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Preface

The preface to a Rabbinic Thesis must be, by 1its
nature, quite different from other forewords. In it one
feels compelled to thank many men and women who have
helped to make onetfs rabbinilc educéticn vorthwhile and
exclting since this thesis 1is the culmination of that
training. Yet one cannot help feeling inadequate to
the task and fearful of leaving scmeone out of one's
list.

Keeping this in mind, I must thank the faculty of
the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Instltute of Religlon
in New York for providing for me more than Jjust a source
of Jewish knowledge. It is easy to criticlze one's
teachers; it is difficult to find the words to pralse
them with. A.moré dedicated group of men would be hard
to find. They have provided for their students mcdels of
rabbinic excellence all too rare in our own days.

I would like to take this opportunity to publicly
thank my thesis advisor, Dr. Bertram W, Korn, rabbi and
scholar. His work in the field of American Jewlish history
has become the hallmark of that field., His help and
guldance to me during the preparation of this study has
been an invaluable ald and a source of encouragement,

I also want to make mentlon of my gratitude to the

Board of Trustees of the Soclety for the Advancement of




Judaism who opened their archives to me and allcwed me
to freely use whatever material I found therein. Speclal
thanks are also due to Rabbl and Mrs. Ira Eisenstein for
thelr reminiscences and>suggestions as well as thelr
friendly hospitality. |

Most of all, I would like to thank Rabbl and Mrs.
Mordecal M. Kaplan. Dr. Kaplan helped mske this thesis
not Jjust 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 hils journals
which, when published, will add imeasurably to our under-
standing of an important epoch in that history. In 1927,
Rabbl Kaplan wrote in his jJournal:

If 1t be true, as Carlyle said, that havpy is the

people whose annals are tiresome, I ought to te

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 asdjudged a
fortunate person for having had the opportunity of neeting
and speaking with him personally several times.,

Finally, I would like to thank three important
personalities in my life and dedicate this work to them,
Flfst, I would like to express my sincere and eternal

gratitude to my parents who understcod the importance of

education for thelr children and gave me the physical and

moral encouragement to reach this day. Although nmy father
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died three months before my ordination, he was able to
share the excitement as this important day drew nearer,
The vold 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 ﬁhy God upon
seeing Adam alone in the world exclaimed, "It is not
good for man to be alone; I will mske a fitting helper
for him." (Genesig 2:18) To my "fitting helper," I
therefore dedicate this work.

Stephen Pinsky

Riverdale, New York
March, 1971




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

noted Talmud scholar and his wife in Swenziany, Lithuania.
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 at the age of eighty-
nine to the unofficial post of Chief Rabbi of the United
States. In falrness to this unnsmed prophet of ninety
years passed, it should be noted that in 1915 when the

post of Chief Rabbi of England was left vacant, Mordecal

Me Kaplan was asked by the great scholar Solcmon Schecter
to become s candidate for the post. Kaplan, however,
turned the offer down.

It seems strange to begin a study of an institution,
the Soclety for the Advancement of Judaism in New York City,
with a possibly apocryphal anecdote about & man, Mordecal
Kaplan. Yet, on closer examination, this is indeed an
appropriate place to begin. The history of the Soclety for
the Advancenent of Judaism and the 1life of Mordecal Kaplan
are so completely intertwined that it would be difficult if
nqt impossible to understand one without the oth@r.’ The
SAJ 1s the child of both the thought and life of Kaplan.

We nust, therefore, begin our study not in 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 Keaplan's philosophy of Judalsm
first, if we sare 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 biographicel sk@tch of his early years. The
reason for this Inversion of loglcal procedure is to
allow us to see how specific events in Kaplanis 1life led
to the founding of the SAJ. We will also be able to view,

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

and be able to trace its development. '
The Rabbis of old tell us that there is no former i

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

not be concerned with chronological time where the Torah is

concerned. A similar statement can be made in regard to

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

we shall see later, fairly well developed at an early

period in his career, His later books contain, in nany

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,

MNordecal Kaplan's basic thesis is that the group

rather than the individual or the idea is the all impore

tant unit in the history of mankind, Religion is in




essence the consciousness of group values. It must be

enphasized immediately, however, that religion is simply

one of the factors of civilization.l

Kaplan no longer uses the term "Judalsn" to mean
simply the religion of the Jewish people, Judalsm is more
than the Jewish religion. It is the sum total of all of
the activitles in which the Jews partake. If, as Kaplan
theorizes, God 1is not discoverable in a generally nmeaning-
ful way by solitary man, but only by man as & participant
in the life of & group, the God of the Jewish people must
therefore be found in the life of the Jewish pecple, Men |
come to know God through the particuwlar society of which_
they are memb@r@.z The socisl function of a religlion is,
therefore, its preservation of ldeas and values considered
vital to the continuiiy of & particular group.

The primary criteria for knowledge of God to Kaplan
is that our conception of God must be self-consistent and,
furthermore, be consistent with whatever else we hold to
be true.3 Understanding thils, Kaplan asserts that to
modern men "religlon can no longer be a matter of entering
into relationship with the sup&rn&tnr&l."“ What believing
1n’God is, then, 1is "to reckon with life's creative forces,
tendencies and potentialitles as forming an organic unity,
and as gliving neaning to life by virtue of that unity."ﬁ

In Kaplan's view, belief in God is a necessity of
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human nature.6 Since belief in God is necessary, you must
glve man a God which is bellevable 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 likewlse 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."’ God ig the power in the universe

8 This means that the cosmos is

which makes for salvation.
so constituted as to enable man to fulfill the highest
humsn needs of his nature. We see, therefore, that God

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

necessary to Kaplan because this is how he bellieves that
modern man thinks,

As we have seen, Kaplen views Judalism as a group
"religion." The chief function of a group religion is to
sanctify certain concrete elements of the particular
civilizatlon to which it belongs. "The task of the his-
torical religion consists in rendering that milieu
efficacious in eliciting from 1ts adherents the best that
lsbin them, It accomplishes that by attaching high werth
and significance to certain concrete elements in the

milieu."? To be‘a religious Jew, then, is to do everything

possible to bring out the best (i.,e,, to maximize the




potential) in the Jewish peoples The goal is to sllow the
Jewish people to "attain its moral and spiritual maximum, "0

Throughout its long history, Kaplan points out, the

Jewish people has become consciocus of certain values which
have enabled it in the past to maximize its potential and
to bring out the best in its pgople. 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,"td
What role then does the God-idea, as Kaplan understands

that term, play in this scheme? It is clearly indicated in i
the following statement (which Kaplan himself places in
italics): "The Jewish religlon is an attempt to set forth
the God idea by selecting the purposes and possiblilities
in the life of the Jewish people in which there is most
promise of good, and making God, as 1t were, sponsor for
them."l2 In Kaplan's view of God as a forée 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 indiff@r@nt to nman 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 wrltes: "The reconstruction of Judaism to which

‘I ' : I



Mordecal Kaplan has given his 1life 1s no reconstruction of

Judaisnm (sic) but a reconstruction of the Jewish people,

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 history 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."l3

Thus we see that Kaplan has baslically reversed the
direction or hierarchy theorized by other modern Jewish
thinkers, For Leo Baeck, for example, the Jewish peoplé !
exist for God's sake == an instrumentality for bringing i
about o 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 1life., 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 1ife in generel, Thus religion is universal,
while particular religilons arise in particular cultures.

Kaplan theorizes, therefore, that "the task now before
the Jew is to save the otherness of Jewish life...." He

defines this otherness in the feollowing fashion, "that nexus




of history, literature, language, social organization, folk

sanctions, standards of conduct, social and spiritual ideals,

esthetic values, which in their totallity form a civilization."lu
If Judaism is to survive, therefore, we see what is

needed 1s the revitilization of the Jewish community. Just

as we have seen above that God exists for the community, so
too the covenant with that God would serve a similar
function. It is merely oﬁe more method of assuring group
survival. Kaplan uses the word "Torah" to indicate Ya
historically evolved clivilization." He then goes on to
write, "As a covenant, the Torah 1s a symbol, representing
the truth that a nation becomes such not through the
acclident of common ancestry or physicsl propinquity, but
through the consent of those who constitute it to live
together and to make their common past the inspiration for
& common futureﬁ"l5
With this understanding of Kaplan's thought in mind,
we can better understand the man, his life and the insti-
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 Scciety for the Advancement

of Judaism,




Chapter II

As I have already stated, the history of the Soclety

for the Advancement of Judaism does not begin in 1922 with
its founding but rather in 188l with the birth of its
founder. In order to understand the institution one must

be familiar with the 1ife of its leader as well as his

~ thought. Much of the msterisl for this chapter is based
on several conversations I had with Rabbi Kaplan in
December, 1970 and January, 1971,

Mordecal Kaplen was born in Sweziany, Lithuania on
June 11, 18810 His father, Israel Kaplan, was a traditional
Jew and & Talmud scholar of some note. In 1888, the elder
Kaplan ceme to New York City at the invitation of Rabbi 2
Jaccb Jogeph to become a member of the first Best Din E
(Rabbinic Court) established in the United States. One
yeaf later, at the age of eight Kaplan joined his father
in America.

For his first three years in New York, Israel Kaplan
kept hls son sway fronm publié schools. All of his studies
were conflined to Judalsm. During this period, he attended
the Yeshivah Ailtz 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 week between six and eight in the morning

and elght and ten in the evening.




After three years of this regimen, Kaplan was éenrolled
in public grammar school which he attended until he was
fourteen years old. While enrolled in public school, a
classmate of Kaplant's, Charles Kaufar, absented himself from
school to take an examination which would enable him to |
enter the Jewish Theological Seminary. Upon hearing
Keuvarts story, Kaplan asked him to tell the story of the
school to his parents whose 1ife 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 fi'l (Genesis
33-40) and translating it into Yiddish. From the véry
beginning, however, he was critical of the Seminary and
unhappy for the entire eight years with his course of
studyQ

Some of Kaplan's disenchantment with the type of
instruction offered him at the Seminary can bs 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 Kaplants

home from 1894 to 1906. 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 then

, éZ
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checked for the etymological meaning of certain Hebrew
terms. One could imgsgine the effect of this knowledge
upon Kaplon's studies at the Seminary. Kaplan reports
that he was the only student who took exception to the
traditional approach of teaching Bible at the Seminary.
His advocacy of Biblical criticism almost brought him to
the point of fist fights with fellow students on several
occasions. His doubt of the Mosalc authorship of the
Torah and the historicity of miracles were certainly not
welcome views at the Seminary seventy years ago. Nevere
theless, Kaplan recelved ordination from the Seminary iﬁ
1902 at the age of twenty-one, |
While still attending the Seminary, Kaplan 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 Murray Butler who introduced him to the werld of
socliology and anthropology.l Both of these disciplines
were to have profound effects upon his theory of religion,
One other perscn, 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 Hasld in the fullest sense of the term, though
he refused to wear Hasidic garb, From him I learned to
synthesize the spirit of religion with that of science and

to become aware of ethics as the indispensable prerequisite
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to Worshipo"z

Upon ordination, Kaplan accepted the pulpit of the
most fashionable East European congregation of its day,
Kehillat Jeshurun, the East 85th Street Congregation in
New York Clty. This was the first time that a graduate of
the Jewish Theological Seminary had 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
afternocn 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, Kapian was unnarried and was not the reciplent
of semikha (Orthodox ordination), the fracas had its
effect upon the congregation. Kaplan's title was changed
from Rabbl to Minister and the congregation brought in
Rabbi Moses Z. Margolis from Boston to f£ill the post of
Rabbl of the Congregation. "Margolis...," Kaplan writes,
"preached in Yiddish and only occasionally, but...gave the
congregation the illusion that it was maintaining the East
European type of rabbinate."3

In 1908, Kaplan travelled on his honeymoon to Heidel-
berg, Germany where he recelved gemikha from Rabbli Yitzhak
Reines, the founder of the Mizrachl movement, who had been

8 colleague of Kaplan's father in Eastern Europe, Even

upon his return to New York as Rav, Kaplan became more and
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more unhappy wWith his post at 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
Judeism?s transit {rom parents to children. I then
traced the loss primarily to the fact that Jews had
become completely disoriented in their religious out-
look, They no longer belleved wholeheartedly in the
supernatural origin of the Torah; yst they were afrald
to admit their doubts and would not even dream of
trying to discover some genuinely convincing basis

for Jewish loyalty. As for myself, the Zionist
movenent and particularly the Ahad He-inist conception
of the Jewilish people as a living organism, aninated

by an irresistible will to live, enabled me to {ind
spiritual anchoragze., Moreover, I had by that time
done congiderable study andzﬁhinking in the fleld of
anthropology and sociology.

The ildeas, however, could hardly be stated froem an Orthodox

pulpit and Kaeplan found himself becoming increasingly

frustrated. He even approached Cyrus Adler {for & recone- i
mendgtion for a job as a life insurance agent. He was

4

|
drawn to life insurance because he considered it a form of
socialism in which people unite for the purpose 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 endownment fund of 350,000,
for the Teachers Institute of the Jewish Theologlcal Seminary.
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

Kaplan 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 vliewed Adler as a intermedlary for the Qur Qgggg
group of Americam Jews for the purpose of Americanizing
East European Jews. "All Adler!s Jewish knowledge," Kaplan
recalls, "came from attending (Sabato) Morais'! classes in
Philadelphia; otherwlse he was an am ha'aretz (ignoramous)."
Kaplan, of course, welcomed the opportunity to leave
Kehillat Jeshurun and enthusilastically accepted the post.
Kaplan had to actually go looking for students for
the new Teachers Institute, To fill the classes, he bréughﬁ !
students who had been attending his adult study classes at i
l
Kehillat Jeshurun. Beginning in January, 1910, Kaplan alsc l
became professor of homiletics at the Seminary itself, i
Understanding homlletics to include what to preach as well |
as how to preach, Keplan began o systematic reinterpretation
of the Torah.
For days and week%s on end I brooded on each verse
end chapter of the Pentateuch, The centrality of
Israel in the divine evic as unfolded in the
Pentateuch, and the relation of that epic to the
precepts and the laws given to Israsel, furnished
me with the key to the permanent values which
rendered the Pentateuch the token of the unigue
nationhood of the Jewish people and the guarantee
of 1lts destiny. I _found myself evolving a new
Kind of Midrash,..o
Kaplan worked out his lesson on Genesis for Schecter to

approve. Upon reading these lectures, Schecter advised hin

that he was "walking on eggs" but, nevertheless, gave him a
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carte-blanche to teach 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 him,

At about the same time, Kaﬁlan became assoclated with
the Kehillah movement in New York City which arose in 1908,
The Kehillah movemént was an attempt by important members
of New York Jewry‘to establish a comprehensive communal
structure (a Kehillah) which would unite the cityfts Jewish
population, ease the social and economlc adjustment of the
imnigrants, and harness the group'!s intellectual and
material resources to the task of creating a model community.
The leasder of the Kehillsh movement was Rabbl Judah L.
Magnes. Kaplan was appoint@d>chairman of the Xehillah's
Committee on Jewlish Educatiocn.

In December, 1909, the Kehillsh conducted a detalled
survey of Jewish education under Kaplan's supervision. The
Iinvestigation stirred tremendous interest because, "It was
the first systematic étudy of its kind...;and second, it
revealed a wastelend of apathy for religicus training, and
ineptitude where it was offered,"

I discovered, through a house~toehouse survey, the

shocking fact that no more than about one~fifth of

the Jewish child population were recelving any kind

of Jewish educaticon at any cone time. To me, that

fact was significant not only of a lack of proper
facilities and of trained teaschers but of a definite

deterioration of the very will to live as Jews, Thus,
through actual contact with the life of the masses of
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our people did I become convinced that, unless we

discovered some new motivation for Jewish living,

we could not look hopefully to a future for our

people in this country.’
Kaplan hoped that the Kehillah would encourage young people
to concelve of Jewish education as a communal rather than a
parental function. He tried to prove that Jewish education
was just as dignified a profession for young Jews as a
career in general education was considered to be, Kaplan
was8 not satisfied with merely teaching at the Teachers
Institute since, as he recalls, "I was by nature an
activist." During this period, the Kehillah experiment |
fulfilled this nezed. i

|

Aside from lMagnes, the Kehillah movement brought Kaplan

into direct contact with uptown Jews asg Jacob Schiff and

Louis Marshall, immigrant leaders as Joseph Barondess and

and communal workers as Samson Benderly and Paul Abelson.

i
Bernard Semel, young intellectusls as Israel Friedlander,
Through the Kehillah, Kaplan also met Felix Warburg who
was, at that time, serving as Pr@sidént of the local Young
Men's Hebrew Assoclation. Warburg asked Kaplan to serve
on the Board of Directors of that institution. Through
this association with the YMHA, Kaplan becane aware of the
potentialities and the limitations of Jewish centers as
then constituted., This knowledge was to play an important

role in Kaplan's 1life in the near future,

Kaplan blames the failure of the Kehlllah to recognize
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the need for developing the necessary 1deoclogy for éhe
movenent for its eventual liguidation in 1922, "It
existed as long as 1t 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 undefst&nding of the absolute‘
dependence of Judalism upon an adequate communal stru.cture."8
Once the Kehillzh failed, only a few leaders continued the
attempt to build "an organic community." Kaplan, of course,
saw this goal as increasingly central to his prhilosophy of
Judaism,? ’

In 1915, another movenent came into existence which
was to play an importsnt role in Kaplan's 1life and in which.
Kaplan played an important part. This new movement, called
the Intercollegiate Menorah Assocliation, was founded by
Henry Hurwitz in order to reach the growing number of young
Jewlsh intellectuals attending secular colleges and
universitiesiin the United States. Kaplan enthusiastically
accepted the invitation to lecture on his philosophy of
Judaism to the Soclety'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 Judalsn 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 thelr thoughts to natters of Jewish interest.

I rejoiced that at last the crisis in Judaisnm seemed

to have taken a favorable 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,l0
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 intermarriasge,
One of the chief reasons for Intermarriage wags the fact that
Jewlsh boys and girls had no place to meet one another
soclally once they left thelr homes for college, Therefore,
he reasoned, an institution must be created in which Jews
could meet each other gsocially. . The Kehillah idea had
falled and Kaplan began to see the need for a new kind of
synagogue which would serve as a center for Jewigh 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
thelr aepartments on the East Side of Manhattan to take up
residence in the newly fashlonable streets of the West Side
== particularly Central Park West and West Fnd Avenue.
Lmong those who were moving were a group of‘m@mbers of
Keplants first pulpit, Kehillat Jeshurun.

The moét influential member of this group was Joseph
H. Cohen who was at the tine President of Beth Israel
Hospitel, Kaplan believed him to have a good mind and to
be "intensely Jewlsh." 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, 1915, Cohen gathered
a group of people together to whom Kaplan placed the need
for a synagogue~center which #ould act as a deterrent
against intermarriage. Kaplan recalls that at that very
first meeting he warned them that he was not Orthodoxz and
that he was not so much interested in the congregation as
he was in the idea bshind the cengregation,

Kaeplents 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
hend, did serve the Jew as & 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 eivilization.l
The group began functioning as a planning ccmmittee
for this new synagogue-center and set to work building the
institution which was to be called the Jewish Center. Over
one million dollars == no mean sum in 1916 -~ was allocated
for the impressive bullding to be erected on West 86th Street
in Manhattan. Kaplan was beginning to see his philosophy
embodied in a concrete form.
I thought here was my opportunity to vitallze the one
institutiocn upon which the future of Judaism depends,
Not a week passed without my visiting him (Cohen) and
unfolding to him the importance of so planning thelir
synagogue that it would becenme a center of all kinds
of Jewish activities in which they thenselves would
participate., The Synagogue Center was to ba the first
of 1ts kind in the country. It was not to be a
philanthropic settlement=house intended for those
who lacked leisure facilities, Nelther was it to be
a club where Jews cultivated the high art of gambling
as a mesns of forgetting thelr troubles, chief of
which they regarded their being Jews., It was to be
a veritable sanctuary of the Jewish spirit, where
everything of Jewish value would be represented,<
Only one_problem remained to be solved, Kaplan had told

the groupAin 1915, at the very first meeting, that he was

not interested in serving as their rabbi, They did not
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believe him then, however, and now the question arose
once again,

By 1917, the first story of the bullding was ready for
occupancy. Cohen came to Kaplan and advised him that they
were ready to start functioning as s congregation. Kaplan
reminded him that he had said from the cutset 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
later, It 1s quite likely that Cohen did not belleve
Kaplan on this point. Kaplan even went so far as tellihg

Cohen that he could not use the Shulhan Avrukh (authoritative

sixteenth century cede) as the authoritative guide in
conducting the activities of the Cenﬁer.

Finally, 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." After this experience, the Board of thev
Center became more definite in their desire to have Kaplan
serve as thelr rabbl, Kaplan was finally persuaded and
reluctantly essumed the pulpit of the Center in 1917, a
post he was to f1l1l1 for three and a hsalf years.

Kaplan clearly outlined the intended program of the

Jewish Center and the rhilosophy behind it in a booklet,
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written during the Center's first year of operation. It

is important for us 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 follows:

Our Need

Our Heritage

Our
Opportunitcy

What a true
Synagogue
Should be

Jewish
Fellowship

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

We are Jews, We have inherited a price-
less treasure -= Jewlsh life and religlon.
We want to transmit our heritage not alone
intact but sugmented.

We are Americans, We enjoy the blessings
of freedom and eguality., VWe can best |
gerve our country by remalning loyal to
our heritage and utilizing it to enrich
Anmerican life and ideals.

The truve synagozue takes in the whole nan.
It fosters not only Jewish knowledge and
Jewlish practice, but also a Jewish Fellow-
ship. It is & house of prayer =- a Beth
Tefilah, It is a house of study -- a Beth
Hamidrashe It 18 slso a club and meeting
hougse == a Beth Haknesseth,

We share with the non-Jews the worldfs work,
its business and its vurdens., We feel the
need, however, of developing at the same
time our Jewlish individuality. Ye want
Jewlsh surroundings that shall recreate,
redefine and spiritualize us for our worke
a=day- existence,

Entertainment Amusement should not be a means of killing

Hall

Gymnasium
and Social
Hall

tine, but of enlivening the soul. We all
need the exhlilarating laughter of comedy
and the purifying pathes of tragedy. We
need even the fantastic conjourings of the
photoplay., But, what we need most as a
mneans of recreation is self-expression
through the social arts o= the drama, the
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 basketball and
calisthenics., Our racisl vigor depends
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Knowledge
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upon our having sound souls in sound
bodies., FPhysical training can be made
into a spiritual discipline -=- a training
in team work and fair play, in courage
end will power. We need all these in our
struggle for immortality.

The Sagzes call our children "the 1little
messiahs." And rightly so! For they are
the promise eof a gloriocus future, But to
create our future they must know our past,
Acguiring that knowledge is a life-long
process, The Jew ig a student fronm
infancy to old age,

We get our first and most lasting impres-

Home=Bullding sions of Jewish 1ife from the home atmo=

The
Kindergaxrten

The Jewlsh
School

The Beth
Hamidrash

The
Forum

Jewlish
Practice

Our Duty
in Israel

sphere, Hence the imnportance of making the
home Jewlsh not only through rituasl and
observance, but also through ornament and
music, Jewish home-bulilding is an art

that requires guildance and inspiration.

The little ones sheould gambol thelr way
Into Judalsm, Thelr play should take on
the character of the events and sesasons of
Jewish 1ife, For each day a blessing, for
each Sabbath g song, for each festival a
game., o

This is where the experience of our people
be woven into the very texture of our
children's souls. This is where our child-
ren will learn to cherish Israel's hopes
and idezls. This is where our characters
will be molded in asccord with the Jewish
ideal of being 'in favor with God and nmen,!
Jewish study should be not only the child!s
preparation, but also the man's avocation,
Otherwise our religion would degenerate
into dead formalicsn,.

The big problems that agitate mankind lay
clainm to our attention as Jews and Americans,

We should zsk the best informed men and

wonen to define these problems for us,
There are men and women who have a message
for Jewry and are eager to impart it,

In Judaisnm deeds count nore than creeds,
The Jew had duties towards hils fellow=-man,
his people, his God,

We are concerned in the materisl and spiri-
tual well-baing of Israel the world over.
We shall parcvake in all public efforts to
secure the relief for those who are in want
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and redemption for those who are oppres-
sed, We shall joiln forces with those who
work for the upbullding of Palestine as ,
the spiritual center of the Jewish people,

Worship To worship in common we must have other
interests in commeon besides worship., Othere
wise religion becomes a weekend, a year-end
or a life-end affair.’

Over half =& century later, these principles hardly seem
revolutionary. In fact, they appear quite common-place,
Perhaps, this is g measure of how deeply Mordecal Kaplan'é
concept of the synagogue has become part of our own
conception of that institution., The founders of the Jewish
Center, however, never completely understocd what Kaplan
had in mind for thelr synagogue., Not surprisingly, friction
began to surface almost lmmediately between Kaplan and the
Beard of Trustees.,

By the middle of 1919, the situation became more and
more inteolerable for Kaplean. One of the best sources of

information for this period is the journal kept by Kaplan

since 1913. This as yet unpublished document is a fase
cinating chronicle of twentieth century American Jewish
history. Xaplan was good enough to allow me free access
to 1t and to discuss many entries in it with ne.

Kaplan's disillusionment with the progress of the
Center is clearly indicated in the following entry in the
dlary mzde on August 18, 1919:

!
I am really surprised at nyself that I have held on
to the Center so lonz. I suppose it is due to the

fact that I am beginning to age and am commencing to

realize that it is futile to measure onet!s strenth

' |
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against the world, especlally when one's strength

does not amount to much,

The spiritual progress made by the famllies affiliated
with the Center has been very slighte The few children
~= there are about thirty of them == that attend the
religlous school are probably the only ones that
benefited from the existence of the Center, VWhether
that is worth the forty thousand dollars that it cost
to maintain the Center during the last year is another
question. It all depends from whose standpoint we are
to consider the money svents From the standpoint of
the members, the least wealthy of whonm spends ten ,
thousand & year on his living expenses, snd the one of
average wealth twenty to thirty thousand, the sum of
forty thousand delliars is by no means large, But from
the standpoint of the general community which 1s so
poverty stricken, the good that could have been done
with such an amount is such that one is bound to
consider the use, to which it was put an economic and
spiritual wagt@e% ‘

The only part of the money which Kaplan thought was well
spent wag a ten thousand dollar donation which the Center
contributed in his name to the Teachers Institute,

Xaplan was able to reasch only a very small percentage
of the members of the Jewish Center with his message. HNost
were uninterested or hostile. A few members were interested
in his teachings and Kaplan succeeded in organizing then
into The Society for the Jewish Renascence, Most of the
members of this Society, however, were colleagues in the
rabbinate orfétudents from the Seminary. With this group,
Kaplan attenpted to disseminate his belief in the need for
reconstructing the organization and ideology of Jewiegh
life. As early as 1918, Kaplan preached a sermon at the
Jewish Center entitled, "Reconstructlonism,” The Soclety

for the Jewish Renascence, however, merely exacerbated
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relations between Kaplan and 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 s five day work week,
Many of the influentisl members of the Board were "coat and
suilt" people who were locked in a bltter fight against
unionization of their industry. Kaplan's journal entries
clearly describe the difficulties which ensued from this
situation. It alsco points out an interesting Amerlcan
phenomenon in which Jewish entrepreneurs were pitted agaihst
Jewish labor in a life-gnd-death struggle.

At the beginning of this year scme of the industries
in which the people are interested were compslled as
a result of strikes to shorten the number of laboring
hours per week to Torty-four., The time seemed ripe
for a general movenent to promote Sabbath observance
by dividing the forty-four hours emong {ive days instead
of having the men work as hitherto, & half day on
Saturday. When the waist gtrike was on the point of
being settled I made an attempt to intreduce the five
day week plan into the agreement that was about to be
drawn up. I learned that a lawyer by the name of
Gordon represented the interests of the meanufacturers.
I went to see him accompanied by J.H.Cohen. But no
sconer did I see the man than I realized that ny
efforts with him would be in vailn. He was far from
reconciled to the idea of grantinz the worker the
forty=-four hour week, and was determined to fight them
to the last ditche Vith jaw firm and teeth set he
hurled defiance at the workers with whom he sald he
"was engagzed in a bitter struggle. What care he for
Sabbath observence? He had no use for religion, anyhow.
His father who was a religious man gave him an oppore
tunity to see all that there was to religion, but
failed to convinice him that there was anything to it.

I learned later that his father was the notorious
firebuzg 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 for an open meeting to be
held at the Center for the purpose of making propo-
ganda for the five day week idea. Iy purpose was to
invite to the meeting as many of the leadling manu-~
facturers ag possible, and to have Schiff, Magnes,
Rosalsky and myself adress them on the Sabbath
question. 5
The steering committee for the meeting, however, effectlvely
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 comnmittee would trade the five-day week for
forty-four hours of work. With this, Kaplan's efforts on
behalf of the Sabbath came to a halt., The proposed
meeting collapsed and Kaplan beceme more convinced 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 responsiveness 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 remotegt interest in sany of the questions connected

with the study of the Bible."6 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 princlpally for this group that the Center was
formed.,

The hardest blew of all, however, was the reaction
of the members of the Center to Kaplan's sermons., When-
ever he touched on a vital economic or political question,
he could be sure of a hue and cry arlsing from the wor-
shippers. Kaplan®s nildly socialistic point of view could
herdly have been expected to draw spplause from the upper-
middle class businessmen who supported the Jewish Center.

Whenever I spoke in that vein (i.¢., on economic or

politiecal izsues) I was asccused of bheing a Bolshevik.

Not that I am ashamed of being clagsed with the

Bolgheviki, 1 would rather bes classed with them

than with the bourgeolsz profiteers, But what I

object to in thelir charging me with Bolshevien 1s

that such charge was to them & sufficlent reason

for not taking my wviews geriously or snalyzing them

to see whether there was any truth In thémeeeoe
Keplan's despailr was summarized in late 1919 as follows:
"With nothing left to presch or to teach and nothing that:
he can or dare change, what is there for the rabbi to do?“8
It seems clear that Kaplan would have lef't the Center at
this point if he did not believe that the Center's donation
to the Teschers Institute would have been stopped upon his
resignation, Thie only sdded to his feeling of being a
captive of the Center and its noney,

At about this time, Kaplan began to believe that his
former ally, Joseph Cohen, had turned agzainst him and was

the chief reason for his fallure to galn 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 reactlonary
on social and economic issues, Since thege were the two main
chasms opening up between Kaplan and the congregation, Cohen's
championing both causes against Keplan was indeed an ominous
slgne.

Kaplan's temper, which always seethed behind his
seeningly calm exterlor, could have precipitated an open
clash at the Dedication Dinner of the Jewish Center on April
18, 1920, This was avoided only because of the insensi-
tivity of the members sttending the dinner. It seems they
were unawere of the intensity of Kaplan's anger.

April 18 the Center held a dinney to celebrate the

finishinz of the bullding. The annual meeting was

held at the zsnme time, The dinner was nolisy and

long drawn out. The dessert was hardly served when

the young folks, they upon whom we stake all our

hopes, rose as one nan and walked downstalirs to

dance. This was too much for me, The lack of

manners, the crassness that makes it possible for

a banguet in the interest of a religlous cause to

be unattended by a word of prayer or blessing

aroused ny resentment to sueh a degree that I

walked out too, No speeched were delivered that

evening, Not that anyone took 1t to heart.?

The controversy, however, could not be repressed for
longe The Board of the Center was willing to put up with
Kaplan's views on religlous, social and economic problens
as long as they were confined to the four walls of the
Center. They refused Kaplan's regquest to publish his
sermons whilch he hpad dellvered at the Center, They were
saying to him: Say what you want, but publish nothing!

We can understand, therefore, the furor which erupted when
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Kaplan publlished an article in the lMenorah Journal of

August, 1920 entitled "A Program for the Reconstruction
of Judalsm,"

This article, hardly radical from ocur point of wview,
contained ideas which were to be repeated again and agaln
by Kaplan and to reach their mature form in hie megnum opus

Judaisnm as a Civilization less than fifteen years later.

The Board members of the Center no doubt objected most
-heatedly to Kaplan's attack on Orthedozy. The fact that he
attacked Reform Judaism as well offered them no sclace,

Kaplan charged Orthedoxy with no longer keeping pace
with modern thought and therefore not being in the pesition
to effer Judailsm the help which it so needs,

h Orthodoxy 1z altogether out of keeping with the march
of human thought., It has no regard for the world
view of the contemporary mind., Neothing can be nore
repugnant to the thinking man of today than the
fundamental doctrine of Orthodoxy, which is that
tradition ig infallibvle, Such infallidility could
be bellieved in as long as the human mind thought of
God and Revelation in semi-mythological terms.

Then 1t was ceonceivable that & guasi-human being
could hand dewn laws and histories in articulate
form, Being derived fyoem s supramundanes source,
these laws and histories, together with the ildeas
based upon them, could not be regarded as free from
all the errors and shortcominzs of the human mind,
Whenevar a tradition contradicts some facts too
patent to be denied, or falls bzlow some accepted
noral standard, resort is had to artificial
interpretations that flout all canens of history
and exegesis, The doctrine of infallibllity rules
cut of court sll research and criticisnm, and demands
impliecit falth in the truth of whatever has cone
down from the past. It preciudes all conscious

development in thought and practice, and deprives
Judalsm of the power to survive in an environment
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that permite ogofree contact with non-Jewlsh
civilizations,.

One could easily imagine the effect of these words upon

the Bosrd members of the Center who were already locked in
battle with Kaplen on other issues, It is likely that these
men completely ignored the positive aspects of the article
which called for a reccnstruction of Judaism. This; a8 we
have seen, Kaplan had already been speaking about for
several years at Sabbath services,

The Board members of the Jewlsh Center neow, of course,
could not 8o easily ignore the heterodoxy of thelir rabbl.
The final break batween the two factions did not occur
inmmediately however, It is difficult to understand what
exactly kept the pot from boiling over until the Spring and
Summey of 1921 but certain factors can at least help to
explain this pericd of armed truce,

The first factor was that although, as‘W@ have seen,
Kaplan believed himself to e without a following at the
Center, this was not entirely the case, This fact is
adequately borne cut by the events which were to follow,
When the final break did Oecur; twenty families seceeded
from the Center along with Xaplan., Furthermore, Kaplan's
allies included a very important group within the Center,
Keplan's first wife, Lena, was & member of the very large
and wealthy Rubin family. The RBubins and those related to

them by marriasge 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 1s probable that the members of the Jewish
Center were very satisfiled with Kaplan5s 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 rabbl who spoke Engllish without an accent and
‘ could fulfill the needs of a group of Jews who saw them=-
selves in the ascendancy in American economic and social
115@. Kaplan was clearly an asset to the Center socially,
The 1id, however, could not be kept on the kettle
indefinitely. 'Th@f@»was jJust too much frictlion in the
Center. The events which led to the final break began with
a small meeting of some of the Board at Joseph Cohents
home in April of 1921,

He (Cohen) had been absenting himself from the
services the last few nmonths., While illness may
have had sonething to do with his absence, I
believe that he delibsrately kept away from the
Center, in order to mske the other trustees nmiss
him, so that if things went wrong finsncially they
would naturally ascribe it all to hiszs failure to
take an active part in the running of the Center,
But why shouvldn't he take an active part as here-
tofore? DNaturally, beecause Kaplan with hiszs new
fangled idess about Judsism has made 1t impossible
for Cchen to continue taking the same interest as
of olde It was into this =situstion that he wanted
to maneouvre me, and he gucceeded because I dee
liberately allowed nyself so to be manoceuvred

into i@.oolz v

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

At this meeting, Cohen tried hard to get Kaplan into a

11
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theological discussion as to whether the Jews exlist 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, Xaplan,
however, did not allow himself to bebdrawn 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 who are authorities on Jewish law??! he (Cohen)

asked,
'There are very few rabbls to whom I would submit ny

case, They would have to possess a modern educatlon,
in addition to be authoritles on Jewish law,? was
ny reply.i3 ‘ =

Seeing that the argument was getting nowhere, Kaplan asked
then to suggest a way out of the impasse, Thereupon one of
the trustees made the suggestion that inasmuch as Kaplan
had once before asked for a leave of absence, he might do
80 again, with the understanding that 1t was to be for one
year, and that if by the end of that time either Cochen or
Kaplan changed their attitude, Kaplan should resume the
rabblnate,
I was surprised to see Cohen accept the suggestion
heartily. I certainly was not averse to 1it, because
the truth was that I hsd bzen seriously contenmplating
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. L%
This meeting, however, far from resolved the controversy.

On May 2lst, 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 remark:
Let us not beat arcund 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 succeed in accomplishing
his purposes, he sald he must try a new method. He
wants to give us a new Judalsm, We, however, cannot
permit ourselves to be experimented with.,_ We are
bound by the constitution to be Orthoddx,
He then went on to relate how Kaplan at one time sald to
him that he was not Orthodox and that when he heard that from
him he said, "You cannot be our rabbl." This led to the
negotiations with Charles Kauvar. He could not remember
exactly what happened to bring them together again since
he kept no nmemoranda 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 Jewlsh according to

the "Din Shulhan Arukh (i.e., according to strict Orthodox

practice)." The previocus summer, however, Kaplan had
published an article, Cohen charged, in which he broke
completely with Orthodox Judaism and in addition had
organlized a society (i.e., the Soclety for Jewish Renascence)
whose platform distinctly violated the principles of

Orthodox Judalsm. With thls attack, Cohen rested his case
against the rabbi,

It was now Kaplan'®s turn to reply to the charges made
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against him. This he did with the following short statement:

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 nmy relations to the
Center are concerned I am prepared to uphold the
Shulhan Arukh as the code to be followed in our
practice in as much as we have no other authoritative
code to go by. But on the question of Orthodoxy,

I want to make it understood that my views are nct
Orthodox, nor do I consider myself bound to uphold
Orthodoxy in the Center, since there is nothing in

the constitution which ssys the Center nmust be
Orthodox. This, however, dcoes not mean that I

intend to do anything prejudicial to the Orthodoxy

of anyone in the Center, Nothing is further from,

my thought than to ram my belief down anybody's
throat.16

With this statement, Cohen renewed hils attack and attempted
to turn the‘dlrectors against Keplan. The neeting ceontinued
for over tﬁo hours, becoming more bitter as the minutes

flew by. By midnight, however, cooler heads prevalled,
Kaplan agreed to the appointment of a committee which would
guard the Orthoddxy of the teaching in the Center. He

would cooperate with thls committee in formulating the
course of Iinstruction in the religious school. Cohen was
now on the defensive and a member cf-the Board nade a

motlon that Kaplan be re-~elected as rabbi. Cohen and his
allles aﬁtempted to block the motlen 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 snnual 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 thelr efforts
to get him to withdraw his vote 8o that the re-election be
made unanimous. After a half=hour'!s pleading with hin,
Cohen ylelded, 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
plcture at the Jewish Center was an unhesalthy one for all
concerned, It was only a metter of time before he and the
Center would have to part companye

I an begimming to realize already what an anomnalous
position I an cceupying in the group of people with
whom I have been attempiing to work the last ten
years., Until rscently when ny views were unknown
to them, I was an asset to them, bubt a hypocrite

in ny own eyes, Now that I an known as holding
views that are abgelutely nonorthodex, I can be

of no service to them, I make no attenmpt whate
ever to sall under false solorse The arrangenent
at the Center was suggested by me not because I
actuslly believe it is workable, I am humnan and
have sufficicnt pride not to allew Cohen and Flschnan
to compel me to reslgne I want to resizn from the
Center but I den't want snybody to make me do 1t,
It looks ag though I can no lonzer find ny spiritual
haven with the class of cur people I have besn
assoclated with ever since I have been in the
ministry. I ghnall have to break with them sconer
or later, I am therefors laying ny plans to do so
with as 1ittle a jolt or shock as possgible to all
concerned,

It is intereating to note that although Kaplan complained

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

with," when he finally left the Jewish Center, he set to




36

work with precisely the same class of people and continued
to ccmplain about precisely thelr same shortcomlngs,
During the same month (May, 1921), still another
meeting was called. On the agenda of this neeting was the
following resolution:
Whereas i1t i1s of vital importance to place a record
in written form the religious principles which
underly all activities of our institution and
whereas recent events have ghown how easlly mis-
understandings arise when such clear exprezasion
of principles is lacking, be 1t resolved that 1t
is the sense of the Board that it go on record as
reaffirming that the underlying religious principles
of the Jewish Center were conceived in the spirit of
Orthodox Judaism, and be 1t further resolved that in
letter as well as spirit, every activity of the
Jewlsh Center shall b2 cerrisd on in accordance with
the principles of Orthodox Judalsm.id
This resolution reopened the wounds which had hardly had
sufficient time to heal in a week., Kaplan attended thils
second meeting and expressed his surprise at thelr having
offered this resclution after having elected him az rabbl
the week before knowing full well that he was not Orthodox,.
Furthermore, he stated that whether the resclution was
passed or not, he would continue preaching as he had
hitherto done. After considerable Vsparring," Kaplan
of fered the following amendment to the resolution being:
considered:

The Rabbi shall have the right to teach and preach
in accordance with the dictates of his consclence,l9

Conen immedlately objected that a rabbl could not be simply

gulded by hiz conscience since he is bound by Jewish law.
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Kaplan accepted Cohen's point and lncorporated the words,
ghall have the right within Jewish law" into hils amendment.
Once again, however, the meeting deteriorated into nane |
calling. Xaplan informed the meeting that if hils anendment
were not accepted, they automatically voted to accept his |
resignation, The meeting became desdlocked and was adjourned
on the condition that the vote be taken the following
Tuesday night without further digcussion.

Kaplan was ssked not to attend this meeting but he

later learned that both the resclution and his smendment

|
J |
were passed. After considerable disecussicn, they decided
to vote Kaplan an annual salary of twelve thousand dollars
a year, a considerable sum for a rabbl to earn in 1921, A
committee waes appointed to see Kaplan and to talk over the i
termas of tenure,
Should I consent to remaln in the Center 1t will
probably be the attractive galary that will
Justifiably appear to have been the main declding
factor. Yet there 1z another factor that will
aleso play something of a part, snd that is the
desire to work with this group which dezpite its
limited Jewish vitallty holds ocut so far as I
know, more promise of enabling Judaism to strike
root in this country than any other,<0
Whatever his motivation actually was, Kaplan decided to
stay with the Jewish Center and try once again to mske of
it a force for the survival of Judaism. Believing that
all was under control, Kaplan snd his wife Lena left New

York for the summer for a rest from the "wars" on West




38

Eighty=Sixth Street,
Upon his return to New York in September, 1921,
Kaplan found that a new development had already taken
place. VWhat he saw, made Kaplan doubt~Jcseph Cohen's
honesty and led directly to his resignation from the
Center., "I discovered," Kaplan wrote in his journal,
that he (Cohen) carried out a plece of trickéry which
is gradually opening my eyes to the fact that I am dealing
with a self-deluded hypoecrite and not with an honest
fanatic."?l Wnile loocking over the minutes of the first
May meeting (May 20, 1921) described above which had been
typed over the summer, Kaplan came across & reference to
a resolution which was described as having been presented,
discussed and unsnimously carried, The resolution read
as follows:
Resolved that the educational system of the Jewish
Center be placed under the direction and control of
a committee to be knewn ag the School Board to be
appointed and to be responsible to the Board of
Trustees. At regular intervslg, reports of the
work in the educationsl systen of the Center are
to be submitted to the membership body.2
Kaplan could not helieve his eyes. Try as he cculd he
was unable to recall such a resolution having been submitted
or voted upon. The fact was, of courge, that none had been,
Inmediately Kaplan celled the Board together and presented

his case, After heated discussion, the Board contended

that the resoclution represented the sense of the meeting

and, that while Kaplan was technically right, he was

!
i
;
i
]
3




39

actually wrong in maintaining that the committee with
which he agreed to cooperate was merely to look after the
Orthodoxy of instrﬁction. They insisted that Kaplan had
completely abdicated all contrel of thé educatlion work.
Kaplan recalls that "Cohen mumbled to himself while I wés |
presenting my case last lMonday, 'The cancer must be cut
out,' alluding to me as the cancer of the Centere"23
With the situation having reached such an impasse,
Kaplan wrote to the Board on September 20, 1921 asking fqr

a leave of absence to go into effect immediately after the

High Holidays. On January 16, 1922, Keplan offered his

resignation to the Center which was accepted two days later.

Thus ended the bitter feud between Kaplan end the Board
of the Jewish Centere.

The f@ﬁd itself was over but the bitterness lasted
for nany years. To this day, the Jewish Center doess not
allow its records to be investigated., Twenty years after
its founding in 1937, the Center did publish its version .
of these stormy years in an‘article entitled Y“The Jewlsh
Center and American Israel! which appeared in a souvenir
Journal distributed to 1ts members to mark this anniversary.
It almost succeeded in reopening the scars between families
and friends which were practically healed and almost for-

gotten, The Jewish Center's version of these years 1s as

follows:
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Hardly had the Center bezen launched on its work when
some of its lesders revealed a change of heart and
first by indiresction, then openly, planned to use the
Jewlish Center for & new kind of Judalsm that denled
the foundations of our faith, ilgnored Jewish tradition,
Invaded the sanctity of Jewish law and arrogated to
itself the privilege of a re-interpretation tased on
souces hostile and foreisgn to Judalsm. AT that |
moment the crisiz had arrived for COrthodox Judasism in |
the country. VWith the Orthedox rabbinate in general
inarticulate toward its youth and with 1ittle influence
in the affalrs of the nation: the overwhelning majority
of Orthodox synsgogues unprepared, unorgenized, unalert;
the youth not yet consecious of its responsivilities; the
Yeshivah ln the Lower East Side battling asgainzt over-
whelning odds for sheer gsurvival -- 1t was then that
the Jewish Center faced s supreme challenge =- ifs
inastitution had been raised with 8ll to generous |
disyregard of expense, the mailntenance cost went beyond
the original plen, and when half of the membership
threatened to lzave unlessg thelr denmands were net,
those who remained true to the Torah had to face
finencial disintepgration, sccial and personal dise
approval and the heartersnding effort to keep up and
;g to develop an extraordinarily difficult undsrtaking
o with thelr fighting forces diminished by half. It was
‘ due to the intrevidlity and {flaming inspiration...of
Jeseph C. Cohen, William Fischman, A.E. Rothstein and
thelr friends that they accented the challenge of the
alncst overwhelning problems generated by the schism,
The day which the Jewish Center ssid flo! to the bee
trayers of the falth of Israel will be inscribed in
golden letters in the history of fAnmerican Isrvael., It
lifted Orthodoxy out of its despondency., It brought
: cheer and Joy to cur people throughout the country.
% A It showed that the true leaders of cur people are
l those that recognize that the law of Israel is odr
Rock of Ages and His Torah the only survival value
for Isracl.
seolhey would build up out of the ruinz of thelr own
making o new xind of Judaism composed of frasgments
| arbitrarily picked from the debris of their iconoclastic
‘ fury, sunk in contemvorary %isms? and blindly following
the latest soclological or psychological fad, a4

g When the Board of the SAJ was shown this Journzal, 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 career, He had to welgh
the obligations he had to several groups and ideas in his
l1ife. He knew thaﬁ the next few years would be crucial
oneg 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 Menorsh Journal

which played such a crucial part in 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 Jewish people in the United
States. First, he held that Judalsm and Jewish tradition
must be interpreted in terms of modern thought. Secondly,
the sccial solldarity of the Jewish p@oplevmust be
fostered through the upbuilding of Palestine and the
establishment of viable communities (Kehillahs) and com-
munal centers in the Diaspora. Finally, a cocde of Jewish
practice must be formulated so that every Jew may
definitely know what constitutes loyalty te Judaism and the

Jewish p@ople.l

‘The predicament faced by Kaplan was, of _
courge, what should be his next step to further these sins
which he began to see as more and more crucial for |
Anerican Israel, |

One opportunity offered to Kaplan precisely at this
time seemed most difficult to turn down. For a number of
years, Kaplan had been unhappy at the Jewish Theological
Seminary. He believed the atmosphere to be one in which
modern ideas were stifled, When Kaplan resigned from the

Jewlsh Center, he was also contemplating leaving the

Seminary. Just at this time, Kaplan received an invitation
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to join Stephen S. Wise who was attemptling to organize a
new seminary, the Jewish Institute of Religlion. Wise was
determined that his new seninary would be more opeﬁ and
less sectarian then either the Jewlsh Theologlical Seminary
or the older Reform seminary, the Hebrew Unlion College 1in
Cineinnati, Chic. Wise promised Kaplan that he would be
given freedom to teach whatever he wished at the new
Jewish Institute of Religion end that, thereby, his philo-

sophy of Judaism would become widely known., Although,

Kaplan eventually decided to stay at the Seminary, it took

him several years before he could bring himself to be able
to glve Vise é final unequivocal negative answer.

There was one particularly important reason which made
it difficult for Kaplan to asnswer Wisefs request. VWhen he
resigned from the Jewish Center in January, 1922, he did
not leave that institution alone. Although, as we have
seen, Kaplan felt isolated at the Center, he had managed to
attract a devoted followlng there, In the fall of 1921 the
membership of the Center was split inteo three failrly egual
groups. The first faction consisted of members who joined
with the Board of Trustees and who stood with them whatever
their actions night be., The szecond group was composed of
the menbers who had join@d the Center bzcauge of Kaplan's

educational and religious leadership of that institution,
Thils faction felt that without him the Center could have

no further interest for them whatsoever, TFinally, 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 itzelf. They
found Kaplan's functioning generally tb their satisfaction.
During the pericd of greatest discontent between Kaplan and
the Board, this third group held the balance of power at
the Center and probably was an important factor in Kaplan's
gtaying as long as he did in his}position; When the final
break occurred, however, this swing group &piit bhetween
the two other factlons,

When Kaplan was granted a leave -of absence after the

High Holidsys of 1921, the second faction (those most loyal

to thelr rabbil) organized themselves into a committee of
fifteen families., Thelr object was to declide what their
next step should be and to take it as a group. They elected

.
H.L, S8immons as chalrman to represent their point of view

end to gusrd thelr interests at the Center. His report to

the committee offers us still &ncther first-hand glinpse
of those bitter days of 1921=22,

I have from time to time kept vou informed of our
actionse I took up the chalrmonshlp with a very
clear and distinct oblect in view...peace at any
price but one -~ Dr, Kaplan and what Dr. Kasplan
stood for was not to be the price., That, I
gathered was your unanimous decision., Vvhatever
efforts we have nmade towards peace was with that
object clearly definsd in our mindz. Throughout
our conferences asnd negotiations a few menbers of
the Board of Trustees had made up thelr minds that
they would only consider peace at the sacrifice of
Dy, Kﬁplanﬁ

They wanted to do everything for us, they would say
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'Gut Shabes! to us, they would pinch our children's
cheeks and tell us what wong@riul childr@n thﬁy were,
They would sing =z
on the Sabbath Sudnong (meais) end giv@ us more Sudohs,
They would even ca neetings once in awhile and let
us teke part in the discusaions.  They went so far as
to hold out a vision to us that iYou never can tell,
some day, if it please God, you (meaning us) may be-
cone Trustees, and who knows, mnaybe vice-president or
even president, but as far as Dr. Kaplan is concerned
eeethe is a wonderful man and we love him, ! they said,
'hut he 1s too big a man for the Center and we donft
want him.!

That is the strain to me, throughout our negotiations
with them as your Chairmen. All that sort of stuff
was pure bunk. The Center without the Ideals that

Dr. Kaplan tried to infuse into 1t was a big building,
with expensive furniture inside, but empty as a drum
w= g body without a soul,

They in time came to know that we would not be
tempted to make peacﬁ at the sacrifice of Dr. Kaplan
and his principles which we have learned to love and
desire above @Vﬁrytthg else,<

The negotiations mentioned by Sinmons in hig report were
those set up between his factlion and the Board of Trustees
of the Center. The members of the Center had made a tre-
mendous investment in the bullding which, as we have seen,
cost over one million dollars.' Once this dissident group
came to reallize that they could not compromise with the
Board and decided upon the course af secession, they hoped
that they would be able to %ofk out some sort of financial
settlement with the Board.

Because of the bitterness of the gplit, however, the
Board of the Center was in no mood to return any money at
all to these who were leaving thelr congregation. The

committee decided, nevertheless, that they wanted 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 unable to br;ng the two parties
to an amicable parting, Simmons, acting on behalf of his
comnittee, therefore, sent the following letter dated
January 8, 1922 to William Fischman, the President of the
Jewish Center:

As our negotiations throuszh Dr. Mapnes, who has been
kind enough to act heretofore for both sides, has not
brought us any nearer to a peaceable gettlement or
ad justnent of our differences, we now ask that the
natter of setitlement be arbitrated by Dr. Magnes and
Mr. Louls Marshell,

As we propose to hold a meeting on Monday evening, I
would ask you to be kind encugh to let me have your
decision in this matter before ocur meeting, Should
we not hear from you on HMonday pricor to our neeting,
we will be compelled to assumed that your decizion is
a refusal to grant our request for arbitration,?

Simmons, hcwever. in his haste to have thils letter reach
Pischman 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 Fischmant

A messenger has delivered a letiter to me signed with

your name typewritten above the word VChairnman,!

which was tantamount to & one dayvis ultirmatum,

I will thank you wvery much to formally sisn any

communication that you desgire to have me lay before

the Eoard and if you are authorized to represent

others beside yourself, please specifically state
who they are.

Fischman's reply led Simmons to the belief that further

/
efforts to either work out an agreement with the Center to
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remain there with Keplan or to work out an amicable
perting between the two groups was doomed to fallure,
Simmong, therefore, decided that no further time
should be wasted in these guixotic endeavors. The next
step for his group would be, he decided, for them to
devote their time and effort to building some sort of
institution in line with the ideals and purposes for which
the Center had originslly been concelved and planned.
In Simmon's xyeport he expressed his own expectations for
the future, amply demonstrating that Kaplan's theorles and
ideas were reaching some of the laymen of the Center,

We often say we are proud of belng J@wjah, end when
sonebeody suddenly confronts us to agk why we are so
proud of being Jewish we hesitate and th@n dig deep
into the past and bring forth the wonderfuvl history
that we have had, We never glve the resason that we
stand ﬁ@@&y for ideals end put into active vractice
such ideels ags te distinguish us from any other psople,
In other wordz, we ere traveling on our reputation.
There iz no bu%in@uug there is no nation, and there 1is
no people that can trevel long on reputation only,.

A reputation in business is a wonderful asset
providing 1t is linked with virlle, live, present-day
activities, Otherwise it soon fades out of existence
and that is true of nations, if you know history, and
mist be true of a peonle,

What chance then will our Jewish individuality have

to survive with our children or thelr children,

unless we instil in their hearts and ninds a love,

not alene for their past history, but bring our
beautiful ideals to them in a practicsl way that

will be acceptable to their every day life, and that |
will it in with Anerican ideals and surroundings, |
It is the only possible chance that we have in this f
country of curs for our children’s children to remain
proud of being Jews without being mocked at for their
pride,.

A medern Jewish boy or girl of fourteen or sixteen
who has access to all modern literature, history, the

—~
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gclences, astronony, economlcs, ch@mistry and one
hundred odd subjects of which a man of forty is
ignorant of, will not accept everything in religion
on blind faith., They have keen ingquisitive and de-
veloped mindss, It must appeal to thelr heart and
their reason, for them to develop a love for religlon
and & desire to retain ite.
They must be both Jewlsh by inheritance up to a
certain age, and then Jews by cholice...on the merits
of Judaism itsell, and the merits of Judalism must be
interpreted to them so that it 1s not bayond the
reason and understanding of an intelligent ninds and
if he is to be & good Jew by cholce, his Judaism must
be a livable commensense one, under conditions that
prevail in this country of ours.>
Upon the conclusion of the reading of this statement
at the January 17, 1922 meeting of the dissident faction of
the Center, the group was galvanlized into actlion. Abréham
Liebovitz called the Center a bad investment with a bad
partner. '"Shall we waste our life arguing with this bad
partner?" he asked, "Let us lose the few dollars and begin
anew., We are here tonight to organize a new institution.
We want to know which of you men will jein it, because this
new institution will be started whether you are with us or
not."® Liebovitz was followed by Isadore Rubin who asked,
"What shall our attitude be? Shall we walt until they
throw us out as they threaten or shall we go out, following
our leader, the ablest man in the rabbinate, the nan who
caused a member of the Board of Trustess to say, 'lot over
ny dead body will you win.'! There will never be a chance
for reconciliation. Thelr mummified Judaism cannot permit

it. "7

With these words still hanging in the air, a call fron
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the fleoor was made for the mass resignation of the group
from the Center. At this point, Kaplan felt constrained
to speak for the first tinme, |

I want to speak as an onlooker not a2s a participant,
becasuse I promized myself that 1f there were a
difference of opinion I would take the part of an
onlocker, I want to warn the pecvle who are ready
to take the next step towards establishing an
institution founded on the idesls I lalid down years
ago, that this is not an easy task, To me 1t has
been hearte-rending. To see cone's ideals shattered
by idle worshippers because one cannot stand for
deception, iz indeed heartrending., They have made
ny life hell because I came out with the ideals
which they knew I stood for, but did not want me

to express. I pub up with a2ll this because you,

my friends, did not authorize me to get out. My
patience is now exhausted and I cannot stand thelir
nudslinginge I want your permissgion to resign.

There are other groups who want me to carry out 8
my work and ideals. I cannot continue at the Center,

Kaplan's speech served to continue: the momentum already
present at the meeting and Simmons offered a plan for re-
organization. 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 8 tremendous overhead., Secondly, & membership commlt-
tee would be formed which would have the gonl of recrulting
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 Hollidays which could seat up to seven
hundred. Finally, there would be no president or vice-

presldent of this new institution whose policy would be set
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and work carried out by an Executive Council. The reason
for thls innovation was the hope that they could avoid the
petty pollitics which they saw as the ruin of the Center.

At this point, Kaplan once again rose to speak, He
wanted it understood that this new institution would not
duplicate in method or point of view any other existing
synagogue, including the Jewlsh Center.

Let us remind you again that this organization will

be different from asny other congregations, You are
therefore going to be open to much criticism. In

the first place, 1t has been suggested that the
organizatlon be called The American Synagogue, We
want to start an Anerican synegozue, o Saynagogue
which shall strike its roots in American 1ife; which
shall show to this country that there is a future,

not only a paste.

1. The Platform will be that this American Synagogue
is dediecated to the interprestastion and advencenment of
Israelts Torah., The explanation of the Torah shall be
in the light of reason and commonsense, This interpre=
tation shell not be Orthodox because it interprets its
beauties and glories, Tt will not be Reformed because
it does not deny the Torah,

2. The restoration of Israelts ancient land shall be
the i1deal for which this synagogue will work, bscause
this synagogus cannot stand for enmpty lip prayer, but
uplifting work. We stand for the idea of Palestine asg
a gplritual center,

3¢ This will ba done as the means of the establishment
of universal freedom, justice and psace,

With a name of this kind end a platform of this kind
you must belong body and soul., You must make it your
business %o zo out of vour way to come every Saturday
or at lesast every other Saturday., Later we can decide
on the ritual and the mode of carrying on the gervices,
which may be a departure fron Orthodoxy. I do not say
here that I shall live up to the Skulhan Arukh but I
Will go by that code hecause it 1s tne enly code to go
by, but I cannot felleow it to every letter, I must
use ny COmMmMONSense ., :

Obviously, Kaplan was not prepared to repeat the same mistakes
that he had made at the Center in thiz new American Synagogue,
LIBRARY
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He was determined that all who joined with him in thils
endeavor would know where he stocd and for what he stood.

Upon the conclusion of Kaplan's statement, Louls
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 sddition to Kaplan's slgnature, twenty names
" were affixed to the document., Three other men in atten-
dance indicated their interest but decided to walt to

conmmit themselves formally. The last step taken by this

founding meeting was the nomination and unaninous election

of Sinmons as Temporary Chairman of the Executive Councll,
At the first Members?'! Meeting cof the new organization,
the nane of the institution was changed upon Kaplan's
suggestion. The words he addressed to his followers were
never fully comprehended by most of them, He stated:

The great need of our instltution is te T1ll is not
that of a leocal institution, such as a gechule or
synagogue, This orgznization has a messase and a8
problem as ite motive for @rgﬁnlging. That problen
is the edjustnent of Judaism to meet the nseds of
present day life, without bringing about a dis-
integration of Jewish life., Although the American
Synagogue was the name hitherto suggested and
accepted, it seemed that the name i1s open to
misunderstending and nisinterpretation of its real
significance, The word synagoszue, in its larger
sense, really implies not a zmall institution but

a large community, or even groups of communities,
and may also designate a movement embracing large
numbers. For this resson, the name American 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 concretely the purposes for which 1%t
stands. The Soclety for the Advoncement of Judalsm
seens to exXpress the true purpsse ol the organization.
Together with the name of the organization should also
appear the platfornm,
Dedicated to the interpretation and advancenment of
Israelfs Torah, to the restoration of Israells
ancient land, and to the establishment of unile-
versal freedom, justice and peace.Y

With this statement, Kaplan was trying to indicate that
what he was attempting to establish was not & synagogue but
rather an institution which would perve to disseninate his
philoseophy of Judaism. Since the members, having resigned
from the Jewish Center, were in need of the services of a
synagogue, the SAJ would 11l that need. Iis synagegue-
function, howéver, was‘cle&rly intended by Kaplan to be
secondary to its propoganda-function. This eoncept his
followers never really understeood although they paid lip-
service to the idea throughout the twentieg. They were
clearly interested in forming a new synagogue.

The name of the new institution was not original with
Kaplan, A Society for the Advancement of Judaisnm was
formed to guarantee Judah Magnes' gaslary while serving as
leader of the Kehilleh movement (see above), Thls organ=
ization, supported principally by Jacod Schiff, Felix
Warburg and Israel Unterberg, ceased to exist when the
Kehilleh exp=riment falled, 0 Unterberg was a founding
member of this new group and his wife suggested the nane to

Kaplan,
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Kaplan saw the SAJ as & counter-movement to the

Ethical Culture Society whoze attraction was so great to
assinllated Jews of fity yesrs ago. In many respects,
Kaplan desired to outdo Felix Adler who had formed that
Society in 1876, Kaplan even called himself "Leader® and
not rabbi, Adler was also called “"Leader." (This, of
course, was in pre-Hitler America when the term WlLeader"
could still be used in good faith.,) Kaplan believed that
through the Soclety for the Advancement of Judaism he would
be able to prevent more Jews from leaving Judaism for
Ethical Culture by developing Yan all-around organic,
rational, ethical and spiritual type of American Jewicsh
life, "1l |

Thus, the Soclety for the Advancement of Judaism was
founded in 1922 with both hopeful signs and pessible omens
for failure. If even the founding members of the organ-
ization did not understend its purpose, what would the
future bring? Fufthermore, the fact that Kavplan had already
demonstrated that he had trouble getting along with precisely
the upper middle class group he was again called upon té lead
was not a good sign. The group’s almost fanatical devotion
“to ﬁheir leader, however, acted to counterbalance their |
lack of understanding of the philesorhy he expounded., Fin-

ally, the general cohesion of the group through trying

periods would ser@é them well in the future,
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Chapter V

Although, as we have seen, Kaplén was determined
that the new institution would be more than a synagogue,
the first order of business for the organization was to
begin functioning es a synagogue, The Soclety for the
Advancemeht of Judailsnm was designed, however, toc represent
‘a way of life in which the influence of Jewisgh rellgion,
peoplehood and culture would blend into a harmonlous
whole with the American pattern of life. The actiocns
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
activity in the United States for decades to follow,

Aslide from changing the name of the institution from
the Americen Synagogue to the SAJ, the first Membershilp
Meeting took care of certain procedural problems., The
nembership dues for the Soclety were set at $150 per
couple, Although\Kaplan would have liked the Soclety to
serve all elements of the Jeﬁish community, the high price
of dues for the organization immediately execluded 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 ninyan (daily service).
Finally, a B@ard of Trustees consisting of nine nembers

plus a secretary was elected by the membership.
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As we have seen, the SAJ was organized on Tuesday,
Jenuary 17th. The firet Sabbath services were held on
Friday evening, January 27, 1922, The Society had rented
a building at 41 West 86th Street, Jjust a block from the
Jewish Center. The building was the former home of George
M. Cohan and services were conducted in what had been hils
1iving room which was decorated in the popular Chinese
"style of the dey. Men end women were seated separately
with the women placed in the back of this long room. The
services were essentlally Orthodox and any changes in them
hed to be made slowly in order not to split the Soclety.

The ability of the Soclety to attract important
perscnalities in thebJewish community was true even in itse
earliest years. The first cantor of the Soclety was the
famed liturgiét Abraham Zevi Idelsochn. He served for one
year until he was called to Cinsinnaﬁi te be Professor of
Jewish Music and Liturgy st the Hebrew Union College, His
lendership and knowledge set the tone and level of services
at the 3AJ for years to come,

Kaplan was elected Leader of the Soclety on February
l2th, He told the Board that it was his degire to contribute
his share to the Society for the first year in the form of
his services. 7This would be his contribution toward the
efforts of the Soclety in spreading his ldeas on Jewish

life. Throughout Kaplan's long relationship with the SAJ,
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he never received a salary. Several years later, the
poard 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 Soclety and could maintain his independence of bothe.
Once again, he was determined net to allow himself to
sink into the seme morass he had been in at the Center,
Kaplan 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 following resolution wrltten into the

In case any member is alleged to have conducted
himgelf in his private 1life or in his business
relations in 2 menner that is likely {to discredit
the good nanme of the Soclety, or in case he inter-
feres with the harmonious working out of the
purposes of the Jociety, the Board of Trustees

gshall appoint from the rest of the membership a
special committee of three to investigate the
charges against said member, If the special
committee will unanimously sustain such charges,

the Board of Trustees shall have the right to ask
said member to resipn, provided at least seven
members of the Board of Trustees shall vote against
the retention ef said member, If he refuses to send
in his resignation within two months, his name ghall
autonatically be dropped from the membership roll,.t

!
|
|
|
constitution of the SAJ: ' l
|

This reseolution, 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 and perhaps most imitated liturgical
innovation claimed by the SAJ was the introduction of the
Bas Mitzvah ceremony. Kaplan hoped that this parallel
ritual to the Bar Mitzvah would serve as the first step
toward according Jewish women equsl status in religious

life. Kaplan had been toying with the idea of Bas Mitzvah

for many years. Kaplan's sister had received a thorough
Hebrew education from their father and was placed in the
nain cheder (afternoon Hebrew school) until Yitzhak Reines,
the founder of the Mizrachi movement, objected to her
attending classes with boys. Later Relnes established

the first yeshivah where gecular subjects were studied
along with Jewish studies. The yeshivah met for éev&ral
years in the parior of Israel Kaplan's home and his
doughter would listen to the class discussions from the
doorway.

Kaplan was giveh the honor of allowing his eldest
daughter, Judith, to insugurate this custom in September
of 1922, Although the calling 6? women to the pulpit was
& blg step for the congregation, the Bas Mitzvah was not
for many years an exsct 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 of the week from a book

rather than from the scrolls themselves. Furthermore,
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she recited the Torah blessings rather than chanting themn.
It was many years before the SAJ accorded women actual
equal status in thelr services. Judith Keplan Eisensteln
recalls that even her own grandmothers were opposed to
this innovation. |
The Hebrew School of the SAJ began operation in |
February, 1922, It was inmediately faced with the difficulty é
of finding teachers in the middle of the year but the SAJ | |
was determined to get its school functicmingv&s quickly |
as possible because of the fact that many of their membersf

children had been without Hebrew studles for eight months

the school could boast an enrolliment of thirty-one

l
|
!
|
|
|
;
becauge of the bresk with the Center. By March, however, ;
j

students divided into gix groups tauvght by four teachers,

Kaplan, however, was stiIl troubled by the steep
price of nmembership in the Soclety. He suggeated that
the Soclety seek to obtain subscribers to the movement
at a fee of ten dollars & year. This would give the

subscriber the privileges of attending lectures, study

hours and similar educational functions in additioen to
receiving literature to be published by the Society. They,
however, would not be entitled to seats for the High Holy
Days or the privilege of votinge Kaplan again pointed

cut that the main purpose of the organization was in the

field of educetional work for all Jews, Yand only inci-
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dentally and in addition to thils work will the organization
conduct other activities =« gsuch as Hebrew School, syna=-
gogue and other activities -- for its sustalning membershlp."z
The Board, however, felt that the time was not yet ripe |
for Kaplant's suggestion since it might serve to discourage §
prospective members from taking upon themselves the full §
responsibility of sustaining the orgsnization., Kaplan's
plan had to walt several years.

Since one of the functions of the SAJ was to be the
disgemination of Kaplants philosophy, the Board in April
asked Kaplan to write out one sermon 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 filrst year of the Society such a publicatlion would
be received with great interest by the Jewish community in
New York. It would eventually baccme a direct instrument
for the expression of Kaplan's ideas on Judaism,.

Yet Kaplanvwas 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 SAJ, Kaplan wrote the
follewing in his Jjournsl:

I have 1in fact been feeling very uncomfortable at

the slownese with which the Society has been

progressing toward the goal that I have in mind,
the gozl of a dynaniec sociallzed Judaism., The

only thing I have succeeded in so far has been to
change the phrasing in that vart of the ritual
where the return of the sacrificial service is
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petitioned for. Instead of praying for the
restoration of aninmal sacrifices, the version, as

I have altered it, simply recites the fact that in
the past these aaerifiees constituted a neans of
communion with Code. The reason for retaining such
historic allusiocn to a mode of service that 1s
obsolete is that the historical continuity of Israel
is thus enmphasized.

But even this slight change I have introduced in a
nanner that night be characterlzed as surreptitious.
I have not anncunced it or explained it to the cong-
regation. I have only asked the Cantor to read the
gservice with these changes. lost of the people have
their minds on other things while the Cantor recites
the Anmidah, and therefore are really unaware of what
I have don with the text,

When it caeme, however, to a more visible change there
was protest and the protesters have had thelr way. I
wanted that nen and women should not be divided off as
is done in the Orthedox syrmg@guegg I believe that
there is no reasonable excuse for continuing the
custenm of separating the sexes during praver nor that
men and women sit promiscuously at all other functions
social and educational. Bubt the orgsnizers, men like
Joseph Levy, Abe Liebovitz, were afrald that seating
men and women btozether nmight 1dentily us zs Relornmed
Jews and so we have men and women sitting separately.

Nevertheless, Kaplan 4id feel a great sense of responsie
bility toward these people. He, therefore, finslly rejected
Stephen Wisefs offer of a position at the Jewish Institute
of Religion. This he did with an extremely heavy heart.
It does not lock ss though T am going to take the
step that might emancipate me for the larger life
and the greater contribution that I might make to
the cause of Judalsm., The main consideration that
prevents me from accepting Wiselg offer iz that the
Soclety for the Advancenment of Judaism which I
brought into exlstence three months ago would be
-wWrecked,
When the membership met, however, for thelr first
Annual lMeeting in May, they pointed with pride to thelr

programn of adult activities which were functloning well
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after only five months of operation. In addition to the
Sabbath lMorning 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 which first took the form of a dlscussion
of the Rabbil's sermon of the previous Sabbath and to which
later recognized leaders in Jewish life were invited. Both
Judah Magnes and Kaplan®s old colleague at the Kehillah
Samson Benderly were early speakers in this series.
Finally, & Young People's Group had been formed at met
X )
with the Rabbi on altermate Wednesday evenings for study
and discussion. Yet the same week in which the members
glowed over their initial success, Kaplan remained
depressed,
Last night the SAJ gave a dimmer-dance, Before the
affaly bezan I was in grand spirits. VWhen I thought
of the fact that 2t least I have succeeded in
actually building up an organization that came as near
to being my own creation ags I could ever expect, 1
believed for the moment that ny effectiveness was
demnenstrated.s Bubt ny ardor cooled off when I came
- to the Neeting House, I was disappointed in the
gsmall attendance, The peovle with whom I sat at the
table never mentioned a word about the organization,
as though 1t had never existed. The main tople of
conversation was golf. I was bored to death.d
That very next week, Kaplan did see some nmovement
on liturgical 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, therefore, offered the following
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resolut;on to the Board of the Soclety:

WHEREAS on Yom Kippur eve, the beginning of the most |
solemn day in the yearly 1life of the Jew, the services |
are started with the chanting of Xol Nidre, |
WHEREAS we, as Jews, who take our religlon seriocusly, |
cannot permit ourzelves to enter upon this solemn day |
with an avowal that is not compatible with present |
day life, and ig likely to be misinterpreted and
misunderstood, therefore be it
BESOLVED that Dre. Hordecai M. Kaplan, our spiritual E
legder, be ssked to formulste a prayer compatible |
with our consclence as Jews, in place of Kol Nidre, |
sand further 6
RESOLVED that we retain the present melody of Kol Nidre, i
i
|

The resolutlion was passed by the Beard alter considerable
discuassion. It did not, however, resolve the issue of Kol
Nidre. This resolution was reconsidred and withdrawn by
Kaplan the following September before Yom Kippur and the

issve continued té be, as we shall see, a major one at the

Socliety for many years. 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 Soclety
met to discuss plans for the High Hollidey services |
which are to tske place at the (Hotel) Leslie rooms.

1 was pleasantly surprized to hear them susgest that
men and women be seated together instead of separately
during the services at the LesliCeess

I do not know what to attribute the ease with which

the suggestlion to have mized seating was adopted,
whether to thelr own realization that 1t is absurd to
maintain a custom that 1z go out of keeping with the
attitude assumed toward worship teday, or that recently
Dre E.L. Solonon, a colleague of mine in the ninistry,
who had always been regarded as Orthodox, accepted a
call to a congrepgaticn in the neighborhood which has
abollished the separate seating of the men and WoN®Nsese
Seeling that the members of the Board are beginning to
act upon their convictions, I proposed another change,
to substitute for the Xol Nidre a prayer that is

really in keeping with the spiritual level of the Day
of Atonement. I considered the Kol Nidre paragraph as
entirely out of place end beneath the level of truly
spiritual religion. The contents, if understoocd, are

azenable to misconstruction, and in no way oonducive
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to the elevation of the soul, I would preserve the
melody, but not the words of the Kol Nidre,/

Kaplanl!s attitude toward Kol Nidre was an example of the
views held by nost liberel elements at the Jewlsh Theo-
logical Seminary, where he continued teaching. The nmore
conservative leader at the Seminary, Louls Finkelstein
who was later to becone pr@aid@né of that institution, wag
emong this groupe.

Last night Dr. Louls Finkelstein and his wife paid

us a visite He and I zot into a hot discussion as

to the wisdonm of ny replacing Kol Nidre with a selec~
tion from & pesn by Luzzatio and retaining only the
melody, He considered such an acticn on ny part as
destructive of Judalsm, for if I were to carry out

the notive that lsd me to taoke this step to iis
logical coneluzion, I would abrogate Tuch laws as
Haliznhe, I contended that I regarded sincerity in
brayer as superior to all other considerations, The
substance of Kol Nidre sxpressing disavowal of all
promises and oaths was enbirely wnspiritual and
unworthy of a place in the gervice on the most solemn
Gay of the year. The reason it is vermitted to occuny
80 lnportant a place is that it evokes, if 1t doss that
at all, en atnmosvhere whieh has nothing to do with its
contentse Such a state of aifairs ls deplorable in
any religlon since it makes for mummery and hypoericy.
Finkelstein, of course, remained obdurate, but his
wife seemed inclined to agree with me,8

It would seem that Finkelstein's wmore conservative point of
view was also held by a substantial portion of the Soclety'ls
menberghip and, therefore, Kaplan felt it would be wise to
withdraw the suggestion for the time being.

| The flrst Hlgh Holliday services were narked 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 lMeeting 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 Holldnys are over. They were a source of
enxiety to me in view of the fact that the SAJ was

to hold services for the first time in a hall where
the atumosphere is not caleulated to inspire any
sense of reverence or worshin. FPersonally there was
much of a comedown from the magnificent theough small
synagogue at the Center to the entertainment and
wedding hall with the improvised ark on the stage
and camp chalys on the floore Yet when I recalled
how narrowly I escaped the clutches of an ingrovwing
bourgecis hypoeritical relligliosity that is deveid

of the least idealistic aspiration I thanked God
that He delivered me from the Centéreese

The rejoliclng I experience whenever I think of ny
enancipation from the Center is, I hope, not of the
Pharisaic kind that {inds expression in such benew .
dictions as those over the factsz that God Ydid not
nake me a Cov (nen=Jdew),? or a women or a slave, I
realize that in having failed to slter their world
outleok, I admit defeat. My only consolation is that
if J.H.Cohen had not been in the way, I probably
would have been able to do something with them. VWhen
I took charge of the Center, Cchen had too strong a
hold on them for envone to loosch that hold, He
cultivated then and exploited thenm for Beth Israel
Hosplital., He never lozt an opportunity to flatter
them into believing themselves high minded and gensrous,
wnereas from me they heard statements made repestedly
from the pulpit of a kind that tended to deztroy the
1llusion about themselves that Cohen so cleverly
fostered in them,9

The holidays, however, gave Kaplan second thoughts about
those with whom he wes working in this new endeavor,

I heve been dislillusioned today about the success

of the Yom Xippur services. Ny logs of tenper on

Kol Nidre night when I scelded the congresation for

the cold and lackadaisacnl spirit in which the

Yaariy (evening) service was procseding == the people
even forgetting to answer Amen at the end of the benew-
dictions == pnd for the lelsureliness with which ths
congregation was collecting =« seems to have displeased

a good many..olo
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An opportunity to discuss the ainms and operation of
the new Soclety arcse 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 end the building of permanent gquarters for the Soclety.

Simmons, the Chairman of the Board, opposed this move
because he belleved that with the‘purchage of land the
Society would become a localized congregation like every
other instead of representing the genesis of a natlional
movenment, Kaplan agreed with Simmons and felt that the
Board was lozing sight of the main purpose of the org&ni-

zatione

ecol have never really made a serious effort to
have them (the PBoard) grasp that purpose in all
ite implications. Most of them fail to see the
difference between my conception of Judalism and
the Orthodor point of view. Somehow they miss
the significance of uy belief that Judaism should
be regarded as having arrived at its present form
a8 a result of natural development, and is not a
system of beliefs and practices based on a super=-
mundasne Torsh, I urged, therefore, that I meet
with the Board once a week for the next few weeks
for the purpose of explaining to them how the SAJ
should be represented to those whom they wish to
win as adherents.il

These meetings took place in October, 1922 and served to
givé the Board a broader understanding of their own organ=
izotlion. It was always Kaplan®s hope that the SAJ's
membérahip should be a cchesive group with & firm concept
of what their 1n3titufion stood for. These meetings, he

felt would allow the Board members to explain the purposes




66

and the philosophy to perspective members before they
signed any application forms.

At the first meeting, Kaplan attempted to explain
why & Soclety such as the SAJ was necessary to preserve
Judaism in the United States,

I began by explaining that there were three types

of influences that were disintegrating Judalsms
Materialism, Christianity, Ethical Culture, There

i8 no specific way in which we can counteract
materialism. In Christianity, Christian Scilence

is taking many from our ranks. Hence a movement

that could effectively counteract Christlan Science
by providing within Judaism the means to health

could be very much worthwhile., Yet far more im-
portant is to ethicise Jewish life to ghift the
center of gravity within Judalsm itself from
ceremonisls to ethics., This would hold within

the ranks of Judaism many who are idealistically
inclined, and who are at present turning to

Ethical Culture where they can find batter op=-
portunity for selfexpression than in Judalsm.

I would therefore propose that our Soclety should be
a Jewish Ethical Culture movenment. Our general aim
should be to promulgate the truth that the Toremost
religious duty of a human being 1s to enzage in life-
long moral self education. Such an alm is, in reality,
a modernization of the Jewisgh ideal of Torah.

Sinmons wanted me to state more specifically wherein
our Society would differ in its aims from the Ethical
Culture Socliety. This necessgitated ny mentioning at
once that in additiocn to being committed 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 through 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.
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Simmons said that it was necessary for us to state

what our conception of God was., I replied that one

could easily gather frem the statement of the pur-

pose the concept of God that was the basis of our

plan of action. When you are told of a certaln

person that you could please him no better than by

giving him a book as & gift you imply that he has

literary tastes; pictures, that he is artistically

inclined; a stradivarius, that he is a virtuoso.

Thus by stating that the best way of serving God

is to engage in moral study, the inference 1s that

you assume His nature is in some way Xindred with

the application of the mind to the problems of

right and wrong. That is the most that Judaisnm

wants us to posgit about God. Further than that

is left to each individusl to think out for himself.l3

With this new understanding of the purposes of the
Soclety, the Board seemed better equipped to plan the SAJ's
program. In the twentlies, the most popular form ofqprOw
gramning 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 "lModern Jewlsh
History during the Last Two Centuries," and the second,
taught by a professor from the Clty College, wés called
"Jewish Life in Contemporary America." Another lecture
series was later added on Jewish Current Events. In line
with thelir Leader's concept of Judalsm as a complete
civilization, the SAJ sponsored an exhibition of Palestinean
raintings by Jewish artists and hired a dramatlcs and music
teacher for adult and children's groups. All of thesge
activities are important to our study because they clearly

reflect Kaplan's philosophy of Judaisn,
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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. Kaplan suggested to the

Board that they divert the money and energy spent on lec-

tures to the field of publicaticn. Through the printed
word, Kaplan felt, the Society would be better able to

bring its idess to the attentiocn of the public, and to

really further the advancement of Judaisn. 'He suggested
that the publication of some kind of magazine 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 ldeas.
In May of 1923, the Editorial Commlittee of the SAJ

decided to expand the SAJ Pulletin, which was essentallly

a house organ, into a magazine which would contain book
reviews, reviews of articles and general articles on
subjects of interest to the Society and its members. The

ragazine, to be cplled the 3AJ Review, publisghed its first

issue on the first of June, It continued to appear through-
out the twenties every week except during the summer, Until
1928 (February 18th), the Review was mimeographed. At that
tine, 1t was expanded in scope snd was printed professionally,

The SAJ Review 18 extremely important to the story of
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the Socliety because 1t represented the group's attempt

to fulfill the broader program envisaged for the SAJ. It
was edited by Kaplan who alszo wrote the editoriasls and
provided much of the copy, particulérly in the earlier
volumes., Many of these articles served as the basis for
Kaplan's books in the 1930's. The magazine, however, also
contailned many essays on Jewlish education and its de~
ficlencies. Most of the contributors were ldentifled with
Conservative Judalsm and nmuch of thelir writing was critical
of that movement because of its ideoclogical weaknessglu
The Review played an important part in spreading Kaplan'é
ideas to & wider and more heterogenecus public than the

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

Kaplan when the SAJ Review ceased publication in 1929

due to the cnset of the Great Depression.

Nevertheless, the Socletytfs first year of growth was
discouraging and the SAJ began its second year with almost
a ten thousand dollar budget deficit. The Board, however,
felt constrained to offer Kaplan & salary of five thousand
dollars per year. Kaplan, holding to the decision he had
nade at the time of the founding of the Soclety, once again
turned down any offer of remuneration,

As we have seen, the SAJ was from 1ts inception
dedicated to the rebullding of Palestine as the Jewlsh

homeland. When Chaim Welzmann, the Zionist leader,
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visited Amerlica 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 Welzmann, Kaplan was able to see novement toward
his gosls at the SAJ., Weizmann, himself, attended
services at the SAJ on that festival.

Last Shavuot night we had a very successful progran
meeting. After the services we had the conventional
Shavuot c¢cheege pancalkes, With the collation over

the meeting began at 9:30., 8ix of the menbers delivered
short talks on different phases of the SAJ Platform

set forth in the Blue Booklet which had been given out
&s a souvenir at the annual gathering on Mareh 1loees
The interest of that meeting was enhanced through the
presence of Dr, Weizmann, whom I had invited to cone®ecoe
At the nmeeting Welzmann was called upon to speak, He
expressed kKeen satisfaction at the attempt that we are
making to adjust Judalism to modern life, He called us
a society of seekers, Taking up the point that Judaism
i a civilization and not merely a religlon, he
developed Renasn's conception of the reason for the
unique character of the Jewish civilization. AL the

end of the meeting he was elected an honorary member

of the organizaetion,+d

The Blue Bogk mentioned by Kaplan in his journal was
8till another attempt made by the Society to educate its
members and prospsctive members as to the vurpoge of the
Socliety., It was a twentyofivé vage booklet written by
Kaplan in the form of answers to questions about the nove-
ment and its philoscphy. The first question asked: What
ig the 3AJ?

Thz SAJ 1s a religicus fellowszhip of Jewish men and

wonen who want Judaism to act as an ethical influence

in thelr everyday 1ife¢., Host people asscciate Judalem

with dogmas which are either self-evident or unacceptable,
and with ceremcnies 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 Judalsm once embraced the
whole of 1ife; that it consisted of a language, a
literature, a code of laws, en ethical system, a
communlity 1life, a public opinion == that it was, in
fact, a whole civilization. Conditlons have changed.
We no longer live in ghettos segregated from the rest
of the world., We are Americans, and as Americans we
had to give up a part ef that Jewish civilization: We
have surrendered the civil code; We have little time
for the Hebrew language and literature; We have no
Jewish communal life. DBut we are Jews, nonetheless.
As such, we want enough of Jewish civilization to
survive to make a difference in our mode of living
and not only in our mode of praying, in the way we
spend the six days of the week and not only in the
way we keep the seventh day..ib

Next, the questlion was agked as to how the Society would

attain its ainms,

We propose to attain our ainms in a number of ways:

In the first place, by attempting to reread the past
of the Jewish pecple, its political career as well as
its spiritual strugeles, in the light of truth as the
medern man understands it

Secondly, by taking part in the restoration of _
Palestine, where the whole of the original Jewish
civilization shall again come into play;

Thirdly, by making 1t & religious duty to engage in
group deliberation upon all problems affecting our
goclal relatlionships 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 Jewlsh
past will further the Soclety's purpose, why Palestine is
80 lmportant and why group deliberation is so vital that
it 1s designated a 'Yreligious" duty.

Next the anconymous questloner asks whether the SAJ
of Orthodex or Reform. The answerer replies:

Such a question implies a complete misunderstanding
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of our purposes, The question as to Orthoedox or
Reform would be relevant, i we were to make ritual
and observance our chisf concern, We gre, by our very
purpose, committed to retain those elements in our
ritual and observance which identify us with Israel of
old, and which will make us one in spirit with the
Jewish conmonwealth of the future., Beyond that, we are
not committed to any set form of ritual or mode of ob=-
servance, OQur program differs from Reform Judalsm in
upholding the original character of Judaism as a
civilization, instead of a2 denominational creed, So
long as we bzlieve that Judalsm 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 place where it can thrive ag a full-fledged
civilizaticn,. We believe that Judslism should maintailn
ite Hebraic character even in the Disspora. The
Hebrew language should be retained in the synagogue,
should be taught as & living language in the religious
school, and should bz made to serve as a living bond
of universal Israel. Judalsm as a ecivilization calls
for a comprehensive plan of education which makes far
greater demands upon the time of the child and of the
youth than does the Sunday School training which is
required by Judalsm concelived as a creed, Judaisnm as
a civilization calls for the reinstatement of the
synagogue as the center of sgocial, philanthrople and
cultural activities, Judalsm as a civilization calls
for the stirmulation and gmgt@ring of every form of
Jewish art and culture.-

F;nally, the inquirer asks: Why do you call yourselves a
"Society" and not a congregation?

We are not a congregation, bheceuze we arez not organized
pricarily for the purpose of worship. We sre a Society,
insofar as the task to which we are dedicated is nore
comprehensive than can be undertaken by any local cone
gregation., VWe are a Scciety, inzofar as we hope to win
to our program all wheo are interested in having Judsasisnm
function ethically, regardless of their congregational
affiliaticn, We are a Soclety, bscause we expect that,
throughout the country, Jewish men and wonen, who are
In accord with our aims, will band teogether into
religious fellowships similar to our own., Thus will
the SAJ become a potent factor in the rejuyenation of
Israel and in the unification of mankind.+:

In this booklet, we see a development in Kaplents thinking
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from its earliest stage which he enunciated in his booklet
on the Jewish Center in 1916. These ideas, in a more

developed form, took their final shape in Judalsm as a

Civilizatione.

By the summer of 1923, the membership was already
approaching the one hundred nmark and the spirit of the
Soclety was beginning to pick up. This, of course, raised
Kaplan®s spirits somewhat and he was able to describe the
SAJ in his journal %“as the only Jewish organization of a
religious character that has a college spirit."ZG Upon
his return from Furope where he had spent the sunmer,
Kaplan was greeted at the pier by a large delegation of
SAJ members. It gave him pause to reflect upon his role
at the Soclety.

In all sincerity I feel that I do not deserve all

that friendchip which these peonle are manifesting

toward me. I ask myself 'Why sre they so good to
me?! Is 1t because they feel that I might emancipate
them into a larger 1life of the spirit, into the life
wvhere they would be free from their petly cares and
from the useless burdens that the past has imnosed on
them? But God knows, I myself need the strength and
the courage which 1t should be my business to inspire
others with,“+

Friendshlp, however, was never enough for Kaplan in
his association with the Soclety., His greatest desire for
the membership of the SAJ was for them to understand his
work and their role in bringlng a new Judaism into existence,

Once again, Kaplan was forced to warn the Board against

putting up a permanent building and, thereby, losing sight
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of theilr preciocus goal.

At 8 Board meating of the SAJ last night I urged

upon those present that we nust be careful not to lose
sight of the main ainm of ocur organization which is

that of evolving the type of Judsism in this country
that 1s likely to live, a Judaism that 1s both ethical
and Hebraic in character. I warned against the danger
of being diverted from the aim by taking up the
problem of a building for the Soclety, Once we do

that we are bound to shrink into a congregation
interested in its own upkeep. I advocated organizing
groups sinilar to our own in different parts of the
city and the country, and then having those groups fornm
e party in Judalsm which will embrace the vast mass of
our people who want to remain Jews but cannot affilliate
with Orthodoxy, because of 1t medievalism and with
Reform, because of its unJewishness. Those present were
convinced by ny asrguments in favor of the SAJ engaging
in propaganda work and voted to establish a propagandsa
fund of 310,000, for the first year. I pray to God
that I be able to carry out at least some of the plans
that I sugpest and for which the SAJ 1s so ready with
its support.<<

IR In eddition to this propaganda program, the SAJ began
several projects in its 1923=24 season Whiéh reflected both
its broader and synagogue platforme For example, the
Soclety raised over 311,000, for the Jewish Théological
Seminary and affiliasted for the first time with the United
Synagogue (the congregational body of Conservative Judalsm).
Moreover, the Society took 1t;upon itself to be partly
responsible for the publication of the Heshiloah, a Hebrew
monthly magazine which was then published in Jerusalen,

The SAJ became 1its scle agent in the United States,
As far as 1its synagogue program was concerned, the SAJ
introduced late Friday services in order to reach a larger

number of menmbers with Kaplan'!s sermons. A Women's Division
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was formed with Mrs, Samuel Lamport as 1its first president.
Finally, in December, 1923 lMoshe Nathanson joined the SAJ
as cantor. Nathanson remsined with the Socliety throughout
its years of growth and is today, néarly fifty years later,
serving as Cantor Emeritus., Once again, however, the year
was ended with a deficit of over 39000,

At the Annual MNeeting Kaplan was able to point with
pride to the progre&s'toward advancing Judalism in its
religious, cultural and ethical aspects which the Soclety
was making.

A Jewish ritwal, which conforms with the spirlit of

the times and our spiritual needs, is gradually

being developed by the 5AJ, through the intreductlon
of an intense Hebrew splrit in the services, the
elimination of unnecessary repetition, and the sddition
of new poetic selections from modern Hebrew and
passages from the Bible arranged in & logical form
about definite themes.

Culturally, the Soelety has nade considerable progress
through its program meetings, which provided an
opportunity for self-expression and identification
with the main stream of contemporary thought; through
the Friday evening lectures which provided a theoretlc
interpretation of our point of view of Judalsm;
through courses of gtudys; through the institution of
Jewish soiree or cultural ewvenings at the homes of
cur members; and finally, throuzh our intense interest
in the propagation of Hebrew culture in America,
evidenced by our financing, in part, the publicatlion
of the Hnshilosh, The vlans of the Women's Committee
to arranze for sn SAJ day once a week, during which
members will spend the day in attending courses of
study at the SAJ, is another stride toward tThis
cultural development,.

Ethically, the Society has also made notable steps in
advance, By teking the initiative in organizlng the
West Side for Pslestine amctivity, we have aroused Jevws
to their sense of duty and responsibility, thus
emphasizing the moral duty of building up Palestine.
Our appreciable contributions to charity and Jewish
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education are further evidence of the sense of
responsibility. A number of our nmembers have,

88 8 result of the pregram of the Soclety, improved
their ethical standards toward fellow businegsmen
and fellow workers, thus showing the influence of
our ethical teachings,.< .

Moreover, the Chairman was able to report that the Hebrew
School now had elighty-five students most of whom met three

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

—

established groups under its suspices at Hunter College,
Colunbinte Teachers College and Barnard. Finally, the
SAJ had this year raised over $35,000., from its member-
ship for Palestine,

No matter how glowing Kaplanfs report to the Annual
Meeting was, however, he still harbored serious reser-
vations in his own mind as to the resl progress of the
Socliety. These doubts he canfid@d only to his journal.

In ny game ageinst the destructive influsnces that
are undermining the Judaism and Jewishness of the
lay group I am working with, 1 feel once again at a
stalemate, I have neveyr had the sensation that one
essocliates with an aggressive game., It is slways a
case of being on the defensive and at the last point
of defense, where one is actually cornervred, A1l T
have to do is to restreoin mysel{ by sheer force of
will from admitting defeate What I cannot decide in
ny own mind is whether the situation is really
hopeless or I am too wenk to deal with 1t. The
moment the hollidays were over 70% of the SAJ becane
invisible to me., The enthusiasm of the other 0%
hag to be kept up by all sorts of artificial
stinulants. As scon as I would let go for a few
éays, 1 inmagine, the organization would disintegrate.

This doubt sbout the Soclety continued throughcout the
twenties. Once again, Kaplan was asking himself whether

he should continue with a congregation or devete himself

24
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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 has been awhirl again as to whether I should
procesd with my work at the SAJ. The Board neeting
which took place londay night was so poorly attended
and vwas carried on in such a lackadaisical spirit that
I began to doubt whether I should permit them to think
of purchaging ground for a bullding....They are not
ready to make any sacrifice in time or money. Outside
of twe or three upon whom I might count for work, there
is no one that can contribute anything toward the
purpocse for which the SAJ was formed, and these two
or three arve teoo preocccupisd with thelir own business
cares to have asny energy for this workKeoos
The services are poorliy attended...The progron meetings
upon which I counted so much are not entertaining
encugh for them, They have so many distractions, 80
many sources of diversion that they are blase, In this
espect their children down to the youngest are even
wcrse than they are. The few young people cannot be
nade to take an interest in anything intellectual or
spiritual, They cgnnot even be induced to undertake’
anything of a2 esoclal nature, so tired are they of one
another, They are Just wormeeaten with boredom,
Lately 1 have offered to conduect a group of men in the
study of ethics and relizion, provided I got at least
twenty=7Tive to come regularly. So far no one nut the
one wno got me to make the eifort == Dr., Brand, a
dentist who is as ignorant of Judasism as he is of
- Chinege == iz the only candidate for the group.
With such deadheads I have been working for the
last three years.<o

But worst of all, Kaplan felt his futile work with this
Horoup of deadheads was taking him from work that could
be creative and important to hig real gosl,

On the other hand, whenever I get a chance to concen-
trate on the problem of Judalism as a civilization, I
see more and nore lighte 1 am beginning to find a
workable fornmuls for Judalism in the Dissporsi...el an
quite certain that if I could go on work uninterrup-
tedly I might at least reallze the dream of my life:
to work out a clear formula for Judaism as a civili-
zaticn both in Palestine snd in the Diaspora, before
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my mental powers will begin to wane, which I

understand 1s normelly the case at fiftyafive.zs
Yet Kaplan concluded that if he was ever to realize his
gosl of & Judaism which could survive in the Diaspora, he
would have to work with laymen and this group certainly
wags as good as any to experiment with. It is interesting
to note that although Kaplan was afraid that his mental
powers would begin to wane at the age of fiftyufive,.his
latest book has Just been published at the age of
eighty-ninel '

The decision made, Kaplan rededicated hinmself to
the work of the S4J. In December, 1924, the Society began
publishing the ggg,Q&QQX which contained a calendar of
Jewish and Engllish dates, gpecial notes describing the
Jewish holidays, 2 statement of the Society's aims and
& brief scection on Jéwigh gtatisticg and current events.
The 8AJ Disry served {(end centinues to serve) as both a
handbook for members and a useful gulde to p@%&pective
membefs.

In January of 1925, Keplan was invited to travel to
Scranton, Pennsylvanlia by two former Seminary pupils, Rabbis
Max Arzt and Bernard Heller, to help in the orgsnization of
e new unit of the SAJ. Kaplan felt this to be the beginning
of the expansion of the SAJ beyond the confines of the

Wesgt Slide. These developments are, of course, beyond the

scope of this study yet are important to our underztanding
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of Kaplan's relationship to the SAJ.

With this exciting news, Kaplan felt that his opposi-
tion to the acquisition of land for a new building was no
longer founded. The original quarﬁers of the Society would
certainly not be large enough to house the offices of a
nationsl movement. Accordingly, in January, 1925, through
the efforts of a Building Committee headed by Joseph Levy,
the SAJ acquired the property at 113 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 Chairman of the SAJ, resigned snd was succeeded té
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
Soclety were expected to use.

All clainms, 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,
existing between them, or arizing under or out of any
arrangenent or dispute shall be settled by the

Arbitration Board herein created, pursuant to the

Arbiltration Laws of the State of New York, in the

tribunal of Jjustice, to be known 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 thet creditors filed claims
for more than 35500,000. against the Gladstone Hotel
which had declared itself bankrupt, One of our
menmbers, Mre. Bennett Slegelstein, attorney for the
hotel, impressed 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 obligations,
giving every creditor one hundred cents on the dollar,
The Judge consented to delaying the sppointment of a
receiver and, through the efforts of lr., Slegelstein,
the new corporaticn was cquickly reorganized and mst
all creditorst claims by full payment of all obligations.
Ve are sometimes under the impression that the influence
of the Society can only be exerted at our Discussion
Meetings, where we deliberate snd talk consideradbly
about various ethical and socisl probtlems, However,
the nmost important results of the activity of the
Society are seen when our members in the daily con=
duct of theilr business affalirs glve evidence of
tranglating thelr ideas about ethics into actusl
ethical action. That 1s what we mean by nmaking
Judeism function,<d

Further growth of the Society as a national movement
was reported during this year. Another student of Kaplan's
from the Seminary formed s chapter of the SAJ in New
Bedford, Massachusetts. Other chapters were in the plan-
ning stages in Woonseccket, Rhode Island and Cleveland, Chio.

In the spring of 1925, the SAJ celebrated the
opening of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, Special
gervices were held at the Soclety 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 glves
us the opportunity to extend to you, our Lsader, our
sincere good wishes for your health and havpiness
during your stay in Palestine, We have felt great
pride in your representation of American Jewry at the
dedicstion of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, We
hope and pray to God that you return to us in good
health and renswed vigor,/and when we are again
privileged, upon your return, to have your guildance,
we can each individually truly sey, "Now my Joy 1s
complete, t 29 '

The new building of the SAJ was dedicated with a Hane
nuka Dinner in Decenbsy, 1925, The occasion affored Kaplan
another opportunity to formelly outline the aims of the
Soclety. |

On the occasion of the dedication of the new guarters
of the SAJ at 13=15 West 86th Street I formulated the
principles of the SAJ in terms of thirteen 'wants,?

My purpose in those principles is to convey that at
the present time 1t is inxpossible to agree upon
abstract principies, but it is possible to azree as

to what differences in ocur lives the fact of being
Jews should make, I believe that stating the prine
eiples of Judaism in that way ghould prove an excellent
means of ftransferring the interest from something that
can no longer function to something that can. Beliefs
cannot function as a means of Jewish unity. Let us,
however, learn to make demands upcn Jewish unity and
Jewigh unity will be gtrensthened through the effort
to have it meet these demands.”

These thirteen "wants" were published immediately in the

SAJ Review and appeared in every 1ssue of that publicatlon

thereafter, They were originally cslled "The SAJ Creed"
buﬁ Kaeplan changed their name to the "Thirteen Principles
of the SAJY because he felt that Judaism could no longer
be expressed in terms of beliefs. These principles later

became the beslis for the Reconstructionist Platform of the
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1930's., They are:

1. We want Judaism to help us overcome temptation,
doubt and discouragenent.

2. We want Judaism to imbue us with a sense of
responsibility for the righteous use of the blessings
wherewith God endows us.

3. We want the Jew go to be trusted that his yea will
be taken as yes and his nay as nay.

L, We want to learn how to utilize our leisure to best
advantage physicelly, intellectually and spiritually.
5. We want the Jewigh home to 1live up to its traditional
standards of virtue and plety.

6, We want the Jewigh upbringing eof our children to
further their moral and spiritual growth and to enable
them to accept with joy their heritage as Jews

7. We want the synagogue to enable us to wmrshlp God
in sincerity and in truth,

8. We want ocur religious tradition to be interpreted
in terms of understandable experience and to be nade
relevant to ocur prepent day needs,

9. We want to participate in the upbullding of Erez
Yisrael as a neans of the renascence of the Jewlsh
spirit, '

10, We want Judaism to find rich, manifold and ever
new expreszgion in philosophy, in letters and in arts.
11, We want &ll forms of Jewlish organization to make
for spirlitual purposes and ethical éndeavor,

12, We want the unity of Israel throughout the world
to be fostered throuzgh mutusl help in time of need

and through co-operation in the furtherance of Judalsn
at all tinmes,

13. We want Judalsm to function as a potent influence
for justice, freedom and peace in the life of men and
nations.

With the opening of the new building, the Soclety was
in & position to expand its programs in several areas. The
synagogue, for example, began the practice of conducting
dally morning services., Finding a ninyvan (ten men needed
fof public worship) for this service was always a problem
for the Socliety 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 éongreg&tion. This 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 comgregantﬁ. He was torn be-
tween his desire to castigate them for thelr lack of
interest and the knowledge that such a course might build
up & wall between himself and the Soclety.

In ny sermon last Sabbath, I volced the immer conflict

under which I am laboring. Very few in the auditorium,

I suppose, suspected that fact. I contrasted the

provhetic mood with the rabbinic moed as expressed in

thelr respective attitudes toward Israel on the part
of the prophets and of the rabbis, HNoses, Eliljah,

Isalgh were ever ready with thelr resignations. They

despaired of Israel. The rabbls glorified Israel and

condemned the propvhets for thelr lack of failth in

Israel, When Flijah came to Horeb he handed in his
resienation to God, The rabbls characterized him as

e

an informer for telling God that Israel destroyed his
eltars and killed his priests, Which is the more
ethical and spiritual course to follow? That is the
problem with which I am forever wrestling.3?
Keplan often viewed himgelf in his journal as a prophet in
the midst of a recslcitrant Israel.

This feeling of malaise was compouned by a perlod of
sagging morale and diminished Sabbath attendance at the
Soclety., 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 thelr
Rabbi began to seriously discuss what should be done to

hold the membershipl!s interest. .
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In the informsl 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 alms

of the Society. These last remarks opened up my wounds
afreshe I cannot help realizing that such a request
sounds the death knell of Judaism in this country. For
to me the difference between Judsism and any other cive
ilization 1s not a édifference in abstract principles,
but primarily a difference in the gources whence such
principles are to be derived. If the history and ex-
perience of the Jewish people are to be supplanted by
non=Jewlsh books and plays as the source or principle
of living there is an end to Judalsm,

Probvably the fact is that living in Americs we nmust
draw upon the materisls of American life at least as
much as upon thoszse of Jewish 1life for the inspiration
to live ethically and spirituslly. But the danger 1is
that the materials ,0of American life by the very nature
of thelr wealth and lmmediate interest are bound to
crowd cut the materisls of Jewigh experience altogether.
With what will we then be left?73

On the occaslon of the fiftieth anniversary of the
Ethicsal Culture Soclety, the SAJ Review printed sn editorial

in which it sharply criticized that movement. In it, Kaplan
wrote that effective groupings are elther 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 been done not
because of the movement, but because of the man at

the head of it. When Dr. Ellictt, in paying tribute
to Dr. Adler's record of fity years of uninterrupted
service in the Ethical Culture pulpit, said, 'I know
of no other Instance in history where for ifty years
e 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 authoritative institution,! he pointed
out very emphatically Jjust wherein lie both the success

and fallure of the Ethical Culture Movement., When Mr.
Henry Neumann recounts the concrete achievements of
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the Ethical Culture Movement in his asrticle in The
Nation, he lists this or that reference in which Dr.
Adler was participating actively,

The Society for the advancement of Judaism faces the
same danger of failure as the Soclety for Ethical
Culture. The fact that the Leader of the SAJ does
this or thinks that, and has won recognlition for sone

plece of work or book, dees not msan that the Soclety
hae been responsible for these achlevements. The SAJ

can be both purncsive and historicel., As soon as it

ceases to be either the one or the other, 1t will soon

become a debating soclety with a highesounding name
but without achievements to match.I% ‘

Kaplan, however, despite this editorisl, was still quite
impressed with the Ethical Cultﬁ%e movement?s achlevements
and in subgequent editorials called for the establishment
of & day school at the SAJ which would follow the plan 6f
the progressive Ethlcal Culture schools in New York.

In the spring of 1926, still another SAJ chapter was

founded by another student of Kaplan, This one was organized

by Rabbi Levitsky in Wilkes-Rarre, Pemnsylvania, That
summer & Rabbinical Council of the SAJ was formed whose
purpose 1t would be to establish new SAJ chapters asnd to
help publish and edit an SAJ Cuarteriv,

Kaplan, of course, was funadementally concerned with
the fate of American Jewish youth, Something had to be
done, he felt, to reawaken their interest in Judaisn. He
praised the Heform movement for the instltution of thé
confirmation ceremony but chided it for copying such a
Gentile models The SAJ, incidentally, introduced this
innovaticn into its program during the thirties. Kaplan

wag 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 that Jewish camps are becoming
generally more Jewish, but too often the Jewishness |
is confined to saying CGrace and numbling some prayer |
for a few minutes every Sabbath., The real spirit of |
Jewishness, however, iz not conveyved., When we cone |
sider how remarkable iz the cpportunity offered to

canps to inculcate the Jewigh spirift in our boys and ‘
girls, it is all the more to be deplored that the only |
form of recreational and educational actlvity these
camps offer is an entertainment around a campfire
vhich aims to spprogch the Indian mode of living. |
Kashrut is imvortant and should be taken care of, but |
educationally we nmust include activities that will |
afford the boys and girls opportunities for Jewish
self-expression aleong lines that will interest them,
For unless we utilize these opportunities at comp and
everywhere elge, we shall not make any headway with
our Jewlish civilization.-sd

The question of Xol Nidre which had been raised but

never acted upon, was brought up once again durlng the High

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

many Reform congregations by replacing the words of the

Kol Nidre with the 130th Psalm, leaving the melody untouched,
The subject was dilscussed in the SAJ Review in the following
editorial:

Many times have we repeated the seventh 'want! of our
Soclety, "We want the gynagozue to enable us to worshlp
God in sincerity and in truth.? Little by 1itile we
are altering our liturzy and the conduct of our ger-
vices s0 as to naske our services traditicnsal insofar

ag posslible, but Iin sccordance with the splrit and
demands of modern 1ife, In this wisze are we attempting
to live up to cur declavation of Wants,?

The substitution of Psalm 130, "0ut of the depths have
I called unto Thee,? for Kol Nidre in the Yom Kilppur
liturgy is an 1llustration of the manner snd spirit in
which we nske thege emandations and alterations in our
mode of service, Here is 2 sad and bezautiful nelody,
expressive of the sulferings snd yearnings of the Jewich




87

people throughout the period of its exlle, dear and
holy to every Jew, yet sung to words which long ago
have lost their sisznificence and relevancy. In its
stead we have taken a Psalm which is traditional and
appropriaste to the Day of Atenement, and have fitted
the sacred meledy of Kol Nidre to the words which will
be far more expressive of the day we are observing.-”
The congregation of the SAJ accepted this imnovation in a
generally favorable manner, ‘%hié. however, was not the end
‘of the Kol Nidre controversy at the Soclety. Several yeafs
later, Judash David Eisenstein, a well-known Talmudist and
grandfather of Ira Eisensteln, sugg@sted that the Soclety
restore the Kol Nidre text in a slightly amended form.
Eisenstein pointed out that the resl purposge of the prayer
was to absolve man from vows which were intended to
alienate him from his fellow mens if, for example, one man
says to another, WI swear If1ll never talk to you again,"
the Kol Nidre prayer is intended to free man from this type
of vow., Kaplan accepted this explanation and restored the
original text with an added line designed to make this
purpose clearer to the worshippers,
During this year (1926«2?), the SAJ experimented with
a free Sunday School for the children on the nelghborhoed
who were recelving no Jewish education. By using
stercoptican glides and motion pictures, they hoped to be
able to reach a large number of children. In addition to

this, Kaplan issued a call for 2 unified Hebrew School for

all the West Side congregations., This suggestlion, however,
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went unheeded,

The problem of large and ostentatious EBar Mitzvah
celebrations was obviously a growing problem in the affluent
days of the mid-1920ts, |

The Bar Mitzvah ceremony is a beauvtiful and important
instituticon in Jewishn 1ife, A1l the more reason why
we should take 1t sericusly and guard it against abuse,
The parents must realize that they are initiating thelr
child into Jewish 1life, In committing the child to the
life of the Jew, they are slso commiiting themselves.
Thelr childfs BEar Mitzvah or Bas Mitzwvah should mark
for them an cccasion when they sheouvld rededicate them-
selves to & morse earnest effort to make thelr own
lives more Jewish, If parents would celebrate in

this spirit their child?s initiation into Judaisn, the
Bar Mitzvah dey would not be the childlis farswell to
the synagogue, The cenltivation of this sttitude is
infinitely nore imvortant for Jewish 1ife than the
uncalled for and often extravagant bancuets which are
held in celebration of a boy beconing a Rar Mitzvahe
Nothing could be more incongruous with the true nur-
pose of the celebration that the elaborate wvaudeville
performance, and often even nore inavpropriate forms
of entertainment, which have btecome the Tashion in
well=to=do Orthedex Jewish clreles,

The £4J was one of the earliest congregations to attenpt to
fight thls trend by establishing high standards for the
training of each Bar or Bas Mitzvah candidate. In addition,
each youngster was reguired 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 cof initistion for each Jewish young rerson
to be conducted upon completion of this seven year program.
Throughout this periocd, the bitterness between the
SAJ end the Jewish Center continued. Xaplants daughter

Judith recalls that she would have to look 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 of uncles coming from the Center's services.
Many of the Centerfs members, she rémemb&rs. would ceross the
street in order not to pass in front of the SAJ on thelr way
back to their homes., There was some contact, however, for

we read in the SAJ Review of November 19, 1926 that the

Center's basketball teasm defeated the SAJ's Junior League
team by a score of 31 to 24,

That year alsc saw the establishment of a new SAJ
Chapter in Hartford, Connecticut. Within the home con- |
gregation, & choral group was formed and the SAJ becanme
one of the first Ashkenazlic congregations to adopt the
Sephardic pronunciation of Hebrew for its services and
instructleon in its religlious school,

The sgpring of 1927, marked the fifth anniversary of
the founding of the SAJ. A d1nner wag held at the Hotel
Astor. Kaplan wrote the following message to his fol-
lowers oh that occasion:

Here 1is a movement that should be a challenge and an

inspiration, a novement that should fire the imagination,

stir the very depths of the Jewizh soul and give men a
vision and a dream., Thls attemovt to develop a type of
Judaism, rich in content, effective in ocur dally 1life
and compatible with intellectual honesty, should be
welcomed by all who are groping for a Judaism that will
meet the demands of modern 1ife, that will ennoble and
enrich thelir experiences, 3ut there is always the
danger that the ardor of some of those who laounched it

will cool down by reason of the prevalling apathy to
natters spiritual,
For time mekes many of us weary and trying details and
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periods of adversity dull the keenness of our interest,
If so, we nmust always replenish cur ranks, but carry on
we muste The SAJ is not merely ancther congregaticnal
efforte It is a movenment, an idez, an ideal., As such,
its appeal cannot be sudden and swift. It must take
the course of all conguering ideas =- the way of slow,
evolving conguest. To conguer the imsglinations and
minds of men, an ides must be translated and present
in terms appropriate to its dimensions and power. It
demands on the part of its followers a fervor and a
vision, a persistence and a. tenacity without whieh no
ideal can ever succeedoece

If we determine to labor with untiring zeal for the
reconstruction of Palezstine as the Jewish homeland,
and for the reinstatement of the study of Torah as

the avocation of young and o0ld, Judaism will sgailn
function in the 1ife of the Jewish people, It will
not merely gulide them in diseriminating the gocod from
the evil in modern civilization, but will then

radigte that llght whereof the prophet spoke when he
said, 'The nations will walk by thy light.!

Although the words "The nations will walk by the light"
became the SAJ's motto, these words were empty of meaning
for XKeplsn for he saw the membership as basicaily disin=
terested in his goalse This truer feelling he confided
once again in his Journal,

How little the SAJ mesns to me in the way of
epiritual 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 anniversary
celebration. It was devold of general spirit and
enthusiasme If it left so little an impression on
me, one can gather how little an impressicon 1t left
on the other participants., The only thing I recall
was the fact that Harry Liebovitz, who on previous
occaslons evinced some real feeling for the SAJ,
indulged this time in a series of colorless platitudes
that had as much relevance to the purposes of the
Society as to the Versallle Treaty. 7

Keplan's despailr over the SAJ was increased by an

unfortunate incident which came to light shortly after this

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

thelr promise.

The SAJ is dull and statlonary.e...The indifference of
the Poard of Trustees has showed ltself in a most
unforgivable act of nefligence that I should never have
imagined them capable of. In Hebruary, 1923 they voted
me a fifteen year endowment policy for 100,000, Not
long after that reseclutlon was passed Nat Turrel who

was entruzted with the task of attending te the detalls
informed me that the commlttee which had taken the
metter under advisement on finding so large a pollcey

too expensive decided to make it a $50,000. 1life, plus
an amount which in five years would total sufficlently
to make the policy selfevaying. After a while I
received the policy. That was the last I heard of the
matter, until recently when in view of the mizfortune
which bafell Pnineas I thought I might have to draw upon
the money they had 1aid sside. When I asked A, .
Liebovitz to let me have 22000, I woke up to the fact
that nothing had bzen pald in by the SAJ toward the
amount that was suppossed after five years to ylield
enough incone to cover the premiums of the policy. At
the last meeting of the Board they realiZzed that they
had failed even to ask Turrsel to report and that they
have to pay in about 314,000, to make up for the arrears.
This oversight 1s typical of the general negligence that
marks the work of the SAJ.H0

Nevertheless, after the first five years in operation,
the SAJ was able to report a membership of one hundred and
sixty. The Hebrew School had a registration of seventy
students, By the end of the twenties, 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 citles,

Kaplan hoped as the SAJ movemenﬁ spread beyond New
York City that rather than being a new group within American

Judaism, the Conservative movement would adopt its platform,




92

In later years, Reconstructionism became a separate group
against the earlier policy of its founder. This attlitude
is reflected in an editorial which appeared in the SAJ
Review,

Thanks to the aggressiveness of Jewish fundamentallsts,
those who belong to the larze body of adjectiveless
Jews are beginning to reallze their mistake Iin per-
mitting themselves to pasg off as spiritual 'mugwumps.?
They are being forced o maske thelr position clear,
They must take a definite stand with regard to the
traditional attitude toward the Torah. They must
formulate the principle or princlples they intend to
follow in the changes they want to introduce into their
ceremonial practices as Jews, The bootlegging of in-
novations will have to be stopped. In other words, they
will have to accept the logical and moral conseaquences
that follow from being a distinct party in Judalsnm,
Groups that are the product of insurgency against the
status quo are, as a rule, too shame-faced at first to
admit their identity. Whatever name they come to baar
is usually the cone forced on them by their cpponents.
This 1s happening at the present time with synagogue
Jews of the non-conformist typs, to which class we of
the SAJ belong., Both the Ortheodox and the Reformists
are graduslly forcing us to assune the name Conservative.
If possible, we should like to forestall such an
eventuality because we consider the eplthet a rather
unfortunate one., It is a characterization hardly
caleculated to inspire Interest or enthusicsMecse

Those of us whe are the butt of the attack by the
Orthodox at the present time are not Conservative but
Reconstructionists. Wnhat wewant is that Jewish 1life
should become as many sided and as contentfulas 1t is
possible to make it in the Diaspora, with Palestine as
our cultural and spiritusl center, Our interest 1is
centered in the reinterpretation and reconstruction of
traditional ideas that are at the basis of our theology,
nationalism and Jewish law. Hence we should be known
as the Reconstructionist Party in Judaism,*l

Whatever high-sounding language Kaplan used in his

editorials for the SAJ Review, he could not hide from himn=-

‘self the fact that he bellieved himself to be failling with

the group of layﬁen with whom he was working.
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I myself am beconing so weak and flabby that I no
longer wax indignant at the demoralized state of the
SAJ. If I had any ‘guts! in me I would have kicked
the whole thing over., If I had any self-respect I
would have said to those who were assembled last Sun-
day night to hear me debate on What 1s religion? with
a group of three raw, crude and unmannerly youngsters,
fLadles and gentlemen, if this 1s the preduct of six
years of ny toiling with you, 1f 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 anm
enjoying the privileze of being thelr spiritual leader
and smile 1like any erdingry salesman about town, even
if he 1s kicked downztairs by the party he is trying
to sell his wares {0.

Despite the fact that the Soclety claimed to interested
in events outéide of the Jewish world, there is very little
evidence for this. .The SAJ was strangely silent and seeming-
1y insulated from developments in the broader community. In
1928, however, the Board went on reccrd a8 opposing a bill
before Congress which would have appropriated two and a half
billion dollars for navael armament. Kaplan pointed out to
the Board members that "the naval progran proposed can te
undersgtood only as an anticlpation of imminent war with
nations that are now on terms of peace and friendship wilth
the United States, To anticirate war and to enter into
compétitive armament bullding on the basis of this anticlipation
is equivalent to serving notice on other nations that we
are ready to make war on them."43

The one international sphere in which the SAJ was very

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

strated in an editorial which appeared in the SAJ Review

early in 1928,

Palestine nust neot fail us. If it fails us, 1t 1is as
though the land has rejected us and sent us into a
third exile, For the Zionlst movement to succumb to
its present emergency would spell digaster to Judaism.
Although we live in the Diaspora, we 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

otthe wisp. Palestine is now too large a part of
what Judaism we have, Our selfe-respect and our falth
in the neasning of history have become bound up with
Palestine's recovery as the cepter of Jewish clville
zation. Therefore we nust not fail Palestine, We
dare not confess the utter moral bankruptey which such
failure would mean. All our passionate avowals of
devotion to Israel and Israel's God will become ashes
in our teeth, if we prove now unabdble to withstand the
inevitable trisls of & rebuilding movenent. We Jews
dare not be falreweather patriots, for In that event
vwe shall not be patriots at all; we shall very rarely
meet consistently fair weather.? -

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 indlcation

of this tendency was the fact that the SAJ Review ceased

printing news of the SAJ congregation in March, 1928, That
month it published an editorlal entitled "The SAJ as a
Movement, "

Ciie of the obstacles the SAJ movemsnt should not have
to reckon with is regusal, here and there, to under-
stand that the SAJ represents not a clesed group but
an attltude toward Judailsm. Yet there are many who,
having every reagon to particlvate in the movement,
obntinately hold to the misconception that the SAJ is
a congregation and nothing mnore., We should be grate-
ful to these pilvulists if they could tell us how the




95

movement could have started, 1f there were not a

group willing to start 1t? And ss the movenment to

which this proup has committed itself makes increasing

progress it becomes, in fact, increassingly clear that
the movement will not be limited to an organized cone-
gregation or to any group of them..."

The following month, the Scciety took a step originally
urged upon it by its Leader in 1925, It reorganized ltself
into an SAJ Synagogue end an SAJ Chapter. Although there
was growth in the movement outside of New York City, the
SAJ Chapter on 86th 8treet never really grew as an indepen-
dent entity from its parent congregation. As we have seen,
the majority of members of the Soclety were really only

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

reorganization plan principally out of resgpect for him.

Although beyond the scope of this study, the movement was

showing definite signs of growth by the end of the 1920's,
A Mid-West Council of the SAJ was formed in the spring of ;
1928 and a highly successful conference for the discusslion

of the problem of Judsism was held in Chicago. MNany

prominent Conservative and Reform rabbis attended this two §
day conclave,
The SAJ Chapter toock over the responsibility for the

publication of the S3J Review, Kaplan continued to attack

the amorphous nature of the Conservative movement and call

for the adoption of a definite ldeology in its pages,

Every time a Conservative rabbl essays a public
definition of the Conservative fcredo’! he inevitably
confirms the current understanding of Conservatism as
something that is decldedly neither here nor there,
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The matter is beautifully illuztrated in the recent
dedication service of a Conservative Temple, where
the rabbl explained that the 'principles! of the
Temple constituted a ‘blending of tradition and pilety
with progress and modernity.! Thse are indeed fine
principles; cone need only to understand them, which
is not easy.

One might object to the reference to blending, as if
religion were a2 choice tobacco, aged in wood, and one
might object to a concsption of plety which tock 1t
as & kind of chemical element that does not readily
enter into combination with the element of progress,
One might, in short, pertinently object to the slip-
shod way of thinking about religion and think one has
traced the cenfusion to its source, But the source
of the error iz deeper. It is in the very conception
thaet a religion is possible which shall be boldly and
self-consciously eclectlic, borrowing furniture here,
forms there and ldeas nowhere =- ag it always turns
out. The Temple is described as 'Orthodox in all ways
but three. These thrse are the use of the organ, a
mixed choir, and mized pews.,? There is of course no-
thing wrong or exceptional in any one of these three
properties of a service, but what ls to be sgid of a
religion which can be eharacterized in these termst
This state of affairs will probably prevall until
Conservatism makes for liself a philosophy, and it

is not likely to do so until %g finds for itselfl a
new and less paralyzing nanme.”

To balance this critical plcture of Conservative Judaism,
the SAJ Review often published articles and editorilals
criticael of Reform or Liberal Judeism. It was, of course,
more interested in Conservatism because this was the move=-
ment from which the SAJ drew most of its strength.

The Conference of the World Union for Progressive
Judaism held recently in Berlin, managed to show
that Reform Judaism is pretty much at sea == wherein,
probably, it does not much differ from other groups
in Judeism. Yet one iz more inclined to be critical
of the shertcomings of an intsrnational Reform con-
ference than of any other bscauge Reform Judalsm
originated the only consistently and dellberate
effort to adjust Judaism to modern 1life, and one
feels that now, a century after its inception, 1t
should have forgotten something and have learned
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something,
Reform Judaism should by now have forgotten the meaning

it once attached to the word 'Liberal,?' that is, hard
and fast alleglance to a theology newer and vaguer than
the old one. This new kKind of Liberalisnm made of Re-
form the sxactparallel of Orthodexy == it did not matter
that the paralliels were far apart., And Reform Judalism
should by now have learned to make use of the real
opportunity thet the word YLibveral? gave to it. Why
should not this Confersnce have so formulated its ains
as to make it clear that Liberal Judasism means the
recognition of Judaism as & brosd and inclusive cive
ilization in which all honest and worthy expressions

of the Jewish spirit are equally authoritative, equally
Jewish 47

The greastest success of this perlod for the SAJ move-
ment cane in October, 1928 when a Conservative congregation
(Beth El) in lManhattsn Beach, Brooklyn adopted the SAJ

Platform. Kaplan began to feel more and more assured that
)
even though his own group was making scant progress, the

overall momentum in American Judalsm was in his direction.

However little progress I may be making with the SAJ
group on 86th Street, there is promise of the SAJ
program winning sdherents in other gquarters. About
two weeks sge I recelived a letter from Dre. Winckler
of Los Angeles that he was about to form an SAJ Chap-
ter in his congregation. The other day I recelved an
inguiry from & men in Detroit by the name of Ehrlich
about our work. Tonizht Rabbl Signer of Manhattan
Beach, whom I have been helping with sermons for the
last year or so, has interested some of his trustees
in the plan of having his conzregation accept the SAJ
prozran and reorzanize its services in accord with
that spirit. He brought with him tonight to my house
Megers., Zola, L.Marder and Arongon, They were impres-
sed when I polinted out to them that the SAJ was
furnishing the Ceonservative movement in Judailsm wilth
a definite program. It looks ag though the lanhattan
Beach congregation will be the first congregaticn
outsilde the original one that will have formally
adopted the SAJ Platforme If that will prove to be
the cage then my efforts have surely not been in
vain.+
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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 elghteen members who belonged to
the SAJ Chapter only. Despite the fact that in an editorial
in the Review Kaplan warned against "The Rabbi as Cult," he
was increasingly functioning in this manner in relation to
the nmenmbers of the Societyo There can be little doubt
that had Kaplan left the SAJ on 86th Street during the
twenties it would have cessed functioning almost immediately,
It was his charisma which held it together through thesék
years but which also kept ite members from operating indepen-
dently of him, J

Evenvthis charisma, however, could not attract the
membership into taking a more active part in theilr
Society, In February, 1929, Kaplan announced that he
would discontinue preaching until such time as the menbers
would indicate a positive interest in the religlious ser=-
vices. Seversl steps were imnmediately taken to improve
atfendance at the services including letters to all men-
bers and an attempt to vary the prayers and a greater use
of English prayers on the Sabbath.

| 4t the Seventh Annual Meeting of the Socliety on lay
726, 1929, Kaplan indicated that the SAJ must begin a new
lease on life, He pointed out that the Soclety should not

set 1tself up as a mocdel congregation for others to emulate,
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"Its aim should be to supply the platform and program of
work for Conservative Judaism in America., The platform
and progrem of work implies two essentials: (1) Judalsm as
a civilization; and (2) a maximun of Jewishness in all
phases of Jewish life,"49

Yet no matter how difficult. the 1920's were for the
newborn SAJ, the 1930's were to offer far more difflcult
problems and greater challenges that the Society had ever
anticipated., The new Chalrman of the Soclety, Jacob Klein,
would spend most of his term in office trying desperately
to keep the SAJ from having to close its doors. Most of
Kaplen's dreams for the Soclety, both as a local and a
national movement, were shatitered, 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 Socliety for the
Advancement of Judalsm were immediate and staggering.
Kaplan's hopes for the spread of the SAJ movement suffered

a severe setback when the SAJ Review, its principal organ

of propaganda, was forced %o ceaée publication in the fal;
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 it,
The Socilety had all it could handle in keeping the con-
gregation runninge. »All pretense of separation of con=-
gregation and chapter was dropped and all efforts were
spent on surviving the period.

-—

The thirties began with a Dinner-Dance tendered by

the SAJ dn the occasion of Kaplants silver jublilee in the
rabbinate, The Socliety, at that time, reported three
hundred forty-two members. Yet by the spring of that year
(1930) Kaplan was ready to liguldate the organization. Its
members!? failure‘to grasp hils philosophy of Judalsm and its
inability to function as more than a congregation made
Kaplan belleve that his work in keeping 1t going was quilte
futile.

Before he would do this, however, he decided that he
would try t§ find someone who would take over his respon=-
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sibilities at the Society., He first asked Milton Steinberg
and then Max Kadushin to serve as his assistant but they
both refused.® Next he approached Ira Eisenstein, a

senlor at the Jewish Theolegical Seminary, to i1l the
position of Executive Director of the 8AJ, Eisenstein, who

later married Kaplan's eldest daughter Judith, had been

working for the Society as youth director since 1928, He

had also written several book review for the SAJ Review

during its last year of publication., Elsensteln accepted

the post of Executive Director for a one year trial perilod.

During that year, Kaplan once again approached

Eisenstein with a propesition. Kaplan offered him the

position of Assistant Leader for a two year period. After
that he would be elected Associate Leader and would even- |
tually become the Leader of the SAJ. Kaplan told his

younger colleangue that i1f he turned down the position he

would liquidate the Society. Eisenstein recalls that this

wag a particularly difficult choice to make since he had
Just been offered the pulpit of the prestigious Congregation
Mishkan Israel in Roxbury, Massachusetts. Az a disciple of
Kaplan, Eisenstein felt that he had no cholece but to

accept the position of Asslstant Leader which he assunmed

in the fall of 1931,
Although, as we have seen, Kaplan had vehemently
attacked the Reform practice of Confirmation, the SAJ

intreduced a Confirmation program in 1930, He pointed
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out that he was reluctant to introduce this ceremony because
it was not originslly in accord with Jewlsh tradition.

Due to the necessity, however, of having & hold on the

young people so that they continue their Jewlsh education,

a Confirmation group woulsli be organized.

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, For a period of several years, it ,
dropped these contributions altogether. Furthermore, the
Board voted not to issue seats for the High Holidays for
menbers in arrears and to sell no seats to non-members
unless paid for in advance. As the depression wore on,
conditiocns as the Soclety grew worse and worse. Al one
time, the Soclety itself was six months behind in paying
its own employees., They eventually had to accept three
nonths paymenﬁ gince the Socilety couldn't come up with
enocugh cash to pay the full amounts.

At the Annual Meeting of May, 1930, Kaplan was still
attenpting to explain to the membzrs of the Soclety 1ts
twofold purpose,

The Soclety represents o larger vision which ainms

to inculcate a new viewpoint in Jewlsh 1ife, The

congregatlon can be viewed as the first organization
which embodies the SAJ Programe I am convinced that
the Soclety's program would be the type of Judaism
which will flourish in fAmerica fifty years hence, The
SAJ aims that all its activities == be they pulpit,
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school or adult education -- shall be guided by an

educational philoesophy. The services of the congrega-

tion are to be viewed as a nmeans of spiritual and

mental growth. The pulpit, in contradistinction to a

free pulpit, endeavors to approach all problems

arising at present from the point of view of the Jew.<
In order to carry out this program, Kaplan stressed that
two definite and imnmedilate &teps be taken. The first would
be the resumption of the SAJ's pefiod1Cal in order to dis~
seminate its philosophy. Secondly, a field worker should
be engaged in order to enlist the cooperation of other
congregations who are ready tg accept the SAJ Program.
funds nmust be provided for Judaizing Jews if we are to
count as a factor in the upbuilding of American Israel, "3
Funds, however, were in teoo short supply to be used for
what many members consider&ﬁ to be frills.,

The Board rescted swiftly to the news that the British
government was about to enact restrictions agaiﬁst Jewisgh
immigration into Palestine, A resolution against thils act
was passed and sent to Washington and Londone In addition
to thils, the Society Joined with the Zionist Organization
of America in sponsoring a protest rallyﬂwhlch was arranged
by the Z0OA and held at lMadison Square Park.

With the election of Elsenstein as Assistent Leader
in 1931, Xaplan bagan to take & less active role in the
delly workings of the Society. After the High Holldays

that year, Kaplan asked for a one year leave of absence as

Legder of the Soclety in order to allow himself to devote
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more time to his work at the Seminary and on hls book which
was nearing completion. Eisenstein, a devoted follower of
hig teacher, cculd be counted on to continue the direction
and work of the Soclety. -

By 1932, many of the members of the Soclety vwere 1n

debt to the corganization for back dues, High Hollday seats

and/or Hebrew School tuition. Eisenstein was glven the
power by the Board to settle each memberfs account individu-
ally and privately so that these members would not have to |
give up their'association with the 8AJ. VWhen 1t was reported
to the Board thatx 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
fhe organization to keep functioning. Three thousand .
dollars of that money came as & loan from Abraham Liebovitz.
The Board reluctantly accepted a check from the Women's
Division 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 bullding was kept busy by

the many outside organizations which used it for thelr

Society of making itself the center of all Jewiegh communal
affairs. Such organlizations as Hadassah, Avukah, ZOA,

!

%

|

|
meetings. This was in keeping with the philosophy of the |
I

Young Jydea, Friends of Zicn, Histadruth, Menorah Soclety,. |
_ . |
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Pro-Falasha Committee, Kvutsah and the League of Jewish
Youth met there regularlye.

The depression made strange bed-fellows, The serious
discussion which took place between members of the Jewlsh
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, The first question which was raised at these
meetings was, of course, the financial one, It was learned
that the Center owed 560,000, 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
combined budgets of the two independent organizations,

The SAJ committee pointed out that they did not want
to force Dr, Jung out of his pulplit although he was a bitter
eneny of Xaplan. The Center committee replied that Jung was
interested in going abroad anyway and they would accept
Kaplan as leader. (Rabbli 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 1f the merger 4did go
through, the Centeris constitutlon would have to be rewrit-
ten since, as it then stood, it still committed the in-

- stitution to the Shulhan Arukh. Kaplan, however, never

actively participated in the negotlations. The SAJ committee
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was in constant touch with thelr Leader since the Board had

decided that there could be no merger without Kaplan's
approval.

The merger telks, however, broke-up after the second

, ‘

neeting 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 bhe
difficult for legal and technical reasons, the SAJ should
take over the Center's bulilding and that as many of the
Centerts people as would desire to join the SAJ in theilr
new quarters might do s0.

The Chairmen of the Soclety, Jacod Klein, pointed out
that this was a far different and far less attractive
proposition than the original one because it deviated from
the original purpose of the proposal,

Weware Interested in the invitation extended to us

by the Center to negotiate because we felt that for

the sake of unity in ocur neighborhood, every effort

chould be made, but here apparently the proposal is
to take over the institution. If, as 1s very likely,

a lesrge number of the Center members will not be eager

to Join the SAJ, they would perhaps like to rent the

SAJ building and continue thelr sctivities., Thus we

would be confronted agnin with the situation of two

synagogueg on the sanme street,®
Although some Board members disagreed with Klein, the
najority favored contiqping the talks, Kaplan explained
that when he was originally apprcached 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 Soclety would be doubling its
strength in membership and support. He then warned the
nmeeting:

If, however, it (the merger) means merely that we

are to take over the respvonsibilities of a larger

building, we must be very careful because the buillding

is not an end in itself, We do not want the Center
building without the Center people in it, If, however,

a merger can be made whereby the Center members will

remain, immedlately pressing debts can be pald, and a

satisfactory budget be established, something can be

achieved in this direction.d
The Board agreed to follow Kaplen®s suggestlion and continue
the talks on these terms only.

The talks between the SAJ and the Jewlsh Center were
discontinued, however, because the Center was awarded a
five year extension of its mortgage and could continue
operating. Furthermore, 1t seemed clear that Jung was not
about to leave the Center., The nmatter, therefore, was
dropped and never ralsed again.

By the middle of 1932, the SAJ was losing many members
who were forced to resign because 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. Ig order to keep students in the Hebrew

School, moreover, tultion fees had to be drastically re-
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duced. Despite the econocmic condition of the institution,
the SAJ voted to denate 124% of the amount collected at

the Kol Nidre appeal to the Teachers Institute of the Jewish
Theological Seninary of which Kaplan was Dean. This
practice was continued for many years.

In Octobgr, 1932, Jacob Klein resigned as Chalrman 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 s permanent one could be
found. Filve months later, Bernard Bernsteln consented to
accept this position and became the fourth Chairman of the
Society.

During this period, the Society was saved from
bankruptecy by Harry and Abraham Liebovitz, The two
brothers loaﬁed the Soclety twenty five thousand dollars
in order to purchase land in a cemetery. The Socliety was
fhen 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 in
March, 1933, the Board sent a letter to the new President
rledging the moral support of the Soclety to him in those
critical days. Kaplan consented to draft the letter on the
~condition that 1t would be regarded as the first of a
group to be forwarded expressing opinions and making sug=-

gestions on important issues, The first letter was gilven
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to Senator Robert F. Wagner, Senior who presented it to é
Presldent Roosevelt,

In April, 1933, Eisenstelin was promoted from the position
of Assistant to Associate Leader of the SAJ., The following
September, Kaplan was granted anotﬁer leave of absence in

order to work on his book Judaism ag a Civilization which |

was nearing completione Kaplen would need time to find a
publisher for his work,

Locating a publisher for a Jewish book, however, was
not an easy task during the depression. Publishers were
unwilling to sink a large amount of money into a propo=-
sition which would almost certainly not earn a profit. In
order to obbtain some money to back his book, Kaplan submitted

Judalsm as a Civilizatlon in manuscript form to a contest

sponsored by Julius Rosenwald, the ex-president of Sears,
Roebuck and Company. Rosenwald offered ten thoussnd docllars
for the best book on the future of Judaism entered in the
contest, The judges agreed that Xaplants was the best book

but because of 1lts pro-Zionist stance they were reluctant

to award 1t first prize. They accordingly divided the prize
enong the first three winners-- Kaplan, FEugene Kohn and Lee
Levinger. A third of the prize nmoney was enough, however,

to get the book published and Kaplan handed the money over

to Macmillan Company. Judalsn as a Civilization appeared

in May of 1934 with the SAJ acting as its main distributor.

The publicatlion of Judaism gg a Civilization revived
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the idea of a broader program for the SAJ., The following

fall the questlion of resurrecting the old SAJ RBevlew was

railsed before the Board. 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 perilod, The Board, however, gave a green
light to the project wHen the Women's Division promised to
subsidize the publication to the extent of flve hundred
dollars and when Eisenstein told them that the rest of the
money would be ralsed privately and through subscriptionso
The Boaxd, therefore, sandtioned publication on the under-
standing that the publication would never be an obligation
to the SAJ as such or sny charge against its budget,

The first issue of the new magazine, which was called

The Reconstructionist rather than the SAJ Review, appeared

on January 11, 1935. KXaplan was the chalrman of 1ts

Editorial Board which consisted of Ben Zion Bokser, instrec-
tor at the Jewish Teachers! Seminary in New York, Eisenstein,
Israel Goldstein, rabbi of Congregation Bfnai Jeshurun and
chalrman of the Jewish National Fund, Eugene Kohn, vice=
president of the Rabbinical Assembly of America (Conservative),
Leon S, Lang, rabbl of Congregation Cheb Shalom in Newafk,

New Jersey, and lMilton Steinberg, rabbi}of the Park Avenue
Synagogue., Israel Chipkin, Educatiocnal Director of the

Jewish Education Association of New York, joilned the group

two weeks later,
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In the first issue of The Reconstructionist an

editorial appeared which was reprined from the January 20,

1928 issue of the SiJ Review, It became the basis for

the Reconstructlionist Positione.

We approach our task from the point of view of Judalsm
"as a religiocus civilization, WYWe envisage Judalsm as |
the proper concern of all Jews, religious and unreliglous,
Conservative and Badicaleeoon affirming that Judaism is
a civilization we give emphasis to the fact that it in- |
cludes...communal organization, language, art, mores,
custons, as well as religion. Moreover, all of these
elements are organically relasted to each other; to omit
any one of then 1s to distort Judalsm. All of then are
functicns of the group life of Israel and cannot be main-
tained unless we malntain the unity and integrity of the
Jewiegh people and the continulty of its spliritual efforts,.
We believe that the material and spiritual welfare of the
Jews can be achleved only through Jewish communal organie-
zationoeceeWe favor the establishment of Jewish communal
life in Americs, democratically administered and organ-
ized in such a manner as to include all Jews who wish to
identify themselves with the Jewish people, regardless
of what thelr personal philosophy may be.
In affirming that Judaism is a relizious (sic) cive
1lization, we recognize filrst, the historical fact that
the God ides has deminated the entlre pattern of Jewish ;
1life in the past, and that continuity with our past is |
impossible without giving to religion a position, if 5
ot of primacy, at least of primus inter pares; and |
secondly, the social fact that a mature and complete :
civilization 1s bound to find expression in the God
idea and in the forms of religlous worship in which the
hopes and ideals of human life are rendered articulate,.
It is that very sense of need for relipgion that Aimpels
us to reinterpret the traditional beliefs in keeplng
with what for us must be 2 tenable world outlock, and
to revise and develop the traditlonal bellefs in keeping
with spiritual needs which we can genuinely exverience,
We consider the establishment of Palestine indispens=
eble to the life of Judaism in the Diaspora. Ve seek
to enable Jewish civilization so to root itself in the
soll of Palestine az to make of the land the cultural
center for Israells intellectual and spiritual rebirth.
We oppose any attempt to render Palestine the object of
imperizlistic aims or the victim of private profit-seeking.
We endorse every effort toward the establishment of a
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cooperative commonwealth in Palestine based upon
soclal Justice and social cooperationeess

We are opposed to fascism in every form. We object to
any vhilosophy of gzovernment which seeks to curtall the
rights of individuals to the free pursult of personal
salvatlon through participation . in any religious or
cultural activity, or through affiliation with any
national or ethnic’ group..s.Hecognizing the horror and
irrationality of war as a means of adjusting conflicting
interests, we shall support every effort locking te the
perfecticn of machinery for the peaceful adjudication
of such conflicts and te the utilization of such
machinery as exists, wherever possible, Under no
circumstance shall we gilve countensnce or support to
an imperialistic war that is designed to advance the
Interests of exploiting and oppressing clag8seSecoo
Social rightecsuness is posgible only upon the estabe
lishment of a cooperative soclety, the elimination of
the profit systen, and the public ownersnip of natural
resources and basiec industries. Until these objectlves
are achieved, our sympathies and our support go to
labor in its struggle with its employers for a more
equitable distribution of the income of industry, end
in the assertion of its right to organize for the pro-
tection of its interests without interference from its
employ@rsoé

This platform, because of its strong socislist and Zionist
planks, was amended by the addition of the following para-
graph as a result of pressure from some of the members of

the Board of the SAJ:

As American Jews we give first place in our lives to
the American civilization which we share in common with
the Americans of other civilizations, and we seek to
develop our Jewish heritage to the maximum degree con=
gsonant with the best in American life, Deprecating all
forms of soclal segregation a2s detrimental to hunan
welfare, we want so to enrich the Jewish individuality
as to enable 1t to preserve 1tself without recourse to
artificial barriers to social and cultural interaction.
In living Judaism as a civilization we exnect our
Amerlicanism and American 1life generally to be enhanced
through the reenforcement of the noble strivings which
have gone into the making of the American cilvilization,
We deem it entirely compatible with the organic law of
our cocuntry and with 1ts highest ideals so to foster
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our Jewish tradition thaet it may naintain its vitality,
and contribute to the enrichment of cur personalities.?
Desplite the fact that the name of the Society continued to
be placed on the first page on the magazine as publisher
until 1940, it was actuslly completely independent of the
SAJ,

By the time the Bar Mitzvah (thirteen) year of the

‘Society was marked in 1935, the SAJ was beginning to emerge

from the depr@ssi@h. For example, its membership had begun
to‘grow cnce again because of a speclal younge-marriede-membere
ship rate which was instituted a year earlier. Under this
plan & couple could join the SAJ for only twenty-five
dollars a year for the first five years of their marriage.
Furthernore, the registration of the SAJ's Hebrew School
had risen once again to a total of fifty-five students.
The classes met three days a week and the curriculum
included Hebrew, spoken Hebrew, history, Jewish folkways,
current events, arts and crafts and dramatics and singing
classes,

The Board became particuiarly upset with the new

Reconstructionist when it printed an editorial entitled

"Igs God a Capitalist?" in April, 1935, They requested that
the Editorial Board of the magazine publish a statement
indicating 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 attenmpt 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 the 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,
AT, Thomson was elected as the fifth Chalrman of the SAJ
replacing Bernard Bernstein., One of the first acte taken
by the Board under his leadership was the reinstatement of
Friday evening services which had been experimented with
during the 1920f's.

The Fifteenth Anniversary celebration was held at the
Biltmore Hotel on March 21, 1936, The dinner was tendered
in honor of the surviving founders of the Society., Kaplan
addressed the gathering and pald tribute to the founders
and the goal for which they strove,

Ancong the forces that have gone into the shaping of

American Jewlish 1ife during the last fifteen years,

the Soclety {for the Advancenent of Judaism will un-

doubtedly occupy a place of imvortance altogether
beyond what the limited number of men and women
assoclated with 1t would lead one to expect., This is

because cur Soslety represents the first attempt of a

lay group in American Jewry to dedicate itsell to the

purpose of furthering a philosophy of Jewish life
which takes into account tradition, environment, 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 thought and in soclal
institutions, on a scale unprecedented. Jewry dise-
tracted by the spread of violence of anti-=-Semitlsm,
has unfortunately lagged behind in the development of
ite cultural and social 1life. But, if there is still
ground for hope that Jewry will catch up and utinmately
take its place in the vanguard of progressive mankind,
our Soclety has exerted a decided influence in kesping
that hope alive,

The initial enthusalsm of tbe Founders and the vigor
of thelr 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 ldeas
and ideals which originally united us, and which as
oral teachings were confined to our immediate circle,
have by this time taken on the permanent form of the
written word, which is resching out to all parts of
American and world Jewry.

Our only regret is that death has taken its toll Of
many of our devoted and faithful collaborators, and
that they are not with us to share our joy in this
fifteenth asnniversary of the establishment of the
Society. May our resolve to rededicate ourselves to
the sacred purpose which they cherished help to
maintain their seculs in the bond of the living, and
find fulfillment in a nmore active and creative Jewish
life on our own part.d

In keeping with its support of the Zionist movement
in the United States, the SAJ took an important step in
tying thelr organization to the Zionist Organization of
America, The Board voted in April, 1937 to include men-
bership in the Z0A in its own membership fee., With this
move, the Soclety itself became a chapter of the Zionist
organization. Although a few members objected to this
precedure and were permitted to request non-membership in

the 204, most members enthusiastically endcrsed the new

program, b
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The following month, Kaplan asked for and recelved
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
in Jerusalem, in th% Philosophy of Education. The Board
passed the following resolutiont

For fifteen years, Dr. Mordecail M. Kaplan has been the
Leader and the prime inspiration of the Society for the
Advancement of Judaisme. During these years he has
preached a besutiful and creative conception of Judalsm,
He has served the Soclety and the American Jewlsh com~
munity selflessly and fearlessly., He has now been
called to ccecupy a hizh academic position at the Hebrew
University in Jerusalem, for a period of two years.

Be 1t resolved, therefore, that on the occasion of his
departure for Erez Yisranel, the Trustees and members
express thelr deep love sand admiration for him, their
Joy fTor his having achieved the brilliantrecognition
due him, theilr sense of deprevation at his leaving,

end thelr profound prayer that he may return in good
health once more to assume his leadership among them.

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
Assoclate Leader, was elevated to the post of Acting Leader,
a position which he had held de facto for several years.

In June, 1937, the Chalrman presented a plan to the
Board for the renovation of the SAJ's building. The
Soclety's quarters had been in need of repair for many
yYears but because of the depression no work could be done.
Now the Board felt that it could go shead with the plans
for repalr and expansion of tﬁ; facillties of the building.

The fund=-raising and the work itself went on for nearly
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elghteen months, 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 immedlately unless the obligatlions

of a few past due members are paild 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 unfalr of us to expect our

staff to do likewise. The situaticn can only be cor- |
rected by the prompt cooperation of yourself and a few
others, This 1s a frank appeal, with cold facts. The
importance of hearing from you is imperative.lo

Because of the Arab rioting in Palestine reported in
American newspapers, the Board became concerned about the '

safety of Kaplan and his wife in Jerusalem. They therefore

sent a cablegram urging him to return to the United States
at once. At the same meeting, the PBoard alsc sent a tele-
grow 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 nmyself I wish to express
to you and the members of the SAJ Board of Trustees
cur heartfelt appreciation of the solicitude you all
manifested in discussing the advisability of our con-
tinuing our stay in Jerusalem under present circumstances,
and of the telegram you sent us urging our immediate
return., We could not imagine what could have led you
to belleve that conditions mrew so much worse as to
warrant our return at this time. Perhaps there was
some report about the Arabs getting out of hand that
we dld not know about. That is possible, since the
news here 1s pretty strictly censored., This 1s why
we replled: "Why slarmed now?! Since we received no




s i pitine S

118

answer, we concluded that it must have been the
alarming news about England's possible repudiation of
the Balfour Declaration that decided you to send the
cable to us,

I must admlt that staying here these days is far from
pleasant, Just now about 600 Arab Brigands are said
to be in possession of the 0ld City of Jerusalem and
defying the government forces who seem to be unable to
dislodge them, For the 1ast three days and nights the
shooting and rat-a=tat of Lewls guns have been goling
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 ouzht to stand by. Only great world
powers can afford to break solemn pledged and treaties,
But a humble individual 1like nmyself must try to live
up to what he promises.ll

During the weekend of March 25, 1939, the dedication
of the newly renovated SAJ building was observed, A

special Hanukat-Habayvit (Dedication Service) Service was

held on Saturday morning. The maln speaker at the service
was Louls Finkelstein, Provost of the Jewlsh Theological
Seminary. RabbisIsrael Goldstein of Congregatlion Binail
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 Soclety marking the

event and the following message was read from Kaplan who
was stlll in Jerusalem:

Jews must do all in thelr power to render Jewish life
interesting, worthy snd besautiful to themselves and to
their families., Jewish life can be made interesting
only by an ever increasing Xnowledge of 1ts history
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and its strivings. It can be made worthy only
through continued efforts to translate lts teachings
into deeds of righteocusness and kindness, It can be
made beautiful only by encouraging every form of
Jewlsh creativity. Nowadays, when there is so much
hypocrisy and covenante-breaking in highe-places, let
truth and fidellty find shelter at least among us
humble people, so that we and our children may find
human 1ife worth living. In these evil days, let us
draw comfort from the thought that Jewish destlny has
become vitally identifiled with the destiny of human
decency and freedom, If these will survive, Israel
will survive, And if there is a God, they must survive.

12

The Society, at this time, was able to report a membershlp
of one hundred seventy-=five familles.

The crisis for European Jewry, however, was deepeningo
The SAJ, like many synagogues in the United States, seened
quite removed from these events. Perhaps the difficulty
of pulling itself out of the depression left it, and the E
other synagogues, with little energy to spare. Nevertheless,
the Society remained a large contributor to Zionist and
world Jewish causes, In 1939, the S4AJ raised nearly seventy
thousand dollars for the combined campalign of the United
Palestine Appeal and the Joint Distribution Committee. The
canpalgn was alded by Stephen Wise who addressed the SAJ
membership from its pulpit on the final day of Passover on
behalf of the UPA=-JDC,

In addition to this, the Soclety undertook to sponsor
‘é committee to ald refugees from Germany now 1living in New

York City. This 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 security. Furthermore, the
Board gave the use of the SAJ synagogue to a congregation
of Cerman-Jewish refugees in cxder to hold late Friday
evening services, This group was headed by Rabbl Joachinm
Prinz who had recently arrived from Germany.

In reaction to the British White Paper of 1939 which
threatened to cut Jewish immigration into Palestine to a
trickle, the Board orgasnized a protest service at the SAJ,
Other congregations were invited and letters were sent to
government officlals. Newspaper and radio stations were
asked to cover this event,.

Nevertheless, Eisenstein continued to urged the Unilted
States government not to get involved in the FEuropean
events, His isoclationist stand only changed immediately
prior to the United States! entry into World War II., In
Septenber of 1939, two weeks before the invasion of Poland,
Eisenstein spoke out against possible American involvement
in Europesn affairs from the pulpit of the SAJ.

The time has come for thoze who seek peace and pure

sue it to proclaim courageocusly that our beloved

United States must keep ourselves clear of the ine

trigues, perfidies, ambitions and plots of the European

‘nations. The Jewlish prophets of old somehow sensed
that a nation which seeks to work out & fresh and dif=-
ferent destiny, one which dreams dreams of human sal-
vatlon and not dreams of power, a nation which hopes

to evolve an ethical civilization must do so by not

entangling its purposes with the purpcses of other
nations. That 1s why Isaiah and Jeremish were
tisolationists,.!

Of course, clrcumstances and conditions are very
different from what they were in ancient days in
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N
Judea. But the essential truth remains. Why should
we involve ourselves in the mess of a continent in
which Spsin, Austria, Czeckoslovakis have been be=-
trayed; in which violently anti-Fasclst Russis en-
braces violently anti-Communist Germany; in which
anclent wrongs snd established feuds are syugar-coated
by lofty ideals of freedocm and democracy?

Since the founding of the SAJ, one of Kaplan's chief
aims had been the creatiocn of sn 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 publicatlion of the volume Shir Hadassh: New

Prayers and Medlitations for Rosh Hashana snd Yom Kippur in

1939, This collection of prayers, edited by Kaplan's
student Eugene Kohn, although not strictly a publication
of the SAJ, clearly reflects its philoscphy and the exe
perimentation carried out there throughout the twenties
and thirtles. The introduction to the volume attempted
to explain 1ts purpose.

In endeavoring to supplement the traditional liturgles
with prayers written in our day, we are doing what the
Medleval Hebrew poets did when they inserted niyutin
(Liturgical poems) into the prescribed texts that had
come down to thﬂm from the pastesso

The language of these proposed additicns to our ritual
is English. We recognize the inmvortance of maintalning
Hebrew as the main language of Jewish worship, in the
interest of the cultural unity of Izrael and continuity
with 1ts past, but we nevertheless feel the need of
praying in the language of our daily speech, since so
many of the congregatien have little Jnﬁerut&“ﬂing of
Hebrew, We hope, however, that, in time, some of these
prayvers may be translated into Hebrew or, better still,
nay stimulate the writing of original Hebrew prayers
worthy of finding a place in a traditional prayer booKssoe
A significant feature of this book is that it can be
used in connection with any Holy Day prayer book used
by Jewlsh congregations, whether Orthodox, Conservative
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or Reform, and that the congregations may select for
its own services as nany of the prayers as it finds
adapted to its needs, Under present conditions of
Jewlsh 1life, 1t iz impossible for all Jews to be
satisfled with one and the same form of worship. We
belleve, however, that congregations of very diverse
types could still find in these pages prayerﬁ that
they would wish to include in thelr ritual.l

Most of the prayers contained in Shir Hadash were written

by Kohn, Eisenstein and Milton Steinberg, Kaplan's three
best-known disciples.

In December, 1939, Samuel Poses was elected sixth
Chalrman of the SAJ succeeding A.T. Thomson. The Society
as it left the 1930%'s was vastly stronger and more viable
than 1t was ten years earlier. Its membership was once
again growing and its influence was beginning to be felt
outside of 1its newly renovated bullding. The fact that
the SAJ was able survive the economic storms of the
depression at all must be attributed to just a handful of
its trustees, Thése men, far from learned in Jewilsh
matters, somehow sensed the importance of thelr organ=-
izaticn and elmost singlehandedly saved it from bank-
ruptcey. \The 1940's would mark~a new pericd of creativity

for the Soclety.
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Chapter VII

If the l9éb's can be characterized as a periocd of
revitilization for the broader program of the Society for
the Advancement of Judaism, the 1940's can be regarded as |
the period in which much of this broader program was re-
moved from the hands of the SAJvitself and placed under
the auspices of a larger group. As this transition
occured, the Soclety became more and more Y“another" West
Side congregation, albeit a very good one., This, of
course, is just what Kaplan had feared would happen to
his experiment two decades earller.

During the 1930's, 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 Reconstructionist 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

responsibllity for the publication of the Reconstructionist
and made plans as well to publish books and pamphlets pér-
taining to its philosophy of Judaism. The Jewish Recon=-
structionist Foundation moved into the Soclety's building
and used its office space and staff for some time. (It

is 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 Reconstructionist which was

published under the auspices of the SAJ, the edlitors
attenpted to explain the reason for the change in pub-
lishers and the creation of the Foundation.

Our readers will be pleased to learn that the projected
Jewish Reconstructlonist Foundation has come into being.
eoeThe creation of this instrument for the advancement
of Reconstructionism marks a milestone in the history

of the movenent which was initiasted by the publication
of Judaism as g Civilization, by Dr. Kaplan in 1934.

By the bYeginning of 1935, the pregent editors of the
Reconstructionist raliied around the suthor of Judaism
as a Civilization, and offered thelr editorisl services
in the publication of a periodical which would expound
the fundsmental principles of Reconstructionism and
apply them to the events of the contemporary scene.

The organization best adapted to assume responsibility
for the publication of thils magazine was, of course, the
Socliety for the Advancement of Judaism, with which Dr.
Kaplan has been so closely identified., With thelr un-
failing cooperation, the Reconstructionist was able to
carry cn for five years., During this pericd, the members
of the Secciety, its Women's Division, snd a smattering
of friends bore the burden alone., They deserve the
thanks and gratitude of all who wish to see the growth
of the Reconstructionist movement,

As the years went by, however, both the editors and the
SAJ reslized that Reconstructlonism was belng mistakenly
regarded as the exclusive concern of the SAJ and the
Reconstructionist was the organ merely of that lecal
institution., 1In addition, the need was felt for an
expansion of activities; the editors believed that in
addition to the publicatiocn of & magazine, the movement
reguired the creation of other works which would help
American Jews to carry out the purpcses of the movenent.
To effect a larzger scope program, it would be necessary
to establish a broader base of support, and a greater
popular understanding of Reconstructlionism. Thus arocse
the demand for a new entity which would include other
elements of Jewry ocutside the SAJ and which would under-
teke projects in addition to the publication of the
magazine, '

The Jewish Reconstructionist Foundation is the answer to
that demand. As 1t makes 1ts appearance upon the Jewish
scene, we wish 1t Godspeed, Ag Dr. Kaplan points out...,
Reconstructionism 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 1ife through the existing institutions by imbuing
those institutions with the knowledge and the spirit of
Reconstructionisn, There need be no conflict of loyal-
ties -= on the contrary, the members of the Jewlsh
Reconstypuctionist Foundation who will serve best will
be those who have affiliations in orgenizations and
Institutions already existingz.

The small nunber who have undertaken the work of this
movement have the abiding faith that, as the years go
by, American Jewry will produce an American Judaism to
which all American Jews willl be able to subscribe, one
which has 1ts roots deeply planted in the traditions of
our people, and in the contemporansous civilization of
Palestine, and which at the same time will bear frult
indigenous to the intellectual climate of America. With
that faith, they enter upon the second stage in the
history of Reconstructionism,.<

The SAJ formed a Receonstructionist 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 Soclety was definitely
not center-stage. )
One of the most important innovations at the SAJ 1in
1940 was the addition of a public Seder held on the second
night of Passover. TFor many years, the custom of holding
the second Seder publlicly had been growing in the United
States although Kaplan had severely criticized this practice

in the old SAJ Review. 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 years. Even in the early days

of the SAJ, Kaplan felt the need for some supplementary
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material which would take the place of certaln passages in
the traditional Haggadah, As a result, a supplementary Hag-
gadah was published in the 1920's and proved useful. This
was not completely satisfying because of the fasct 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 readings."3

The success of the mimeographed version of the Haggadah
at the SAJ's first public Seder led to the publication in

1941 of The New Hareodah., 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=
L

lan's cld adverssries Louls Ginzberg and Alexander Marx,

This incident, however, was nerely a mild foretaste of the

reactlon that would accompany the publication of a new
Reconstructionist prayerbook.
Anticipating such criticism, the editors of The New

Hagzadnh, Kaplan, Fisenstein and Eugene Kohn, wrote a

foreword to it which attempted to explain why a new Haggadah

WAS Necessary.

The age=0ld struggle between those who cherish freedom
and those who would deny 1t 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 ultimate victory of the csuse of freedom.

In all previous generaticns Jews derived thelir falth

in that ultinate victory from their tradition and thelir
religious heritage, and particularly from the epic of
the Exodus. For centuwiﬁs, it was to the Pesah (Pass=-
over) Haggadah that Jews turned whenever tiev suffered
oppression and injustice, The Exodus of the Israelites
from anclert Zgypt was a constant assurance that they
too would be delivered from tyranny. They believed that
just as God had libersted Israel from Pharosh, by a
strong hand and an outstretched arm, so would He

redeem Israel from the tragedy of the CGalut (Exile).
Times have changed., We live in a new world; we are
confronted with new conditlions, but the problem is
still the same, The problem isg: how, in tha face of
setbacks and despite the demogogic appeals of false
prophets, to keep alive in men the love of freedon

and their faith in it.

That is why the Pesah Haggadah has assumed once agaln

a major role in the lives of Jews, It has a message
that is fraught with power and beauty. It needs only
to be transvosed into a new kKey == into the key of
modern thought, modern experiences, and medern idiom,
The language and the ceoncepts of the anclent rite need
to be revised go that they go straight to the minds and
hearts of the men and women of today.d

The Board of the SAJ established in 1940 a Committee on
Jewlsh Law and Custom. It was always Kaplanfs idea that
these questions be settled by the community rather than
by individual rabbls since they were communal rather than
perscnal 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 ralsed over fifty thousand dollars for the United

Jewish Appeal., 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 é telegram urging Rabbl 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. For example, a Sunday afterncon "At Home!" pro-
gram was introduced in which Kaplan, Elsenstein and their
wives could meet socially with the membership and in which
the members had an opportunity to participate in discussions
concerning the ideas preached and written about at the SAJ.
The first joint Thonksglving service was conducted by the
Society and the Park Avenue Synagogue. Elsenstein and Mil-
ton Steinberg wrote a special service for the occasion.
Finally, a Bikkurim (First Frult) Festival was added on
the Tirst day of the festival of Shavuoct. About Tifty
children represented the pilgrims coming to bring their
first fruits to the Temple 1n‘Jerusalem. The service,
written in part by Judith Kaplan Eisensteln, was also
intended to enhancebthe children's ties to modern Palestine,

The problem of obtaining ten men for the dailly mine-
yan became more acute that year, The Board voted three

hundred dollars to pay Minyanaires to attend the service,

Kaplan used this opportunity to express hils general dis-
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approval of hired minyanim and urged a reorientation towards |
the Kaddish (mourners) prayer to make it compatible with the ;
spirit of the pfayer. i

With the War in Europe going pborly for the Allles, |
the SAJ began to turn more of its attention toward alding
the cgause of the democracies, In June, 1941, the Society
undertook td ralse money in order to endow a nursery roonm
in Great Britain. This program was never successful,
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. v

An experiment to enlarge the membership of the Soclety
was tried by the Board. They lowered the family membership
fee to only twenty-five dollars. In egix months, the
Soclety as a result of this plan added over Tifty new
members. The Society also experimented with the idea of
a career clinic for its young pecple. The Board hired
Dr. Daniel Harrlis, 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

nust take in a message to the membership.

OCur American nation is at wart Now is the time for all
of us to give 1t our wholehearted devotion and cur

every effort, We Jews have always rallied to the defense
of our country., This time we shall do so with 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? First: we must be calm and ccol,
We must not yield to hysteria. On the other hand, we
must not be ccmplacent. We must be alert and active.
Second: we must carry on (sic), so far as possible, the
routine habits of our lives., Our morale will be greatly
enhanced if we allow ocur dally comings and goings to be
disturbed as little as possible, Third: 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 tc others, for celebration. We must have more
rather than fewer occasions to meet., The SAJ 1is aware
of the value of such gatherings and will arrangze then,
Fourth: we must redouble our efforts in vehalfl of Pal-
estlne, 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.

In the Spring of 1942, the Society began experimenting
with the Sabbath services in order to make them more meaning-
ful and beautlful., 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 fifty minutes. The
sermon was scheduled to last twentj-five minutes followed
by & section called the Prozram Service which would vary
from week to week and deal each time with another theme
suggested by events or commemorating events which were of
religlious, ethical or national interest to the Jewish people,
Eaéh of the worshlp sections of the service was to be en-
riched with the introduction of choral as well as cantorial
and congregational music., Chenjo 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. Thils enabled changes to be
made ik the service and experiments to be added or cut out
depending upon thelr success. This experimentation led to
quite a fight within the Socliety and several famillies left
the organization. Many of the leaders of the SAJ attempted
to talk Kaplan and Elsenstein into defering the changes in
the service, 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 Confir-
mation program for the Society as early as 1930, the first
Conflirmation 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 Nliebuhr of the Unlion Theologlcal Seminary
and Sldney Hook, Chairman c¢f the Department of Philosophy
at New York University.

In July, 1942, Maurice Linder was elected as the

seventh Chalrman of the Soclety. He replaced Samuel Poses,
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Desplite his earlier isolationist stance, Eisenstein enlisted
as a Chaplain in the army in September, 1942 and was granted
an inde{}nite leave of absence for the duratlon of the war,.
His application, however, was rejected on physical grounds.

About a guarter of a century before the present concern
over the Generation Gap, Kaplan urged the SAJ Board to give
the young people of the Socliety more responsibility in the
running of the institution in order to interest them in
Judalsm. "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
glve them responsibillities which will encourage them to
take a more active part in our activities,"7?

In Januvary, 1944, the Jewish Reconstructionist Fellow=-
shlp, sponsored by the Reconstructionist Foundation, was
launched at the SAJ., The fellowships were deslgned to
conslst of small groups of men and women in various
communities who would attempt to translate the philecsophy
of Reconstructionism into positive living, In reality,
the fellowships were the same as the Reconstructionist
clubs, most of which had disbanded by 19#3.8 |

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 Reconstructlonist viewpoint to American
Jewry. Eisenstein's itineraries were so desligned so that
he could be away’from the Society from Monday to Friday
and return for Sabbath Services. The salary of the ad-
ministrative assistant was paid for by the Jewish Recon-
structionist Foundation.

At the same meeting (January 16, 1945) in which Daniel
G. Ross was elected eighth Chairman of the SAJ, the following
letter was read from Kaplan to the Board:

This letter is long overdue, as you will note in what

I am about to say.

The Society for the Advancement of Judaism, which will
soon conplete twenty-three years since it establishment,
is at present on a sound basis, materially and
spiritually as may be expected, if we take into cone-
sideration the limited physical facilities within which
1t has to overate. 1 took an active part in the conduct
of the SAJ until Dr. Eisenstein was appointed Assoclate |
Leader., Since then I have confined my activity mainly |
to preaching once a month and on all holidays and pare- |
ticipation 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 teachlng and writing. The Beoard

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 nmy service five years ago

no longer exist. I am therefore writing this to you

to ask that you kindly submit to the Rosrd my request

to be relieved of such duties as I have hitherto been
expected to perform and to have ny status changed to

that of Leader Emeritus. I am particularly desirous

that all such pastoral dutlies 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 Socliety nmy prfound gratitude
for having afforded me a unigue field for service to the
Jewish psople, and for thelr whole-hearted and generous
cooperation in ny efforts to render Judeism worth living
for. As Tor the warm personal friendships I have galined
during my associaticn with the SAJ, these I shall
treasure beyond words.?
In response to this letter, the Beard nemed Kaplan Leader
Emeritus of the SAJ and Eisenstein as its Leader, This
change took effect immediately. Kaplan's relationship to
the SAJ did not, of course, cease wlth 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 1ts leader was}having
with Orthodoxy. Kaplan, immediately upon his retirement
from the Soclety, 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 Reconstructicnist

Foundatlon announced that it was finally prepared to

publish 1ts new Sabbath Prayer Book., At that time, the

SAJ reported that it had two hundred ninety six families
on 1ts 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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Sabbath, Devotional readings were provided in both Hebrew
and English which were representative of different periods
of Jewish history including the present time. It was de-
signed so that its use would be flexible and from the prayer
anthology a fitt%ng prayer for each Sabbath reflecting the
mood and tempo of the day could be selected,

The prayerbook was introduced at Sabbath services on
May 5, 1945, TFollowing the dedication of the prayerbook,
a Kiddush (Sabbath reception) was held in the Soclety's
Social Hall. The Xiddush was hosted by Mr. and Mrs. Max
Hillson of the SAJ who provided the funds for the new |

volumefs publication,

Generally, the publicatlion 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 The New York Times under the headline

"Orthodox Rabbis f'Excommunlcate! Author of Prayer Book
Though He Is Not A Member:¥

The Union of Orthodox Rabbls of the United States and
Canada has 1ssueda proclamation of exccemmunication,
the first in its forty-three year history, against Dr.
Mordecal M. Kaplan, dean of the Teachers Institute of
the Jewish Theological Seminary, accusing him of ex- |
pressing tatheism, heresy and disbelief in the basile |
tenets of Judaism® in the compilation of a recently |
published prayer book, it was learned yesterday,
Rabbi Israel Rosenberg, President of the Union,
announced that the ancient cherem, one of the severest |
forms of Jewlsh excommunication, was invoked Tuesday
at a meeting of the nmembers of the orgasnlzation. |
After the edict was passed unanimously, Dr. Kaplan's |
work, the 'Sabbath Prayer Book;'! was burned before |
the Assembly,
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In an interview at the Union's headguarters, 132
Nassau Street, Rabbi Rosenberg saild statements in

r. Kaplan's introduction to the book outlining a
fmodification of traditional doctrine'! were contrary
to the spirit and law of Judalism. He added that
there was danger that the book might be confused
with the traditiocnal veolume of prayer, and that the
edlct prohibited its use in synagogues.
Although Dr. Kaplan is not a member of the Union and
is not an Orthodox rabbi, Rabbi Rosenberg sald the
proclamation was directed to- 'all Jewry,!
Dr. Kaplan, who is the founder of the Soclety for

the Advancement of Judaism and head of the Jewish
Reconstructionist Foundation, publishers of the book,
said the charge that he was an atheist was 'absurd.?
"How can any one who edits a prayer bock be an
athelst?' he asked. He added that since he was not
a member of the Unien and had no responsibility to
it, he was fexcommunicated from nothing.?

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 devotlon
and sincerity.' He said it was not intended for those
Jews who were satisfled with the traditional prayers,
and that the actlion against him ralsed the question of
'freedom of worship.' He added that the excommunicating
rabbis were merely ‘making themselives ridiculous,’
The 'modifications! in Dr. Kaplan's introduction
included the statement that Jews are nect & divinely
chosen race; that the Torsh 1s a human document and
not one ‘tsupernaturally inspired,? and that modern
Jews no longer leok forward to the advent of a
personal Messiah,+0

The story reached a national audience when it was carried
ten days later in a story headed "The 0ld and The New! in
the religlion section of Time magazine,

'How can anyone who edits a prayer book be an atheist?!?
To stocky, white-haired Dr. Mordecai !4, {(for Menahen)
Kaplan, 64, dean of the Teachers Institute of Manhattan's
Jewish Theologlesl Seminary, the cuestion was

rhetorical. But the Union of Crthodox Rabblsg had a

flat answer., For years the Unilon had regarded Dr.

Kaplan wlth susplicion., Last week it came right out

and called him an 'atheist.!

Mordecal Kaplan, always an unorthodox thinker, began
outraging Jewish fundalmentalists a decade ago by




137

lsunching the 'Reconstructionist! movement to liberalize
Hebrew doctrine., The isgsue last week was a newly pukb-

lished Sabbath Praver RBook, for which Dr. Kaplan had

edited traditional prayers to glve modern Jews a form

of worship in which they could participate...Defying

basic Orthedox 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.f®

In solemn session in Manhattan last week, the Union

called the prayer book a compound of f'atheism, heresy

and disbelief,..! and hurled at Dr. Kaplan (who is not

a member of the Union) a proclamation of excommunication®
(Footnote: The now obsolete cherem dating frem 516 B,C.,

and most severe of three forms of Jewish excommunication.

It totally ostracized the person at whom it was directed

and lest nade history in 1656, when invoked against the

Dutch philosopher, Spinoza.) == first in its history.

Then, after Rabbi Israsl Rosenberg, President of the

Union, banned the Kaplan-edited prayers from all
synagopgues, an exclted young rabbl set fire to a copy
of the book. Undismayed by the Union's edict ('As I |
an not a member...l was excommunicated from nothing.?!),
Mordecal XKaplan retorted that the rabbis were 'mersly

making themselves ridiculous,..The Union...speaks in

medieval terms,til |

Judith Eisenstein, Kaplan's daughter, recalls that all
this free publicity which the prayerbook was receiving
had a beneficial effect upon its sales, "We sold out the

whole first editlion. People expected to find salacious,

seditlious and heretical materisl.®

The publication of the Sabbath Prayer Book was also

recelved with hostility by several members of the Seminary's
faculty but their opposition was toned down because of the

bitter attack upon Kaplan by the Orthodox rabbis.lz The

publication of its own prayerbook was one more indication é
that Kaplan and the Reconstructionists 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, Rabbl Geffen
called my attention to the fact that an advertisement
had appeared in the Jewish lorning Journal of Friday,
June 8, announcing a special confersnce of rabbis for
the purpose of dencuncing a so-called prayer book
issued by atheists and common heretics who call them-
selves rabbis, This convention was called by the
Unlon of Orthocdox Rabbis. That advertisement appeared
in last Monday's and Tuesday's lMornins Journal, The
third ad wss more strident than the preceeding.

Last Wednesday the Jewish Morning Journal and The
Jewlish Day carried reports of the conierence,
According to these reports the rabbis present not

only carried through the formal ceremony of cheren
against m2, which was concluded with the reading of
the First Psalm, but alsoc had a copy of the prayer
book burned on top of the table at which the pre-
silding officers s8tcoees

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 fiftieth birthday anniversary
had come round. As I entersd the room I noticed that
Professor Liberman did not glve the slichtest sign of
recognizing my presence. I was a bit Fflustered for a
moment, but soon adjusted myself to the situation,
because I had always known him to be violently anta=-
gonlstic to me and my work. 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 walting for the elevator to
take me downstairs, Liberman was coming in my direction.
As soon as he noticed me, he lowered hiz eyes and
hastened his steps. 'Why are you angry with me??

I sa2id in all innocence, 'I am not anery,? he replied
and ran on. Later 1t occured to me that possibly he
regarded it his duty to obey the cherem of the rabbils,
Sure enough, when I was at the Seminary on Friday, I
learned that that was actually the case.i3

A simllar repercussion of the cherem 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 publicity surrounding the boock-burning grew,
Kaplan's attitude toward the Orthodox rabbls hardened.

The Jewish Telegraphic Agency called me up on Wednesday
to give them a statement, which I did. On Thurday,

I gave interviews to reporters from the Jewish Doy
and The New York Times., I was reluctant to see lne
New York limss reporter, but when I was told that he
had been invited by the Unlion of Orthedox Rabbis to
get a statement from them, I was glad I had a chance
to reply., The appearance of the news item in The
New York Tirmeg yesterdsy created guite a sensation,

I had always had nothing but profound contempt for
the rabbis assoclated with the Union. I had had
encugh of a close=up view of then to know their
lmmoral dealing. I could not help seeing in then a
demonstration of the low moral level of at least
fifty per cent of the Tannaipm and the Anorain
(Mishnaic and Talmudic auyhorit;es) as reflected in
the Talmud. This dastardly sction of theirs at the
preent time when even the greatest reactlionaries 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
elenents of the general community. What a shattering
effect this exhibition of moral degeneracy on the
rart of men who call themselves rabbils has upen me I
can hardly express, All my efforts depend upon faith
in the Jewish people, With so much corruption wherever
I turn, I find it exceedingly hard to carry on the
struggle for Jewish survival, Truth to tell, I ex=-
perlence 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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in this tragli-comedy of the cherem, I would say that

it is the fact that on the one hand we have rabblinical
gangsters who resorted to Nazi methods in order to retain
their authority, and on the other hand, our Jewilsh
Journalists are cynical about the whele business and
treat the very attempt to articulate religlous values

in terms of a modern outlook in 1life as silly and
superfluous,.t

Kaplan could not help but returning to the idea that the
actions of the rabbls in burning the prayerbook bore a
remarkable resemblance to that of the Nazis,
The Nazis made the attack on the Jews the spearhead
of thelr attack on democracy. They pointed to the
Jews, who are the most conspicuous beneficlaries of
the freedom which democracy avows, as the main cause
of democracy's i1lls, hoping thereby to confuse and
weaken the people of the democratic countries through
inner strife., Likewise the 'Rabbonim' point to my
tathelsm, ! which I am able to promulgate as a result
of the liberal policy of the Seminary and the Con-
servative movement generslly, in the hope that it
would cause inner strife among cur group and weaken
its influence on American Jewryel>5
The effect of the controversy on the SAJ was to
strengthen its cohesion and its backing of Kaplan,
Immediately following the book-burning, Elsenstein reported
to the Board that the outcome of the controversy was one
that the Orthodox rabbis might not have forseen == g
renewed interest in the prayerbook and an unprecedented
demand for it by individusls and bookshopns. Innumerable
letters from individuals and organizations throughout the
country were received by Kaplan and the Reconstructionist
Foundaticon condemning the action of the Orthodox rabbis.

National groups responded immediately by drawing up

resolutions denouncing the Ban and the burning of the
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book, Outstanding among the resoluticns, Elsensteln
pointed out, was the one 1ssued by the Babbinical Assembly

which was reported in The New York Times.

After considerable discusslon,'the Board of the SAJ
decided to condemn the action of the Orthodox rabbls and
that Eigenstein in his sermon the following Sabbath should
discuss the controversy. Furthermore, an announcement of .
the sermon should be inserted as an ad on the religious
rage of the Times, Kaplan wrote the following in his diary
concerning that service:

This is Saturday morning at 11:30, I should have

been at services at the SAJ synagogue, This is the

first time in my rabbinical career that I stayed

avay from Sabbath services without indisposition

being the cause. Ira (Eisenstein) 1s spesking this

morning on the exccemmunication. Advance notice of
the sermon appeared in an ad in yesterday's Times,

There is likely to be a large crowd. Antlcipating

enbarrassment at being the main subjegg of Irals

talk, I thought it best to stay away.*

Kaplan personally responded to the Orthodex rabbis in
a pamphlet issued by the Reconstructionist Foundaticn the
following September. The pamphlet, "A Challenge to the
Freedom of Worship,'" was sent to the Foundation's members
in order to acquaint them with the facts of the situation
and the reaction of individusls and organizations through-
out the country. The Times once again carried the story

bearing the headline "Dr., Kaplan Assails Orthodox Rabbi
Unit."

Dr. Mordecal M. Kaplan, who has been t'excommunicated!
by the Unlon 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 positlion yester-
day, calling the incident a 'challenge to freedom of
worship! and charging his opponentszs with helping bring
about a state of freligious sterility’ in Palestine,
The 'excommunication? of Dr. Kaplan, who is not a

. menmber of the Union, took vlace at a meetling called by
the organization on June 12, After a series of 3peeches
accusing Dr. Kaplan and his coworkers of athelsm and
disrespect for the tenets of the Jewlsh religion, the
audience of twe hundred rabbis unanimously voted for an
edict of cherenm, one of the severest forms of excom=-
muniecstion, ‘
Dr. Kaplan said it was no longer possible to expect
that every Jew would conceive of his falth in exactly
the seme way as all his co=-religionists. He added that
1t was for the Jews who could no longer believe in many
of the tradltional doctrines that the new prayer book
was written. )
Dr. Kaplan contended that in reviving the use of the
cherem the Orthedex rabbls not only over-stepped their
rights, but 'gave proof of the menace to Judaism
which still exists within traditional Jewish life.
He added that the fact that the mandatory power in
Palestine only recognizes COrthodox Jewish clergymen
placed them 'in the sgaddle' and has brought about a
situation where religiously Palestine 'is merely
another European ghetto, with medieval religious
and naticonalistic secularism being the only expressicn
of man's relation to the cosmos.?Li7

The very opposition of the Orthodox rabbis, however,
helped to bring the Reconstructionist movement before the
public snd served to give it added strength. In the very
year 1in which Mordecal Kaplan‘gave up his active leadership
of the Socliety which he founded, that institution grew
stronger than it had ever been before because of an unjust 5
and sensatlional attack upon its leader. Though no longer
directly involved in the daily running of thé SAJ, Kaplan's

influence and philosophy remain great. His charismatic

presence, enhanced by thils 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, Kaplan recently remarked thét 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 criticlism of Mordecal Kaplan as a
philosopher or theologian nmight be, one cannct 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 ldeas and attempted to translate them into concrete
programse. Kaplan's understanding that the American Jewish
community needed revived forms of worship and communal
organization is, perhaps, his greatest contribution to
American Jewry. |

Trying to understand the Soclety for the Advancement
of Judalsm without Ksplan is futile._ The very foundatilons
of the Soclety are bullt 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
dled any number of times during its first twenty=-five
years.

Even after Kaplan himself retired from active leader-

ship, his philosophy permeated the Society., Eisenstein,

after all, was a disciple of Kaplan and perhaps his most
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successful popularizer., His work at the SAJ and later
with the Jewish Reconstructionist Foundatlon 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 during 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-
ebllity of the lay leadership to lead the Socilety 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 |
Kaplan's own strong personallty and the membershipls
dependence upon hime

One of the great strengths of the SAJ throughout
this period was that it was a homogeneous group. In the
1920'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 |
radlcslism of Kaplants philosophy of Judaism for its time,
For them, the SAJ was almost a family club (replete with é

gymnasium). Religiously, it seemed a respectable alternative
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to &gform Judaism for the children of East European
immigrants. It is not surprising, therefore, that they
opposed most of the ritual changes which Kaplan attempted
during the twenties. The theoreticél changes they did not
understand and, therefore, did not question, but changes
in ritual were obvious and deeply troubled themn.

The situation, however, changed as the Soclety
emerged from the depression and began to grow in member-
ship once again. The newer members were not as unified
socially and econonically but were, to a great extent,
unified ideologlcally. They Jjolned the SAJ because it
stood for something and had a philosophy behind 1it,

They Jjoined not sb 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 Soclety's
founder. In fact, each application form mailed to pro-
spective members was accompénied by a copy of the SAJ's
"Thirteen Wants." Furthermore, after the publication of

Judaism as a Clvilization in 1934, the Soclety 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 1in

New York in the field of Jewlsh social work, education and
11terature. So although the entire SAJ was comparitively

small even in 1945, its influence was far greater than its

numbers would alleow 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 1s
part of a recent article by Charles S. Liebman entitled
"Reconstructionism in American Jewish Life" in the 1970

edition of the American Jewlsh Year Book. Suffice it to

say, as we have seen, for many years the SAJ was the
entirety of the Reconstructionist movement and still
remalins its largest and most important congregation.
Without the financial support of SAJ members, the movement
would have long ceased to exist and, indeed, might neverr
have been born.

Once again, 1t is difficult to assess the influence
of the SAJ's structure upon other synagogues in the United
States. Certainly, Kaplan'é 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 muchn that
the SAJ 1s like all other synagogues but rather that so
many other synagogues have adopted the SAJ style perhaps
wlthout even reallzing it. |

Moreover, Kaplan's philosophy of Judaism has become

so widely accepted by American Jews that one would suppose
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that Reconstructionism was the dominant movement in

Amé;ican Jewish life. Nothing, of course, could be

farther from the actual case. Liebman, in the article
mentioned above, comments that "so many American Jews

are resonstructionists, (but) so few are Reconstructionists.”
Although, once again, the reason for this disparity between
the acceptance of Reconstructlionist ideas and the fallure |

of the organized movement 1s 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 nationsl movement durlng
the 1920%'s, The first was Stephen Wise's repeated invitation
to come to his newly formed seminary, the Jewlsh Institute
of Religion. Had Kaplan accepted Wisels offers to head ) 5
that school, he might have been able to train rabbinicsal
leadership who could have carried hls 1ldeas to the nation.

He turned this position down first of all because of his
belief that the newly founded SAJ could not survive without
him. His assessment was, undoubtedly, quite correct. But
his failure to tréin a lay leadership was much lesgs cruclal
than his failure to train rabbinic leadership. The more
important reason, of course, for Kaplan's rejection of
Wisets offer was hils loyalty to the Jewish Theologilcal

Seminary. He continued to bellieve through most of his
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11Ffe that his ideas would prove victorious within the
Conservative movement. The Seminary, however, turned 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 Eiéenstein, Eugene Kohn,
and Milton Stelnberg) 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 slzable dent in
the Conservative groupe.

The second opportunity lest by Kaplan in the 1920'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°%s apd
had there been an important rabbinical leadership group
outside of New York prepared to gulde it, the Reconstruc-
tionlst movement might have been one of the beneficlaries
of the post-=World War II boom in religious affiliation of
the late 1940's and 1950's, The fact that it was unprepared
for this spurt of unprecedented growth in institutional
Judalism may have proved fatal to the prospects of 1ts ever
becoming a national movement of importance,

Yet the fallure of the movement must not overshadow

the success of the SAJ itself, As a congregation, 1t was
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‘an important innovative force in Americsn Jewlish 1life.
If it is today difficult to distinguish between it and
other American congregations, this very fact 1s a tribute
to its success. HMordecal Kaplan, through his assoclation
with the Society for the Advancement of Judalsm, is an
excellent example of how one goes about making history

rather than merely studying it. The SAJ was and remains

a living monument to his 1life and thought,.
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