled defiance at the workers with whom he said he 
was in n bitter s e. 1rH1at care he for 
Sabbath observance? He had no use for :religion, anyhow. 
His father who was a religious man gave him an oppor­
tunity to see all that there was to religion, but 
failed to convh1ce him that there was anything to 1 t. 
I learned later that his father was the notorious 
firebug on the East Side who was sentenced to a seven 
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years' prison term in Sing Sing. I went away from the 
interview disheartened. 
I then made arrangements 
held at the Center for 
ganda for the five day 
invite to meeting as 

for an open meeting to be 
purpose of making propo-

1dea. My purpose was to 

facturers as possible, and 
Rosalsky and myself adress 
question.5 

the leading manu­
to have Schiff, Magnes, 
them on the Sabbath 

The steering comm1 ttee for the me,et1ng, however, effect1 vely 

sabotaged Kaplan's efforts. The committee, members of the 

Center Board and themselves Sabbath observers, agreed to 

back Kaplan on the Sabbath question only if Kaplan would 

use his influence to put an end to what they considered to 

be other unreasonable demands of the workers. In other 

words, the com.mi ttee would trade the f 1 v·e-day week for 

forty-four hours of work. With this, KBplan 1 s efforts on 

behalf of the Sabbath came to a halt. The proposed 

meeting collapsed and Kaplan became more convlnced than 

ever that his efforts at the Jewish Center were futile. 

Several other factors, however, contributed to 

Kaplan's conclusion with regard to the Center. The lack 
\ 

of responsiireness by the membership to a Bible study 

course that Kaplan conducted every Wednesday evening was 

particularly upsetting. "I realized that I dealt not only 

with the T.B.M. (Tired Business Man) but with one who had 

not the remotest interest 1n any of the questions con.""'l.ected 

with the study of the Bible.n6 Furthermore, the young 

people of the congregation seemed entirely unapproachable 

to Kaplan. This was extremely difficult to accept since 
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it was principally for this group that the Center was 

formed. 

The hardest blow of all, however, was the reaction 

of the members of the Cer1ter to Kaplan's sermons. When­

ever he touched on a vital economic or political question, 

he could be sure of a hue and cryo arising from the wor-

~hippers. Kaplan's mildly socialistic point of view could 

hardly have been expected to draw applause from the upper-

middle class business11en who supported the Jewish Center. 

Whenever I spoke 1n that vein (1.ee, on economic or 
political sues) I was accused of being a Bolshevik. 
Not that I ara o,~hnmed of bel:ng classed with the 
Bolshevik1e I would rather ed with them 
thm1 lflth the bourr~eo1E: profi.teers, But what I 
object to in ir charging :me with Bolshev-ism is 
that such was to a suff 1c1ent reason 
for not taking views seriously or analyzing them 
to see whether th~re was any truth in them •••• 7 

Kaplan 1 s despa1.r was sununarized 1n late 1919 as follows 1 

"With nothing left to preach or to teach and nothing that" 

he can or dare change, wha.t is there fc:lr the rabbi to do?"8 

It seems clear that Kaplan would have left the Center at 

this point if he did not believe that the Center's donation 

to the Tecichers Institute would have been stopped upon h1.s 

resignation. 'lbls only added to his feeling of being a 

captive of the Center and its moneyo 

At about this time, Kaplan began to believe that his 

former ally, Joseph Cohen, had turned against him and was 

the chief reason for his failure to ga1n favor with any 

group at the Center. He began to view Cohen as a fanatic 
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in the matter of Jewish belief and as a dangerous reactionary 

on social and economic issues. Since these were the two main 

chasms opening up between Kaplan and the congregation, Cohen's 

championing both causes against Kaplan was indeed an ominous 

sign. 

Kaplan's temper, which always seethed behind his 

seemingly calm exterior, could have precipitated an open 

clash at the Dedication Dinner of the Jewish Center on April 

18, 19200 This was ai;,,roided only because of the 1nsensi-

tivity of the members attending the dinner. It seems they 

were unaware of the intensity of Kaplan's angero 

April 18 the Center held a dinner to celebrate the 
finishing of bu1ld1n.g0 ~rhe annua,l meeting was 
held at same t dinner was noisy and 
long oute was hardly served when 
the young folks, whom we s all our 
hopes~ rose as one man tairs to 
danceo Thi.s was too much for me. lack of 
manners~ it possible for 
a banquet in of a relt cmrne to 
be unattended by a word of prayer or blessing 
aroused resentment to such a degree that I 
walked out tooo No speeched were delivered that 
eveningo Not that anyone to0k it to heart.9 

The controversy, however, could not be repressed for 

long. The Board of the Center was willing to put up with 

Kaplan 1 s views on rel 1gious, social and ecm1omic problems 

as long as they were confined to the four walls of the 

Center. They refused Kaplan's request to publish his 

sermons which he hp.d delivered at the Center. They were 

saying to hims Say what you want, but publish nothing! 

We ean understand, therefore, the furor which erupted when 
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Kaplan published an article in the ~eport;lll lg]!~ of 

August, 1920 entitled 11 .A Program for the Reconstruction 

of Judaism ... 

This article, hardly radical from our point of view, 

contained ideas which were to be repeated again and again 

by Kaplan and to reach their mature.form 1n his magnum opus 

Judaism tis a Ci vill~~ation less than fifteen years later. 
~~----- "' 

The Board members of the Center no doubt objected most 

~heatedly to Kaplan 8 s attack on Orthodoxy. The fact that he 

attaolted Reform .Judaism as well offered them no solace. 

Kaplan charged Orthodoxy with no longer keeping pace 

with modern thought and therefore not being in the position 

to offer Judaism the help which it so needs. 

Orthodoxy is altogether out of keeping with the march 
of human thought. It has no regard for world 
view of the c minde Nothing can be more 
repugnant to thlr1king man of than the 
ftmd.Hmentn.l doctri.ne O-rthc}dOXYt ch is tha.t 
tradition 1.s infallible. Such ini~allibtlity could 
be believed in as long as the hiunan mind thought of 
God and Revelatton in aemi-my-thological terms. 
Then it was concelvable that a quasi-human being 
could hand laws and histories in articulate 
form" Being derived a supramundane source, 
these laws and histories, together with the ideas 
based upon them, could not be as free from 
all the errors of the mind. 
Whenever a traditionr contrndicts some facts too 
patent to be denied, or falls below some accepted 
J#lOral standard, resort is had to artific:Lal 
interpretations flout all canons of history 
and is() 'The doctrine of lnfalli bili ty ::rules 
out of court all research and criticism, and demands 
implicit faith in the truth of whatever has come 
dovm from the past. It precludes all conscious 
development in thought and practice, and deprives 
JudaJ .. sm of the power to survive 1n an env1.ronment 



that permits of free contact with non-Jewish 
civ111zations.10 
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0ne could easily imagine the effect of these words upon 

the Board members of the Center who were already locked in 

battle with Kaplan on other issueso It is likely that these 

men completely ignored the positive aspects of the article 

which called for a reconatruct1on or' Judaism. This, as we 

have seen, Kaplan had alreacly been speaking about for 

several years at Sabbath services. 

The Board members of the Jewish Center now, of course, 

, could not t10 easily ignore the heterodoxy of their rabb1o 

The fined break between the two factions did not occur 

immediately howevero It is difficult to understan.d what 

exactly kept the pot from boiling ov,er until the Spring and 

Summer 1921 but can at least help to 

explaln this period of anned ti~uce o 

Tne first factor was that although, as we have seen, 

Kaplan believed himself to 'be without a following at the 

Center, this was not entirely the ca.see This fact is 

adequately borne out by the events which were to follow. 

When the final brerdt d1d occur 11 twenty families seceeded 

from the Center along with Ka.plane Furthermore, Y~plan's 

allies included a very important group within the Center. 

Kaplan's first wife, Lena, wns a member of the very large 

and wealthy Rubin family. The Rubins and those related to 

them by marriage composed an important segment of the 
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membership of the Center. This tie undoubtedly kept the 

eruption from taking place at a much earlier date. 

Finally, it is probable that the members of the Jewish 

center were very satisfied with Kaplan's style of rabbinate 

if not with his philosophy. At this time, aside from the 

Americanized Reform rabbi, it was very difficult to find 

an Orthodox rabbi who spoke English without an accent and 

could fulfill the needs of a group of Jews who saw them-

selves in the ascendancy in American economic an.d social 

life. Kaplan was clearly an asset to the Center socia.llyoll 

'1'1.e lid, howeyer, could not be kept on the kettle 

indefinltely. There was just too much friction in the 

Centero The events which led to the final break began with 

a small meeting of some of the Board at Joseph Cohen's 

home in April of 1921. 

He (Cohen) had been absenting himself from the 
services the last few mo:nthso Whlle illness may 
have had something to do with his absence, I 
believe that he deliberately kept away from the 
Center, in order to the.other trustees miss 
him~ so that if things went wrong financially they 
would naturally ascri.be it all to hls fallure to 
take a.n active part in the running of the Genter. 
But why shouldn't he an active uart as here-
tofore? Naturally, e ·with h new 
fangled idee.s about Ju.daism has made it impossible 
for Cohen to continue taking the same interest as 
of old. It was into this situation that he wanted 
to maneouvre me, and he succeeded because I de-
11 berately allowed myself so to be manoeuvred 
into 1t •• ,12 

Obviously, both Kaplan and Cohen were ready for a showdown. 

At this meeting, Cohen tried hard to get Kaplan into a 
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theological discussion as to whether the Jews exist for the 

Torah or the Torah for the Jews. He claimed that only 

recently had he begun to realize what Kaplan meant by 

saying that his conception of Judaism involved shifting the 

center of gravity from the Torah to the people. Kaplan, 

however, did not allow himself to be drawn into the argument. 

He told Cohen that he frankly did not consider him qualified 

to participate in such a discussion. 

'Why not have the matter referred to a committee of 
rabbis l·rho are authorities on Jewish law?' he (Cohen) 
askede 
'There a.re very f'e-w rabbis to whom. I would submit my 
case. They would have to possess a modern education, 
in addition to be authorities on Jewish law,' was 
my reply 0 lJ -

Seeing that the argument was getting nowhere, Kaplan asked 

them to suggest a way out of the impasse. Thereupon one of 

the trustees ma.de the suggestion that inasmuch as Ka.plan 

had once before asked for a leave of absence, he might do 

so a.gain, with the understanding that it was to be for one 

year, and that if by the end of that time either Cohen or 

Kaplan changed their attitude, Kaplan should resume the 

rabbinate, 

I was surprised to se~ Cohen accept the suggestion 
heartily. I certainly was not averse to it, because 
the truth was that I had been seriously contemplating 
some kind of change in my relation to the Center. 
Just what I was to do was not clear to me, until the 
conference yesterday (above), Everybody went away 
happy.14 

This meeting, however, far from resolved the controversyo 

On May 21st, the matter was finally brought before an 
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official meeting of the Board of Trustees of the Center. 

Cohen immediately took the offensive with the following 

opening remarka 

Let us not beat around the bush. Why veil the issues? 
Let us discuss this matter in our shirtsleeves. Dr. 
Kaplan stated clearly some time ago that for three 
years he tried our way in his work with the Center. 
Realizing that he did not sµcceed in accomplishing 
his purposes, he said he must try a new method. He 
wants to give us a new Judaism. We, however, cannot 
permit ourselves to be experimented with. We are 
bound by the constitution.to be Orthoddx.15 

He then went 011 to relate how Kaplan at one time said to 

him that he was not Orthodox and that when he heard that from 

him he said, "You cannot be our rabbi." This led to the 

negotiations with Charles Kauvar. He could not remember 

exactly what happened to bring them together again since 

he kept no memoranda and made no written contract with 

Kaplan. But, Cohen emphasized, he was under the impression 

that in accepting the rabbinate of the Center Kaplan was 

pledged to make it one hundred per cent Jewish according to 

the 1112ln. Shul})~J.! Arukh (l.e., according to strict Orthodox 

practice). 11 The previous summer, however, Kaplan had 

published an article, Cohen charged, in which he broke 

completely with Orthodox Judaism and in addition had 

organized a society (1oe., the Society for Jewish Renascence) 

whose platfo:rm distinctly violated the principles of 

Orthodox Judaism. With this attack, Cohen rested his case 

against the rabbio 

It was now Ka.plan's turn to reply to the charges made 
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against him. This he did with the following short statementa 

It was not a new Judaism that I was trying to formulate 
but on the contrary, I was doing all in my power to 
enable Judaism to live. As far as my relations to the 
Center are concerned I am prepared to uphold the 
Shulhan Arukh as the code to be followed in our 
pra'"ctice inas much as we have no other author1 ta ti ve 
code to go byo But on the question of Orthodoxy, 
I want to make it understood that my views are not 
Orthodox, nor do I consider myself bound to uphold 
Orthodoxy in the Center, since there is nothing in 
the constitution which says the Center must be 
Orthodox. This, however, does not mean that I 
intend to do anything prejudicial to the Orthodoxy 
of anyone in the Center. Nothing is further from, 
my thou~~t than to ram my belief down anybody's 
throatoJ..O 

With this statement, Cohen renewed his attack and attempted 

to turn the dlrectors agnJ.nst Kaplan. The meeting continued 

for over two hours, becoming more bitter as the minutes 

flew by. By midnight, hO'wever, cooler heads prevailed. 

Kaplan agreed to the appointment of a committee which would 

guard the Orthodoxy of the teaching in the Center. He 

would coopera. te with this comm1 ttee in formula tirlg the 

course of instruction in the religious school. Cohen was 

now on the defensive and a member of the Boe.rd made a 

motion that Kaplan be re-elected as rabbi. Cohen and his 

allies attempted to block the motion on the technical 

grounds that the meeting was not called for this purpose. 

Kaplan insisted that they either re-elect him right then 

and there or he would put the case before the annual meeting 

which would take place the following evening ( or rather, 

considering the lateness of the hour, that evening). A 
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vote was taken on the motion and only Cohen was left 

voting against Kaplan. Then all present bent their efforts 

to get him to withdraw his vote so that the re-election be 

made unanimous. After a half-hour's pleading with him, 

Cohen yielded. This vote, however, did not end the 

controversy and the interpretation of what transpired at 

this meeting was to lead to the final break. 

Kaplan, however, saw quite clearly that the overall 

picture at the Jewlsh Center ·was an urmeal thy one for all 

concerned. It was only a metter of tirne before he and the 

Center would have to part company. 

I am beg1:nn11"1g already what an anomalous 
position I am the group of people with 
whom I have to worlt the la:-::t ten 
yearse Until were unJmown 
to them, I was an nsset to them, but a hypocrite 
in my own eyes~ Now thnt I am known as holdi11g 
vi eus that a:ee 9 I can he 
of no servlce 
ever to sall 
at the Cente1~ 
actually bel 
have sufficler1t 
to compel me to 
Center bu.t I 

suggea not because I 
1 t w·orl~a bl e. I am and 

pride not to allow Cohen and Fischman 
res I want to resign the 

anyboiy to me it. 
It looks as I 
haven with the class 
associated with ever 

can no longer find my spiritunl 
of our people I have been 
since I have been in the 

minis c I 
or la • 
with f:i,_s 11 ttle 
conoerned.17 

to with sooner 
laying do so 

jolt or shock as possible to all 

It is interesting to note that al~hough Kaplan complained 

of worlring with the "class of people I have been associated 

with, 11 when he finally left the Jewish Center, he set to 
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to complain about precisely their same shortcomings. 

During the same month (May, 1921), still another 

meeting was called. On the agenda of this meeting was the 

following resolut1ona 

Whereas it 1s of vital importance to place a record 
in written form the religious principles which 
underly all i vi ties of our 111st1 tut ion and 
whereas recent events have shown how easily mis-
understaridings e ·when such cle;ar expr·~ssion 
of principles is be it resolved that it 
is the sense of that it on record us 
reaff that religious principles 
of the Jewish were conceived in the spirit of 
Orthodox Judaism, and be it further resolved that in 
letter as well as spirit, activity of the 
Jewish Center shall carrit~d ori 1.n accordance with 

1 (') 
the principles of Orthodox Judaism. o 

This resolution reopened the wounds which had hardly had 

suff 1cient time to heal in a week. Kaplan attended this 

second meeting and expressed his surprise at their having ' 

offered this resolution after having elected him as rabbi 

the l'teek before knowing full well that he was not Orthodox. 

Furthermore, he stated that whether the resolution was 

passed or not, he would continue preaching as he had 

hitherto done. After considerable 0 sparr1ng, 11 Kaplan 

offered the following amendment to the resolution being· 

considereds 

The Rabbi shall have the right to tench and preach 
1n accordance with the d1ct~tes of his conscience.19 

Cohen im:~ed1ately objected that a rabbi could not be simply 

guided by his conscience since he is bound by Jewish law. 
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Kaplan accepted Cohen's point and incorporated the words, 

ttshall have the right within Jewlsh law•• 1nto his amendment. 

Once again, however, the meeting deteriorated into name 

calling. Kaplan informed the meeting that if his amendment 

were not accepted, they automatically voted to accept his 

resignationo The meeting became deadlocked and was adjourned 

on the condition that the vote be taken the following 

Tuesday night without further discussion. 

Kaplan was asked not to attend this meeting but he 

later learned that both the reirnlut1on a.nd his amendment 

were passed. After considerable discussion, they decided 

to vote Kaplan an anr1ual salary of twelve thousand dollars 

a year, a considerable smn for a rabbi to earn in 1921. A 

comml ttee was appointed to see Kaplan an.d to talk ov-er the 

terms of tenureo 

Should. I consen.t h1 the c~~nter 1 t will 
probably salary that will 
just1f iably to have been the main deciding 
factor. Yet is another factor that will 
also play s ing of a part, and that is the 
desire to work w1 this which te its 
limited sh vi ity out so far as I 
know, :more nro:mise of en.k4lblh1rZ'. Judaism to strlke 
root in thi~ country than any~other.20 

Whatever his motivation actually was, Kaplan decided to 

stay with the Jewish Center and try once again to make of 

it a force for the survival of Juda1nm. Believing that 

all was under control, Kaplan s.nd his wife Lena left New 

York for the sum.mer for a rest from the "wars" on West 

\ 



Eighty-Sixth Street. 

Upon his return to New York 1n September, 1921, 

Kaplan found that a new development had already taken 

place. What he saw, made Kaplan doubt Joseph Cohen's 

honesty and led directly to his resi.gne.tion from the 

Center. "I discovered," Kaplan wrote in his journal, 

)8 

"that he (Cohen) carried out a piece of trickery which 

is gradually open.ing my eyes to the fact that I am dealing 

with a self-deluded hypocrite and not with an honest 

fanatic .. 11 21 While loolt1ng over the minutes of the first 

May meeting (May 20, 1921) described above which had been 

typed over the s~~mer, Kaplan came across a reference to 

a resolution which was described as having been presented, 

discussed. and unanimously carr1ede The resolution read 

as followsa 

Resolved that the educational system of the Jewish 
Center be placed under the direction and control of 
a conun1 ttee to be k:nown as the School Board to be 
appointed an.d to be responsl ble to th~ .Board of 
T'rustees. At regular 1nter,-l"als. reportu of the 
work in the educational tern of the Center are 
to be submitted to the membership body.22 

Kaplan could not believe his eyeso Try as he could he 

was unable to reeall such a resolution having been submitted 

or voted upono The fact was, of course, that none had been. 

Immediately Kaplan called the Board together and presented 

his case. After heated discussion, the Board contended 

that the resolution represented the sense of the meeting 

and, that while Kaplan was technically right, .he was 
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actually wrong in maintaining that the cor4mittee with 

which he agreed to cooperate was merely to look after the 

orthodoxy of instruction. They insisted that Kaplan had 

completely abdicated all control of the education work. 

Kaplan recalls that "Cohen mumbled to himself while I was 

presenting my case last Monday, 'The cancer must be cut 

out,' alluding to me as the cancer of the Center."
2J 

With the situation having reached such an impasse, 

Kaplan wrote to the Board on September 20, 1921 asking for 

a leave of absence te,l go into effect 1mn1ediately after the 

High Holidayso On January 16, 1922, Kaplan offered his 

resignation to the Center which was accepted two days later. 

'Ihus ended the bitter feud bet'1fC:H!n Kaplan and the Board 

of the Jewish Center. 

The feud itself was over but the bitterness lasted 

for many years. To this day, the Jewish Center does not 

allow its records to be investigated. Twenty years after 

1ts founding in 1937, the Center did publish its version 

of these stormy years in an article entitled "The Jewish 

Center and Junerican Israel" which appeared in a souvenir 

journal distributed to its members to mark this anniversary. 

It almost succeeded in reopening the scars between families 

and friends which were practically healed and almost for­

gotteno Tne Jewish Center•s Yersion of these ye.a.rs is as 

follows a 
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Hardly had the Center been launched on its work when 
some of its 1 ed a of heart and 
f 1rst by ti on, them opel".ly, to use the 
Jewish Center for a new of that denied 
the foundations of our falth~ ignored Jewlsh tradition, 
invaded ty of sh arrogated to 
itself the pr1v1le of a re-interpretatlon based on 
souces hostile and fore to Judait.:Jmo At that 
moment the eris had arrived for Orthodox Juda1am in 
the o in 
1nsrtlculate ld 11 ttle influence 
in the affatrs of the oveI."1vhelming majority 
of , unorganiz ~ unalert; 
the youth not of its responsibilities; the 
Yeshivah in Side ing t over-
whelmin,g odds -- 1 t we.s tha. t 
the challenge its 
institution all to generous 
disregard of cost beyond 
the :rsh1p 

were met, 
to face 

social personal dis-
effort to keep up and 

difficult undertaking 
with tlit<::ir by f., It was 
due to 
Joseph c. 
their friends 
almost by the schism. 
The de.y which t Not to the be-
trayers of faith of will be inscribed in 
golden letters in the history of American Israel. It 
lifted Orthodoxy out of its despondency. It brought 
cheer and joy to our people throughout the country. 
It showed that the true l of our neople are 
those t , e that the law of Israei ls ot~r 
Rock of' Ages a:nd His Torah the only survival value 
for Israel~ 
o •• ThE~Y would build up out of the ruins of their m>v'n 
making a new kin,cl of Juda compos of f:ragn11::mts 
arbitrarily picked from the debris of ir iconoclastic 
fury, sunk tn ' 1 and blindly following 
the latest sociological or psychological fado24 

When the Board of the SAJ was shmn1 this journal, they 

decided to ignore it in order not to reopen the feud. Kaplan, 

now freed from his obligations to the Jewish Center, had 
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to choose the next step in his careero He had to weigh 

the obligations he had to several groups and ideas in his 

life. He knew that the next few years would be crucial 

ones for himself and his philosophy of Judaism. Yet he 

was unsure which road would benefit both. 

' 
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Chapter IV 

In his 1920 article written for the Me~qrah Journal 

which played such a crucial part 1n his relations with the 

Jewish Center, Kaplan outlined a program for the recon­

struction of Judaism which he believed would ensure the 

continued survival of the J·ew1sh people in the United 

States. First, he held that Judaism and Jewish tradition 

must be interpreted in terms of modern thought. Secondly, 

the social solidarity of the Jewish people must be 

rostered through the upbuilding of Palestine and the 

establishment of viable communities (Kehillahs) and com­

munal centers 1n the Diaspora. Finally, a code of Jewish 

practice must be formulated so that every Jew may 

definitely know what constitutes loyalty to Judaism and the 

Jewish people •1 The predicament faced by Kaplan was, of _ 

course, what should be his next step to further these aims 

which he began to see as more and more crucial for 

American Israel. 

One opportunity offered to Kaplan precisely a.t this 

time seemed most difficult to turn down. For a number of 

years, ¥..aplan had been un .. 11.appy at the Jewish Theological 

Seminary. He believed the atmosphere to be one in which 

modern ideas were stifled. When Kaplan resigned from the 

Jewish Center, he was also contemplating leaving the 

Seminary. Just at this time, Ka.plan received an invitation 



to join Stephen s. Wise who was attempting to organize a 

new seminary, the Jewish Institute of Religion. Wise was 

determined that his new seminary would be more open and 

less sectarlan then either the Jewish Theological Seminary 

or the older Reform seminary, the Hebrew Union College in 

Cincinnati, Ohio. Wise promised Kaplan that he would be 

given freedom to teach whatever he wished at the new 

Jewish Institute of Religion and that, thereby, his philo­

sophy of Judaism would become widely known. Although, 

Ka.plan eventually decided to stay at the Seminary, 1t took 

him several years before he could bring himself to be able 

to give Wise a final unequivocal negative answer. 

There was one particularly important reason which mRi.de 

it difficult for Kaplan to answer Wise's request. When he 

resigned from the Jewish Center in January, 1922, he did 

not leave that institution aloneo Although, as we hnve 

seen, Kaplan felt isolated tit the Center, he had managed to 

attract a devoted follm·i1ng theree In the fall of 1921 the 

membership of the Center wa~ split into three fairly equal 

groupso Tne first faction consisted of members who joined 

with the Board of Trustees and ·who stood with them whatever 

their action.s might be. The second group was composed of 

the members who had joined the Center because of Kaplan's 

educational and religious leadership of that institution. 

This faction felt that without him the Center could have 

no further interest for them whatsoever~ Finally, there 
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were the members who joined the Center neither directly 

because of the Board of Trustees nor because of Kaplan 

personally, but because of the institution 1t"self. They 

found Kaplan's functioning generally to their satisfaction. 

During the period of greatest discontent bettween Kaplan and 

the Board, this third group held the balance of power at 

the Center and probably was an important factor in Kaplan's 

staying as long as he did in his position. When the final 

break occurred, however, this swing group split between 

the two other factions. 

When Kaplan was granted a le£tve :of absence after the 

High Holidays of 1921, the second faction {those most loyal 

to their rabbi) organized themselves into a committee of 

fifteen familiese Their object was to decide what their 

next step should be and to take it as e group. They elected 

H.L. Sixnmons as chnirma.n to represent their point of viel'T 

and to guard thelr interests at the Center. His report to 

the committee offers us still another first-hand glimpse 

of those bitter days of 1921-22. 

I have from time to time kept you informed of our 
actions. I took up the with a very 
clear and distinct object in oo at any 
price but one -- Dr. Kaplan and what Dr. Kaplan 
stood for Wern not to be price. 1~1at, I 
gathered was your dee.is • 1?1hatever 
efforts we have made towards peace was with that 
object clearly ined in our m1nd3e rr~nroughout 
our conferences and ne~ot1at1ons a few members of 
the Board of Trustees fiad made up their minds that 
they would only consider peace at the sacrifice of 
Dre Kaplan. 
They wanted to do everything for us, they would say 
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•Gut: Sha bes• to us, they would pinch our children's 
cheeks and tell wonderful chllclre:n they were. 
They would sing ( ·th sor1gs) right with us 
on the Sabbath give us more Sudohs. 
They would even once . .) in s;while and~Tet 
us take part . 'Ibey <t•rnnt so far as 
to hold out a vision to us •You never can tell, 
some day, if it please God, you (meaning us) :may be­
come Trustees, and who knows, vice-president or 
even president, but as far as • Yi.llpla:n is concerned 
•• o 'he is a wonderf'ul man and we love him,• they said, 
1 but he is too big a man for the Center and we don•t 
want him$ 1 

That is the strain to me, throughout our negotiations 
with them as your Chairmano All that sort of stuff 
was pure bunke The Center without the Ideals that 
Dro Y~mlan tri.ed infuse into 1 t ·was a blg b'U1ld1ng, 
with expensive furniture inside, but empty as a drum 
-- a body without a s 
They 1n tinu~ ca.me to that we would not be 
tempted to peac<~ a't the sacrifice of Dr. Kaplan 
and his pri.nclples ·which we ht~v·e learned to love and 
desire above everything else.2 

The negotiations mentioned by Simmons 1n his report were 

those set up between his faction and the Board of Trustees 

of the Center. The members of the Center had made a tre-

mendous investment in the building which, as we have seene 

cost over one million dollars. Once this dissident group 

crune to realize that they could not compromise with the 

Board and decided upon the course of secession, they hoped 

that they would be able to work out some sort of financial 

settlement with the Board. 

Because of the bitterness of- the split, however, the 

Board of the Center was in no mood to return any money at 

all to those who were leaving their congregation. The 

comm! ttee decided, nevertheless, that they lfanted to part 
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in peace and they, therefore, called in Judah Magnes to 

act as mediator in the dispute. 

Magnes, however, was 1mable to bring the two parties 

to an amicable parting. Simmons, acting on behalf of his 

committee, therefore, sent the following letter dated 

Jam.lary 8, 1922 to William Fischman·, the President of the 

Jewish Center 1 

As our negotiations through Dr. Magnes, who has been 
kind enough to act heretofore for both sides 11 has not 
brought us nearer to a peaceable settlement or 
adjustment of ou.r ~ we now that the 
matter of settlem~nt arbitrated by Dr. Mngnes and 
Mr. Louis e 

AB we propose to hold a meeting on Monday evening, I 
would ask you, tt.1 ktnd enough to let rne have your 
decision in thts rru'ltter before ou1'8 .meeting. Should 
we i1ot hear from you on Monday prior to our meeting, 
we will be compelled to that your decision is 
a refusal to grant our request .for arbitrat1on.3 

Simmons, however, 1n his haste to have this letter reach 

Fischman in time for him to contact his Board and draw up 

a reply, forgot to sign the letter by hand. Instead, 

Fischman received the letter with Simmon•s typewritten 

signature. This breach of etiquette elicited the following 

reply from Fisch.mans 

A messe:n,ger has delivered a letter to me signed with 
your na.:'Tie typewritten above the word 1 Chnirmfm, • 
whlch was tantamount to a one day's ultimatum. 
I will you much to formally sign any 
commun1cat1011 that you ire to m.e before 

/ 

the Board and if you are authorized to represent 
others ide,yourself, please specifically state 
who they are.,_,, 

Fischman•s reply led Simmons to the belief that further 
I 

efforts to either work out an agreement with the Center to 



remain there with Ko.plan or to work out an amicable 

parting between the two groups was doomed to failure. 

4? 

Simmons, therefore, decided that no further time 

should be wasted in these quixotic endeavors. The next 

step for his group would be, he decided, for them to 

devote their time and effort to bulld.1ng some sort of 

institution 1n line with the ideals and purposes for which 

the Center had orig1na.lly been conceived and planned. 

In Simmon• s :repoi--t he expressed his own expectations for 

the future, amply demonstrating that Kaplan's theories and 

ideas were reaching some of the laym.en of the Center. 
I 

We often are proud of being "Jewlsh, e.n.d trhen 
somebody ccmf'ronts us to l•rhy we are so 
proud of we hesitate d1g deep 
into the bring forth wonderful. history 
that we gi ire the rerc"!~on that we 
stm1d into t1ce 
such ideals us any other people. 
In other our renutat1on. 
There is no bus s!I there is no onl'I ~ there is 
no people that can travel lo..·mg on reputation only. 
A reputaticm 111 business is a wonderful asset 
providing 1 t is l1n1{ed with virile, 1:tve, present-day 
act1 vi ties o Otherwise 1 t soon fades out of existemce 
and that is true of nations, if you k.Yl.ow history, and 
must be true of a e$ 
What c.hance then will our Jewish individuality have 
to survlve with our children or their children, 

1 unless we instil in ir and a love, 
not alone f'or lr t historyf but our 
beautiful ideals to in a practical way that 
will be acc.eptl:able to ir every day 1 ife, that 
will in • 
It is the only possible chance that l•re have in this 
country of ours fen~ ou.r chilcb'·en' s children to remain 
proud of being Jews without being mocked at for their 
pride. 
A modern Jewish boy or girl of fourteen or sixteen 
who has access to all modern literature, history, the 
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sciences, astronomy, economics, chemistry and one 
hundred ocld sub,j(~cts a m~:ri of forty is 
ignorant of, will not accept everythi.ng in religion 
on bl th. They 1ceer1 i?"1quir~i ti ve and de-
veloped ~ It must appeal to 1r heart and 
their reason, to develop a love for religion 
and a desire to retain 1to 
They must be both Jewish by inheritance up to a 
certain age~ and by choice ••• on the merits 
of J'udaimn t: 0 merits Jud.a ism must be 
interpreted to so that it is n2-t b~yond the 
reason and und .. erstanding an intelligent ; and 
if he is to a Jew· by choice, his Judaism must 
be a livable commonsense one, under conditions that 
prevail in this country of ourso5 

Upon the conclusion of the reading of this statement 

at the January 17, 1922 meeting of the dissident faction of 

the Centerti the group was galvanized into action. Abraham 

L1ebov1tz c~D~led the Center a bad investment with a bad 

partner. 81Shall we waste our life arguh1g with this bad 

partner? 1i he askede "Let us lose the few dollars and begin 

a.new. We are here tonight to organize a new im1ti tut1one 

We want to know which of you men will join it, because this 

new institution will be started whether you are with us or 

not."6 L1ebovitz was followed by Isadore Rubin who asked, 

"What shall our attitude be? Shall we wait until they 

throw us out as they threaten or shall we go out, following 

our leader, the ablest man in the rabbir'late, the man who 

caused a m.ember of the Board of Trustees to say, 'Not over 

my dead body will you win.• There will never be a chance 

for reconc111at1on. Their mummified Judaism cannot permit 

it."7 

With these words still hanging in the air, a call from 
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the floor was made for the mass resignation of the group 

from the Center. At this point, Kaplan felt constrained 

to speak for the first time. 

I want to speak as an onlool{er not as a participant, 
because I promis myself that·if there were a 
difference of opinion I would take the part of an 
onlooker. I · to warn the peo:ple who are ready 
to take the next s towards establishing an 
institut:ton founded on the ideals I laid dmm years 
ago, that this is not an easy task. To me it has 
been heart-rending. To see one's ideals shattered 
by idle worshippers because one cannot stand for 
deception, heartrending. 'I1hey have made 
my life hell e I crone out with the ideals 
which they knew I stood for, but did not want me 
to expresso I up with all this because you. 
my f1,,,iends, did authorize me to get out. My 
patience 1s nmf exhausted and I cannot st.and their 
mudsl:i.nging@ I your perm1sa1on to resigne 
There are other groups who nm carry out 
my work and ideals~ I cannot continue at the Center.a 

Kaplan 1 s speech served to continue':'. the momentum already 

present at the meeting and Simmons offered a plan for re-

orgs.nization. The first step would be for the group to 

rent a building. This would serve as both sanctuary and 

school. The dues would be much lower than at the Center 

because there would be no need to support a great building 

with a tremendous overhead. Secondly, a members.flip commit­

tee would be formed which would have the goal of recruiting 

one hundred members in the first three months and five 

hundred by the end of two years. A larger hall would be 

rented for the High Holidays which could seat up to seven 

hundred. Finally, there would be no president or vice-

president of this new institution whose policy would be set 
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and work carried out by an Executive Council. The reason 

for thia innovation was the hope that they could avoid the 

petty politics which they saw as the ruin of the Center. 

At this point, Kaplan once again rose to speak. He 

wanted it understood that thls new institution would not 

duplicate 1n method or point of view any other existing 

synagogue, including the Jewish Center. 

Let us remind 
be different 
therefore 
the first 
organization 
want to 
which shall 
shall sho'W 
not only a • 
l. l'he Platform 
is dedicated to 
Israel's f) 

in the light of 
tation shall 
beauties 
it does not 

that this organization will 
other eongregaticmsQ You are 
open to nruch cr1 t~tcism. In 

been ted that the 
Synagogue. 1-fr~ 

, a synagogue 
roots ln Amer:'.tcan life: which 

co1L11try that there is a :f'uture, 

this American Syne.gogue 
tlon and advancement of 
on of the 'l\:n.~ah shall be 

Th.is lnterpre­
e 1t i.nterprets its 

not be formed because 

2., The restoration ancient land shall be 
the ideal for which this synagogt1e will work, because 
this synagogue can1'1ot stand for empty lip pt.'ayer, but 
uplifting w·or1~. st::1nd for the idea of Palestine as 
a spiritual center. 
J. This ·wiJ.1 be ::1s the means of the establishment 
of universal fre ~ j ice peace. 
With a name of this kt:n.d and a platform <)f th ls kind 
you must belong body 
business to 
or at least every 
on the ritual and the mode of 
which be a from 
here that I 

You must make it your 
to come every Saturday 

~ ter we can decide 
carrying on the services, 
Orthodoxy. I do not say 

will go by that code because it ls 
but I 

to go 
by, but I cannot follow it to every letter. 
use my commonsense.8 

I must 

Obviously, Kaplan was not prepared to repeat the same mistakes 

that he had made at the Center in this ne1•1 American Sy:nagogueo 
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He was determined that all who joined with him in this 

endeavor would know where he stood and for wha.t he stood. 

Upon the conclusion of Kaplan's statement, Louis 

Lubetkin arose from his seat and moved that all those who 

were in favor of the organization of the American Synagogue 

sign their name to a sheet of paper.indicating their 

position. In addition to Kaplan's signature, twenty names 

were affixed to the document. Three other men in atten-

dance indicated their interest but decided to wait to 

commit themselves formally. The last step taken by this 

founding meeting was the nomination and unanimous election 

of Simmons as Temporary Chairman of the Executive Council. 

At the first Members' Meeting of the new organization, 

the name of the institution was changed upon Kaplan's 

suggestlon. The words he addressed to his followers were 

never fully comprehended by most of them. He stateds 

The great need of our institution is to fill is not 
that of a local institution, such a.s a. gpf'L\Ll.~ or 
synagogue. This organization has a mes and a 
problem as its mot1 ve for organ1r1ng. l'hat problem 
is the adjustment of Juda.ism to meet the needs of 
present day life, without bringing about a dis­
integration of Jewish lifeo Although th:e American 
Synagogue was the m1m.e hitherto suggested and 
accepted, it seemed that the name is open to 
misunderstanding and misinterpretation of its real 
significance. T:11e word synagog11e, in its larger 
sense, really 1es not a institution but 
a large comnun1 ty, or even groups of con.rr.'1un1 ties, 
and may also designate a movement embracing large 
numbers. For this reason, the name J1merican Syna­
gogue had been chosen. However, now it seems more 
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advisable to rename the organization so that it may 
express more con.cretely the purporH.~s for whl.ch 1 t 

t ... o•t=• J11 ri f'j 1 e-:m s anas • ~,;,,.!,.. ~~,~~::-~:.. 
seems to truf~ e C.)f organizat;ion. 
Together with the name of the organization should also 
appear the platform., 

Dedicated to the interpretation and advancement of 
Israel's Torah, to the restoration of Israelts 
anoie:nt landt and to the establishment of u..-.ii­
versal freedom, justice and peaceo9 

With this statement, Kaplan was trying to indicate that 

what he was attempting to establish ·was not a synagogue but 

rather an institution which w·ould serve to disseminate his 

philosophy of 11.Tudaism. Since the members, havlng res 1gned 

from the Jewish Center, were in need of the services of a 

synagogue. the SAJ would fill that needo Its synagague-

function, however, was clearly intended by Kaplan to be 

secondary to :1 ts propogancla-function. This concept his 

followers never really tL~derstood although they paid lip-

service to the idea throughout the t~1o1ent1es. They were 

clearly interested in form.ing a ne1'1 synagogue. 

The name of the new institution was not original. with 

Kaplan. A Society for the Advancement of Judaism wss 

formed to guarantee Judah Magnes• salary while serving as 

leader of the Kehillah movement (see above). This organ­

ization, supported principally by Jacob Schiff, Felix 

Warburg and Israel Unterberg, ceased to exist when the 

Keh1llah experiment fa1led. 1 0 Unterberg was a founding 

member of this new group and his wife suggested the name to 

Kaplan. 
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Kaplan saw the SAJ as a counter-movement to the 

Ethical Culture Society whose attraction was so great to 

assimilated Jews of f1ty years ago. In many respects, 

Kaplan desired to outdo Felix Adler who had formed that 

society in 1876. Kaplan even called himself "Lea.dert' and 

not rabbi. Adler was also called "L~ader." (This, of 

course, was in pre-Hitler America ·when the term "Leader" 

could still be used in good faith.) Kaplan believed that 

through the Society for the Advancement of Judaism he would 

be able to prevent more Jews from leaving Judaism for 

Ethical culture by developing "an all-around organic, 

rational, ethical and spiritual type of American Jew15h 

11fe.ull 

Thus, the Society for the Advancement of Judaism was 

founded in 1922 with both hopeful signs and possible omens 

for failure. If even the founding members of the organ-

1zat1on did not understand its purpose, what would the 

future bring? Furthermore, the fact that Kaplan had already 

demonstrated that he had trouble getting along with precisely 

the upper middle class group he was again called upon to lead 

was not n good sign. The group's almost fanatical devotion 

to their leader, however, acted to counterbalance their 

lack of understanding of the philosophy he expounded. Fin­

ally, the general cohesion of the group through trying 

' periods would serve them well in the future. 



Chapter V 

Although, as we have seen, Kaplan was determined 

that the new institution would be more than a synagogue, 

the first order of business for the organization was to 

begin functioning as a synagogue. Tne Society for the 

Advancement of Judaism was designed, however, to represent 

·a way of life in which the influence of Jewish religion, 

peoplehood and culture would blend into a harmonious 

whole with the American pattern of life. The actions 

taken by the Society in its first years were, therefore, 

a strange mix of synagogue, center and school. This mix 

was to become, in many respects, the model for synagogue 

a.ctivlty in the United States for decades to follow. 

Aside from changing the name of the institution from 

the AmericEm Synagogue to the SAJ, the first .Membership 

Meeting took care of certain procedural problemso The 

membership dues for the Society were set at :$150 per 

couple. Although Kaplan would have liked the Society to 

' serve a.11 elements of the Jewish community, the high price 

of dues for the organizati.on immediately excluded all but 

the middle-class Jews he had been serving previously. 

Secondly, the membership decided that, for the time being 

at least, there would be no daily ~1D~fill (daily service). 

Finally, a Board of Trustees consisting of nine members 

plus a secretary was elected by the membership. 
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As we have seen, the SAJ was organized on Tuesday, 

January 17th. The first Sabbath services were held on 

Friday evening, January 27, 1922. The Society had rented 

a building at 41 West 86th Street, just a block from the 

Jewish Center. The building was the former home of George 

M. Cohan and services were conducted 1n what had been his 

living room which was decorated in the popular Chinese 

· style of the day. Men and women were seated separately 

with the women placed in the back of this long room. The 

services were essentially Orthodox and any changes 1,n them 

had to be made slowly in order not to spl1.t the Soci.ety. 

The ability of the Society to attract importa:nt 

personalities 1n the Jewish community was true even in its 

earliest years. The flrst cantor of the Society was the 

famed liturgist Abraham Zev1 Idelsohno He served for one 

year until he was called to Cincinnati to be Professor of 

Jewish Music and L1tu1~gy at the !iebre11 Union College. His 

leadership and knowledge set the tone and leYel of services 

at the SAJ for years to come. 

Kaplan was elected Leader of the Society on February 

12th. He told the Board that it was his desire to contribute 

his share to the Soclety for the f 1rst year in the form of 

his services. Tn1s would be his contr1but1on toward the 

efforts of the Society in spreading his ideas on Jewish 

life. Throughout Kaplan's long relationship with the SAJ, 



he never received a salary. Several years later, the 

Board did purchase a life insurance policy in his name but 

they never paid him directly. It was Kaplan's hope that in 

this way he would never become dependent upon the Board or 

the Society and could maintain his independence of both. 

once again, he was determined not to.allow himself to 

sink into the same morass he had been in at the Center. 

Ka.plan believed that the Society should play an 

important role in the complete lives of its members. He, 

therefore, was particularly interested in making sure that 

the members of the SAJ were of the highest moral quality. 

He even had the follo11ing resolution written into the 

constitution of the SAJs 

In case any member is alleged to have conducted 
himself in his life or in his 
relations 1:n a man.ner that is lik:ely to discredlt 
the good name of the Soc ~ or in case he inter-
feres with the out of the 
purposes of the Society, the Board of Trustees 
shall appoint from the rest of the membership a 
special committee of three to ir1vestigate the 
charges against said member. If the snecial 
committee wlll unanimously Emch charges, 
the Board of Truste~s shall ha:~re the right to ask 
said member to resign, provided at least seven 
members of the Board of Trustees shall vote against 
the retention of said member~ If he refuses to send 
in his resignation within two months, his name shall 
automatically be dropped from the membership roll.l 

This resolution, although never used by the Society, 

clearly indicated the desire upon the part of the founders 

of the group that the SAJ should exert an influence for 

good upon the lives of those affiliated with it. 
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The earliest e,nd perhaps most 1mi tated 11 turg1cal 

1nnovation claimed by the SAJ was the introduction of the 

Bas Mitzvah ceremonye Kaplan hoped that this parallel 

ritual to the Bar Mi tzvah lmuld serve as the first step 

toward according Jewish women equal status in religious 

lifee Kaplan had been. toying with the idea of Bas M1tzvah 

for many years. Kaplan•s sister had received a thorough 

Hebrew education from their father and was placed in the 

main _gJ1e.:-~ (sf ternoon He brew school) until Yi tzha.k Reines, 

the founder of the Mizrachi movement. objected to her 

attending classes with boys. Later Reines established 

the first yeshi-w'"ah whe1~e secular subjects were studied 

alon.g w1 th Jewish studies e 'l'be yeshi itah met for several 

years in the parlor of Israel Kaplan's home and his 

daughter would listen to the cls.ss discussions from the 

doorwayo 

Kaplan was given the honor of allowing his eldest 

daughter, Judith, to inaugurate this custom in September 

of 19220 Although the calling of lfomen to the pulpit was 

a big step for the congregation, the Bas Mitzvah was.not 

for many years an exact counterpart of its male equal. 

Unlike the boys, Judith was called to the pulpit only 

after the sacred Torah scrolls were returned to the Ark. 

She, therefore, read the portion or the week from a book 

rather than from the scrolls themselves. Furthermore, 



she recited. the Torah blessings rather than chanting them. 

It was many years before the SAJ accorded women actual 

equal status in their services. Judith Kaplan Eisenstein 

recalls that even her mm grandmothers were opposed to 

this 1nnovat1ono 

The Hebrew School of the SAJ began operation in 

February, 1922. It was immediately faced with the difficulty 

of finding teachers in the middle of the year but the SAJ 

was determined to get its school functioning as quiclr..ly 

as possible because of the fact that many of their members' 

children had been without Hebrew studies for eight months 

because of the breaJc ·w-i th the Center. By March, however, 

the school could boast an enrollment of thirty-one 

students divided into six groups taught by four teachers. 

Kaplan, however, l'las stlll troubled by the steep 

price of membership in the Society. He suggested that 

the Society seek to obtain subscribers to the movement 

at a fee of ten dollars a year. This would give the 

subscriber the privileges of attending lectures, study 

hours and similar educatlonal functions in addition to 

receiv1r1g literature to be published by the Society. They, 

however, would not be entitled to seats for the High Holy 

Days or the privilege of voting. Kaplan again pointed 

out that the main pQrpose of the organization was 1n the 

field of educational work for all Jews, "and only 1nc1-
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dentally and 1n addition to this work will the organization 

conduct other activities such as Hebrew School, syna-

gogue and other activities -- for its sustaining membership. 112 

The Board, howrnrer, felt that the time was not yet ripe 

for Kaplan's suggestion since 1t might serve to discourage 

prospective members from taking up.on themselves the full 

r~sponsibility of sustaining the organization. Kaplan's 

plan had to wait several years. 

Since one of the functions of the SAJ was to be the 

dissemination of Ka.plan's philosophy, the Board in April 

asked Kaplan to write out one se:rmon a month which they 

would have published in the form of a little twelve or 

sixteen page leaflet. The members of the Board felt that 

for the first year of the Society such a publication would 

be received with great interest by the Jewlsh community in 

New Yorke It ·w·cmld eventually become a di1"ect instrument 

for the expression of Kaplan's ideas on Judaism. 

Yet Kaplan was disappointed at the slow progress that 

the new institution was making. Even from the point of 

liturgical changes, the group was of an extremely cautious 

nature. After four months at the SA.J, Kaplan wrote the 

following in his journal• 

I ha:ve in fact been feeling very uncomfortable at 
the slovmess with ich the Society has been 
progressing toward the goal that I hnve in mind, 
the goal of a dynamic socialized Judalsm. The 
only thing I have succeeded in so far has been to 
change the phrasing in that of the ritual 
where the return of the sacr1f ic1al service is 
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petitioned for. Instead of praying for the 
restoratj.on of animal sacrifices, the version, as 
I have altered 1t 9 simply reel the fact that in 
the past these aacriflces constituted a means of 
communion w1 th God. The reason for retainh1g such 
historic allus to a mode of service that is 
obsolete is that the historical continuity of Israel 
is thus emphasized. 
But even this sltght change I have introduced in a 
manner that charncterized as surreptitiouse 
I have not announced 1 t or Eqcpla111ed 1 t to the cong-
regatlon. I only asked the Cantor to read the 
service with e • Most of the people have 
their minds on other things while the C9.ntor rec1 tes 
the tind therefore are really unaware of what 
I have • 
When 1 t came, however, to a more v1si ble che,nge there 
was protest protesters havt~ had their way. I 
wanted that women should not be divided off as 

\ .:ts done in synagogttes 0 I believe tha;t 
there is no reasonable excuse for continuing the 
custom of s the sexes during prayer nor that 
men a.nd women sit promiscuously at all other functions 
social and educationalo But the organizers 0 men like 
Joseph Levy, Liebovitz. were afrs1d that seating 
men and women together might 1demtify us as Reformed 
Jews and so we have men and women sitting sepa.rately.,3 

Nevertheless, Kapla.n did feel a great sense of responsi­

bility toward these people. He, thereforet finally rejected 

Stephen W1se•s offer of a position at the Jewish Institute 

of Religione This he did with an extremely heavy heart. 

It does not loolt as though I am going to take the 
step that might emancipate me :for the larger life 
and the greater contribution that I might ma1rn to 
the cause of Judaism~ The main consideration that 
prevents me from accept e's offer is that the 
Society for the Advancement of Judaism which I 
brought 4nto existence three months a.go would be 

·wrecked. 

When the membership met, however, for their first 

Annual Meeting in May, they pointed with pride to their 

program of adult activities which were functioning well 
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after only five months of operation. In addition to the 

Sabbath Morning Services, the SAJ had introduced a Sabbath 

Afternoon History Hour which was to expand and take several 

different forms in the years to come. A Wednesday Evening 

Forum was begun whi.ch first took the form of a discussion 

of the Ra.bb1 1s sermon of the previous Sabbath and to which 

later recognized leaders in Jewish life were 1nv1ted. Both 

Judah Magnes and Kaplan's old colleague at the Kehillah 

Samson Benderly were early speakers in this series. 

Finally, a Young People's Group had been formed at met 

' with the Rabbi or1 alternate Wednesday evenings for study 

and discussion. Yet the same week in which the members 

glowed over their initial success, Kaplan remained 

depressede 

Last night the SAJ ga.ve a dirmer-da.nce. Before the 
affair began I was in spi:ri ts. I thought 
of the fact that at least I have succeeded in 
actually bui.lding up e.:n organize~tion that came as near 
to being my o~fn creation as I coulcl ever expect, I 
believed for the moment tht,,t my e:ffecti ven~~ss was 
demonstrated. But my ardor cooled off ·wh~~n I came 
to the Meetlng House. I w·as disappotnted in the 
small attendar1ce. The wi who':n I sat at the 
table never mentioned a word about the organization, 
as though 1 t hiid never existed. 'I'he me in topic of 
conversation was golf e I was bored to death.5 

That very next weelc, Kaplan did see some movement 

on 11turglcal reform which he recognized as very promising 

indeed. For many years, Kaplan had been troubled by the 

text of the Kol Nidre prayer chanted on the eve of the Day 

of Atonement. He 0 therefore, offered the following 
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resolution to the Board of the Societya 

WHEREAS on Yom Kippur eve, the begin111ng of the most 
solemn day the yearly life of Jew, the servlces 
are started with the chanting ot: Kol Nidre, 
WHEREAS we, as Jevrn 11 o.ur relig1cn1 seriously, 
cannot permit ourselves to enter upon solemn day 
w1 th an avowal that is 11ot compt1.t1ble with present 
day life, is 1 to be misinterpreted and 
misunders , be it 
RESOLVED that Dr. Me IV:~ple.n, our spir1 tual 
leader, be e,aked to fornru.lat·e a prayer compat1 ble 
with our conscience as Jews 9 in place of Kol Nidre, 
and further 6 
RESOLVED that we retain the present melody of Kol Nidre. 

The resolution was passed by the Board after considerable 

d1scuss1ono It did not, however, resolve the issue of Kol 

Nidre. This :resolution was reconsidred and w1 thdra:~·m by 

Y~plan the following September before Yom Kippur and the 

issue continued to be, as we shall see, a major one at the 

Society for many yearso Nevertheless, it is important 

because it made Kaplan believe that there could be some 

movement on liturgical matters among the membership. 

Last Tuesday a few of the Trustees of the Society 
met to discuss plans for the High Holiday services 
which are to place at the {Hotel) Leslie rooms. 
I was pleasEmtly surpr!st~d to suggest th.nt 
men a:nd women be s togetht~r instead of separately 
during the services at the Lesl1eoee• 
I do not know ·what to attribute the ease with which 
the suggestion to have s was adopted, 
whether to their own it is absurd to 
mah1tain a custom ia so ou.t l{et~ping ·with the 
attitude ass1L111ed toward worship today, or that recently 
Dr.., E.L. Solomon, a of in the m1n1stry 9 

who had allmys been as Orthodox, accepted a 
call to a·congregat1cn 1.n the neighborhood wh1ch has 
abolished the seating of the men womeneoeo 
Seeing that the me!lbera of the Board tire beglnning to 
act upon their convictions, I proposed another change, 
to substitute for the Kol Nidre a prayer tha.t is 
really ln 1rnep1ng With the spiritual level Of the Day 
of e I considered the Kol Nidre paragraph as 
entirely out of place and beneath the level of truly 
spiritual religion~ The contents, if u:nderstood, are 
amenable to misconstruction, and in no way conducive 
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to the elevation of the soul... I would. preserve the 
melody, but not the words of the Kol Nidre.7 

Kaplan's attitude toward Kol Nidre was an exrunple of the 

views held by most liberal elements at the Jewish Theo-

logical Seminary, where he continued teaching. The more 

conservative leader at the Seminary, Louis Finkelstein 

who was later to become president of that institution, was 

among this groupe 

Last night Dre Louis Finz1\:elstein and his wife paid 
US a ViZ:~ 
to the 

day of the year. 
so lmport.ant a 

into a hot discussion as 
Kol Nidre with a selec­

and retaining only the 
an action on m:,y as 
if I were to carry out 

this s to i 
13uch la·ws as 

sincerity in 
• The 

of e.11 
an cl 

e:mn 
occnpy 

~ if it does that 
at all~ an which nothing to do W'lth its 
contentse 
any religlon 
Finkelstein, of course 9 
wife seemed inclined to 

of a:ffair:s i.s deplorable in 
for hypocricy. 

rem_ained obdurate, but his 
agree with meo8 

It would seem that Finlrnlstein' s more conse:rva.ti ve point of 

v1ew was also held by a substantial portion of the Society's 

membership and, therefore 9 Kaplan felt it 11rnuld be wise to 

withdraw the suggestion for the time being. 

The first High Holiday services were rnarl{ed by the 

SAJ in the fall of 1922. They were conducted in the large 

banquet hall of the Hotel Leslie because of lack of space 

in the cramped l1eet1ng House of the SAJ. The holidays 
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offered Kaplan an opportunity to look back upon the past 

year and to assess the progress he and the SAJ had made. 

The High Holidays are over. 11hey were a source of 
anxiety to the that the SAJ was 
to hold services for the first time in a hall where 
the atmosph~n:·e is 111ot calculated to inspire any 
sense of reve:rence or worship. Pers011ally there was 
muc.h of a c ~ ent thou.gh sm.lll 
synagogue Ce~1ter to the entt~rtainm.cnt an.d 
wedding hall with the 1mprovis on the stage 
and camp chairs floor. Yet when I recalled 
how riar:rowly I the clutches of an ingrowing 
bourgeois that devoid 
of the lei~s t I God 
that He Center ••• o 

The re ~1 I think of my 
emfu~c1pation is, I hope 9 not of the 
Pharisaic s in such bene-
dic tlons as oirer the fri.cts that God t did not 
make me a (non-Jei·1) 9 fl or a women o:r a slave. I 
realize fail their world 
outlook, I e My only consolat:ton is that 
if J ~H. Cohen been in th~ ·way, I probei.bly 
would have do with them. 
I took charge too strong a 
hold on hold. He 
cul tl vatc~d B-z::::th Israel 
Hospital. He never lost an to flatter 
them into believing hi minded generous, 
whereas from me they hea:rd stat~,~m~mts made repeatedly 
from the pulpit of a l\'.ind tha.t tended to des troy the 
illusion about themselves that Cohen so cleverly 
fostered in themo9 

The holidays, however, gave Kaplan second thoughts about 

those with whom he was working in this new endeavor. 

I have been disillusioned today about the success 
of the Yom Kippur services., Ny loss of on 
Kol Nidre night 1r,rhen I scolded. the congregn,tion for 
the cold snirit in 
Mae.ri ~, ( even1np;) servlce wns" proceedin.i:r ....... the veople 
~,t:#'"*''~-.·v-~ •-.. ~ -" _,) •'>- ...... 

even f orgett1ng to answer nt the of the bene-
d:t.ct1 ons -- for the le1su:rel with which the 
congregation was collecting -- seems to have displeased 
a good many ••• 10 
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An opportunity to discuss the aims and operation of 

the new Society arose due to the inadequacy of the rented 

quarters which the SAJ had been using. Some of the members 

of the Board were urging the purchase of land on the West 

Side and the building of permanent quarters for the Society. 

Simmons, the Chai.rman of the Board, opposed this move 

because he believed that with the purchase of land the 

Society would become n localized congregation like every 

other instead of representing the genesis of a national 

movemento Kaplan agreed with S1mi~ons and felt that the 

Board was losing sight of the main purpose of the organi-

zation. 

e c e I have never rea.lly made a serious effort to 
have them (the Board) p tho"t purpose in all 
1 t.s lmpl thtm1 fail to see the 
difference conception of and 
the Orthodox point ew. 
the s1gn1.f'icance of ief that 
be regarded es arrived at its present form 
as a resuJ~t natural development, and is not a 
system of beliefs and practices based on a super-
munda11e 'I'ort:'."h* I , therefore, that I meet 
·w1 th the once a 1•1eel.c for 'the next few weeks 
for the ex:plainlng to them hO""ff the SAJ 
should be to those whom they ·wish to 
win as ndherentso 

These meetings toolr place in October, 1922 and served to 

give the Board a broader understanding of their own organ-

1zat1on@ It was Kaplan's hope that the SAJ 1 s 

membership should be a cohesive group with a firm concept 

of what their institution stood for. These meetings, he 

felt would allow the Board members to explain the purposes 
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and the philosophy to perspective members before they 

signed any application forms. 

At the first meeting, Kaplan attempted to explain 

why a Society such as the SAJ was necessary to preserve 

Judaism in the United States. 

I began by explaining that ~here were three types 
of influences that were disintegrating Judaism& 
Materialism, Christianity, Ethical Culture. There 
is no specif le way in which we can counteract 
materialism. In Christianity, Christian Science 
is taking many from our ranks. Hence a movement 
that could effectively counteract Christian Science 
by providing within Judaism the means to health 
could be very much worthwhileo Yet far more im­
portant is to ethicise Jewish life to shift the 
center of gravity within Judaism itself from 
ceremonials to ethics. This would hold w·i thin 
the ranks of Judaism many who are idealistically 
inclined, nnd who are at present turning to 
Ethical Culture where they can find tter op-
portunity for selfexoression than in ism. 
I would therefore pr~pose that our Society should be 
a Jewish Ethical culture moyem~nt. Our general aim 
should be to promulgate the truth that the fo:re:most 
religious duty of a human being is to engage 1n life­
long moral self education. Such an aim is, in reality, 
a modernization of the Jewish ideal of Torah. 
Sin1mons wanted me to state more speci.f'ically wherein 
our Society would differ in its aims from the Ethical 
CUl ture Society. This necessi te.ted my mentioning at 
once that in addition to being com.mi ttr~d to the 
general aim mentioned, our Society would stand for 
sertain specific duties, among which was that of 
developing the spiritual potencies of the Jewish 
people especially thrp~gh the upbuilding of Palestine 
as a Jewish homeland.l~ 

The second meeting took a more theological turn than the 

first. 

I recast the formulation of the purpose to read 
thus: The purpose of the SAJ is to love and spread 
the Jewish idea that the best way to serve God is 
to engage in a life-long study of moral duty. 



Simmons said that it was necessary for us to state 
what our conception of God was. I replied that one 
could easily gather from the statement of the pur­
pose the concept of God that was the hssis of our 
plan of action. When you are told of a certain 
person that you could ease him no better than by 
giving him a book as a gift you imply that he has 
literary tes; pictures, that he is artistically 
inclined; a st:radtvarius, that he is a virtuoso. 
Thus by stat that the best liHY of serving God 
is to engage in moral study,_ the inference is that 
you assume Hls nature is in some way kindred with 
the application of the mind to the problems of 
right s.nd wrongo rrhat is the most that Judaism 
wants us to posit about God. F~rther than that ~ 
ls left to each individual to think out for himself. 1 J 

With this new understanding of the purposes of the 

Society, the Board seemed better equipped to plan the SAJ's 

program. In the twenties, the most popular form of pro-

gramming at the SAJ, as at other institutions, was the 

lecture. The Society launched its first lecture series 

with two weekly courses. The first, taught by Leo Honor 

of the Teachers Institute, was entitled 11 Moderr1 Jeifish 

History during the Last Two Centuries,u and the second, 

taught by a professor from the City College, was called 

ttJewish Life in Contemporary America." .Another lecture 

series was later added on Jewish current Events. In line 

with their Leader's concept of Judaism as a complete 

civ111zat1on, the SAJ sponsored an exhibition of Palestinean 

paintings by Jewish artists and hired a dramatics and music 

teacher for adult and children's groups. All of these 

activities are important to our study because they clearly 

reflect Kaplan's philosophy of Judaism. 
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The heavy dependence upon lecture series, however, was 

too great for the Society as it stood during its first year. 

They were generally poorly attended and, therefore, were 

drastically curtailed in number. Ylllplan suggested to the 

Board that they divert the money and energy spent on lec­

tures to the field of publ1cat1ono Through the printed 

word, Kaplan felt, the Society would be better able to 

bring its ideas to the attention of the public, and to 

really furthe::r the advancement of Judaism. He suggested 

that the publication of some kind of magaz1.ne would give 

an opportunity for the expression of his ideas. Further, 

it would also offer an opportunity for developing a 

group of students of modern Jewish life and thought who 

could use the magazine for the expression of their ideas. 

In May of 1923, the Editorial Conrn1ittee of th~ S4AJ 

decided to expand the f?A{ E,_uJ;;.1,.e11J,rtj which was essentailly 

a house organ, into a magazine which would contain book 

reviews, reviews of arti.cles and general articles on 

subjects of interest to the Society and its members. The 

magazine, to be called the ~~~ ~~. published its first 

issue on the first of J1L~e. It continued to appear through­

out the twenties every week except during the summer. Until 

1928 (February 18th), the 3~~1~~ was mimeographed. At that 

time, it was expanded in scope and was printed professionally. 

The §Al Review is extremely important to the story of 
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the Society because it represented the group's attempt 

to fulfill the broader program envisaged for the SAJ. It 

was edited by Kaplan who also wrote the editorials and 

provided much of the copy, particularly in the earlier 

volumes. .Many of these articles served as the basis for 

Kaplan's books in the 19J0 1 s. The magazine, ho·w·ever, also 

contained many essays on Jewish education and its de­

ficiencies. Most of the contributors were identified with 

Conservative Judaism and much of their writing was critical 

of that movement because of its ideological weakness.14 

The Hev1!1 ... 1! played an important part in spreading Kaplan's 

ideas to a wider and. more heterogeneous public than the 

members of the SAJ. It was, therefore, a severe blow to 

Kaplan when the §~l li~ ceased publication in 1929 

due to the onset of the Great Depression. 

Nevertheless, the Society's first year of growth was 

discourtlg1.ng and the SAJ began 1 ts second year with almost 

a ten thousand dollar budget deficit. The Board, however, 

felt constrained to offer Kaplan a salary of five thousand 

dollars per year. Kaplan, holding to the decision he had 

made at the time of the founding of the Society, once again 

turned down any offer of remuneration. 

As we have seen, the SAJ was from its inception 

dedicated to the rebuilding of Palestine as the Jewish 

homeland. When Chaim Weizmann, the Zionist leader, 
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visited America in 1923, the SAJ took the lead in raising 

one hundred thousand dollars on the West Side of Manhat-

tan. By Shavuot of 1923, when Kaplan handed the money 

over to Weizmann, Kaplan was able to see movement toward 

his goals at the SAJ. Weizmann, himself, attended 

services at the SAJ on that festival. 

Last Shavuot night we had a very successful program 
meeting. After the services we had the conventional 
Shavuot cheese With collation over 
the meeting 9:JOo Six of the members delivered 
short o:n phases of the SAJ Platform 
set forth in which had been given out 
as a souvenir ring on March llo••• 
The t through the 
presence of had invited come.•o• 
At the upon to s o He 

attempt that we are 
modern lifee He called ua 

the point that Juda.ism 
reli , he 
reason for the 

c l o:n. 
the meeting h~~was elected an honorary member 
organiz&:~.tion • ..L:.> 

The ~~ ¥!L Bo.Qli mentioned. by Kaplan in his journal was 

still another attempt mad.e by the Society to educe. te 1 ts 

members and prospective members as to the purpose of the 

Society. It was a twenty-five page booklet written by 

Kaplan. in the form of answers to questions about the move-

ment and its philosophy. The first question askeds What 

is the S.AJ? 

The S.AJ is a religious fellowship of Jewish men and 
women who want ism to act as an ethical influence 
in their everyday 11 • Most people associate Judaism 
with dogmas which are either self-evident or unacceptable, 
and with ceremonies which are more honored in the breach 
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than in the observance. They ought to know better. 
They ought to know that Judaism once embraced the 
whole of life; that 1 t consisted of FJ. language, a 
literature, a code of laws, an ethical system, a 
community life, R public opinion -- that it was, in 
fact, a whole civili ion. Conditions have changed. 
We no longer live in ttos segregated from the rest 
of the worldo We are Americans, and as Americans we 
had to give up a part of that Jewish c1vil1zat1ons We 
have surrendered the civil code; have little time 
for the Hebrew lar1guage and. 11 te:r'ature: We have no 
Jewish couununal life. frJ.t we a:t"e Jews, nonetheless o 

As such, we want enough of Jewish civilization to 
survive to make a difference in our mode of living 
and not only in our of praying, in the way we 
spend the six of the week and not only in the 
way we keep seventh dayol6 

Next, the question was asked as to how the Society would 

attain its aims. 

We propose to attain our aims in a nun1ber of waysa 
In the first place, by attempting to reread the past 
of the Jewish people, its political career as well as 
1 ta .spiri tua1 :.:1truggle~s 9 in light of truth as the 
modern man it; 
Secondly, by 1n the ion of 
Palestine, whe~re the whole of the orlginal Jewish 
civilization shall come play; 
Thirdly, by rnnk1ng 1 t e. reli ems <tuty to engage in 
group deliberation upon all problems affecting our 
social relationships in the home, the shop, the 
market place, and the state -- upon all problems of 
work and leisure, of peace and war, of property 
rights and human rights.17 

Kaplan then went on to explain how rereading the J'ewish 

past will further the Society's purpose, why Palestine is 

so important and lrhy group del 1 bera ti on is so vital that 

it is designated a urel1g1ous" duty. 

Next the anonymous questioner aslrs whether the SAJ 

of Orthodox or Reform. The answerer replies a 

Such a question implies e complete misunderstanding 
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of our purposes. The question as to Orthodox or 
Reform would be rel ., if we were to make ritual 
and observance our chi concen'l. We are, by our very 
purpose, c tted to in e elements in our 
ritual and observance which identify us with Israel of 
old, and which will us one in s t with the 
Jewish commonwealth of the future. Beyond that, we a.re 
not committed to any set form of ritual or mode of ob­
servance. Our program d1ffera from Reform Judaism in 
upholding the original character of Judrdsm as a. 
civilization, ins of a denominational creedo So 
long as we believe that Judaism must function as a 
civilization in order to achieve its destiny in the 
world, we cannot think it apart from Palestine, which 
is the only it can thrive aa a full-fledged 
civ111zatione that Judaism should maintain 
its Hebraic even in the Diaspora. The 
Hebrew should be retriined in the synagogue, 
should be as a living in the religious 
school, and be to serve as a living bond 
of universal • Judaism as a c1v1liza.tion calls 
for a c ive plan of education which makes far 
greater upon the t of the child and of the 
youth than does the School training which is 
required by Judaism conce1 ved as t.a creed. Judaism as 
a civ111zat calls the re of the 
synagogue as the philanthropic and. 
cul tu.rel 1 vi t • as a c cn.lls 
for the stimulation and of every form of 
Jewish art culture.l 

Finally, the inquirer asksa Why do you call yourselves a 

"Society" and not a congregation? 

We are not a congregation, because we are not organized 
primarily for the purpose of worship. We are a Society, 
insofar as the task to which we are dedicated is more 
comprehensive than can be undertaken by any local con-
gregation. We are a Soclety, as we hope to win 
to our prog1~f::J:n all o are ted in Jud.abrm 
function ethically, re ess of their congregational 
affiliation. We are a iety, cause we ct that, 
throughout ~ women, are 
in accord with our aims, will together into 
religious fellowships similar to our own. Thus will 
the SAJ become a potent factor in ·the rej~1;1enat1on of 
Israel and in the unification of mank1nd.i9 

In this booklet, we see a development in Kaplan's thinking 
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from 1 ts earliest stage which he enurwiated in his booklet 

on the Jewish Center in 1916. These ideas, in a more 

developed form, toolr their final shape in ~(l~lS.Fl ~ §!... 

£f v111 zai1911. 

By the sum.~er of 1923, the membership was already 

approaching the one hundred mark and the spirit of the 

Society was beginning to pick up. This, of course, raised 

Kaplanis spirits somewhat and he was able to describe the 

SAJ in his journal uas the only Jewish organization of a 

religious character that has a college spi:rit."20 Upon 

his return from Europe where he had spent the summer, 

Kaplan was greeted at the pier by a large delegation of 

BAJ members. It gave him pause to reflect upon his role 

at the Society. 

In all s1,ncer1ty I fei!!l that I do not deserve a,ll 
that ich e people are ting 

f 'Why e.re they so to 
me~l' because they feel that I might ema110ipate 
them into a larger 11 of the spirit, into the life 
where they would be free from their petty cares ar1d 
from the useless bu.rd~ns th~1t the~ past has tmposed on 
them? But Gt)d knows!'I I myself need. the strength and 
the courage ieh it should be my business to inspire 
others withe 

Friendship, however, was never enough for Kaplan in 

his association with the Soc1etyo His greatest desire for 

the· membership of the SAJ was for them to understand~ 

work and th~,tr. role in bringing a new Judaism into existenceo 

Once again, Ka.plar1 was forced to warn the Board against 

putting up a permanent building and, thereby, losing sight 
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of their precious goal. 

At a Board meeting of the SAJ last night I urged 
upon those that we must be careful not to lose 
sight of the main aim of our organization which is 
that of of this country 
that is likely to live. a Judaism that is both ethical 
and Hebraic in chnrac r. I warned against the danger 
of being diverted from the aim by taking up the 
problem of a buildj~ng for Society. Once ·we do 
that we are bound to shrink.into a congregation 
interested in its own upkeep. I advocated organizing 
groups slm1lar to our own in different parts of the 
city and the country, and then havlng those groups form 
a party in which will embrace the vast mass of 
our people :remain but cannot affil 
with Orthodoxy~ e of it medievalism and with 
Refol"'m, e its un~Tewishness. 1I'hose present ·were 
convtnced ln favor of the SAJ engaging 
in to establish a propaganda 
fund of ;f$10 t 000 0 for the first year. I pray to God 
that I be e to carry out at least some of the plans 
that I sugge?~ and for which the SAJ 1.s so ready with 
its supporte2t::: 

L In addition to this propaganda program, the SAJ began 

several projects in its 192)-24 season which reflected both 

its broad~er and synagogue platform. For example, the 

Society raised over $11,000. for the Jewish Theological 

Seminary and affiliated for the first time with the United 

Synagogue (the congregational body of Conservative Juda1sm)e 

Moreover, the Society took it upon itself to be partly 

responsible for the publication of the BJ~~l'llliah, a Hebrew 

monthly magazine which was then published in Jerusalem. 

The SAJ' became 1 ts sole agent in the United States o 

As far as its synagogue program was concerned, the SAJ 

introduced late Friday services in order to reach a larger 

number of members with Kaplan's sermonso A Women's Division 



75 

was formed with Mrso Samuel Lamport as its first president. 

Finally, in December, 1923 Moshe Nathanson joined the SAJ 

as cantor. Nathanson remained with the Society throughout 

its years of growth and is today, nearly fifty years later, 

serving as Cantor Emerituso Once again, however, the year 

was ended with a deficit of over $9000. 

At the Annual Meeting Kaplan was able to po1nt with 

pride to the progress toward advancing Judaism in its 

religious, cultural and ethical aspects whtch the Society 

was mak1ngo 

A Jewish r1tU:ul, which conforms with the spirit of 
the times and our spiritual needs, is gradually 
being devel by the SAJ~ through the introduction 
of an intense Hebrew spirit in the services, the 
eliminatton of unneces repetition, and the a.dd1 tion 
of new poetic selections from modern Hebrew and 
passages from the arranged in a logical form 
about definite 
Cul tu.rally 11 the Soc:i considerable progress 
through its program me , which an 
opportunity for s ion and identif icatlon 
with the main stream contemporary thought; through 
the Prida.y evening lectures which provided a theoretic 
interpretation of our point of view of Judaism; 
through courses of study; through the Lnstltution of 
Jewish soiree or cul tu:ral at the homes of 
our members; a,nd finally, through our intense interest 
in the propagation of Hebrew culture in Punerica, 
evidenced by our financing, in part, the publication 
of thi~ The plans of the Wmnen w s Committee 
to once a week, during which 
members will spend the day in attending courses of 
study at the SAJ, is another stride toward this 
cultural • 
Ethically, the Society has also made notable steps in 
advance. By 1ng the 1n1 tiat1 ve in organizing th_e 
West Side for Palestine activity, we have aroused Jews 
to their sense of duty and responsibility, thus 
emphasizing the moral duty of ~u1ld1ng up Palestine. 
our appreciable contr1b'u.t1ons to charity and Jewish 
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responsib111tye A 
as a result of the 
their ethical s~~~u~~h 
and fellow workers, 
our ethical teachings. 

evidence of the sense of 
of our members have, 
of the Society, improved 

toward ow businessmen 
showing the influence of 

Moreover, the Chairman was able to report that the Hebrew 

School now had eighty-five students most of whom met three 

or four days a week. For college students, the SAJ had 

established groups under its auspices at Hunter College, 

Columbia's Teachers College and Bernardo Finally, the 

SAj had this year raised over $)5,000. from its member-

ship for Palestineo 

No matter how glowing Kaplan's report to the Annual 

Meeting was, however, he still harbored serious reser-

vations in his own mind as to the real progress of the 

e doubts he c only to his journale 

In my game against the c1estruct1ve i:nflu1ences that 
are undermining the Ju.d£1.ism and J·ewishness of the 
lay group I am with, I fe once again at a 
stalemate. I have never had the sensation that one 
assoclates 1·1ith an aggressive game. It is always a 
case of being on the defensive at the last point 
of defE~11se, where one is actually cor.n.e:red. All I 
have to do is to restrain f by force 1 0f 
will from admitting de • What r cannot decide in 
my own mind is ether si.tuation is really 
hopeless or I e.m too to deal with 1 t. 1rhe 
moment the holidays were over 70% of the became 
invisible to me. 1The enthusiasm of the c>ther JO% 
has to be kept up by all sorts of artificial 
stimulants. soon as I 1 t for a few ?' 
days, I 1m.ag1ne, the organ1za.t1on would disintegrate ..... £+ 

This doubt about the Society continued throughout the 

twenties. Once again, Kaplan was asking himself whether 

he should continue with a congregation or devote himself 
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full time to his writing and teaching. And once again, 

he used the pages of his journal to pour out his heart and 

to weigh the pros and cons of the situation. 

My mind hns been a.whirl again as to whether I should 
proceed· with work at the·SAJ. The Board meeting 
which too1r Monday night was so poorly attended 
and l>'1$S carr on in SUCh 9. lack:adaisical spirit 
I began to I ~hould permit them to think 
of pu1'1!chas ground for a building •• e. 'l1hey are not 
ready sacrifice in time or money. outside 
of two or three upon whom I might cmmt for worlr, there 
is no one can contrlbute anything toward the 
purpose for the was , and these two 
or three t;he1r <')Wn business 

many sources 
respect 
worse 
made to 
spiritualo 
anyth1!1g of a 

workeoo• 
progrrun meetings 

are not entertaining 
1rhey have so distractions, so 

ion that they are blase. In this 
to the youngest are even 

rn-u.~ few young people cannot be 
t in anyth intellectual or 

to 

to conduct a group of men in the 
I got at least 

another ii 
Lately I 
study of e 
twenty-flve 
one w!10 got 
dentist 

to come o So far no one nut the 

. Chine~::'! e -­
W 1th such 
last three 

me to make the effort -- Dro Brand, a 
ls as ignorant of Judai~3m as he is of 

is the only candidate for the group. 
I have been workl:ng for the 

But worst of all, Kaplan felt his futile work with this 

"group of deadheadsu was taking him from work that could 

be creative and important to his real goal. 

On the other " whenever I t a chance to concen-
trate on the em of Judaism. as a civilization, I 
see more and :more light. I am beginning to find a 
wor1<:able formula for Judaif::rm in the pora •••• I am 
qui t·e certai:n that if I could go on work uninterrup­
tedly I might at least realize the dream of my lifea 
to worl{ out a clear formula for Judaism as a c1v111-
zation both in Palestine and in the Diaspora, before 



my mental powers will begin to wane, which I 6 understand is normally the case at fifty-five.2 

78 

Yet Kaplan concluded that if he was ever to realize his 

goal of a Judaism which could survive in the Diaspora, he 

would have to work with laymen and this group certainly 

was as good as any to experiment w1 th. It is b1terest1ng 

to note that al though Kaplan ·was" s.fraicl that his mental 

powers would begin to wane at the age of fifty-five, his 

latest book has just 

eighty-nine! 

published at the age of 

The decision , Kapla.n rededlcated himself to 

the work of the SAJ. In December, 192L~, the Society began 

publishing the which contained a calendsr of 

"Jewish and 1sh dates, special notes describing the 

Jewish holidays, a s of' the and 

a brief section on Jewish statistics and current events. 

'11l1e ~ Dl~rrz se~rved (and continues to serve) as both a 

handbook for members and a useful guide to pftfspective 

members. 

In January of 1925, Kapltm was invited to travel to 

Scranton, Pennsylvania by two former Seminary pupils, Rabbis 

Max Arzt and Bernard Heller, to help 1n the organization of 

a new unit of the SAJ. Kaplan felt th ls to be the beg1nri1ng 

of the expansion of the SAJ beyond the confines of the 

West Side. These developments are, of course, beyond the 

scope of this study yet are importan.t to our und.eratand1ng 
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of Kaplan's relationship to the SAJo 

With this exciting news, Kaplan felt that his opposi­

tion to the acquisition of land for a new building was no 

longer foundedo The original quarters of the Society would 

certainly not be large enough to house the off ices of a 

national movemento Accordingly,, in January, 1925, through 

the efforts of a Building Committee headed by Joseph Levy, 

the SAJ acquired the proper~y at llt to 15 West 86th 

Street. The renovation of the buildings on the site 

took the whole year. The :next month H.L. Simmons, the 

first anairman of the SAJ, resigned and was succeeded to 

that position by Harry H. Liebovitz. 

Kaplan, once again, attempted to raise the moral level 

of his followers during this period. He had the Board 

establish an Arbitration Board which the members of the 

Society were expected to use. 

All claims, demands, disputes, controversies and mis­
understandings or differences that may arise between 
any of its members, that may arise under, out of, or 
in connection with, or in relation to any contract, 
ex:tsting between them, or arising under or out of any 
arrangement or dispute shall be settled by the 
Arbitration Board herein created, pursuant to the 
Arbitration Laws of the State of New York, in the 
tribunal of justice, to be 1{nmm as the Arbitration 
Court of the SAJ, established and conducted by the 
SAJ in accordance with its Rules.27 

This Court, which never really functioned at the SAJ, 

is important because once again it points to the fact that 

Kaplan was trying to influence the whole life of each 
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congregant. This is also demonstrated in an editorial 

which appeared at about the same time in the SAJ Review. 

The news item tells us that creditors filed claims 
fo~ more , c t Gladstone Hotel 
which had declfired 1 tself banlrrupt. One of our 
members, Mr. Bennett S1egelstt~1n, attorney for the 
hotel, lmpressed the u.s. District Court Judge with 
the sincerity of the intentions of the corporation 
operating the hotel to organize its finances so 
that 1t would pay back in full all of its obl1.gat1ons, 
giving every credi one hundred cents on the dollar. 
The Judge consentl":!:!d to delay1.ng the appointment of a. 
receiver and, through the forts of Mr. Siegelsteil1, 
the new was quickly met 
all by fuJ.l of all obligations. 

under the that the influence 

Meetings fl 
about 
the most 
Society are seen when 
duct of their bus 
translating their 
ethical act1onG That 
,Judai.sm function. 28 

our Discussion 
talk considerably 

social problemse However, 
ts of the ivity of the 

our in the daily con-
af fairs give evidence of 

about into actual 
is what we mean by :making 

Further growth of the Society as a national movement 

was reported du.ring this year. Another student of Kaplan's 

from the Seminary formed a chapter of the SAJ in New 

Bedford~ Massachusetts. Other chapters were in the plan-

n111g stages 1r1 Woonsocket. Rhode Island and Cleveland, Ohio. 

In the spring of 1925, the SAJ celebrated the 

opening of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. Speci.al 

services were held at the Society to mark the occasion. 

Kaplan journeyed to Palestine to represent the Zionist 

Organization of America at the official opening exercises. 

The following letter was sent by the Board of Trustees to 
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Kaplan during his stay in Jerusalem: 

We are happy that Mr. Levy's visit to Palestine gives 
us the opportunity to to you, our Leader, our 
sincere wishes for your health and happiness 
during your s in estineo We have felt great 
pride in your representation of American Jewry at the 
dedication of the Hebrew Uni.versi ty in Jerusalem. We 
hope anrl pray to God that you return to us in good 
heal th vigor~ 1 ar1d. when we are again 
pr1vil , your return, to have your guidance, 
we can ea.ch individually truly sa:y, •Now my joy is 
complete.•29 

The n.ew building of the SAJ was dedicated with a Han-

nuka Dinner in December. 1925. The occasion affored Kaplan 

another opportunity to formally outline the aims of the 

On the occasion 
of the SAJ at l 
pr1nc es of the 
My purpose 
the 

the dedication of the new auarters 
5 t 86th Stre~t I formttlated the 
S.,4.J in terms of thirteen •wants.' 
e princ to convey that at 

is ible to 
es~ but it is ible as 

in our lives the fact of being 
Jews should I believe that s ing prin-
ciples in that way should prove an excellent 
means of trar1s:ferring interest from something thri.t 
can no longer function to something that can. Beliefs 
cannot functicm as a means of J.ewish unity. Let us, 
however, learn to m:a.ke demands upon ,Jewish unity and 
Jewish unity will s through the effort 
to: have 1 t meet these dem~1nds o 

These thirteen °wants" were published immediately in the 

Sl.cl, Re7,ie1!_ and appefJ.:r.ed in every issue of that publication 

thereaftero They were orlginally called~ "The SAJ Creed" 

but Kaplan changed their name to the uThirteen Principles 

of the SAJ 0 because he felt that Judaism could no longer 

be expressed in terms of beliefs. These principles later 

became the basis for the Reconstruct1on1st Platform of the 
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19J0 1s. They ares 

1. We want Judaism to help us overcome temptation, 
doubt and dis • 
2. We want Judaism to imbue us with a sense of 
responsibility for righteous use of the blessings 
wherewith God endows us. 
). We want the Jew so to be trusted that his yea will 
be taken as his nay as nay. 
4. We want learn to util our leisure to best 
advantage phys intellectually and spiritually. 
5. We want 'to live up to its traditional 
standards ty. 
6. We want Jewish upbringing of our children to 
further their and spiritual growth and to enable 
them to joy their heri as Jews. 
7. We want to enable us to worship God 
1n sine truth. 
8. We tradition to be interpreted 
in terms e experience and to be made 
rele·~n:u1t to our present day needs. 
9. We to partlcipate 1n the upbuildlng of ]::r~ 
Yis~~l as a means of the rena,scence of the Jewish 
sp1r1to 
10. We want Judaism to find rich, manifold and ever 
new expression in ilosophy, in letters and in artso 
11. We forms Jewish organization make 
for spiri e 
12. We want the unity of Israel throughout the world 
to be fostered through mutual help ln of need 
and through co-operation in the furtherance of Judaism 
at all tlmeso 
lJ. We want .Judaism to function as a potent influence 
for justice, freedom and peace in the life of men and 
nat1ons.Jl 

With the opening of the new building, the Society was 

in a pos 1 ti on to expand 1 ts programs in s ev·era.l areas. The 

synagogue, for example, began the pract1.ce of conducting 

daily morning services. Finding a minxan (ten men needed 

for public worship) for this service was always a problem 

for the Society and in later years they even resorted to 

paying men to attend services regularly. In addition to 
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this. a Junior Congregation was formed which conducted an 

abbreviated service each Saturday morning for the young 

people of the congregation. 'l'h1s practice was copied by 

many other congregations in the country. 

Yet, once again, Kaplan felt that he wasn't positively 

affecting the lives of his congregants. He was torn be-
' 

tween his desire to castigate them for their lack of 

interest and the knowledge that such a course might build 

up a wall between himself and the Society. 

In my sermon last Sabbath, I voiced the inner conflict 
under which I am • Very few in the auditoriu,.~. 
I suppose, suspected that facto I contrasted the 

the rabbinic mood as expressed 1n 
c Israel on the part 

of the prophets rabbis. Noses, Elijah, 
Isaiah were ever with their res1 ions. They 
despaired of Israel. rabbis glorifi Israel and 
condemned the prophets for their lack of 1th in 
Israel. Whe:n 1 ja.h came to Horeb he il'.1 his 

tion to Godo rabbls characterized him as 
for tell God that rael strayed his 

al tars and killed hi.s prlests. Which is the more 
ethical and c:n;1ri tu.al course to follow'? 'Inat is the 
problem with which I run forever wrestling. 32 

Kaplan often viewed himself in his journal as a prophet in 

the mi.dst of a recalcitrant Israel. 

This feeling of malaise was compouned by a period of 

sagging morale and diminished Sabbath attendance at the 

Society. Kaplan felt that the growing indifference which 

he saw on Sabbath mornings was symptomatic of the deteriora-

tion in the general morale of the SAJ. The Board and their 

Rabbi began to seriously discuss what should be done to 

hold the membership's interest. 
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In the informal conversation that I had with three or 
four of the members of the Board after the meeting, 
they suggested to me that I would get a better atten­
dance if I were to speak on current plays and books, 
instead of on the portion of the week or on the aims 
of the Society. 'rhese last remarks opened up my wounds 
afresh. I cannot help realizing that such a request 
sounds the death knell of Judaism in this country. F'or 
to me the difference between Judaism and any other civ­
ilization is not a difference in abstract principles, 
but primarily a difference .in the sources whence such 
principles are to be derived. If the history and ex­
perience of the Jewish people are to be supplanted by 
non-Jewish books and plays as the source or principle 
of living there is an end to Judaism. 
Probably the fact 1s that living in America we must 
draw upon the 1naterlals of An1iarican life at least as 
much as upon those of Jewish life for the inspiration 
to live ethict.dly and spiritually. But the danger is 
that the materials ,of American life by the very nature 
of their wea.l th and immediate interest are bound to 
crowd out the materlals of Jewi~?h experience al together. 
With what will we then be left?J.3 

On the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the 

Ethical Culture Society, the §.A;[ !;l,evl~l'.! printed an edi tor1al 

in which it sharply criticized that movement. In it, Kaplan 

wrote that effective groupings are either historical or 

purposive. 

The Ethical Culture group is not purposive, nor does 
it ally itself with any historical group. It has 
served as an excellent debating society in quest of 
truth. What it has accomplished has b-een done not 
because of the movement, but because of the man at 
the head of ito When Dr. Elliott, in paying tribute 
to Dr~ A.dler 1 s record of i'i ty years of uninterrupted 
service in the Ethical culture puJlpit, said, 'I know 
of no other instance in history where for fifty years 
a single platform has been maintained which rested 
practically on the efforts of one man and one group of 
people, where there was not the backing of a. great 
historical and author1tat1v-e 1nstitut1on, 1 he pointed 
out very emphatically just wherein lie both the success 
and failure of the Ethical Culture Movement. When Mro 
Henry Neumann recounts the concrete achievements of 
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the Ethical Culture Movement in his article in The 
N~tt~n1,, he 1 or reference in wh1ch~Dr. 
Adler was act1velyo 
The Society of Judaism faces the 
same danger of as the Society for Ethical 
CUltureo r of SAJ does 
this or thinks , has won recognition for some 
pi.ece of worl~ or boo1c, does not mean that the Society 
has been 1ble for these achievements. The SAJ 
oan be both ive historical. As soon as it 
ceases to be €~i th er one or other, it will soon 
become a debating society with a high-sounding name 
but w.1 thout ach1.evements to match. 3·~~ 

Kaplan, however, despite this editorial, was still quite 
I 

impressed with the Ethical Culture movement's achievements 

and in subsequent edlt:orials called for the establishment 

of a day school at the SAJ which would follow the plan of 

the progressive Ethlcal CUl ture schools in New Yorlc. 

In the spring of 1926, still another SAJ chapter was 

f'ounded by another student of' Kaplan., This one i''Uls organized 

by Rabbi Levitsky in Wilkes .... Bftrre, Pe1msyl vania. That 

summer a Httbbinical Council of the S.AJ was formed whose 

purpose it would be to establish new SAJ chapters and to 

Kaplan~ of cou.rse, was funadementally concerned w1 th 

the fate of American Jewish youth. Something had to be 

done, he felt., to reawalrnn their interest in Judaism. He 

praised the Reform movement for the institution of the 

confirmation ceremony but chided it for copying such a 

Gentile model. The SAJ, incidentally, introduced this 

innovation into its program during the thirties. Kaplan 

was well ahead of his time, however, in calling for the 
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creation of a camp system which would provide Jewish 

children with positive Jewish experiences. 

There is no doubt thD.t Jewish camps are becoming 
generally more , but Jewishness 
is confined to saying Grace mi.i,11bl ing some prayer 
for a few minutes every • 'li'1e real spirit of 
Jewishness, however, is not conveyed. When we con-
sider how e opportunity offered to 
camps to incul the Jewish snirit in our boys and 
girls, 1 t is all more to be~. deplored that the only 
form of recreat1 educational activity these 
camps of !'er is an entertain.rnent around a campf 1re 
which aims to the of living. 
Kl.-tshru.t is be taken care of, but 
educati must include activities that w111 
afford the boys girls opportunlties for Jewish 
self-expression lines will interest them. 
For unless we utj~lize e opportunities at camp and 
everywher<~ e, we shall not malre a.ny headway wl th 
our Jewish c1 v1liza.t1on. J5 

The question of Kol Nidre which had been raised but 

never acted. upon, was brought up once again during the High 

Holidays of 1926e This time, Kaplan copied the practice of 

many Reform congregations by replacing the words of the 

Kol Nidre with the lJOth Psalm, leaving the melody untouched. 

The subject was discussed in the tl&I R~~1-~'i in the followlng 

editorial: 

Many times have we repeated the seventh •want• of our 
Society, ' want the to us to worship 
God in ainceri 11 e l're 
are altering our 
vit~es so e,s to 
as possible, but in 
demands of 11 
to live up to our de 
The substitution of 
I called unto ·Thee,~ 
liturgy is an illus 
wh:tch we make these 
mode of service~ 
expressive of the 

t our f;er-
tracli ticmal insofar 
th the spirit and 

e are we attempting 
• Q 

, 'Ot1 t of the depths have 
Kol N1dre 1n the Yem Kippur 

of the manner spirit in 
emsndat1.ons and al terat1ons in our 

ody, 
yearnlngB of the Jewish 
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the period of its exile, dear and 
t which long ago 

relevancy. In its 
traditional and 

the sacred mel Kol Nidre to 
have fitted 

words which w~51 
are observ1ng • .J be fer more expressive of the day we 

The congregation of the SAJ accepted this innovation in a 
- . 

generally favorable manner. This, however, was not the end 

·or the Kol Nidre controversy at the Society. Several years 

later, J·udah Th'lvid Eisenstein, a well-known Talmudist and 

grandfather of Ira Eisenstein, suggested that the Society 

restore the Kol Nid.re text in a slie;htly amended form. 

Eisenstein pointed out that the real purpose of the prayer 

was to absolve m~).n from vows which were intended to 

alienate him from his fellow men: if, for ex~unple, one man 

says to another, ur S"wear I'll never talk to you again," 

the Kol N1d.re prayer 1s :t:rrte11ded to free 111.an from this type 

of vow. Kaplan accepted thls explanation. and restored the 

original text with an added line desl.gned to make this 

purpose clearer to the worshippers. 

During this year (1926-27), the SAJ experimented with 

a free Sunday School for the children on the neighborhood 

who were receiving no Jewish education. By using 

stereopt1can slides and ion pictures, they hoped to be 

able to reach a large m.1mber of children. In addition to 

this, Kaplan issued a c.all for a unified Hebrew School for 

all the West Side congregntionso T'n1s suggestion, however, 
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went unheeded. 

11he problem of large and ostentatious Ear Mitzvah 

celebrations ·wE.u:: obviously a grow1r1g problem in the affluent 

days of the m1d-1920 1 s. 

The Bar M1tzvah ceremony 1s a heautiful and important 
1nst1tu.t1o:n in life. All the more reason ·why 
we should. it seriously· gunrd it against abuse,. 
The parents mu.st tze that they are initiating their 
child into J'ewish 11 • In committing the child to the 
life of the Jew, they are o commJ. tt1ng themselves. 
Their child's tzvah should mark 
for them an occasion rededicate them-
selves to a :more earnest their ol1m 
lives more o ebrate in 
this spir:lt lnitiation into Judaism, the 
Bt"J.r Ni child ts farewell to 
the cultivation of' th:ts attltude 1s 
infinitely more for J~~wi.sh life than the 
un<~alled for and e:1<travagtmt bo:nquets which are 
held in celebration of boy a Mitzvaho 
Nothing be more with the true pur-
pose of eel tio11 elaborate vaudeville 
perfo:rmance, even more inaJ:ipropriate forms 
of entertai1·1ment, which hn.ve become the fashion in 

~,-

well-to-do Orthodox Jewish circles.JI 

lbe SAJ was one of the earliest congregations to attempt to 

fight this trend by establishing high standards for the 

training of each Ear or Reas Mitzvah cc:J.ndidate. In addition, 

each youngster was required to sign a pledge promising to 

devote a few hours each week to Jewish study for seven years 

after the ceremony. Kaplan even went so far as to suggest 

a new ceremony of initiation for ea.ch Jewish young person 

to be conducted upon completion of this seven year program. 

Throughout this period, the bitterr1ess between the 

SAJ and the Jewish Center continued. Kaplan's daughter 

Judi th recalls that she rrould have to loolt out the door of 
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the SAJ building to make sure that the coast was clear for 

some of her girlfriends to leave Sabbath services so as not 

to meet aunts or uncles coming from the Center's services. 

Many of the Center's members, she remembers, would cross the 

street in order not to pass in front of the SAJ on their way 

back to their homes. There was some contact, however, for 

-we read in the §.&I. Review of November 19, 1926 that the 

Center's basketball team defeated the SAJ's Junior League 

team by a score of 31 to 24. 

That year also saw the establishment of a new SAJ 

Chapter in Hartford, Connecticut. Within the home con-

gregation, a choral group ·was formed and the SAJ became 

one of the first Ashkenazic congregations to adopt the 

Sephardic pronunciation of Hebrew for its services and 

instruction in its rellgious school., 

'l'he sprlng of 1927, mar1rnd the fifth anniversary of 

the founding of the SAJo A dinner was held at the Hotel 

Astor. Kaplan wrote the following message to his fol-

lowers on that occasions 

Here is a movement that should be a challenge and an 
insp1rat1ont a should fi,re the imaginat.ton, 
stir the very s give men a 
vision and a dream., 1Th:i.s a.ttenrpt to develop a type of 
Juda.ism, rich in c fee ti ye :tn our claily l 1fe 
and e ec 11 be 
welcomed by all ·who e,r'e groping for n Judaism that will 
meet the dert:gnds l t that will ennoble and 
enrich their experiences. But there is always the 
danger that the ardor of some of those who launched it 
will cool down by reason of the prevailing apathy to 
matters spiritual. 
For time malrns of us weary and tryi.ng details and 
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periods of adversity dull the keenness of our interest. 
If so, we must always replenish our ran..i<s, but carry on 
we must. The S.AJ is not merely another congregational 
efforte It is a movement, an , an ideal. As such, 
its appeal cannot be sudden and swift. It must take 
the course of all conquering ideas -- the way of slow, 
evolving conquest. To conquer the imaginations and 
minds of men, an idea must be translated and present 
in terms appropriate to its dimens:l.ons and powero It 
demands on the part of its followers n fervor and a 
vision, a persistence and a. tenacity without which no 
ideal can ever succeed.... / 
If we determlne to labor with untiring zeal for the 
reconstruction of Palestine as the Jewish homeland, 
and for the reins of the study of 1rorah as 
the avocation of young and old, Judaism will again 
function in the life of the Jewish people. It will 
not merely them in discriminating the good from 
the evil in civilization, but will then 
radiate that light the prophet spoke when he 
said., 'The nations will walk by thy light.•38 

Al though the words "1'he nations will walk by the light 11 

became the SAJ 1 s motto, these words were empty of meaning 

for Kaplan for he saw the membership as basically d1s1n-

terested in his goals. This truer feelir1g he confided 

once again in his journal. 

How little the SAJ means to me in the way of 
spiri t1tul encouragement can be seen from the fact 
that I almost forgot to mention that on March 13th 
we went through the motions of the fifth o.r.i.nlversa.ry 
celebration. It was devoid of general sp:trit and 
enthusiasm. If it left so little an impression on 
me, one can gather how little an impression it left 
on the other participants. The only thing I recall 
was the fact that Harry Liebovitz, who on previous 
occasions evinced some real feeling for the SAJ, 
indulged this time in n series of colorless platitudes 
that had as much relevance to the purnoses of the 
Society as to the Versaille 111reaty:J9~ 

Kaplan's despair over the SAJ was increased by an 

unfortunate incident which crune to light shortly after this 

anniversary dinner. The Board, which had promised to keep 
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up an endowment policy for their Leader, never fulfilled 

their promise. 

The SAJ 1.s dull and station.ary •••• The indifference of 
the of Trus showed itself in a most 
unforgivable act of igence that I should never have 
imagined them ca~p.able In JJ1ebruary, 1923 they voted 
me a fifteen year policy for ~100~000. Not 
long after ut1on was passed Nat 11urrel who 
was entrusted with the task· of attending to the details 
informed me that the committee which had taken the 
matter under advisement on finding so large a policy 
too expensive dee to make it a $50,000. life, plus 
an amount which in f years would total sufficiently 
to make the poli self-payinge After a while I 
received thE.! That was the last I heard of the 
matter, unt when in view of the misfortune 
which be I thought I might have to draw upon 
the money • When I asked Ao 
Liebov1tz me have De I woke up to the fact 
that nothing en paid in by the SAJ toward the 
amount was after five years to yleld 
enough in.cor:1e to cover prc~mlu.ms of the policy. At 
the last meeting the Board they reali~ed that they 
had. failed even to ask 1'urre1 to re1Jort and that they 
have to in about .~>ll4-• 000. to make up for the arrears. 
This oversight is typical of the general negligence that 
marlrn the vmrl\: of the SAJ e l~,O 

Nevertheless, after the first five years in operation, 

the SAJ was able to report a membership of one hundred and 

sixtyo The Hebre'W' School had a registration of seventy 

studentso By the end of the twent:i.es, the membership of 

the Society was growing at an agonizingly slow pace although 

there was positive motion in the expansion of the SAJ move-

ment to other cities. 

Ka.plan hoped a.s the SAJ movement spread beyond New 

York City that :rather than being a new group within American 

Judaism, the Conservative movement would adopt its platform. 
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In later years, Reconstructionism became a separate'group 

against the earlier policy of its foundero This attitude 

is reflected in an editorial which ~ppeared in the ~ 

Thanks to the aggressiveness of Jewish fundamentalists, 
those who belong to the large body of adjecti.veless 
Jews are beginning to realiz·e their mista1{e in per-
m1 tt1ng themselves to pass off as spiritual 'mugwumps.• 
'Ibey are being forced ~o make their position clear. 
They must taJrn a def'ini te stand with regard to the 
traditional attitude tmiard the Torah. 'Ihey must 
formulate the princ e or principles they· i:ntend to 
follow in the they \·rant to introduce into their 
ceremoni£"~1 as J.ffWB. The bootlegging of in-
nova t1ons will have to be stopped. In other words, they 
will have to accept the logical and moral consequencies 
that follow being a distinct party 1n Judaismo 
Groups that are the product of insurgency rigs.inst the 
status quo are, as a rule, too shame-faced at first to 
admit their identity. Whatever name they come to bear 
is usually the one forced on them by their opponents. 
This is happening at the present time with synagogue 
Jews of the t , to which class we of 
the SAJ belongo Both the Orthodox and the Reformists 
are gradually fore us to :1ssume the nn.Jne Conservative. 
If possible, we should lilrn to forestall such an 
eventuality becau:::H:'l; ·we consider the epithet a rather 
unfortunate one. It is a characterizat:ton hardly 
calculated to inspire interest or enthusiasm •• e. 

'111ose Of US Who are the butt Of the attack by the 
Orthodox at the present time are not Conservative but 
Reconstructlonlsts. What 1'H?:WH.nt is that "Je1',tish life 
should become as many sided and as contentfulas .it is 
possible to make it in the Diaspora, with Palestine as 
our cultural and spi:ri tual center. Ou.r interest ts 
centered in the reinternretation and reconstruction of 
traditional ideas ~re at the basis of our theology, 
nationalism and "Te~,;lts~h la;w·. Hence we should be known 
as the Reconstruct1on1st Party 1n Judaism.41 

Whatever high-sounding language Kaplan used in his 

editorials for the ~ p.~vi~, he could not hide from him-

self the fact that he believed himself to be failing with 

the group of laymen with whom he was worlcing. 
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I myself am becoming so weak and flabby that I no 
longer wax indignant at the demoralized state of the 
SAJ. If I had any •guts 1 ln me I -i·rnuld have kicked 
the whole th over. If I had any self-respect I 
110uld have said to those who were assembled la.st Sun­
day night to hear me on What is religion? with 
a group of three raw, crude and unmannerly youngsters, 
'Ladies and gentlemen, if this is the product of six 
years of my toil ·with you, if you can not only sit 
patiently listening to such blasphemy and trash, and 
applaud it to the echo, you .better change the name of 
this Society to the Society for the Prevention of 
Judaism and choose as your Leader one of these young 
snotnoses.• But,of course~ I must pretend that I am 
enjoying the of being their spiritual leader 
and. smile 1 any 02"din!\ry salesman about town, even 
if he is eked tairs by the party he is trying 
to sell his wares to042 

Despite the fact that the Society claimed to interested 

in events outside of the Jewish world, there is very little 

evidence for this. The SAJ was strangely silent and seeming­

ly insulated from developments in the broader community. In 

1928, however, the Board went on record as opposing a bill 

before Congress which would have approprlnted two and a half 

billion dollars for naval armament. Kaplan pointed out to 

the Board members that "the naval program proposed can be 

understood only as an anticipation of 1m.minent war with 

nations that are now on terms of peace and friendship with 

the United States. To ant1c:1.pate war and to enter lnto 

competitive armament building on the basts of this anticipation 

is equivalent to serving notice on other nations that we 

are ready to Ilk'.3.ke war on them.u4J 

The one international sphere in which the SAJ was very 

interested, of course, was the events occur1ng in Palestine. 
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Its importance to Kaplan's scheme of thought was demon­

strated in an editorial which appeared in the §Al Review 

early in 1928. 

Palestir1e must not fail us. If 1 t fails us, 1 t is as 
though the land he.s rejected us and sent us into a 
third ex1leo For Zionist movement to succumb to 
its present spell disaster to Judaism. 
Al though W'e llve in pora, 1rre have never 
actually experienced an exile. But we shall understand 
what exile means vividly enough if a Jewish national 
homeland will definitely prove to be a mere will 
o•the o now too large a part of 
what Judrd.Bm we Our self-respect and our fa.1th 
in the of bound up with 
Palestine~s recovery as the ce~ter of Jewish civili-
zation. not fail Palestine. We 
dare not utter ba:nl{ruptcy whlch such 
failure All our passionate avowals of 
devotion to Israelf s will become ashes 
1ri our th, if we prove now to withstand the 
1nev1tabl€.~ trials of a rebullding movement. We Jews 
dare not be fair-weather patriots, for in that event 
we shall not be at a11,

1
we shall very rarely 

meet consis .~~ 

In order to further the program of the SAJ, Kaplan felt 

that something had to be done to emphasize the SAJ as a 

movement over the SAJ as a synagogue. An early indication 

of this tendency was the fact thnt the SA.~. R~~ .. e~l! ceased 

printing news of the SAS congregation 111 March, 1928. That 

month it published an editorial entitled "The SAJ as a 

Movemento 11 

Orw of the tacles the SAJ movem~nt should not have 
to 11 , to u:nder-
stand that the SAJ ents not a closed group but 
an a tt1 tud.e toward ~Judait:~m. Yet there are ms.ny who, 
having every reason to io in the movement, 
obstinately hold to the misconception that the SAJ is 
a congregation and nothing more. We should be grate­
ful to these J2J,lJ2l1Llfi.1:1i if they could tell us how the 
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started, if there were not a 
t~1rt 1 t? And as the movement to 

ccnnni t ted 1 ts f makes ir1creas ing 
, in fact, increasingly clear that 

not be limited to ~n organized con-
group of them ••• ~5 

The following month, the Society took a step originally 

urged upon it by its Leader in 1925. It reorganized itself 

into a.n SAJ Synagogue and an SAJ Chapter. Although there 

was growth in the movement outside of New York City, the 

SAJ Chapter on 86th Street never really grew as an indepen-

dent entity 1.ts parent congregation. As we have seen, 

the majority of members of the Society were really only 

interested in a synagogue. They went along with Kaplan•s 

reorganization plan principally out of respect for him.. 

Although beyond the scope of this study, the movement was 

showing definite signs of growth by the end of the 1920 9s. 
~ 

A Mid-West Council of the SAJ was formed in the spring of 

1928 and a highly successful conference for the dj.scussion 

of the problem of Judaism was held in Chicago. Many 

prominent Conservative and Reform rabbis attended this two 

day concla.veo 

The SAJ Chapter took over the responsibility for the 

publication of the §A~ Rev1~!· Kaplan continued to attack 

the amorphous nature of the Conservative movement and call 

for the adoption of a definite ideology in its pages. 

Every time a Conservative rabbi essays a public 
def1n:tt1on of the Conservative •credo' he inevitably 
conflr:ns the current underst,anding of Conservatism as 
something that is idedly neither here nor there. 
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dedication service a Conservative Temple, where 
the rabbi explained t the ~principles' of the 
Temple constituted a f ending-of tradition and piety 
with progress and modernity.• Thse are indeed fine 
principles; one only to understand them, which 
is not easy. 
One might object to the reference to blending, as if 
religion were a choice tobacco, aged in wood, and one 
might object to a conception of ety which took it 
as a kind of chemical ement that does not readily 
enter into combination with the element of progress. 
One might, in short, inently object to the slip­
shod way of thinking about religion and think one has 
traced the confusion to 1ts source. But the source 
of the error is de e It is in the very conception 
that a reli on sible which shall be boldly and 
self-consciously eclecti,c, borrcnring furniture here, 
forms there -- as it always turns 
out. The cribed as 'Orthodox in all 
but threee e are th~ use of the organ, a 
mixed choir, and There is of course no-
thing wrong or any one of these three 
properties of a s is to be said of a 
religion which can zed in these terms! 
Tnis state of previ\il until 
Co11servat1sm makes itself H. ilosciphy, and it 
1s not likely to do so until it finds for itself a 
new and less paralyzing na:mec .6 

To balance this critical picture of Conservative Judaism, 

the SAJ Review often published art1.cles and editorials 

critical of Reform or Liberal Judaism. It was, of course, 

more interested in Conservatism because this was the move-

ment fro~ which the SAJ drew most of its strength. 

The Conf ere nee of the World Uni.or1 for Progressive 
Judaism held recently in Berlin, managed to show 
that Reform Judaism pretty much s.t sea -- wherein, 
probably, it does not from groups 
1n Judaism. Yet one is more inclined to be critical 
of the shortcomings of an international Reform con­
ference than of any other because Reform Judaism 
originated the only cons tently and deliberate 
effort to adjust Judaism to modern life, and one 
feels that now, a its inception, it 
should have forgotten something and have learned 
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somethingo 
Reform J·uclaism should by now have forgotten the meaning 
it once attached to word 'Llberal, 1 that is, hard 
and fast to a theol newer and vaguer than 
the old one~ This new kind of Liberalism made of Re-
form the of Orthodoxy -- it did not matter 
that the were far apart. And Reform Judaism 
should by now 1 to make use of the real 
opportunity word 'Liberal' gave to it. Why 
should not ha'll..re so :formulated 1 ts a 
as to 1 t Li.beral Judaism !:leans the 
recogn1tior1 rm a broa,d and inclusive civ-
111zat1on which 1 honest and worthy expressions 
of the Jewish spirit are equally authoritative, equally 
Jew1sh?47 

The greatest success of this period for the SAJ move-

ment cam.e in October, 1928 ·when a Conservative congregation 

(Beth El) in ivr~ni11a ttan Beach, Brooklyn adopted the SAJ 

Platforme Kaplan began to feel more and more assured that 
~ 

even though his own group was making scant progress, the 

overall in Amer:tcan Judaism was in his direction. 

However little progress I may be making with the SAJ 
group on 86th , is promise of the SAJ 
program winning adherents in other quarters. About 
two weelrn e;go I rece a letter from Dr. Wincl{ler 
of Los Angeles that he l•tas about to form e,n SAJ Chap­
ter in his congregation. The other day I received an 
inquiry from a man ln Detroit by the name of Ehrlich 
about our ·w,orY.::o 'ronight R.abb1 Slgner of Manhattan 
Beach, whom I have been helping with ser:nons for the 
last year or so, has interested some of his trustees 
in the plan of having his congregation accept the SAJ 
program and reorgHnlze its servtces in accord with 
that spirit. He brought wlth him tonight to my house 
Messrs. Zola, L.Narder and .t\ronson. They were impres­
sed when I pointed out to them that the SAJ was 
furnishing the in th 
a deflnite It looks as though the Manhattan 
Beach congregation will be the first congregation 
ou lde the ori one that will have formally 
adopted the SAJ Platformo If that will prove to be 
the cs~e then my efforts have surely not been in 
vain.4° 
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As the 1920's drew to a close the SAJ was able to 

report a membership of 296 individuals who belonged to the 

Congregation and the Chapter, seven members who belonged to 

the Congregation only and eighteen members who belonged to 

the SAJ Chapter only. Despite the fact that in an editorial 

in the ~ie'!, Kaplan warned against "The Rabbi as CUlt, 11 he 

was increasingly functioning in this manner in relation to 

the members of the Societyo There can be little doubt 

that had Kaplan left the SAJ on 86th Street during the 

twenties 1 t would have ceased functioning almost :l.mmediately. 

It was his charisma which held it together through these 

years but which also kept its members from operating indepen-

dently of himo 

Even this charisma, however, could not attract the 

membership into taking a more active part in their 

Society. In February~ 1929, Kaplan announced that he 

would discontinue preaching until such time as the members 

would indicate a positive interest in the religious ser­

vices o Several steps \~;ere immediately taken to improve 

attendance at the services including letters to all mem­

bers and an attempt to vary the prayers and a greater use 

of English prayers on the Sabbath. 

At the Seventh Annual Meeting of the Society on May 

26, 1929, Kaplan indicated that the SAJ must begin a new 

lease on life. He pointed out that the Society should not 

set itself up as a model congregation for others to emulate. 



99 

"Its aim should be to supply the platform and program of 

work for Conservative Judaism in America. The platform 

and program of work implies two essentials a (1) Judaism as 

a civilizations and (2) a maximum of Jewishness in all 

phases of Jewish 11fe.u49 

Yet no matter how difficult.the 1920 1 s were for the 

newborn SAJ, the 1930's were to offer far more difficult 

problems and greater challenges that the Society had ever 

anticipatedo The new Chairman of the Society, Jacob Klein, 

would spend most of his term 1n office trying desperately 

to keep the SAJ from having to close its doors. Most of 

Kaplan's dreams for the Society, both as a local and a 

national movement, were shattered, temporarily at least, 

by the Great Depression which hit the United States in 

the fall of 1929. 
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Chapter VI 

The effects of the depression on the Society for the 

Advancement of Judaism were immediate and staggering. 

Kaplan's hopes for the spread of, the SAJ movement suffered 

a severe setback when the SAJ ~ey~~~~' its principal organ 

of propaganda, was forced to cease publication in the fall 

of 1929. Furthermore, the chief economic contributors to 

the movement were members of the SAJ congregation in New 

York. .Many of them were wiped out by the Stock Market 

Crash and the business and bank failures which followed ito 

The Society had all it could handle in keeping the con-

gregation running. All pretense of separation of con-

gregation and chapter was dropped and all efforts were 

spent on surviving the period. 

The thirtles began 1~ii th a Dinner-Dance tendered by 

the SAJ on the occasion of Kaplan's silver jubilee in the 

rabbinate. The Society, at that time, reported three 

hundred forty-two members. Yet by the spring of that year 

(1930) Kaplan was ready to liquidate the organizationo Its 

members• failure to grasp his philosophy of Judaism and its 

inability to function as more than a congregation made 

Kaplan believe that his work in keeping it going was quite 

futile. 

Before he would do this, however, he decided that he 

would try to find someone who would take over his respon-
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sib111t1es at the Societyo He first asked Milton Steinberg 

and then Ivlax Kadushin to serve as his assistant but they 

both refusedel Next he approached Ira Eisenstein, a 

senior at the Jewish Theological Seminary, to fill the 

position of Executive Director of the SAJ. Eisenstein, who 

later married Kaplan's eldest daughter Judith, had been 

working for the Society as youth director since 19280 He 

had also written several book review for the §h.l. Re~ilfil! 

during its last year of publication. E:lsenstein accepted 

the post of Executive Director for a one year trial period. 

During that year, Kaplan once again approached 

Eisenstein with a proposition. Kaplan offered him the 

position of Assista11t-Leader for a two year period., After 

that he would be elected Associate Leader and would ev·en­

tually become the Leader of the SAJ. Kaplan told his 

younger colleague that 1f he turned down the position he 

would liquidate the Societyo Eisenstein recalls that this 

was a particularly difficult choice to make since he had 

just been offered the pulpit of the prestlgious Congregation 

Mishkan Israel in Roxbury, Massachusetts. As a disciple of 

Ka.plan, Eisenstein. felt that he had no choice but to 

accept the position of Assistant Leader which he assumed 

in the fall of' 19Jl. 

Although, a.s we have seen, Kaplan had vehemently 

attacked the Reform practice of Confirmation, the SA,J 

introduced a Confirmation program in 1930e He pointed 
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out that he was reluctant to introduce this ceremony because 

it was not or1g1nally in accord with Jewish tradition. 

Due to the necessity, however, of having a hold on the 

young people so that they continue their Jewish education, 

a Confirmation group woul'd be organizedo 

The economic effects of the, depression were evident 

throughout the thirties. For example, in the spring of 

1930 Cantor Nathanson was denied an increase in salary and 

the Board voted not to increase its contribution to the 

United Synagogue. r"or a period of several years, it 

dropped these contributions altogether. Furthermore, the 

Board voted not to issue seats for the High Holidays for 

members int arrears and to sell no seats to non-members 

unless paid for in advance. As the depression wore on, 

condit:tons as the Society grew worse and worse. At one 

~me, the Society itself was six months behind 1n paying 

its own employees. They eventually had to accept three 

months payment since the Society couldn't come up with 

enough cash to pay the full amounts. 

At the Annual Meeting of May, 1930, Kaplan l'·ra.s still 

attempt to explain to the members of the Society its 

twofold purpose. 

The Society represents a larger vision which aims 
to lnculcate a new viewpoint in Jewish life. The 
congregation can be as the first organization 
which embodies the SAJ Program. I am convinced that 
the Society's program would be the type of Judaism 
which will fl ln fifty years hence. The 
SAJ a that all its act -- be they pulpit, 
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school or adult education -- shall be guided by an 
educational philosophy. rrhe servtces of the congrega­
tion are to be viewed as a means of spiritual and 
mental growth. pulpit, in contradistinction to a 
free pulpit, endeavors to approach all problems 
arising present from the point of view of the Jew.2 

In order to carry out this program, Kaplan stressed that 

two definite and immediate ~teps be taken. The first would 

be the resumption of the SAJ 1 s periodical in order to dis­

seminate its philosophy. Secondly, a field worker should 

be engaged 1n order to enlist the cooperation of other 

congregations who are ready t9 accept the SAJ Program. 

uFunds must be provlded for Juda1zing Jews if we are to 

count as a factor in the upbu1ld1ng of American Israel. 0 3 

Funds, however, were 1n too short supply to be used for 

what many members cons:ldered to be frills. 

11he Board rer:-tcted swiftly to the news that the Bri tlsh 

goverrunent was about to enact restrictions against Jewish 

immigrati~n into Palestine. A resolution against this act 

was passed and sent to Washington and London. In addition 

to this, the Society joined with the Zionist Organization 

of America in sponsoring a protest rally which was arranged 

by the ZOA and held at Madlson Square Park. 

With the election of Eisenstein as Assistant Leader 

in 1931, Kaplan began to take a less active role 1n the 

daily workings of the Society. After the High Holidays 

that year, Kaplan asked for a one year leave of absence as 

Leader of the Society in order to allow himself to devote 
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more time to his work at the Seminary and on his book which 

was nearing completion. Eisenstein, a devoted follower of 

his teacher, could be counted on to continue the direction 

and work of the Society. 

By 1932, many of the members of the Society were in 

debt to the organization for back dues, High Holiday seats 

and/or Hebrew School tuition. Eisenstein was given the 

power by the Board to settle each member's account individu­

ally and privately so that these members would not have to 

give up their association with the SAJ. When it was reported 
I 

to the Board that, as we have seen, the SAJ was six months 

in arrears in paying its staff, four thousan dollars was 

collected at one meeting from five Board members to allow 

the organization to keep functioning. Three thousand 

dollars of that money came as a loan from Abraham Liebov1tz. 

The Boa.rd reluctantly accepted a check from the Women's 

Div-ision to pay the bill for coal which was outstanding for 

several months. 

Although the SAJ itself was forced to drastically 

curtail its activities, the SAJ building was kept busy by 

the many outside organizations which used it for their 

meetings. This was in keeping with the philosophy of the 

Society of ma.king 1 ts elf the center of all Jewish comr11unal 

affairs. Such organizations as Hadassah, Avukah, ZOA, 

Young Judea, Friends of Zion, Histadruth, Menorah Society,. , 
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Pro-Falasha Committee, Kvutsah and the League of Jewish 

Youth met there regularly. 

The depression made strange bed-fello·ws. The serious 

discussion which took place between members of the Jewish 

Center and the SAJ on the subject of a possible merger 

between the two is an excellent'example of this fact. Both 

.groups appointed unofficial committees which met during 

May, 1932. 'JJhe first question which was raised at these 

meetings was, of course, the financial one. It was learned 

that the Center owed .$60 t 000. more than the SAJ. The 

members of the committee felt that the combined institution 

would be able to function on a far lower budget than the 

comblned budgets of the two inclependen.t organizations. 

The SAJ comi~ittee pointed out that they did not want 

to force Dr. Jung out of his pulpit although he was a bitter 

enemy of Kaplnn. The Center committee replied that Jung was 

interested in going abroad anyway and they would accept 

Kaplan as leader. (Rabbi Jung is still at the Jewish Center.) 

The Center, however, insisted that men and women be seated 

separately at services and Kaplan did not object to this 

suggestion. He did insist that if the merger did go 

throug.11, the Center's const1 tut ion would have to be rewri t­

ten since, as it then stood, it still committed the in-

sti tu ti on to the Shulhan l~tu.kll• Kaplan, however, never 

act1veiy participated in the negotiationso The SAJ committee 
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was in constant touch with their Leader since the Board had 

decided that there could be no merger without Kaplan's 

approval. 

The merger te.lks, however, broke-up after the second 
/ 

meeting of the committees. The SAJ had made its committee 

an official representative of the Board but the Center 

refused to take this step. Arthur Lamport of the Center 

instead suggested that since a complete merger would be 

difficult for legal and technical reasons, the SAJ should 

take over the Center's building and that as many of the 

Center's people as would desire to join the SAJ in their 

new quarters might do so. 

The Chairma~ of the Society; Jacob Klein, pointed out 

that this was a far different and far less attractive 

proposition than the original one because it deviated from 

the origimil purpose of the proposal. 

Wewere interested in the invitation extended to us 
by the Center to negotiate because we felt that for 
the sake of unity in our neighborhood, every effo:rt 
should be mD.de, but here apparently the proposal 1.s 
to take over the institution. If, as is very likely, 
a large number of the Center members will not be eager 
to join the SAJ, they would perhaps like to rent the 
SAJ. building and continue their ncti vi ttes o Tnus ·we 
would be confronted again with the s1tu.o.t1on of two 
synagogues on the srune street.4 

Although some Board members disagreed w1th Klein, the 

majority favored continuing the talks. Kaplan explained , 
that when he was originally approached with the proposal 

made by the Center people, he was heartily in favor of it 
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for the sake of unity and cooperation. He was even willing 

to yield on such matters as the name of the institution and 

separation of the sexes at services but that was always on 

the assumption that the Society would be doubling its 

strength in membership BJ:ld support. He then warned the 

meeting a 

If, however, it (the merger) means merely that we 
are to take over the responsibilities of a larger 
building, we must be very careful because the building 
is not an end itself e do not want the Center 
building 'Wlthout Center people in it. If, however, 
a merger can be whereby the Center members will 
'remain, pressing debts c.an be pa.id, and a 
sat1sfact established, something can be 
achieved in this direction.5 

The Boa.rd agreed to follow Kaplan's suggestion and continue 

the talks on these terms only. 

The talks between the SAJ and the Jewish Center were 

discontinued, however, because the Center was a.warded a 

five year extenslon of its mortgage and could continue 

operating. FUrthermore, it seemed clear that Jung was not 

about to leave the Centero The matter, therefore, was 

dropped and never raised again. 

By the middle of 1932, the SAJ was losing many members 

who were forced to resign been.use of economic difficulties. 

The Board, therefore, voted that such members be retained 

at a fee left to the discretion of a committee established 

for this purpose. Ill order to keep students in the Hebrew 

School, moreover, tuition fees had to be drastically re-
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duced. Despite the economic condition of the institution, 

the SAJ voted to donate 12~% of the amount collected at 

the Kol Nidre appeal to the Teachers Institute of the Jewish 

Theological Seminary of which Kaplan was Dean. This · 

practice was continued for many years. 

In October, 1932, Jacob Klein resigned as Chairman of -
-the Board of Trustees. Since no replacement could be 

found who would accept the post, Dr. Ira I. Kaplan accepted 

the temporary chairmanship until a permanent one could be 

found. Five months later, Bernard Bernstein consented to 

accept this posi ti.on and became the fourth Chairman of the 

Society. 

During thls period, the Society was saved from 

bankruptcy by Harry and Abraham Llebovitze The two 

brothers loaned the Society twenty five thousand dollars 

in order to purchase land in a cemetery. The Society was 

then able to sell cemetery plots to its members and the 

income derived from this source saved the institution 

from being taken over by its creditors. 

When Franklin Delano Roosevelt was inaugurated 1n 

March, 1933, the Board sent a letter to the new President 

pledging the moral support of the Society to hifu in those 

critical days. Kn.plan consented to draft the letter on the 

condition that it w-ould be regarded as the first of a 

group to be forwarded expressing opinions and making sug-

gestions on important issueso The first letter was given 
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to Senator Robert Fo Wagner, Senior who presented it to 

President Roosevelt. 

In April, 1933, Eisenstein was promoted from the position 

of Assistant to Associate Leader of the SAJ, The following 

Septemb$r, Kaplan was granted another leave of absence in 

order to work on his book Jud.alsm as a Ci.vi1izat1on which 
~~~.l!S.B ~ .._ tt%4'3 Jll!.llC4 rn ~ 

was nearing completion" Kaplan would need time to find a 

publisher for his worlr, 

Locating a publisher for a Jewish book, however, was 

not nn easy task during the depression, Publishers were 

unr1Till ing to S inl{ a large a.mount Of money into a propo-

s1t1on which would almost certainly not earn a profit. In 

order to obtain some money to back his book, Kaplan submitted 

sponsored by Julius Rosenwald, the ex-president of Sears, 

Roebuck and Company. Rosenwald offered ten thousand dollars 

for the best book on the future of Judaism entered in the 

contest. The judges agreed that Kaplan's was the best book 

but because of lts pro-Zionist stance they were reluctant 

to award it first prize. They accordingly divided the prize 

among the first three winners-- Kaplan, :Eugene Kohn and Lee 

Levinger. A third of the prize money was enough, however, 

to get the book published and Kaplan handed the money over 

to Macmillan Company. Jud.~ if~fil f~,s g_ .9! YU- i Z&l ti 0?1 appeared 

in Nay of 1934 with the SAJ acting as its main distributoro 

The publication of Juda1.sm 
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the idea of a broader program for the SAJ. The following 

fa.11 the question of resurrecting the old §M Rev1.ew was 

raised before the Boarde The members of the Board were 

reluctant to commit themselves to the nine hundred dollars 

they were told would be necessary to publish the magazine 

for a. one year period. The Board·, however, gave a green 

light to the project wtten the Women's Division promised to 

subsidize the publication to the extent of five hundred 

dollars and when Eisenstein told them that the rest of the 

money would be raised privately and through subscriptionso 

The Board, therefore, sanctioned publication on the under­

standing that the publlcation would never be an obligation 

to the SAJ as such or any charge against its budget. 

The first issue of the new magazine, which was called 

1h£ ~1~2t~uist rather than the §M Il£Yiew, appeared 

on January 11, 1935. Kaplan was the cha1rmm1 of its 

Editorial Board which consisted of Ben Zion Bokser, 1nstrc­

tor at the Jewish Teachers' Seminary in New York, Eisenstein, 

Israel Goldstein, rabbi of Congregation B'nai Jeshuru.n and 

chairman of the Jewish National Fund, Eu.gene Kohn, vice­

president of the Habbinical Assembly of America (Conservative), 

Leon s. Lang, rabbi of Congregation Oheb Shalom in Newark, 

New Jersey, and Milton Steinberg, rabbi of the Park Avenue 

Synagogue. Israel Chipkin, Educational Director of the 

Jewish Education Association of New York, joined the group 

two weelrn later. 



111 

In the first issue of The Reconstructionist an 
~ei;- .-~ 

editorial appeared which was reprined from the January 20, 

1928 issue of the pA.;[. Heview. It became the basis for 

the Reconstructionist Position. 

We approach our task from the point of view of Judaism 
as a religious civ111zat1ono We envisage Judaism as 
the proper cm1cern all Jews, religlous and unreligious, 
Conservat1 ve and Pu-"ldica.l ••• c In affirming that Judaism is 
a civilization we give emphasis to the fact that it in­
cludes ••• con:nrnmal organization, langu~1ge, art, mores, 
customs, as well as religion. Moreover, all of these 
elements are organically related to each otheri to omit 
any one of is to distort Judaismo All of them are 
functions of the group life of Israel and cannot be main­
tained unless ·we maintain the unity and integrity of the 
Je·wish people continu1 ty of its spiritual efforts o 

We believe that the material and spiritual welfare of the 
Jews can be achieved only through Jewish commu.i""l.al organi­
za tiono o • • fa.Yor the establishment of Jewish communal 
life in America, democratically administered and organ­
ized 111 such a mann.er as to include all Jews who wish to 
identify them.selves with the Jewish people, regardless 
of what their personal philosophy may beo 
In affirming that Judaism is a reJ, :l&k'!Hf!. ( s 1c) ci v-
11 iza tion,, 1H~ recognize firstt th~.:l hi,storical !'a.ct that 
the God the entire pattern of Jewish 
life in the t, and that continuity th our t is 
impossible without giving to religion a position, if 
bot of prlmacy, at least of r:;J;:Jmu§~ i:r,:,,ter ~nre@J and 
secondly, the social fact that a mature and complete 
civilization is bound to find expression in the God 
idea and in the forms of religious worship in whlch the 
hopes a..Y'ld lcleals of human life are rendered articulate. 
It is that very sense of need for religion that impels 
us to reinterpret the traditional beliefs in keeping 
with what for us must be a tenable world outlook, ~nd 
to revise and develop the traditional beliefs in keeping 
with spiritual needs which we can ge:nuinely experience. 
We consider the establishment of Palestine indispens-
·able to the life of in the Diaspora. seek 
to enable Jewish civilization so to root itself in the 
soil of Palestine as to of the land the cultural 
center for Israel 8s intellectual and soiritual rebirth. 
We oppose any attempt to render Palestine the object of 
imperialistic aims or the victim of private profit-seeking. 
We endorse every effort toward the establishment of a 
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cooperat1 ve commonweal th in Palestine based upon. 
social justice and social cooperation •••• 
We are oppos to fascism in every form. We object to 
any philosophy· of government which s to curtail the 
rights of individuals to free pursuit of personal 
salvat:ton through partic tion.in any religious or 
cultural activity,,..or through affillation with any 
national or eth11ic groupo • ., o Recognizing the horror and 
irrationality of war as a means of justing conflicting 
interests, we shall support every effort looking to the 
perfection of for the peaceful adjudication 
of such conflicts to the utilization of such 
machinery as exists, whereYer ibleo Under no 
c1rcmnstance shall we give countenance or support to 
an 1mperlalist1c war that is deslgned to ndvance the 
interests of o ing and oppressing classes.coo 
Social s is 1 ble only upon the estab-
lishment of a cooperative society, the el1m:1.nat1on of 
the prof it sys g en~ the public ownership of natural 
resources ic es. Until these objectives 
are achleved~ our syrnpathles and cmr support go to 
labor in its s e its employers for a more 
equitable distri on of the income of industry, and 
in the assertion of its right to organize for the pro­
te. ction of

6
1ts interests without interference from its 

employer.so 

This platform, because of its strong socialist an_d Zionist 

planks, was EL'Ilended by the addition of the following para­

graph as a result of pressure from some of the members of 

the Board of the SAJa 

As American Jews we give first place in our lives to 
the American civilization wh.ich lc1rn sh.f;.re 1.n common w1 th 
the Americans of other civilizations, and we seek to 
develop our Jewish heritage to the ma.x1mt.un degree con­
sonant with the best in A!Ilerlcan lifeo Deprecating all 
forms of social se tton as human 
welfare~ we want so to enrich the Jewish individuality 
as to enable it to preserve 1 elf without recourse to 
artificial barriers to s tural interaction. 
In living Juda.ism as a civilization we expect our 
Americanism and American life generally to be enhanced 
through the reenforcement of the noble strivings which 
have gone into the making of the 4~merican civilization. 
We deem it entirely compatible with the organic law of 
our country and with its highest ideals so to foster 
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our Jew1.sh tradition that it may maintain its vitality, 
and contribute to the enrichment of our personalities.? 

Despite the fact that the name of the Society continued to 

be placed on the first on the 

until 1940, it was actually completely independent of the 

SAJ. 

By the time the Bar Mitzvah {thi.rteen} year of the 

-Society was marked.1in 1935, the SAJ was beglnning to emerge 

from the depression. For example, its membership had begun 

to grow once aga.i:n because of a special young-married-member-

ship rate which was instituted a year earliero Under this 

plan a couple could join the SAJ for only twenty-five 

dollars a year for the first five years of their marriage. 

Furthermor,e, the registration of the Sri\,;,J' s Hebrew School 

had risen once again to a total fifty-five students. 

The classes met three days a week and the curriculum 

included Hebrew, spoken Hebrew, history, Jewish follnmys, 

current events, arts and crafts and dramatics and singing 

classeso 

The Board became particularly upset with the new 

"Is God a Capitalist?" in April, 1935· They requested that 

the Editorial Board of the magazine publish a statement 

ind1cat1.ng that the editorial opinions expressed are the 

opinions of the editors and do not necessarily reflect the 

official attitude of the Society. The Editorial Board 

-
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immediately complied with the wishes of the SAJ's Board. 

An attempt was made in 1935 to form a Men's Club of 

the SAJ. Its first meeting was held in February, 1936 

with the Anglo-Jewish historian Cecil Roth as guest-

speaker. Two months later, however, the Men's Club 

suspended its activities due to lack of interest and 

participation on th~ part of the men of the Society. 

Remaining true to its steadfast support of Palestine, 

the SAJ collected over seventeen thousand dollars for the 

United Palestine Appeal in the spring of 1936. That June, 

A. T, Thomson was elected tl.S the fifth Chairman of the SAJ 

replacing Bernard Bernstein. One of the first acts ta1rnn 

by the Board under his leadership was the reinstatement of 

Frid.ay evening serYices wh1.ch had been experimented with 

during the 1920 1s. 

111e Fifteenth Anniversary celebration was held at the 

Bil tmo:re Hotel on March 21, 19.36 o T'ne dinner was tendered 

in honor of the surviving founders of the Society. Kaplan 

addressed the gathering and paid tribute to the founders 

and the goal for which they strove. 

Among the forces that have gone into the shaping of 
American Jewlsh life during the last fifteen years, 
the Society the .Advn.ncenent of Judaism will un-
doubtedly a of inportance altogether 
beyond what the limited n11.mber of men and women 
associated wl th it would 1 one to expect. 'l'his is 

ents the f lrst attempt of a 
lay group in can Jewry to dedicate itself to the 
purpose of furthering a philosophy of Jewish life 
which takes into account tradition, env1ro?L~ent, and 
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the growing needs of the human spirit. 
In the world at large, these years have been years 
of reconstruction, both in and in social 
institutions. on a sen.le unprecedented. Jewry dis­
tracted by the spread of violence of anti-Semitism, 
has unfortunately the opment of 
its cultural and social life. But, if there is still 
ground for hope that Jewry will catch up and utimately 
take its place in the vanguard of progressive mankind, 
our Society exerted a decided influence in ke~p1ng 
that hope alive. 
The initial enthusaism of the Founders and the vigor 
of their pioneer spirit have made its possible for our 
Society to carry on throughout the trying years of the 
depression, in the face of tremendous odds. 'The ideas 
and ideals ich or:tginally united us, and which as 
oral teachings ·were confined to our immediate circle, 
have by this taken 011 the perm.anent form of the 
·written word 11 whlch is reaching out to all parts of 
American w·orld Jewrye 
our only regret is that death has taken its toll of 
ni.any of our voted and faithful collaborators, and 
that they are not with us to share our joy in this 
fifteenth a.rmi versery of the es ishment; of the 
Societyo our resolve to rededicate ourselves to 
the sacred purpose which they cherished help to 
maintain their souls in the bond of the living, and 
find fulfillment in a more a.cti ye and creative Jel-1·1sh 
life on our own part.8 

In keeping with its support of the Zionist movement 

in the United States, the SAJ took an important step in 

tying their organization to the Zionist Organization of 

Americao The Board voted in April, 1937 to include mem­

bership in the ZOA in 1 ts O"Nn membership fee. With this 

move, the Society itself became a chapter of the Zionist 

organization. Although a few members objected to this 

procedure and were permitted to request non-membership in 

the ZOA, most members enthusiastically endorsed the new 

program. 
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The following month, Kaplan asked for and received 

still another leave of absence from the Board. This leave 

of two years was granted in order to allow him to accept 

an appointment to a professorship at the Hebrew University 

1n Jerusalem, in the Philosophy of Education. The Board 
J 

passed the following resolutions, 

For fifteen years, Dr. Mordecai Mo Ka.plan has been the 
Leader and the prime inspiration of the Society for the 
Advancem(7mt of Judaism. During these years he has 
preached a beautiful and creative conception of Judaism. 
He has served the Society and the American Jewish com­
munity selflessly and fearlessly. He has now been 
called to occupy a high academic position at the Hebrew 
University in em, for a period of two years. 
Be it resolved, therefore, that on the occasion of his 
departure for the Trustees and members 
express their ep ove and admiration for him, their 
joy for his having achieved the br1111antrecognition 
due him, their sense of deprevation at his leaving, 
and their profound prayer that he may return in good 
health once more to assume his leadership among themo9 

In addition, the Board collected over two thousand dollars 

for Kaplan to use as he desired in order to accomplish the 

most effective work at the University. Eisenstein, the 

Associate Leader, was elevated to the post of Acting Leader, 

a position which he had held de facto for several years. 

In June, 1937, the Chairman presented a plan to the 

Board for the renovation of the SAJ's building. The 

Society's quarters had been in need of repair for many 

years but because of the depression no work could be done. 

Now the Board felt that it could go ahead with the plans 

for repair and expansion of the facilities of the building. 

The fund-raising and the ·work 1 ts elf went on for nearly 
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eighteen monthso The effects of the depression upon the 

SAJ, as upon the nation as a whole, however, still lingered 

as this 1938 letter from the Board testifies: 

We are outlining to you a very frank situation. our 
bank balance at the moment is almost nil. Salaries 
will definitely ...,.stop immediately unless the obligations 
of a few past due members are paid immediately, If 
this situation occurs, the non-payment of salaries will 
be on the conscience of those members who are not up to 
the minute in the payment of their dues. 
Surely, we would not like to work without the expec­
tation of being paid. It is unfair of us to expect our 
staff to do likewise. The situaticn ca.n only be cor­
rected by the prompt cooperation of yourself and a few 
others o ~rhis is a frank a npeal, with cold facts. The 
importance of hearing from-you is imperative.IO 

Because of the Arab rioting in Palestine reported in 

American newspapers, the Board became concerr1ed a.bout the 

safety of Kaplan and his wife 1n Jerusalem. They therefore 

sent a cablegram urging him to return to the United States 

at oncee At the same meeting, the Board also sent a tele-

gram to President Roosevelt urging him to exert his in-

fluence toward getting Great Britain to make no changes in 

the status of Palestine and thereby freeze out more Jews. 

Kaplan replied to his cablegram immediately. 

On behalf of Mrs. Kaplan and myself I wish to express 
to you and the members of the J Board of Trustees 
our heartfelt cietion cf the solicitude you all 
manifested 1n discussing the advisability cf our con­
ttnuing our stay in J'erusalem under present ci:rcumstances, 
and of the telegram you sent us urging our immediate 
returno We could not imagine what could have led you 
to believe that conditions grew so much worse as to 
warrant our return at this time. Perhaps there was 
some report about the Ara.J;Js getting out of hand that 
we did not know about. That is possible, since the 
news here is pretty strictly censored. This is why 
we replied c 1 Why alarmed now?' Since we received no 
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answer, we concluded that it must have been the 
alarming news a.bout England's possible repudiation of 
the Balfour Declaration that decided you to send the 
cable to us. 
I must admit that staying here these days is far from 
pleasante Just now about 600 Arab Brigands are said 
to be in possession of the Old City of Jerusalem and 
defying the government forces who seem to be unable to 
dislodge themo For the last three days and nights the 
shooting and rat-a-tat of Lewis guns have been going 
on incessantly, and are not· entirely conducive to the 
formulation of ideas on the philosophy of education. 
But so long as we can manage to endure the strain, we 
feel that we ought to stand by. Only great world 
powers can afford to break solemn pledged and treatieso 
But a humble individual lHrn myself must try to live 
up to what he promisesoll 

During the weekend of March 25, 1939, the dedication 

of the newly renovated SAJ building was observed. A 

special li~~~Ji@_~.t (Dedication Service) Service was 

held on Saturday morning. The main speaker at the service 

was Louis Finkelstein, Provost of the Jewish Theolog1.cal 

Seminarye Rabbisisrael Goldstein of Congregation B'nai 

Jeshurun, Louls I. Newman of Temple Rodeph Sholom, William 

Rosenblum of Temple Israel, Elias Solomon of Congregation 

Shaare Zedek, Nathan Stern of the West End Synagogue, and 

Joseph Zeitlin of Temple Ansche Chesed represented their 

synagogues and addressed the gathering. The following 

evening a dinner was held at the Society marking the 

event and the following message was read from Kaplan who 

was still in Jerusalema 

Jews must do all 1n their power to render Jewish life 
interesting, worthy and beautiful to themselves and to 
their families. Jewish life can be ma.de interesting 
only by an ever increasing knowledge of 1.ts history 
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and its strivings. It ca.n be made worthy only 
through continued efforts to translate its teachings 
into deeds of righteousness and kindness. It can be 
made beautiful only by encouraging every form of 
Jewish creativity. Nowadays, when there is so much 
hypocrisy covenant-breaking in high-places, let 
truth and fidelity find shelter at least among us 
humble people, so that we and our children may find 
human life worth living. In these evil days, let us 
draw comfort from the thought that Jewish destiny has 
become vitally identified with the destiny of human 
decency and freedom. If these will survive, Israel 

12 will surviveo And if there is a God, they must survive. 

The Society, at this time, was able to report a membership 

of one hundred seventy-five families. 

The crisis for European Jewry, however, was deepeningo 

The SAJ, like many synagogues in the United States, seemed 

quite removed from these eventso Perhaps the difficulty 

of pulling itself out of the depression left it, and the 

other synagogues, with little energy to spare. Nevertheless, 

the Society remained a large contributor to Zionist and 

world Jewish causes. In 1939, the SAJ raised r1early seventy 

thousand dollars for the combined campaign of the United 

Palestine Appeal and the Joint Distribution Committee. The 

campaign was aided by Stephen Wise who addressed the SAJ 

membership from its pulpit on the final day of Passover on 

behalf of the UFA-JDC. 

In addition to this, the Society undertook to sponsor 

a committee to aid refugees from Germany now living in New 

York City. Tnis committee was designed to help these re-

fugees adjust themselves to their new environment and give 
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them once again a feeling of securityo Furthermore, the 

Board gave the use of the SAJ synagogue to a congregation 

of German-Jewish refugees in order to hold late Friday 

evening services. This group was headed by Rabbi Joachim 

Prinz who had recently arrived from Germany. 

In reaction to the British White Paper of 1939 which 

threatened to-cut Jewish 1nunigrat1on into Palestine to a 

trickle, the Board organized a protest service at the SAJ. 

Other congregations were invited and letters were sent to 

government officials,. Newspaper and radio stations were 

asked to cover this event. 

Nevertheless, Eisenstein continued to urged the United 

States government not to get involved in the European 

eventso His isolationist stand only changed immediately 

prior to the United States' entry 1.nto World War II. In 

September of 1939, two weeks before the invasion of Poland 9 

Eisenstein spoke out against possible American involvement 

1n European affairs from the pulpit of the SAJ. 

The time has come for thosE~ who seek peace and pur-
sue it to proclaim courageously that our beloved 
United States must keep ourselves clear of the in­
tr1.gues, perfidies~ am bi ticnrn and plots of the European 
nations. The Je-w·ish prophets of old somehow sensed 
that a nation which seeks to work out a fresh and dif­
ferent destiny, on,e which dreams dreams of huJnan sal-
vation not of a nation which hopes 
to evolve an ethical oiv111zat1on must do so by not 
entangling its purposes with the purposes of other 
nations. That is why Isaiah and Jeremiah were 
1 1solationists. 1 

Of course, circumstances and conditions are very 
d1ff erent from what they were in ancient days in 
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' Judea. But the essential truth remains. Why should 
we involve ourselves in the mess of a continent in 
which Spa.in, , Czeckoslo-rvakla have been be­
trayed; ln which vi ently ant1-F1asc t Russia em­
braces violently anti-Communist Germany; in which 
ancient wrongs established ·feuds are ~~gar-coated 
by lofty ideals of freedom and democracy?lJ 

Since the founding of the SAJ, one of Kaplan's chief 

aims had been the creation of an ·experimental liturgy in 

order to make the service responsive to both the tradition 

and the needs of the times. A step in this direction was 

taken with the publication of the volume £~1~ fiad,g_~h,1 ~ 

1939e This collection of prayers, edited by Kaplan's 

student Eugerie Kohn, al though not strictly a publication 

of the SAJ, clearly reflects its philosophy and the ex-

per1mentat1on carried out there throughout the twenties 

and th1rt1ess The introduction to the volume attempted 

to explain its purposeo 

In endeavoring to supplement the traditional liturgies 
with prayers written in our day, we a.re doing what the 
Medieval Hebrew ts did when they inserted J2j~y~m 
(liturgical poems) into the prescribed texts that had 
come down to them from the t.e •• 
The language of these proposed additions to our ritual 
is English. We recognize the importance of maintaining 
Hebrew as the main language of Jewish worship, in the 
interest of the tural ty of and continuity 
with its past, but we nevertheless feel the need of 
praying in the of our daily speech, since so 

of the on have little understa.ndlng of 
Hebrewe We hope, however, that, 1n time, some of these 
prayers may be translated into Hebrew or, better still, 
may stlmulate the writing of original Hebrew prayers 
worthy of finding a place in a onal prayer book •• o. 
A significant feature of this book is that it can be 
used in connection with nny Holy prayer book used 
by Jewish congregations, ther Orthodox, Conservative 
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or Reform, and thnt the congregations may select for 
its own services es many of the prayers as it finds 
adapted to its needs. Under present conditions of 
Jewish life, it is sible for all Jews to be 
satisfied with one the same form of worship. We 
believe, , ions of very diverse 
types co~ld still find in these pages prayer~ that 
they would wish to include in their ritualol~ 

Most of the prayers contained in §.h.tr lb:ada~ were wr1 tten 

by Kohn, Eisenstein and Milton Steinberg, Kaplan's three 

best-known disciples. 

In December, 1939, Samuel Poses was elected sixth 

Chairman of the SAJ succeeding A.T. Thomson. The Society 

as 1.t left the 1930's was vastly stronger and more viable 

than it was ten years earlier. Its membership was once 

again growing and its influence was beginning to be felt 

outside of its newly renovated building. The fact that 

the SAJ was able survive the economic storms of the 

depresslon at all must be attributed to just a handful of 

its trustees. These men, far from learned in Jewish 

matters, somehow sensed the importance of their organ-

1zat1on and almost singlehandedly saved it from bank­

ruptcy. The 1940•s would mark a new period of creativity 

for the Society. 
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Chapter VII 

If the 19JO's can be characterized as a period of 

revit111zation for the broader program of the Society for 

the Advancement of Judaism, the ,l940 1 s can be regarded as 

the period in which much of this broader program was re­

moved from the hands of the SAJ itself and placed under 

the auspices of a larger group. As this transition 

occured, the Society became more and more uanother" West 

Side congregation, albeit a very good one. This, of 

course, is just what Kaplan had feared would happen to 

his experiment two decades earlier. 

During the 19J0 1s, the Friends of Reconstructionism 

was formed by wealthy members of the SAJ and the Park 

Avenue Synagogue in order to cover the expenses of pub­

lishing the Ii~ . .Q..fmstructiS1J2Jst magazine. This group was 

disbanded in 1940 and the Jewish Reconstructionist 

Foundation was formed in its placeol This new organization, 

which was to be completely autonomous of the SAJ, took over 

responsibility for the publication of the Reconstructionist 

and made plana as well to publish books and pamphlets per­

taining to 1 ts philosophy of Judaism. Tne Jewish Recon­

struct1on1st Foundation moved into the Society's building 

and used its office space and staff for some time. (It 

ls still located there although its staff is now completely 

independent of the synagogue's employees.) 
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In the last issue of the Reconst:ructionist which was 

published under the auspices of the SAJ, the editors 

attempted to explain the reason for the change in pub-

1 ishers and the creation of the Foundation. 
/ . our readers will be pleased to learn that the projected 

Jewish Reconstructionlst Foundation has come into being. 
ec11The creation of thls instrument for the advancement 
of Reconstruct1on1sm marks a milestone in the history 
of the movement which was initiated by the publication 
of Civilization, by Dr. Kanlan in 1934. 
By 0r-19~5.5t trie present editors of the 

rallied around the author of ~1£~.lr~l!l 
as offered their editorial services 
in the on of a periodical which would expound 
the principles of Reconstructionism and 
apply of the contemporary scene. 
The organl cm best adapted to assume responsibility 
for the ication this magazine was, of course, the 
Society for the Advancement of Judaism, with which Dr. 
Ka.plan been so closely identified. With their un-
failing cooperation, the was able to 
carry on for five " od, the members 
of the Society, its Women's a smattering 
of fr1 oneo They deserve the 
thanks and gratitude of all who wish to see the growth 
of the 1 t 
As the years went by, however, both the editors and the 
SAJ realiz that Heco11stru.ctionism was being mistakenly 
regarded as the excluslve concern of the SAJ and the 
~Q_tl?t.r1~£!J . .P11t~t was the organ merely of that local 
institution, In additton~ the need was felt for an 
expansion of activities1 the editors believed that in 
addition to the publi ion of a magazine, the movement 
required the creation of other works which would help 
American Jews to carry out the purposes of the movemento 
To effect a larger sc progra.m, it would be necessary 
to establish a broader e of support, and a greater 
popular understanding Recon-st:ructionism. Thus arose 
the demand for a new entity which include other 
el of outside the SAJ and which would under-
take projects in addition to the publication of the 
magazineo · 
The Jewish Reconstructionist Foundat1.on is the answer to 
that demando As it makes its appearance upon the Jewish 
scene, we wish it Godspeedo As Dr. Kaplan points out ••• , 
Reconstruct1on1sm does not seek to create a new party, 
or to enter a new organization into the competition for 
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the attention of American Jewry. It seeks to enlist 
members who will undertake to influence the course of 
Jewish 1 ife through the E:xisting institutions by imbuing 
those institutions with the knowledge and the spirit of 
Reconstructionisme 'There need be no conflict of loyal-
ties -- on c , members of the Jewish 
Reconst¥uct1onist Foundation who will serve best will 
be those who have a.ff iliations in organizations and 
institutions already existingo 
The small nu.rnber who have undertaken the worlc of this 
movement have the abiding faith that, as the years go 
by, American J'ewry will produce an J'i,merican Judaism to 
which all American Jews will be able to subscribe, one 
which has its roots deeply planted in the traditions of 
our people, in the contemporaneous civilization of 
Palestine~ and which at the same time will bear fruit 
indigenous to the intellectual climate of America. With 
that faith, they enter upon the second stage in the 
history Heconstructionism.2 

The SAJ formed a Reconstructionist Group the following month. 

This group met every other week for a course of study which 

included various aspects of the program of Reconstructionism. 

In this second phase of history, the Society was definitely 

not center-stageo 

One of the most important innovations a.t the SAJ in 

194,0 was the addition of a public Seder held on the second 

night of Passover. For many years, the custom of holding 

the second Seder publicly had been growing in the United 

States although Kaplan had severely criticized this practice 

in the old ~ .futY1.ew. The SAJ's public Seder was necessary, 

he felt, in order to try out for the first time a new text 

of the Haggadah upon which the Reconstructionist•s editors 

had been working for several yearso Even in the early days 

of the SAJ, Ka.plan felt the need for some supplementary 
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material which would take the place of certain passages in 

the traditional Haggadah. As a result, a supplementary Hng­

gadah was publishedJ in the 1920 1 s and proved useful. This 

was not completely satisfying because of the fact that using 

two different books made it rather awkward to handle and the 

material did not go far enough toward revising the structure 

of the service. "Internal revision was necessary," Kaplan 

wrote, "and not merely the grafting on of outside readi.ngs."3 

The success of the mimeographed version of the Haggadah 

at the SAJ's first public Seder led to the publication in 

191+1 of ~ N~ Ji2&~1lh· This volume was the first book 

sponsored by the newly formed Reconstructionist Foundation. 

Because of the publication of the Haggadah, Kaplan was de-

nounced in a letter sent from the faculty of the Seminary. 

The letter ·was clearly written at the instigation of Kap­

lan's old adversaries Louis Ginzberg and .Alexander Ma.rx. 4 

This incident, however, was merely a mild foretaste of the 

reaction that would accompany the publication of a new 

Reconstructionist prayerbook. 

Anticipating such criticism, the editors of The Ne~ 

£I_ap;g~@l, Kaplan, Eisenstei.n and Eugene Kohn, wrote a 

foreword to it which attempted to explain why a new Haggadah 

was necessary. 

The nge-old struggle between those who cherish freedom 
and those who would deny it to their fellow-men has 
become more embittered than ever. In that struggle the 
Jews are deeply involved. They have a great stake in 
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the ul timn.te victory of the cause of freedom. 
In all previous generations Jews derived their faith 
in that ulttm.ate victory from their tradition and their 
religious h , and particularly from the epic of 
the Exodus. For centuries, it was to the pes,.~'.h (Pass­
over) that Jews turned whenever they suffered 
oppression and inJusticeo The Exodus of the Israelites 
from ancient Egypt was a constant assurance that they 
too would be delivered from tyranny. 'fhey believed that 
just as God had li bera.ted Israel from Phnroa.Yi, by a. 
stron.g hand n.nd an outstretched arm, so would He 
redeem Israel from the tragedy of the Qal~~ (Exile). 
Times have changede We live in a new world; we are 
confronted with new conditions, but the problem is 
still the same., The problem 1sa how, in tha face of 
setbacks and despite the demogogic appeals of false 
prophets. to alive in men the love of freedom 
and their faith in ito 
That is why the Haggadah has assumed once again 
a major role in of Jews. It has a message 
that is fraught with power and beauty. It needs only 
to be transposed into a new key -- into the key of 
modern , rood.em experiences, and modern idiomo 
The language and the concepts of the ancient rite need 
to be revised so that they go straight to the minds and 
hearts of the men and women of todayo5 

The Board of the SAJ established in 1940 a Committee on 

Jewish Law and Custom. It was always Kaplan's idea. that 

these questions be settled by the community rather than 

by individual rabbis since they were communal rather than 

personal problems. If the Committee felt the question 

brought before it was of interest to the entire membership, 

it was empowered to consult with the entire Society. 

As the Nazi menace spread over Europe, American Jewry 

began to react more forcefully to the emergency. In 1940, 

the SAJ raised over fifty thousand dollars for the United 

Jewish Appealo In addition, it garnted the use of its 

facilities to another group of German refugees from Cologne 
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for the purpose of conducting late Friday evening services. 

The Board sent a telegram urging &4lbb1 David de Sola Pool, 

the President of the Synagogue Council of America, to have 

his organization collaborate with non-Jewish religious 

forces to defend democracy, religious freedom and civilization 

throughout the world. 

That year, several innovative programs were added at 

the SAJ. :F'or exam.ple, a Sunday afternoon "At Home" pro-

gram was introduced in which Kaplan, Eisenstein and their 

wives could meet socially wlth the membership and in which 

the members had an opportunity to participate in discussions 

concerning the ideas preached and written about at the SAJ. 

'11he first joint Tha:nksgi ving service was conducted by the 

Society and the Parl\': Avenue Synagogue. Eisenstein and Mil-

ton Steinberg wrote a special service for. the occasion. 

Finally, a pikk11t!Jn. (First Fruit) Festival was added on 

the first day of the festival of Shavuoto About fifty 

children represented the pilgrims coming to bring their 

first fruits to the Temple in Jerusalem. The service, 

written in part by Judith Kaplan E1.senste1n, was also 

intended to enhance the children's ties to modern Palestine. 

The problem of obtaining ten men for the daily min-

yan became more acute that yearo The Board voted three 

hundred dollars to pay Minyanaires to attend the service. 

Kaplan used this opportunity to express his general dis-
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approval of hired minyanim and urged a reorientation towards 

the !:i4,~di!ih, (mourners} prayer to make it compatible with the 

spirit of the prayer. 

With the War in Europe going poorly for the Allies, 

the SAJ began to turn more of its attention toward aiding 

the cause of the democracieso In June, 1941, the Society 
I 

undertook to raise money in order to endow a nursery room 

in Great Britain. This program was never successfulo 

More successful, however, was a committee established by 

the SAJ to service army camps in and around New York. A 

Torah scroll was loaned to the army for the duration of 

the war. 

An experiment to enlarge the membership of the Society 

was tried by the Board. They lowered the family membership 

fee to only twenty-five dollars. In six months, the 

Society as a result of this plan added over fifty new 

members. The Society also experimented with the idea of 

a career clinic for its young people. The Board hired 

Dr. Daniel Harris, a psychologist and vocational counselor, 

for this purpose. 

As the United States entered the War in December of 

1941, the rabbis of the SAJ outlined the steps the Society 

must take in a message to the membership. 

Our American nation is at war! Now is the time for all 
of us to give it our wholehearted devotion and our 
every effort. We Jews have always rallied to the defense 
of our country. This time we shnll do so w·i th even 
greater hope in a happy ending, for our leader, President 
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Roosevelt, has inspired us all with his vision, his 
humanity and his courage. 
How can we best serve? Firsti we must be calm and cool. 
We must not yield to hysteria. On the other hand, we 
must not be comnlacent. We must be alert and active. 
Second: we must

4 

cacrz QD. (sic), so far as possible, the 
routlne habits of our lives. our morale will be greatly 
enhanced if we allow our daily comings and goings to be 
disturbed as little as possible. 'r:hirdt we must come 
together more often, to enjoy the comfort and solace 
which can be gained only through our fellowship with 
one another. We must gather for study, for prayer, for 
service to others, for celebration, We must have more 
rather than fewer occasions to meet, The SAJ is aware 
of the value of such gatherings and will arrange them. 
Fourths we must redouble our efforts in behalf o~ Pal­
estine, our fellow Jews in other lands and our fellow 
Jews here in America. We must help them all to achieve 
that same faith and courage, that same unshakeable 
determination that are ours.6 

In the Spring.of 1942, the Society began experimenting 

with the Sabbath services in order to make them more meaning-

ful and beautiful. The Sabbath Morning Service was· to last 

exactly two hours and be divided into four parts. The first 

would be a half hour Shachrith (Morning) Service followed by 

the Torah reading which was to take fj_fty minutes. The 

sermon was scheduled to last twenty-five minutes followed 

by a section called the Program Service which would vary 

from week to week and deal each time with another theme 

suggested by events or commemorating events which were of 

religious, ethical or national interest to the Jewish people. 

E.ach of the worship sections of the service was to be en-

r1ched with the introduction of choral as well as cantorlal 

and congregational muslco Chemjo Vinaver was hired as 

Coral Director in order to enhance the musical component 
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of the service. 

For a period of three years the congregation prayed 

from a loose-leaf prayerbook. This enabled changes to be 
r 

made in the service and experiments to be added or cut out 

depending upon their success. This experimentation led to 

quite a fight within the Society· and several families left 

the organization. Many of the leaders of the SAJ attempted 

to talk Kaplan and Eisenstein into defering the changes in 

the serviceo They, however, refused and the experimentation 

continued, culminating in the publication of a new prayer-

book in 1945. 

Although the Board had approved the idea of a Conf1r-

mation program for the Society as early as 1930, the first 

Conf 1rmation Service was not conducted at the SAJ until 

May, 1942. At that time, thirteen girls and three boys 

were confirmed on the first day of Shavuot. That same 

month over nine hundred people gathered to pay tribute 

to Kaplan on the occasion of his sixtieth birthday. The 

sponsoring committee for this dinner included Judge Irving 

Lehman of the New York Supreme Court, Stephen Wise, the 

Reverend Reinhold Niebuhr of the Union Theological Seminary 

and Sidney Hook, Chairman of the Department of Philosophy 

at New York University. 

In July, 1942, ~.aurice Linder was elected as the 

seventh Chairman of the Society. He replaced Samuel Poses. 
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Despite his earlier isolationist stance, Eisenstein enlisted 

as a Chaplain in the army in September, 1942 and was granted 

an indefinite leave of absence for the duration of the war • 
...... 

His application, however, was rejected on physical grounds. 

About a quarter of a century before the present concern 

over the Generation Gap, Kaplan urged the SAJ Board to give 

the young people of the Society more responsibility in the 

running of the institution in order to interest them in 

Judaism. "The tradition of having only elders run the con-

gregation," he held, "is more responsible than anything 

for the lack of interest on the part of the young people. 

The very important work of running our institution should 

be shared by our children -- we should put them on commit-

tees, put them on the Board and in numerous other ways 

give them responsibilities which will encourage them to 
ry 

take a more active part in our activities."' 

In January, 1944, the Jewish Reconstructionist Fellow-

ship, sponsored by the Reconstruct1on1st Foundation, was 

launched at the SAJ. The fellowships were designed to 

consist of small groups of men and women in various 

communities who would attempt to translate the philosophy 

of Reconstruct1on1sm into positive living. In reality, 

the fellowships were the same as the Reconstructionist 

clubs, most of which had disbanded by 1943.8 

That spring, an assistant was hired for Eisenstein in 

order to allow him more time to travel about the country 
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to present the Reconstruct1on1st viewpoint to American 

Jewry. Eisenstein's itineraries were so designed so that , 
he could be away from the Society from Monday to Friday 

and return for Sabbath Serviceso The salary of the ad­

ministrative assistant was paid for by the Jewish Recon­

struct1on1st Foundation. 

At the same meeting (J'anuary 16, 1945) in which Daniel 

G. Ross was elected eighth Chairman of the SAJ, the following 

letter was read from Kaplan to the Boards 

~nis letter is long overdue, as you will note in what 
I am about to say. 
Tne Society for the Advancement of Judaism, which will 
soon complete twenty-three years since it establishment, 
is at present on a sound basis, materially and 
spiritually as may be expected, if we take into con­
sideration the limited physical facilities within which 
it has to operate. I took an active part in the conduct 
of the SAJ until Dr. Eisenstein was appointed Associate 
Leader. Since then I have confined my activity mainly 
to preaching once a month and on all holidays and p~r­
tic1pation in meetings and formal gatherings, though I 
have continued to act in an advisory capacity in all 
matters pertaining to the SAJ. When I returned from 
Palestine, a little over five years ago, I asked to be 
relieved even of the limited schedule of duties, because 
I found that during my two years• absence Dr. Eisenstein 
had proved himself entirely qualified to take full 
charge of the SAJ~ I was eager at that time, as I am 
now, to concentrate on teaching and writi.ng. The Board 
of Trustees, however, urged me very strongly to resume 
my activities at the SAJ and I aceded to its request. 
I believe that whatever reasons may have prompted the 
Board to urge me to continue my service five years ago 
no longer exist. I am therefore writing this to you 
to ask that you kindly submit to the Board my request 
to be relieved of such duties as I have hitherto been 
expected to perform and to have my status changed to 
that of Leader :t.meri tus. I am particularly desirous 
that all such pastoral d~t1es as officiating at weddings 
and funerals should henceforth devolve entirely upon 
Dr. Eisenstein, who, I assume, will succeed me as 
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Leader of the SAJ. 
I want to take this opportunity to express to the 
trustees and members of our Society my prfound gratitude 
for having af me a unique field for service to the 
Jewish people, and for their whole-hearted and generous 
cooperatio~n in ny efforts to render Jud.a ism worth li vlng 
for. As for the warm personal friendships I have gained 
during my association with the SAJ, these I shall 
treasure beyond words.9 

In response to this letter, the Board named Kaplan Leader 
,,,, 

Emeritus of the SAJ and Eisenstein as its Leadero This 

change took effect inmediately. Kaplan's relationship to 

the SAJ did not, of course, cease with this resolution and 

his most dramatic encounter with Orthodoxy was still six 

months off. 

The Society for the Advancement of Judaism was formed 

in 1922 because of a battle which its leader was having 

with Orthodoxy. Kaplan, immediately upon his retirement 

from the Society, was once again catipulted into the leader­

ship of the anti-Orthodox forces in America. This battle, 

however, became the subject of national debate and discus-

sion and provided the SAJ with greater noteriety than it 

had ever received in the past. 

In the spring of 1945, the Jewish Reconstructionist 

Foundation m1nounced that it was finally prepared to 

publish its new §a~b~ih £r~er ~· At that time, the 

SAJ reported that it had two hundred ninety six families 

on its membership rolls. The prayerbook, edited by Kaplan 

and Eugene Kohn with the assistance of Eisenstein and 

Milton Steinberg, contained a complete service for the 
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Sabbatho Devotional readings were provided in both Hebrew 

and English which were representative of different periods 

of Jewish history includlng the present time. It was de­

signed so that its use would be flexible and from the prayer 

anthology a fitting prayer for each Sabbath reflecting the 
I 

mood and tempo of the day could be selected. 

1he prayerbook was introduced at Sabbath services on 

May 5, 1945. Following the dedication of the prayerbook, 

a Kiddush (Sabbath reception) was held in the Society's 

Social Hall. The Kiddush was hosted by Mr. and Mrs. Jvr..ax 

Hillson of the SAJ who provided the funds for the new 

volume's publicat1ono 

Generally, the publication of a new book of prayers 

is received with practically no notice by the American pub­

lic and press. On June 15, 1945, however, the following 

story appeared in 1:-1~ ~ YQ.!1£ 1~ under the headline 

"Orthodox Rabbis 'Excommunicate' Author of Prayer Book 

Though He Is Not A Member: 11 

The Union of Orthodox Rabbis of the United States and 
Canada has issueda procln.mntion of excommunication, 
the first in its forty-three year history, against Dr. 
Mordecal Me Kaplan" dean of the Teachers Institute of 
the Jewish Theel Seminary, accusing him of ex­
pressing •atheism, heresy and disbelief in the basic 
tenets of Judaism' in the compilation of a recently 
published prayer , it was learned yesterday. 
Rabbi Israel Rosenberg, President of the Union, 
announced that the artcient cherem, one of the severest 
forms of Je1,1ish excommunicatTon-;-was invoked 'IUesday 
at a meeting of the members of the organization. 
After the edict was passed unanimously, Dro Kaplan's 
work, the 'Sabbath Prayer Book;' was burned before 
the Assembly. 
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In an interview at the Union's headquarters, 132 
Nassau Street, Ho.bbi Rosenberg SA-id statements in 
Dr. Kaplan's introduction to the book outlining a 
'modification of traditional doctrine' were contrary 
to the spirit and law of Judaism. He added that 
there was danger that the book might be confused 
with the tr~ldi t1ona1 volume of prayer, and that the 
edict prohibited its use 1n synagogues. 
Although Dre Y~lplan is not a member of the Union and 
is not an Orthodox rabbi, Habbi Rosenberg said the 
proclamation was directed to 'all Jewry,' 
Dr. Kaplan, wno is the founder of the Society for 
the Advancement of Judeaism and head of the Jewish 
Reconstructionist Foundation, publishers of the book, 
said the charge that he was an atheist was 'absurdo 1 

1 How can any one who edits a prayer book be an 
atheist?' he asked. He added that since he was not 
a member of the Union and had no responsibility to 
it, he was 'excommunicated from nothing. 9 

The preparation of the book, Dr. Kaplan explained, 
was motivated by a desire to develop a religious 
service that would give •modern-minded Jews a form of 
worship in which they could participate with devotion 
and sincerity.• He said it was not intended for those 
Jews who were satisfied with the traditional prayers, 
and that the action against him raised the question of 
'freedom of worship.•. He added that the excommunicating 
rabbis were merely 'making themselves ridiculous.• 
The 'modifications' in Dr. Kanlan*s introduction 
included the statement that J~ws are not a divinely 
chosen race; that the Torah ls a hu.man document and 
not one 'supernaturally inspired,' and that modern 
Jews no longer look forward to the advent of a 
personal Messiah.lo 

The story reached a national audience when it was carried 

ten days later in a story headed "The Old and The New" in 

the religion section of ~e magazine. 

1 How can anyone who edits a prayer book be an atheist?' 
To stocky, white-haired Dr. Mordecai M. (for Menahem) 
Kaplan, 6Li., dean e Institute of Manhattan 1 s 
Jewish '11heologica1 Seminary, the question was 
rhetoricalo BiJ.t the Union of Orthodox: Rabbis had a 
flat ar1swer. For years the Union had regarded Dr. 
Kaplan with suspicion. Last week it came right out 
and called him an •atheist.' 
Mordecai Kaplan, always an unorthodox thinker, began 
outraging Jewish fundalmentalists a decade ago by 



137 

launching the 1 Reconstruction1st 1 movement to liberalize 
Hebrew doctrine. T'he issue last week was a newly pub-
lished Eook, for which Dr. Kaplan had 
edited -- to gi,,rn modern Jews a form 
of worship in which they could participate ••• Defying 
basic Orthodox tenets, Dr. Kaplan stated. in his intro­
duction that: 1) Jews are not a divinely chosen people 
and 2) the Torah is not 'supernaturally inspired.~ 
In solemn session in Nar1hattan last week, the Union 
called the prayer book a compound of •atheism, heresy 
and disbelief. o o 1 and hurled· at Dr. Kaplan (l"fho is not 
a member of the Union) a proclamation of excommunication* 
(Footnote: The now obsolete cherem dating from 516 B.C., 
and most severe of three forms of Jewish excommunication. 
It totally ostracized the person at whom it wa.s directed 
and last made history in 1656, when invoked against the 
Dutch philosopher, Spinoza.) -- first in its history. 
Then, after Israel Rosenberg, President of the 
Union, banned the Kaplan-edited prayers from all 
synago~1es, an excited young rabbi set fire to a copy 
of the book. Undismayed by the Union's edict ('As I 
am not a memberoeeI was excommunicated from nothing.•), 
Mordecai Kaplan retorted that the rabbis were 'merely 
making themselves ridiculous ••• The Union ••• speaks in 
medieval terms. a 11 

Judith Eisenstein, Kaplan's daughter, recalls that.all 

this free publicity which the prayerbook was receiving 

had a beneficial effect upon its saleso "We sold out the 

whole first edition. People expected to find salacious, 

seditious and heretical material." 

received with hostility by several members of the Seminary's 

faculty but their opposl tion was toned dow111 because of the 

bitter attack upon Kaplan by the Orthodox rabbis. 12 The 

publication of its own prayerbook was one more indication 

that Kaplan and the Reconstruct1on1sts were moving away 

from the Conservative movement toward an independent stance. 

Its use at the SAJ clearly delineated its service from that 
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of other Conservative congregations. 

Kaplan's personal reactions to all of this controversy 

can be found once again in the pages of his journal. 

Last Saturday evening, after the service, Rabbi Geffen 
called my attention to the fact that an advertisement 
had appeared in the .Journal of Friday, 
June 8, announcing a r; c ere!lce -oi7 rabbis for 
the purpose of denouncing a so-called prayer book 
issued by atheists and common heretics who call them­
selves rabbis. This convention was called by the 
Union of Orthodox Hnbb1s. Tnat advertisement appeared 
in last Mond£~Y 9 s and Tuesday• s Morning Jourx1al o The 
third ad was more strident ·"'·Fhe P:reC'"ee~ding. 
Last WednesdHy the '"Journal and The 

~~----~ <G;;;T~~ 

Jewlsh Th1y carried conference. 
AC"cord."ing ·~to e reports the rabbis present not 
only carried through the formal ceremony of cherem 
against me, "Vrhich was concluded with the reading'or 
the First Psalm, but also had a copy of the prayer 
book burned on top of the table at which the pre­
siding officers sate••• 
At 1:00 I went to Professor Marx's room (at JTS) on 
the fourth floor to attend the special luncheon in 
honor of Finkelstein whose fiftl.eth birthday anniversary 
had come round. As I entered the room I noticed that 
Professor Liberman dld not give the sllghtest sign of 
recognizing my presencee I was a bit flustered for a 
moment, but soon adjusted myself to the situation, 
because I had always known him to be violently anta­
gonistic to me and my worko At the table later, I 
noticed that he sat at the very end together with 
Davis, instead of a place near the head of the table, 
according to his status on the Faculty. When the 
luncheon was over I was wai t:tng for the elevator to 
take me downstairs, Liberman was coming in my di.rec ti on. 
As soon as he noticed me, he lowered his eyes and 
hastened his steps. n;\Thy are you angry with me?' 
I said in nll innocence. 'I am not ,'he replied 
and ran on. Later it occured to me that possibly he 
regarded it his duty to obey the of the rabbis. 
Sure enoughti when I was at the on Friday, I 
learned that that was actually the case.lJ 

A similar repercussion of the cherefil took place in the office 

of the SAJ itself. One of the workers in the office who had 
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been employed by the Society for three years stated that 

she would have to leave because of the cherem. Herbert 

Goldstein, Rabbi of the West Side Institutional Synagogue 

and a student of Kaplan in his early days at the Seminary, 

advised her that she may finish the work on which she was 

actually working at the time but she would then have to 

leave. 

As the publ!_city surrounding the book-burning grew, 

Kaplan's attitude toward the Orthodox rabbis hardened. 

Tne Jewish Telegraphic Agency called me up on Wednesday 
to give them a statement, which I did. On Tnurday, 
I gave interviews to reporters from the ]·ew1~h J1:~Y 
and ,Th~ Times. I was reluctant to see The 
li§J.'!. .lQ.tl.:;. report~er, but when I was told thathe 
had been by the Union of Orthodox Rabbis to 
get a statement from them, I was glad I had a. chance 
to reply. 'I1he appearance of the news item in The 
New York yesterday created auite a sensation. 
Thad.- always noth but profound contempt for 
the rabbis associated with the Union. I had had 
enough of a close-up view of them to know their 
immoral dealing. I could not help seeing in them a 
demonstration of the low moral level of at least 
fifty per cent of the Tannaim and the Amora.im 

(Mishnaic and Talmudic authorities), as ~r.efreeted in 
the Talmud., This dastt1rdly action of theirs at the 
preent time when even the greatest reactionaries are 
still lying low and dare not violate publicly the 
Four Freedoms for which the war against Germany was 
supposed to have been fought and won is liable to 
render us Jews odious even to the more liberal 
elements of the general community. What a shattering 
effect this exhibition of moral degeneracy on the 
part of men who call themselves rabbis has upon me I 
can hardly s, my efforts depend upon faith 
in the Jewish people. With so much co1""ruption wherever 
I turn, I flnd it exceedingly hard to carry on the 
struggle for Jewish survival. 'l'ruth to tell, I ex­
perience neither the sufferings nor the consolations 
of a martyr. If I were asked what I regarded as the 
most disheartening aspect of Jewish life as reflected 
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it is the fact that on the one hand we have rabbinical 
gangsters who resorted to Nazi methods in order to retain 
their authority, and on the other hand, our Jewish 
journalists are cynical about the whole business and 
treat the very attempt to articulate religious values 
in terms of a modern outlook in life as silly and 
superfluous.14 

Kaplan could not help but returning to the idea. that the 

actions of the rabbis in burning the prayerbook bore a 

remarkable rese~blance to that of the Nazis. 

The Nazis made the attack on the Jews the spearhead 
of their nttacl{ on democracy s 11rrny pointed to the 
Jews, who are the most conspicuous beneficiaries of 
the freedom 'Which democracy avows• as the ma.in cause 
of democracy's ills, hoping thereby to confuse and 
weaken the people of the democratic countries through 
inner strlfe. Li1rnwise the 'Rn,bbonim 1 point to my 
'atheism, 1 which I am able to--p~r=onmlgnte as n result 
of the liberal policy of the Seminary and the Con­
servative movement generally~ in the hope that it 
would cam:::e inner strife among our group and ~;ea.ken 
its influence on American Jew:ry.15 

The effect of the controversy on the SAJ was to 

strengthen its cohesion and its backing of Ka.plan. 

Immediately following the book-burning, Eisenstein reported 

to the Board that the outcome of the controversy was one 

that the Orthodox rabbis might not have forseen -- a 

renewed interest in the prayerbook and an unprecedented 

demand for it by i.nd1viduals and bookshops. Innumerable 

letters from individuals and organizations throughout the 

country were received by Kaplan and the Reconstruct1on1st 

Foundation condemning the action of the Orthodox rabbis. 

National groups responded immediately by drawing up 

resolutions denouncing the Ean and the burning of the 
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book. Outstanding among the resolutions, Eisenstein, 

pointed out, was the one issued by the Rabbinical Assembly 

which was reported in ~ ~ 1Q.rk Time~. 

After considerable discussion, the Board of the SAJ 

decided to condemn the action of the Orthodox rabbis and 

that Eisenstein in his sermon th~ following Sabbath should 

discuss the controversy. Furthermore, an announcement of 

the sermon should be inserted as an ad on the religious 

page of the ~Jme~. Kaplan wrote the following in his diary 

concerning that services 

This is Saturday morning at ll:JO. I should have 
been at services at the SAJ synagogue. This is the 
first time in my rabbinical career that I stayed 
away from Sabbath services without indisposition 
being the cause. Ira (Eisenstein) is speaking this 
morning on the excommunication. Advance notice of 
the sermon appeared in an ad 1.n yesterday's 1~!ID.,es. 
There is likely to be a large crowdo .. ~nt1ci.pating 
embarrassment at being the main subje~g of Ira's 
talk, I thought it best to stay away.,.L 

Ka.plan personally responded to the Orthodox rabbis in 

a pamphlet issued by the Reconstruct1on1st Foundation the 

following September., The pamphlet, "A Challenge to the 

Freedom of Worship, 0 was sent to the Foundation's members 

in order to acquaint them with the facts of the situation 

and the reaction of individuals and organizations through-

out the countryo ~ Times once again carried the story 

bearing the headline "Dro Kaplan Assails Orthodox Rabbi 

Unit." 

Dr. Mordecai M. Kaplan, who has been •excommunicated' 
by the Union of Orthodox Rabbis of the United States 
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and Canada for editing a. new Sabbath prayer book, 
issued a thirty-page defense of his position yester­
day, calling the incident a 'challenge to freedom of 
worship' charging his opponents with helping bring 
about a state of • i ous sterility' in Palestine. 
The • exc • Dr. , who is not a 
member of the Union, took place at a meeting called by 
the organtzation on June 12. After a series of speeches 
accusing Dril Kaplan and his coworkers of atheism and 
disrespect for ihe tenets of the Jewish religion, the 
audience of two hundred rabbis unanimously voted for an 
edict of 9h?r~, one of the severest forms of excom­
munication. 
Dr. Kaplan said it was no longer possible to expect 
that every Jew would conceive of his faith in exactly 
the same way as all his co-religionists. He added that 
it was for the who could no longer believe in many 
of the traditional doctrines that the new prayer book 
was wrlttene 
Dr. contended that in reviving the use of the 
c}Jer:g121 the Orthodox rabbis not only over-stepped their 
rights, but ' proof of the menace to J'udaism 
which still exists wlthin traditional Jewish life.• 
He added that the fact that the mandatory power in 
Palestine only recognizes Orthodox Jewish clergymen 
placed them 'in the saddle' and has brought about a 
situation where relig:tously Palestine 'is merely 
another ghetto, medieval religious 
and nationalistic secularism being the only expression 
of man's relation to the cosmos.•17 

The very opposition of the Orthodox rabbis, however, 

helped to bring the Reconstructionist movement before the 

public and served to give it added strengtho In the very 

year in which Mordecai Kaplan gave up his active leadership 

of the Society which he founded, thnt institution grew 

stronger than it had ever been before because of an unjust 

and sensational attacl{ upon its leadero Though no longer 

directly involved in the daily running of the SAJ, Kaplan's 

influence and philosophy remain great. His charismatic 

presence, enhanced by this brush with Orthodoxy, continues 
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to be reckoned with by his successors at the Society. 
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Chapter VIII 

In commenting upon rabbinical training in the United 

States, Ka.plan recently rema.r1rnd that the trouble with 

American seminaries is that "they teach student-rabbis 

history rather than teaching them how to make history." 

No matter what one's criticism of Mordecai Kaplan as a 

philosopher or theologian might be, one cannot deny the 

importance of his place in American Jewish history. 

Although there are a few American Jewish thinkers of 

note, he is the only one of this group who has taken 

· his ideas and attempted to translate them into concrete 

programs. Kaplan's understanding that the American Jewish 

community needed rev:tved forms of worship and communal 

organization is, perhaps, his greatest contribution to 

American Jewry. 

Trying to understand the Society for the Advancement 

of Judaism without Kaplan is futile. The very foundations 

of the Society are built around his philosophy. Although, 

as we have seen, Kaplan often felt his own influence upon 

the membership there to be minimal, without his charismatic 

personality and forceful leadership, the SAJ would have 

died any number of times during its first twenty-five 

years. 

Even after K...aplan himself retired from active leader­

ship, his philosophy permeated the Society. Eisenstein, 

after all, was a disciple of Kaplan and perhaps his most 



14.5 

successful popularizer. His work at the SAJ and later 

with the Jewish Reconstructionist Foundation has always 

been clearly intended to spread the ideas first presented 
-

by his father-in-law. 

One is hard-pressed to find a single program or 

innovation at the SAJ durlng the,period under study 

which does not bear the unmistakable stamp of either 

Kaplan or Eisenstein. It seems clear that one of 

Kaplan's major disappointments at the SAJ was the in-

ability of the lay leadership to lead the Society in 

a creative fashion. In many instances, the lay group 

actually impeded the innovations which Kaplan desired 

to make. This can be traced partially, however, to 

Ka.plan's own strong personality and the membership's 

dependence upon himo 

One of the great strengths of the SAJ throughout 

this period was that it was a homogeneous group. In the 

1920 1 s this homogeneity was based upon social class, 

business ties and familial connection. These were the 

bonds which unified the group. Although they were not 

Jewishly illiterate (they could, for example, read the 

Hebrew prayers), they did not understand the thrust or 

radicalism of Kaplan's philosophy of Judaism for its time. 

For them, the SAJ was almost a family club (replete with 

gymnasium). Religiously, it seemed a respectable alternative 
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to Reform Judaism for the children of E.ast European , 
' 

immigrants. It is not surprising, therefore, that they 

opposed most of the ritual changes which Kaplan attempted 

during the twenties. The theoretical changes they did not 

understand and, therefore, did not question, but changes 

in ritual were obvious and deeply troubled them. 

The situation, however, changed as the Society 

emerged from the depression and began to grow in member-

ship once again. The newer members were not as unified 

socially and economically but were, to a great extent, 

unified ideologically. They joined the SAJ because it 

stood for something and had a philosophy behind ito 

They joined not so much because they were related to 

.someone who was already a member but because they were 

attracted to the type of Judaism espoused by the Society's 

founder. In fact, each application form mailed to pro­

spective members was accompanied by a copy of the SAJ's 

"Thirteen Wants." furthermore, after the publication of 
Judaism ~ !!. CiviJ~ in 1934, the Society began to 

attract Jewish intellectuals who were drawn by Kaplan's 

ideology and personality. This group, although small in 

number, contained some of the most influential Jews in 

New York in the field of Jewish social work, education and 

literature. So although the entire SAJ was comparitively 

small even in 1945, its influence was far greater than its 

numbers would allow us to assume. 
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The influence which the SAJ. in New York had upon 

the growth of the Reconstructionist movement throughout 

,the country is beyond the scope of this study. It is 

part of a recent article by Charles s. Liebman entitled 

11 Reconstruct1on1sm in American Jewish Life" in the 1970 

edition of the ~~tc~.ill ~ewish ~ Book. Suffice it to 

say, as we have seen, for many years the SAJ was the 

entirety of the Reconstructionist movement and still 

remains its largest and most important congregation. 

Without the financial support of SAJ members, the movement 

would have long ceased to exist and, indeed, might never 

have been borno 

Once again, it is difficult to assess the influence 

of the SAJ's structure upon other synagogues in the United 

States. Certainly, Kaplan's idea of a synagogue-center 

has become the model of many Conservative and Reform 

congregations. It has, indeed', also been influential 

among modern Orthodox synagogues particularly in suburban 

areas of the country. In fact, it is often difficult to 

distinguish between the program of the SAJ and other 

synagogues because of this fact. It isn't so much that 

the SAJ is like all other synagogues but rather that so 

many other synagogues have adopted the SAJ style perhaps 

without even realizing it. 

Moreover, Kaplan's philosophy of Judaism has become 

so widely e..ccepted by American Jews that one would suppose 
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that Reconstructlonism was the dominant movement in 

American Jewish life. Nothing, of course, could be 

farther from the actual case. Lieb~an, in the article 

mentioned above, comments that 11 so ma.ny American Jews 

are resonstructionists, (but) so few are Reconstructionists." 

Although, once again, the reason for this disparity between 

the acceptance of Reconstructionist ideas and the failure 

of the organized movement is not the subject of our study 

and far beyond its scope, one can find the genesis of an 

answer in a study of this kind. 

Kaplan had two opportunities to advance his philosophy 

of Judaism and help it grow into a national movement during 

the 1920 1 s. The first was Stephen Wise's repeated invitation 

to come to his newly formed seminary, the Jewish Institute 

of Religion. Had Kaplan accepted W1se 1 s offers to head 

that school, he might have been able to train rabbinical 

leadership who could have carried his ideas to the nationo 

He turned this position down first of all because of his 

belief that the newly founded S.AJ could not survive without 

himo His assessment was, undoubtedly, quite correct. But 

his failure to train a lay leadership was much less crucial 

than his failure to train rabbinic leadership. The more 

important reason, of course, for Kaplan's rejection of 

Wise's offer was his loyalty to the Jewish Theological 

Seminary. He continued to believe through most of his 
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li?e that his ideas would prove victorious within the 

Conservative movement. The Seminary, however, tun1ed out 

to be too hostile an environment for his thinking to 

survive in. The students who were influenced by him at 

the Seminary {for example, Ira Eisenstein, Eugene Kohn, 

and Milton Steinberg) were able to increase the number 

of Kaplan's followers. The opposing forces at work within 

the Seminary were, however, too great to allow this number 

to grow to such an extent as to make a sizable dent in 

the Conservative groupo 

The second opportunity lost by Kaplan in the 1920 1 s 

was the failure of the SAJ movement of that period to 

grow to such a strength as to allow it to outlive the 

economic pressures of the Great Depression. Had there 

been the skeleton of a movement left by the 1930 1 s and 

had there been an important rabbinical leadership group 

outside of New York prepared to guide it, the Reconstruc­

t1on1st movement might have been one of the beneficiaries 

of the post-World War II boom in religious affiliation of 

the late 1940 1 s and 1950 1 s. The fact that it was unprepared 

for this spurt of unprecedented growth in institutional 

Judaism may have proved fatal to the prospects of its ever 

becoming a national movement of 1mportanceo 

Yet the failure of the movement must not overshadow 

the success of the SAJ itself o As a congregation, it was 
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'an important innovative force in American Jewish life. 

If it is today difficult to distinguish between it and 

other American congregations, this very fact is a tribute 

to its success. Mordecai Kaplan, through his association 

with the Society for the Advancement of Judaism, is an 

excellent example of how one goes· about malcing history 

rather than merely studying it. The SAJ was and remains 

a living monument to his life and thought. 
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