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pIGEST 

Thia thesis attempts to anal7Ze and. eT&luate the 

oonteapora?'7 anirestat1ona or liberal Jud.al••• An uswaption 

ts m.de about the nature or the T&rtoua non-orthodox Judatsu 

1n that the7 are all considered liberal in SOiie respects. 

The t1nt chapter present• an examliw.tion ot the term 

•retlgton• with the purJ>09e ot propoatng a working dettn1tion. 

Thls disouaslon ls prelill1na17 to the presentation or a 

4et1nitlon ot liberal rel1g1on. 

In the second chapter, the presentation ls 1n three parts. 

Religion 1• underatood to be influenced b7 other technical 

41actp11nea. AdT&DCes ln pe7cholog-, philosoph7, and sc1ent1ticr

-.etho4ole>ST ha• ~tl7 affected our present conception or 

religion. Some of these tnt1uences are t .he subject or this 

ChaJ>ter. 

The third chapter preaent• an exaainat1on or f1Te non

orthodox Judals•. Probleaa of liberal retlgion, such as 

au~horlty, beltet structure, ritual content, and aalTatlon, 

are addressed to each of these groupe tn order to help char

acterize them as liberal religions. 

The final chapter is a aubject1Te eTaluatlon ot the 

non-orthodox Juda1•• which were enatned in the third chapter. 

This eftluatlon 1• to be underatoocl in the light or the con

c1uaiona presented ln the tint chapter about the iw.ture ot 

religion and ln the second chapter about the nature of the 

huan penon. 
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CHAPTER I 

R£LICION AND LIBERAL RELIGION 

I . Introduction 

In any treat••nt of relfgfon, we Must explore 

beyond ourselves . For ft Is • very easy ••tter to be

co•e • victim of one's personal range of experience •nd 

thereby ll•lt the exposition to one's lnterpret•tlon of 

that experience. The study of religion, It h•s been 

••Id, should be directed by the right kind of lnterest . 1 

This position holds th•t we should have • rellglous 

Interest and attitude th•t wl11 help deter•lne wh•t 11 

correctly In the purview of religion and wh•t Is not. 

lut this •pproach 11 not adequate for our purposes . 

"Proper" attitude alone c•nnot cl•rlfy th• hsues when 

we •tte•pt • prec••• understanding •nd definition of the 

ter•s •nd concepts. It •lght be argued further th•t the 

•ttltude which one brings to• ttudy of rellglon gener•lly 

cre•t•s r~e basis of the proble• In •ttaf nlng an objective 

perspective. 

Ty~lca11y , a student co•es to religion h•vlng 

received training In another dlsclpllne. The p1ychologl1t, 

soclologlst, theologlan, alt bring to rellglon th• Inherent 

biases th•t their partlcular field generates. Thus the 
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theologlcal student generally •akes certain assu•ptlons 

such as the existence of a deity. For that student, 

religion necessarily Involves a god or gods. The socl

ologlst views rellglon differently . He understands 

rellglon from the point of view of social relations , 

org•nlz•tlonal behavior and change . The psychologist 

sees rellglon fro• a ••ntal or e•otlonal context. These 

specialized approaches to religion often lead to a limit

ed and narrowly defined study of rellgton. In other 

words. such scholars ll•lt the scope of their study to 

their particular fleld of Interest. 

There exists as well the opposite problem In the 

study of rellglon. One deals with rellglon so broadly 

and atte•pts to Include so much of human experience that 

no clear distinction can be seen between it and other 

aspects of llfe. 

Thus (Wiiiiam) James defines religion 
as our total reaction to reality. In 
a sense, this Is true , but It is not 
true In any sense which would •ark off 
rellglon from other exp•rlences. Each 
of us •lght be summed up as our total 
reaction to reallty; and from this 
relation to ourselves our rellglon does 
not escape any more than anything else 
which belongs to us . 

We may go still farther and say that 
rellglon Is the spring of all efforts 
after harmony both In our soul and In 
our consclence.2 

Such broad generalizations about rellglon do llttle to 

distinguish rellglon sufflclently from the rest of 

human experience. In attempting to evaluate rellglon 

falrly. this proble• Is quite co•mon. 

, 
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The fund•••nt•I probl•• th•t Is encountered In 

this study Is of• stlll different n•ture. In attempting 

to define liberal religion, It see•s loglc•I that the 

proper starting point would be the definition of religion. 

This t•sk Is not so sl•ple as one •lght expect. Verglllus 

Fer• st•t•s the probl•• thus:l 

The ter• rellglon belongs to th•t 
large class of popular words which 
s•••s acceptable as coa•on coin of 
co .. unf catlve exchange but which on 
closer ••a•lnatlon f•lls to carry the 
l•prlnt of exact •••nlng. 

Therefore, as dlfflcult as defining rellglon per se 

•lght appear to be, the proble~ of explaining liberal 

religion Is all the •ore complex. On a practical level, 

this •ay not be so Involved, but as one •spires for 

avoidable. The Intention of this chapter Is to deal with 

the proble•s of establishing• working definition of 

liberal religion. 

II . ~tthodology 

Having noted that there are Inherent proble•s In 

approaching religion fro• within• specialized discipline, 

It Is •pproprlata to acknowledge these biases and to 

deter•lne the extent they wlll enter Into this study . 

The tack which shall be taken to minimize these biases 

co••• fro• the fields of philosophy and •odern science . 

In other words, the approach shall be one of critical and 

r•tlonal evafuatlon. It Is assuaed that no position which 

will be exaalned Is ••••pt fro• analytlc scrutiny. Thus , 



each subject wl11 be addressed In the sa•e •anner. This 

Is an l•portant consideration with respect to how we 

understand the app11cablllty of the speclallzed terminology 

to certain actualities. It Is In this •anner that we 

shall uncover both the strengths and weaknesses of th• 

definitions and rellglons In this study. 

How shall we proceed to examine, In the first 

part, the questions of definition and appllcablllty? 

And In the second part, upon what basis shall we explore 

how the various !•llglous groups meet the criteria of 

liberal religlon7 Several rules from the science of 

loglc wlll offer some guidance. These are the rule of 

coherency, the rule of evidence, and the rule of consls-

tency. ~ules of logic are needed particularly with respect 

to the ordinary usage of the language of rellglon. 

Ordinary usage often Involves Inaccurate representation 

of concepts and Ideas which do have more precise mean-

ings. By comparing the use of words, we can perceive 

n• t only the true sense of what Is being asserted when 

used properly, but also the difficulties that arise from 

vague and Inconsistent usage. 

Edgar Brightman writes In justification of an 

••plrlcal approach to the study of rellglon. 

It Is a fact that religion and 
rellglous knowledge [or clalms to 
such knowledge) arise In our conscious 
experience and are In so•• way tested 
by It. To accept this fact Is to 
adopt an ••plrlcal •ethod of open· 
minded Inquiry that co••lts us In 
advance to no conclusions. At the 
sa•• tl•e, It Is obvious that the 
aprlorlst, the 1oglca1 positivist, 



and the lerthlen are co••ltted In 
advance. the first to a retfonellttfc 
belfef In Cod and religion. the 
second to 1keptlcl1•. end the third 
toe supernatural rellgfon . 11 It 
not the pert of wl1doa to pursue the 
lfberal and open-•lnded path of the 
e•plrlclstt This It th• path of 
genuine f nve1tlgetlon--a1 John Dewey 
says. of lnqulry. 115 

This study shall be guided by th••• two basic 

s 

principles. As we proceed, It Is worthwhile to keep these 

In front of us and note that experience does not always 

fall Into easlly • •rked categories . In such cases, It 

•ay be necessary to take Into eccount other fectors which 

cennot meet the ebove noted standards. When this occurs , 

ell efforts shall be ••de to elucidate as to why not. 

111. Ord lnary Uses of "Re II g I on" 

Everyone uses the words rellglon and rellglous at 

one time or another . History shows us that these words 

have been epplled to a vast renge of experiences and 

Ideas . Dr . Abraha• Cronbech has wr ltten : 6 

Aellglon Is co••only Identified with 
a bellef In a deity or In deities. 
Yet the hbel 11 rel lglon11 has been 
applled to luddhls•. to Po1ltlvl1111. 
to Hu•anlsm , and to Ethfcal Culture, 
syste•s In which deity 11 either 
negated or Ignored. Friedrich 
Schleler•acher. hl•self e theologian. 
ectually concedes that "a religion 
can be without a God and yet superior 
to • rellglon with a 19od." The ter111 
"relfglon" hes been attached even 
to com•unls• despite the prevalent 
Identification of COll•unls• with 
ath•ls•. 

As a •atter of fact. the entire spectru• of hu•an endeavor 

hes been associated with the Idea of rellglon. Wert have 
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been weged In the ne•• of rellglon as often es esplratlons 

for peece. Death and destruction and suicide heve co•• 

fro. the rellgfous netfon just as often es hope, charfty, 

and fellowshlp. So•• rellglons have ••pheslzed the 

co-•unal experience, whlle others heve •ad• the lndlvldu•I 

the center of rellglous fulfl11••nt. Alfred North 

Whlteheed offered this sh1ple definition: "Religion Is 

whet th• lndlvlduel does with his sollterlness. 11 7 

Religion cen be concerned with extern•ls like rltuals •nd 

o~servences (e.g . Orthodox Judaism, Ro••n Cathollclsm) ; 

or It c•n be •edltatlve and totally without formel 

celebrations (e.g. Quakers). In short, rellglon has been 

teken to stand for ••ny diverse and often contradictory 

things. 

Ordlnery usege of th• word rellglon and Its 

derlvetlons has both a positive end e negetlve side. 

The starting point of any consideration of these words 
8 •ust co•• fro• the w•y people currently use the words. 

Yet, the co••on connotation of these and •any such words 

Is often vegue, and, genere11y too unspecified for a 

technical utlllz•tlon. We •ust therefore begin anew, 

Identifying the drawbecks that popular conversation en-

tal ls and establlshlng specific •eanlngs . Three of the 

•ost co.•on problems of ordinary usage have been Identified 

as ••blgulty, contradiction, and bllndness.' 

A co••on dictionary wl11 provide the 1tartlng polni 

for deter•lnlng what religion •eans In ordinary usage. 
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Severe1 of the offerings (In the dlctlonery) cen be 

ell•lneted beceuse they er• teutologles. One which ••Y 

be ••••lned Is the following : 

[Religion 11) the per1onel co--lt•ent 
to end serving of God or • god with 
worshipful devotion, conduct In eccord 
with divine co..end1 ••P· •• found In 
eccepted secred writings or declered 
by euthorltetlve teecher1, • wey of 
llfe recognized•• lncu•bent on true 
belfevers, end typlcelly the reletlng 
of oneself go orgenlzed body of 
be I levers. I 

Even though this definition •••ks to Include nu•erous 

e1pects of whet co•prl1e1 rel lglons, It elso •dmfts 

the probl•• of nerrowness. Thet Is to sey, It excludes 

certeln groups ldentlfl•bl• es rellglons . 11 

At the other end of the spectru• of def i nitions, 

there 11 this one . 

[Rellglon Is) e c•use, • principle, 
sy1te•1 of tenents held with •rdor, 
devotion, con1clentlou1ne1s, end 
felth . 

And [religion Is] • v•Ji• held to be 
of supre•e l•port•nce. 

These definitions cleerly •pply to rellglon, yet •ey 

•pply to other •re•s •swell. Hence, they are too 

v•gue or too generel for our purposes. 

Su••lng up the verlous conceptions of religion, 

this st•te•ent 11 ••de. 

Religion Is• generel t•r• esp . 
eppllceble to th• gr••t r•v•l•tlons 
•nd l•rger

1
Jub·dlvlslons ••ong their 

believers. 
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Once •g•ln Oft• perceives a partlcular bl•• In the for•u 

latlon of this expression. The writer approaches religion 

from the point of view of Western rellglons and ••phaslzes 

In the definition what Is funda•ental In that kind of 

thinking. It •ust be concluded, therefore. th•t this w•y 

of approaching the definition wlll not provide •u~h 

•••lstance. 

Ve mlght consider wh•t. If anything, co••on 

experlence tells us about rellglon . Wllllam Ja•es notes 

that we are given to understand rellglon In two senses.14 

Worship •nd sacrifice . procedures for 
working on the dispositions of the 
deity , theology, •nd ceremony and 
ecclesiastical organization, are the 
essentlals of religion In the In
stitutional branch . 

In the •ore person•I branch of rellglon 
It Is on the contrary the Inner dis• 
positions of •an hl•self which for• 
the center of Interest, his conscience, 
his deserts, his helplessness, his 
Incompleteness. 

Institutional rellglon can be Illustrated by the organl• 

z•tlons with which •ost of us ere famlllar . Refor• 

Judaism, the A•erlcan Lutheran Church. and the Roman 

Cathollc Church are well known examples . Although the 

demarcation between these groups and personal rellglon 

ts clear, It should be noted that the lnstltutlonal 

branch , In James' words. operates generally on 1ome level 

In order to serve the needs of the lndlvldual. Personal 

religion has as Its exclusive concern the Individual 

person and his/her needs . The first part of this study 



•Ill focus on this personel espect of rellglon, whlle 

the effectiveness of lnstltutlonel rellglons wl11 bet~• 

1ubject for the second pert. 

IV . The Ter•s - Rellglon, A Rellglon, end Rellglous 

Well within the reel• of scholerly ••t•rlel re-

1eted to end deellng speclflcelly with rellglon. one 

cen perceive the fallures to clerlfy what Is being spoken 

of . Often the Issue of precise def lnltlon of ter•s Is 

Ignored In favor of the other aspects of theistic rell

glon.15 Or the •••nlng Is deelt with In~ perfunctory 

wey In order to proceed to so•e other Issue of Interest 

to the wrlter . 16 Nevertheless, we ere bound to ettempt 

clerlflcetlon. In order to do this. three derlvetlve 

ter•s 1hould be exa•lned In reletlon to one another . 

(A) The word 11 rellglon 11 It• generic noun lndlcetlng 

• cless Into which we can put both of the two brenches 

noted ebove. This ter• can Include •II of the Institu

tions which Identify es rellglous. as well es the 

,1heno•enon of personal experience which Is personal 

rellglon . 

(8) The ter• ''• rellglon .. lndlcetes so•ethlng •ore 

spec If f c than the generl c ten1 . When 11a re 11 g I on " Is 

spoken of. • specific group or syste~ Is being Identi

fied. Such a ter• co1tt10nly connotes only the ln1tltutlon<1I 

forms, yet ••Y elso refer to the rellglon of en lndl

vlduel when 10 specified. 
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describes th• nature or character of a person. an object, 

or an •••nt . •7 The l•pllcatlons of this word are more 

co•plea than either of the two preceding ter•s. It 

Is ••ldent froffl any ••••pie that 11rell9lous 11 does not 

apply In a unlfor• •anner to people, objects, and •••nts. 

An ••ent Is rell9lous by •lrtue of the specific ti•• or 

place with which It Is associated . An object •ay b• 

retlglous becau1e It has a sy•bollc or historic •eanlng 

attached to It. A person Is said to be rellglous becau~e 

of certain patterns of that person's behavlor . 18 

With regard to people or a group of people, the 

followlng definition •ay serve. 

To be rellglous •eans that one's 
attitude or beha•lor Is directed 
by aspects of one's psyche which 
respond to the hu•an condition of 
flnltude . I' 

A •ore elaborate eaplanatfon of this definition and Its 

origins wlll be presented In another chapter. 20 It will 

suffice for now to note that by this definition, rellglon 

ln•olves • response of the psyche that Is called forth 

by the fund•••ntal probl•• of hu••n ealstence. 

ly contrast, Verglllus fer• has offered this 

defl n ft I on. 

To be rellglous Is to effect In so•• 
way. end In so•e •••sure, a vital 
edjust•ent (however tentatl•• and ln
co•plete) to w(W)hatever Is reacted to 
or regarded l•pllcltly or expllcltly 
es worthy of serious end ulterior (sic) 
concern.21 
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As In the •bove definition, certain phrases In Fer•'• 

definition require further explanatlon. 22 However, we 

••Y understand that Fer• was atte•ptlng to Include all 

•anner of rellglous experience by specifying how the 

person responds (In some w•y and In 1o~e •••sure), how 

l•portant the response Is (a vital adjust•ent), to wh•t 

It 11 that the person responds (w(W)hatever), and so 

on . This definition reveals • hesitancy on the part of 

the writer to ••ke • definite state•ent about the nature 

of rellglon . Instead , It appears that by using l•nguage 

In a certain •anner, he Is able to be general enough to 

Include •any experiences other than the religious , •nd 

stlll not specific enough to Identify• position of h i s 

own. 

v. Prolego•enon to • Definition of -•llglon2J 

Reference has been ••de to • nu•ber of the probl•• s 

In atte•ptlng •definition of religion. At this point, 

It would be well to for••llze • set of guidelines by 

~hlch we can proceed In arrlvl~g at • definition for 

this study.2' 

These criteria wlll for the •ost p•rt Indicate 

specific aspects that should be avoided In the for•ulatlon 

of th• definition. In other words, the suggest i ons wlll 

be •ostly negative ; as opposed to positing what should 

be Included, we wlll Indicate what should not. 

(A) First of ell, th• ety•ology of the word religion 

and Its related for•s provides little help. An appea l to 

the Latin source rellgare (•••nlng "being bound") or 
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rele1er• (•••nlng "gether together" ) ••Y throw 10•• llght 

upon the word In some h09llletlc•I sense, but does not 

serve to elucld•t• • technlc•I •••nlng of the word. 

(8) A second com•on error wa5 lndlc•ted above In the 

distinction between the three rel•ted terms , rellglon , 

• rel lglon, end rellglou1. Often, these words •r• 

applled lndl1crl•lnately to people , groups, or events , 

which leads to • confusion of l11ues. 2S 

(C) Two rel•t•d problems come fro• defining the term 

too narrowly or too bro•dly. In the former •anner, one 

might say that to be rellglous •e•ns that one goes to 

church or synagogue. An •x•mple of t he l•tter could be 

to say that rellglon Is love or wonder. These examples 

•lght seem overly sl•pll1tlc yet the reallty and 

frequency of the problem Is not ref uted . James "artlneau, 

In his Study of Rellglon, understands rellglon to mean 

"the betlef In an ever llvlng God, th•t II, In a Divine 

"Ind and Wiii rullng the Universe •nd holdlng •oral 

relatlons with mankind ." Rena:., In T1he Future of Science . • 

wrote "My re l lglon 11 now •sever the progress of reason, 

In other words , the progress of sclence. 11 26 

(D) A fourth co••on error Is related to the l•st one. 

A definition •ust not be too vague If It Is to be useful 

as • def lnltlon. The definition of A. Co• te In his 

C•techls• of Positive Religion •lght be considered as 



"Religion, then, conststs In reguletlng ••ch one's 

Individual nature, end for•• the rellylng point for ell 

the 1ep1rete lndlvlduels . 1127 

(E) The next type of error Is so•ewhet •ore co•plex . 

It Involves the typlc1I kind of nineteenth century 

phllo1ophlc1I under1t1ndlng of rellglon.28 fer• 1t1te1 

It this w1y: 

• • • the psychologlc1t error of defining 
In ter•s of one ph11e of Mentel llfe. 
For ••••pie, to 11y that one Is rellglous 
when one belleves In or 1fflr•s •god Is 
to coe•lt the error of confining the •e•n· 
Ing to Intellectual 1ctlvlty; to s1y th1t 
one Is religious when one feels (e.g. 
the feeling of 1b1olute dependence -
Schleler•1cher) Is to conf lne the •e1n· 
Ing to e•otlon1I experience; to s1y 
th1t one Is rellglous when one perfor•s 
or beh1ves In 1 given w1y •1y well 
confine the •e1nlng to 1ctlvlty. "•n 
Is ever •ore thin 1 •ere thinking, 
feeling, end ectlve creature. He Is 
• whole person with lntermlngled lnner 
end outer responses end ectlvitles.29 

(F) A sixth problem has grown wlthln the past generation. 

had to be ••de between rellglon and ethics . So•• recent 

Jewish thinkers have said that religion and ethics c1n

not be sep1r1ted In Judals•. Be that 11 It ••Y• 1 dis-

tlnctlon has to be ••d• on so•e level. Not only between 

religion and ethics, but also between rellglon and 

theology end rellglon and phllosophy. For tQ•e, these 

dlttlnctlons are neither clear, nor nece111ry.JO lut 

11 history wl11 beer out, neither •orellty, nor God, 

nor coherent thought Inheres In religion. Therefore, 



•ven though al1 are often present In religion, to ll•lt 

religion to Just one of these falls Into the error of 

nerrowness.31 

(G) Tied Into th• lest •r•a of com•on errors Is the 

tendency to equete rellglon with• god-concept . This 

presents at least two dlfflcultles. First, the question 

• ay be esked as to whether or not we c1asslfy as religious 

the people or groups which exhibit rellglous behavior 

end yet do not assert a belief In a deity of any kind . 

Such groups llke the Society for Hu•an l stlc Judals• 

•lght serve es an exa•ple of this kind of group.12 

Further•ore. It Is possible that one •ay hold such • be· 

lief and yet not be In any way rellglous . Such a 

position •lght be extre•ely rare, yet not without 

precedent . Va r ious pr l• ltlve syst•• • ••Y fn fact be 

classified thus.33 

(H) Lestly, a definition of rellglon should be de-

1crlptlve and not nor•atlve . It should state what religion 

.!.!. end not atteapt to establlsh what rellglon ought to 

be. This criteria •akes the problem all the •ore 

difficult , partlcularly given th• nu•erous ways In which 

people have actualized their religions . In various 

contexts religion hat been both rat&onal and super

ratlonal. theistic and agnostic (ath•I•• •lght be con 

sidered• type of agnostlcl••). personal end l•personal. 

naturalistic and supernatural, tradl~lonal and lnnovetlve, 

hu•anlstlc and other-worldly, polltlc•I end epolltlcal , 

or eny alxture of these t hat one alght conceive . 
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Thus, the guidelines for • definition of re11glon 

est•bllsh cert•ln prlnclples for us. As •uch •s 

possible, th••• ru1es sh•11 direct our efforts, but 

It should be noted th•t other definitions are subject 

to st111 other problems. So•• definitions will be 

vlctl• of •ore than one f•1se Judgement. So•• ••Y not 

encounter •ny of these problems, yet stlll ••Y be lnede

qu•t•. And we ••y eventually find that In order to 

arrive •t • good , working definition, we •ust Ignore some 

of these considerations. In the fo11owlng section, 

sever•I definitions wl11 be offered end examined end• 

tent•tlve conc1uslon re•ched . 

VI. Definitions of Rellglon 

The best that might be hoped for In •rrlvlng at 

•definition of rellglon Is a general st•te•ent of common 

elements fro• several good definitions . By exa•lnlng 

the opinions of sev•r•I competent thinkers , •n •ttempt 

can be made to co•• to some concluslon . 3~ The defl-

nltlons of Edgar Brlght••n , Frederick Ferre~ Abraha• 

Cronbech end Alvln Reines w111 be the subject of the 

section . 

(A) Edgar S. 8rlght•an3S contends that given the 

dlvergencles In for•, belief, •nd practice of just the 

•ajor world rellglons, they stlll sh•r• enough COfllllOnallty 

to warrant the following definition: 

Rellglon Is a concern about experiences which 
are regarded as of supre•e value; de• 
votlon tow•rd a power or powers beTTeved 
to originate, Increase, and conserve these 



values; end 1o•e 1ultabl• expre1· 
1lon of this concern end devotion. 
whether through 1y•bollc rites or 
through other lndlvldual and tocla1 
conduct. (ltellcs ere •lne)lo 

There are three key words which Indicate how 

lrlght•an under1tand1 the lnd l vldual to be Involved In 

rellglon. Through "concern." "devotion." and 11expre11lon11
, 

a person engages the tot•llty of the psyche, not ••rely 

• 1lngle ele•ent (e.g . wllllng, thinking, feel Ing). 

Fro• the perspective of the Individual, therefore, this 

def laltlon po1e1 no proble•s. 

Sy•bolfc rites or some "other lndhldual and 

socfal conduct" (or behavior) represents the kind of 

distinction that •akes evident the differences between 

religion and the dl1clpllnes of theology, ethics, and 

phllosophy. As on• perceives these ectlon1 In an 

Individual, they are Identified as rellglous character-

lstlcs. For exaaple, the concern with supreme value can 

•lso be a characteristic of phllosophy , but the sy• bollc 

or rellglous rite used to expre11 this concern would not 

be found In phllo1ophy. 

One point of 8rlght•an's definition •ay be subject 

to criticism on the ba1l1 of the guidelines. Experiences 

of 1upre•c velue ••Y be self-generated, In which case, 

the "devotion " , nor•ally directed outward, becOt1es self-

devotion. When self-devotion beco•e1 the sole psychic 

(religious) response of the lndlvldual, It •ey be ter•ed 

lllne1a or •edness. In such a case, •ost of us would 



venture that the experience Is outside the real• of 

rel l91on . J7 
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(I) So•ewhat •ore terse and In need of eleboretlon 11 

Frederick Ferre's definition.JI 

Rellglon 11 e way of vatulng. It Is 
one's way of velulng •oat co.prehenslvety 
end lntenslvely. 

Ferre' under1tends va1ulng to ••en "taking conscious and 

deslderatlve Interest . '' i n other words, hu•ans velue 

with their entire being, end Ferr~ distinguishes religious 

velulng fro• other types by Its level of Intensity, as 

well es the ultl•ete goal of the ectlon. Rellglon can-

It Is Interesting to ••• how Ferre arrives at 

this kind of forautatlon. He establishes a set of beslc 

requlre•ents which he t•r•s " resolutions of cruclallty. 1139 

necessary toe definition of rellglon. He llsts th•• 

thus: 

1 • 

2 . 

3. 

.. . 
s. 

Be as unspeclellzed as po11lble regarding 
religion's relevance to types of people end 
espects of llfe. 

Be as hospltabl• es posslble to diversity In 
specific doctrine end practice e•ong religions . 

Be es per•lsslv• as possible In acknowledging 
rellglon 1s personel end social roles • 

le as open as possible on th• questions of 
truth and falsity In rellglon . 

le as un,reiudlced as possible In t•r•s of 
th• bene le al or har•ful effects of rellglon. 
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Cle•rly. It Is Ferre's position that any definition should 

be •s Inclusive •s posslble. Yet, he also notes th•t the 

definition should be as specific as posslble so •s to 

lncl•d• •II v•rletles of rellglon •nd to exclude non

religion. But then he tempor•rlly discounts these two 

requlre•ents of scope to tlst th• requlre•ents which bring 

hi• to th• concept of v•lulng. 

It •ust be so••thlng (thatJ: 

•· Involves the whole of• ••n's llfe. 
b. open to all kinds of people. 
~. Issues naturally In wldely various activi

ties or pr•ctlces. practices often clung to 
with gre•t fervor •nd attended with powerful 
e•otlons. 

d. Issues natur•lly In widely v•rlous lde•s or 
bellefs, bellefs often held with gre•t 
t•n•clty . 

•· ••Y be found either prlv•tely or socially. 
f. •ay be open to different opinions concerning 

Its truth or falslty or Its capacity for 
either one. 

g. has consequences that •ay be considered either 
beneflclal or har•fu1. 

These qualifying requlre•ents and the proposed 

def lnltlon raise several Questions. First of 

all, In attempting to present a definition that Is 

Inclusive as possible. Ferr• classlfles orthodox and 

non-orthodox rellglon In the sa•e category. Fro• the 

objective, extern•I perspective this presents no 

difficulties; yet Internally, few, If any, orthodox 

rellglons would per•lt this de•ocratlc kind of eval· 

uatlon. In other words, dlvlnely revealed religions 

are not v~•n to the Issue of truth •nd f•lslty In their 

respective syste•s. The truth Is necessarlly Inherent 

-4 
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for these rellglons •nd their consequences •r• •lso 

necess•rlly beneflclal. Velu•tlon or v•lulng Is l•posed 

by the •bsolute euthorltarlanfs• which pr•v•ll1 In •ost 

orthodox rellglons. 

This •••e kind of objection fro• within •ay be 

r•lsed with reg•rd to other of Ferre's requirements . 

It Is concelv•ble that •n orthodox religious system 

would be open to v•lulng •s the centr•I process of 

religion, yet unless their partlcul•r system were given 

en uncondltlon•I exemption from doubt, falsity. and 

harmfulness. It Is questloneble. Since, objectively 

It Is cl••r that these Issues do stem from religions 

of •11 kinds, end since we have an obllgetlon not to 

prejudge , It •ppears that we •ust evaluate the appll· 

cablllty of Ferre's definition. It would be ay contention 

that these requirements are most usefully applled only 

to non-orthodox religions ; and there, most appropriately. 

(C) Jewish thinkers and phllosophers have generally 

avoided dealing with the Issue of defining religion . 

Conte•por•ry writings •r• concerned with theology, faith, 

or reason In rellglon ••ong other perlpher•I subjects. 

Only two presentations st•nd out In their attempt to 

clerlfy the definition of religion Itself. Our study 

shall focus first on the work of the late Dr. Abr•ha• 

Cronbach, end then on the writings of Dr. Alvln Rei nes. 

Dr. Cronbach was writing on rellglon et• tl•e 

when l•ngvage analysis was a do•lnent trend among 

I • 
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phtlosophers.'0 It 11 this •pproech that he applied to 

hit study of the l•nguage •nd pheno•enon of rellglon. 

Nothing can be further fro• the truth 
th•n the shibboleth th•t •II reltgtons 
ere e11entl•lly •llke, th•t all pursue 
•n ldentlc•I •I•, th•t "•I I of us •r• 
he•d•d for th• sa•• p I •c•. 11 D lver-
9enc I e1 exist not only between rellglon 
•nd religion but also between lndlvldual 
•nd lndlvldu•I within one and the •••e 
rellglon when It co••• to defining rellglous 
goah.~1 

Given th•t he perceived th• diversity, •nd hence, 

the dlfflculty of• gener•I purpose definition of rellglon, 

Dr. Cronbach proposed •nother •ppro•ch. 

All of this justifies supple•entlng 
the noun "rellglon" •nd the •djectlve 
" rellglous" with the verb 11 re1lglonlze". 
The history of rellglon Is• record of 
rellglonlz•tlon. lde•s •nd practices 
which, at one period, do not belong to 
a given cult, •rl eventu•lly brought 
within the cult. 2 

This analysis provides a way around the problem 

of defining the generic ter• religion. for, In such• 

c•s•, the Idea of process and change governs the aspects 

of partlcul•r groups, events, objects which make the~ 

religious. Thus, v•rlous degrees of Individual lnvolve

•ent at different times Is not only acknowledged, but 

condoned as well . Dr . Cronbach notes th•t beside the 

process of rellglonlzatlon st•nds Its opposite nu•ber, 

derellglonlzatlon. This describes the historical 

abandon•ent of certain practices or custo••• even ba-

llefs, which lose their reltglous significance and •re 

excluded fro• nor••tlve rallglous behavior. 
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Ve can understand therefore that Dr. Cronbach 

was sensitive to the difficulties of this Issue . In 

another discussion of rellglon he wrote. 

l•portant likewise Is the pheno•enon 
of verbal conditioning . People ex
perience an agreeable reaction to some 
words and a disagreeable reaction to 
others. The ••otlons habitually pro
duced by such words as "God." uchrlst, 11 

"Church." 11Synegogue." 11Prayer. 11 

.. Rellglon, 11 
.. Cross." "Jewish." ""ortal 

Mind," "Faith , " usclence, 11 "Evolutlon , " 
11that blessed word 'Me1opota11la' 11

, and 
•any others are often cruc1al ln de
termining people's response to rellglon . 
The real Impulsion behind many a theo
logl cal expatiation Is the state of 
elltOtlon generated by the ·~und or the 
sight of various slogans . 

Essentlally, Cronbach developed an open-ended approach 

to the study of religion. The changeable hu•an creature 

lent cha~acterlstfcs of change and diversity to religion . 

Therefore, religion aust be a product of the growth and 

evolution of the Individual person and collectlve huaanlty. 

The approach that Dr. Reines takes with regard 

to a definition of rellglon Is shaped by two dlsclpllnes . 

First of all , he uses ter•s which have perhaps several 

••anlngs, yet he specifies how these ter•s are Intended. 

This technique Is typical of •edleval Jewish philosophy . 

The other Influence Is Slg•und Freud's perception of the 

hu•an psyche . "odern psychology begins with and Is 

Influenced by Freud's work, and Reines elaborates on 

Freud's explanation of th• origins of rellglon . 44 The 

conflict In the psyche between Its Infinite desires and 

the finite nature of the body generates the funda•ental 

hu•an dlle••a according to Reines. He writes, 



The confllct between the finite 
being of the hu••n person •nd the 
Infinite strivings of his wlll ts 
sh•rp, penetr•tlng to the core of 
his person•llty •nd • thr••t to Its 
unity •nd Integrity. Flnlty ent•lls 
•loneness •nd d••th, where•s finite, 
being wll1s unll•lted r•l•tlon •nd 
eternity. M•n's response to the 
conflict between wh•t he essentl•11y 
Is •nd wh•t he desires funde•ent•lly 
to be, In other words, his response 
to flnltude 11 the definition I give 
to re I I g I on. ) 

Religion Is concerned with the whole 
••n, •nd Involves his entire being, 
psyche •nd body, but It rel•t•J essentl•l
ly •nd directly to the psyche.'6 

S•lv•tlon Is the purpose of rellglon . 
Re Ilg Ion Is defl ned as "•an• s response 
to flnltude"; and salvation Is the 
n••e given to • successful response.~7 
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It Is the nature of the hu•an to respond to the 

condition of conflict In existence. Reines• definition 

•ccounts •dequetely for this response . In other defi

nitions the distinction w•s often •ad• between modi-

f lc•tlons occurring In the person •nd In the world. 

Ob ~ervetlon wlll tell us th•t neither ••Y be re•dlly 

evident, •nd yet the existence of • person•I response 

c•nnot be d fsM lssed. The source of the response Is • 

conflict, If you wlll, •psych!.£ conflict, which 

necess•rlly Involves the whole person. 

Ultl•ately, Dr. Reines •sserts th•t •11 religion 

seeks to provide soterl• for Its •dherents . ~I This 

applies to theistic •nd non-theistic syst••s •like. 

When this goal of soterl• Is broadened to Include v•rlous 

•ethods of sy•bollc resolution of the essentl•I conflict, 

4 
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then hepplness or content•ent or joy or peece of •Ind or 

selvatlon Is attained by successful rellglon . In other 

words. successful rellglon Is a successful resolutlon of 

the psychic confltct resultlng In a positive stat• of 

being. Thus Dr. Reines• definition. along with the 

preceding ones. provides a general fraMework for our 

understendlng of rellglon. 

A su••atlon of this analysis of the definitions 

can provide several generaltzatlons about rellglon. 

1. Religion has no requirements for participation/ 
behavior. 

2. There are no requisite number of participants 
for religion . One person or one bllllon may 
hold to the lnfrestructure of a rellglon. 

J . for a religion to be• real rellglon for a 
person. there must be so•e centrality of 
that rellglon to the llfe of the person . 

4. Religion Is • developlng process In the fives 
of people which grows and recedes with th• 
changes In llfe·sltuetlons . 

5. The source of rellglon Is en encounter with 
so•ethlng which Justifies J and ' above . 

It ts evident that such generallzatlons do not 

comprise en adequate definition of religion. If enythlng, 

they ••rely point out the co•plexlty of the problem, 

es has been Indicated right along. However, this 

analysls has provided a cleer picture of the constitutive 

e1e•ents of rellglons end a fre•ework upon which we 

can proceed to ••••In• conceptions of llbere1 rellglon. 

VII . Liberal Reltglon end Orthodox Rellglon 

Vhen seeking• definition of rellglon fro• a•ong 

y 
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the scholarly sources, one can be llterally overwhel•ed 

by the •agnltude of the discussions. This Is not the 

case, however, In the re•lm of liberal rellglon . It h 

•t once both refreshing and somewh•t frightening to un

cover the f•ct th•t little attention has been given to 

the cl•rlflc•tlon of such a prominent form of religion 

today. No volu~es have been devoted to the elucidation 

of this subject •nd precious llttle h•s been written 

•bout llberal religion In contrast to orthodox religion. 

Just as was the case In the ordln•ry usage of the term 

rellglon, llber•I rellglon c•rrles • v•gue and often 

unspecified ch•racter which Includes all non-orthodox 

re 11 g I on. 

(A) ~t_l_s_O.r:_t_hod~ 

Because the province of orthodox religion Is much more 

cle•rly dellne•ted, It m•y be helpful to begin by de

fining orthodox rellglon as a contrast to liberal rellglon . 

Two other terms •re often taken to be synonymous with 

the •dJectlve orthodox•• apolled to rellglon . One, 

fundamental rellglon or fundamentalism, c•n be 

dismissed Immediately. Prlmarlly a movement or theo

loglcal position, this term has specific connotations 

which Imply the organized Protestant resistance to the 

use of scientific methods for the study of Scrlpture.49 

The specif lc nature of this meaning excludes other 

orthodox groups and Is therefore Inappropriate. The 

other term Is tradftlonal rellglon, or tradltlonallsm. 

In-as-much as certain liberal rellglons have a falrly 
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well established set of traditions, the Inappropriate· 

ness of this ter• Is self evident. Therefore, orthodox 

religion alone represents the specific area which con· 

trasts liberal religion. 

Orthodoxy, from the Greek ~~· meaning right or 

straight, and~. •eanlng opinion, represents correct

ness of rellglous bellef, according to an authoritative 

standard; opposed to heterodoxy , or heresy. The deliv

erances of an Individual's conscience or rellqlous ex

perience •lght be correct fro~ the standpoint of truth 

but at odds with the accepted, authoritative view, and, 

hence, be heterodox. Orthodoxy Is, thus, conformity to 

the offlclal formulatlon of the truth.SO 

With regard to Judalsa. the adjective orthodox 

Implies the acceptance of the total Jewish tradition as 

divinely given and authoritatively Interpreted. Ortho· 

dox Judaism Is based upon the accumulated written legal 

codes , t~lch gives It an essentially unified character. 

Individual Jewish comaunltles around the world have 

lnstltutlonallzed local customs and practices which allows 

for considerable dl~erslty. Yet, In essence, Orthodox 

Judaism deaands an unco•pro•lslng belief In the unity 

of God and an acceptance of God's law as revealed to 

Hoses.SI This law directs the total behavior and actions 

of the true believer . Deviation fro• It beco•es grounds 

for condemnation or expulsion fro• the co••unlty.52 

Justification for harsh measures of this nature stem from 



the funda•ental understanding within the orthodox 

community that absolute truth Inheres In their 

re I I g I on. 
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When a religious co••unlty believes that It has 

th• truth, then It deems as justified any measures which 

bring Its people In line with that truth . This Is the 

position of orthodoxy against which we 111ay view liberal 

relfglon. The foundation of liberal rellglon, that which 

distinguishes It fro111 other non·llberal reli g ions, gen-

erates fro• how the adjective liberal Is understood. 

Evident Is the fact that It mu1t Impose stricter llml-

tatlons than a definition or conception of rellglon In 

general. But It 111ust also be a "liberating" aspect, 

contrasted to our understanding of orthodox religion ; 

that Is to say, It wlll Indicate a sense like lt1 co~mon 

meaning, I . e. " free from restraint or check" and "not 

strict or rfgorous . 11 S3 

(B) What Is Liberal? 

Liberal, the 11101t general term, sug
gests an emancipation from convention, 
tradition, or dogma that extends fro~ 
a belief In altering Institutions to 
flt altering conditions to a prefer
ence for lawlessness; on the one hand 
It suggests a com•endable pra9111atl1m, 
tolerance, and broad·•lndedness and 
on the other a highly questionable 
unorthodoxy, experl•entalls• or 
positive lrre1ponslblllty . S~ 

Thl1 definition, though too broad for the purpose 

of this study, offers a general conceptuallzatlon of 

the ter• llberal. When we att••Pt to beco•• •ore 

specific In our appllcatlon of the ter• liberal to 
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rellglon several proble•s arise. These proble•s co.e 

from the diverse nature of the groups to which It Is 

applied. In other words, these groups •ay not all be 

objectively considered liberal even though they are 

ldentlf fed as such. 

We can see this clearly In the definition of a 

A person or group rejecting the 
authority of the Ro•an Catholic 
Church In specif lc •atters of 
doctrine. discipline. or church 
9overn•ent but accepting the body 
of Its t11chlng or Its for• of 
worshlp.5> 

In the Catholic Church there appears to be fundamentally 

two distinct postures. An orthodox believer and a 

liberal believer. One accepts the absolute authority 

of the church or one rejects that authority. This dis-

tlnctlon Is clear-cut and unequivocal. 

By contrast, liberal Protestantls~ or Liberal ls• 

does not connote the same specific kind of character 

Llberalls• Is a •ove••nt In •odern 
Protestantls• e•phaslzlng Intellectual 
liberty and the spiritual and ethical 
content of Christlanlty.S6 

Any number of Protestant groups today •lght be classlfled 

In this •anner. Many share nu•erous co••on aspects which 

•akes differentiation between at least of the several 

sects difficult. This lack of sharp distinction does 

not further refine the general definition of llberal 

rellglon. Moreover , the co••on Chrlstologlcal doctrine 



limits eny crlterle based upon Protestant llberells• 

to these Christian groups alone. 
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developed a very specific ••anlng , at least, Insofar as 

definition In several standard reference works.S7 It 

of the hlstorlcally-crltlcal development of Judals• In 

become vfrtually synonymous. It Is common to find llttle 

or no distinction ••de between ~eform Judals~ and other 

non-orthodox Judaisms . Thus, an examination of various 

•anlfestatlons of llberal rellglon Is of no help In 

for•ulatlng the concept In-of-Itself . 

(C) h!.~al Theolog~ 

Related to liberal rellglon but not necessarily 

the sa• e Is liberal theology. It •ay prove helpful to 

examine this area In which the distinction Is explicit 

between llberal and orthodox. Julius S. Blxler has 

wrlt .. en : 58 

• •• e llberal theologian Is suspicious 
of euthorlty end [Is] In revolt egelnst 
It; he mey or •ay not believe In 
revelatlon, but he tends to Interpret 
It es continuous with and as furnishing 
deta for ratlonel and ref lectlve 
methods of thought. He may accept the 
supernaturel but her• again he tends 
to minimize I ts distinction fro• the 
content of ordinary experience end 
to find Its difference from the natural 
In Its ldeel quellty or the charac
teristics which give It value above 
the usual. The liberal theologian 
Is loyal to the religious Institution 
but he tends, also, to consider It 



worthy of devotion not In Itself but 
In 10 f•r •s It beco••s the be•r•r 
•nd represent•tlve of lde•I truth. 
In theology•• In polltlc1 the llber•I 
ts one who Is f•vor•bly disposed to 
ch•nge, especl•lly th•t which 11 In 
llne with lndlvldu•lls• •nd de•ocr•cy. 
Llber•I theologl•ns •re thus bound by 
• CCMD•on ••thod r•ther th•n • def ln•ble 
co••on content. 
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Sever•I •spects of this definition reg•rdlng llb

er•I theology ••Y •pply to our underst•ndlng of llber•I 

relfglon. Prlm•rv to both wuuld be the •ppllc•tlon of 

c r ltlc•I •nd scientific •ethodologles to the study of 

•II •spects of the subject. Absolute authority or truth 

Is rejectedS9 •nd therefore no subject re•alns s•ncro-

sanct or unquestionable . This •ttltude directly leads 

to the concept of change •s •n fntegr•I •spect of any 

part of life today. To be able to •ccount for •nd 

lncorpor•te such ch•nge Into • system of hum•n ex-

perlence Is essentlal . Even orthodox syste•s •re 

gener•lly flexlble to the extent th•t they c•n respond 

with so•• sensitivity to the flux of the world •t l•rge. 

L•stly, the problem of •uthorlty st•nds •s centr•I to 

any llber•I Institution. In religion •s In theology, 

the p•rtlclp•tln~ liberal •e•ber •ust confront the 

Issue of authority and Its source. In the second part 

of this study, the Issue of •uthorlty wlll be raised 

with respect to specific non-orthodox rellglons which 

••y be cl•sslfled •s llber•I rellglons . 

(0) A Definition of Llber•1 Rellglon 

In gener•I, the•••• crlterl• that •pply to• 
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definition .of rellglon should apply to a definition of 

llbera1 religion. There •ust be, however, specific 

ll•ltatlons to this real• which mark Its own unique char

acter. Such rellglons which •ake de•ands upon the 

constituents In ter•s of ritual or bellef which they, 

as llberal religionists, cannot accept should be ex

cluded. Since only one significant definition has been 

found, It shall be our starting polnt . 

A ltbera1 re11gton Is a religion whose 
adherents subscribe to, or whose ad
herents have the right to subscribe 
to, the ••thod and results of Higher 
Crltlcls•, or any analogous •ethod 
of scientific and crltlcal research 
Into the origin, •eanlng, and truth 
of whatever In that religion Is taken 
as 'Scripture' or any text and teach
ing the equivalent of Scripture that 
the rellglon •ay otherwise value.60 

An analysis of this definition Indicates that 

previously Mentioned definitions of Liberal Cathollclsm, 

Llberalls~. and Liberal Judals•, as religions of history 

and revelation, flt easily Into this schema. The 

orthodox forms of each one rely upon Scripture as the 

ultl•ate source of authority and these liberal religions 

reject or are skeptical of the absolute nature of that 

authority. 

Not typical of the three liberal Western rellglons, 

and yet Implied In the above definition, Is the absence 

of any doctrine or creed to which one •ust adhere. 

Each of the three rellglons has In practice as well 

as In theory certain tenets of faith, whereas true 

liberal rellglon has no foundation upon which such 

·' 



t•~•ts ••Y stand. This Is necessarl1y so lnat•uch at 

these religions accept scientific or critical study 

of a11 aspects of the re11glon. At a result, they leave 

theaselves open to the contention that there are no 

absolutes and no dog••• which can be required . 

At least two Issues •lght be raised In criticism 

of Dr. Reines ' position. For the first, the definition 

offered for religion by Dr. Reines •ust be recalled. 

Brlefly, It was that religion Is the hu•an response to 

the confllct between Infinite desire and finite exist- · 

ence . 61 With regard to this understanding, It ••Y be 

asked what would distinguish as "liberal" a personal 

rellglon which acknowledges no Scriptural authority. 

In other words, the definition of llberal rellglon would 

not apply to a personal religious expression, which 

would probably be llberal In so•e other sense. An 

argu•ent could therefore be ••de that this definition 

of llberal re11glon Is not extensive enough to Include 

all ~ •nlfestatlons of llberal rellglon. 

Secondly, the definition offered by Dr . Reines 

for llberal rellglon addresses only the cognitive or 

Intellectual aspects of religion . It appears to ll•lt 

the response to the huaan condition to the level of 

thought alone. One •ay approach Scripture crftlcally 

or one ••Y opt to respond to other aspects of rellglous 

experience with the •Ind, yet this Is not by any ••ans 

the full extent of one's religion. A rellglous lndl-
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vldue1 responds to the huaan dlle••• as a whole person. 

not merely as en Intellect . 

(E) !.!.!_ctlc~o-~~ratlons for Judaism 

It ••Y be possible for one to assu•• at this 

point that there exists •erely two options for rellglon, 

end In particular for the Jewish rellglon. Only orthodox 

end liberal religion have been forwarded for consid

eration. Yet In the area of liberal rellglon-ln-actlon, 

another l•portant distinction •ust be made. As Dr. 

Reines points out the Ideal of 11bera1 religion differs 

from the actual. especlelfy In the American Jewish 

Com•unlty.62 "odern llbere1 rellglons do not empheslze 

the espect of their neture which ef1ows their adherents 

to •ake their own choices with respect to rltual and bellef. 

What Is, In fact , the sltuetlon ts that there Is a 

clear dlchoto•y between the theoretical and the practical 

liberal rell~lons. Wherees the theoretical 11bera1 

re11glon establishes no set beliefs for Its ad~erents, 

the pra:tlca1 or actual liberal re11glon presents 

Itself as a descendent of orthodox religion and seeks 

thereby to retain certain alnlmu• restrictions for Its 

members. Dr. Reines states this situation thus : 

In the orthodox llberel rellglon, as 
compared to the openly acknowledged 
orthodoxies, 9enerelly fewer prlnclples 
of bellef end practice are prescribed; 
the prlnclples are varied and vague; 
and enforc•••nt Is loose, uneven, and 
for the •ost part covert . Hence the 
appearance of non-orthodox freedo• In 
the existing llberal rellglons results 
from a fallacious, albeit ••Inly un-



conscious, cOMp•rlson with the •cknow l 
edged orthodoales;--fro1t th• fewer 
principles the for••r require , •nd from • 
l•ck of unlfor•lty •nd openness In the 
•ppllc•tlon •nd enforcement of those 
prlnclples. but not to • true freedo• 
fro• orthodoxy •nd •uthorlt•rl•nls•.63 

This kind of rellglon Is untrue to th• essentl•I n•ture 

of 11berel rellglon. It llmlts the ebsolute •utonomy 

of the lndlvldu•I to choose rltu•ls •nd symbols end 

ot~er for• s of rellglous expression th•t ere person•lly 

•eanln~fut. The very pr•ctlc•I Issue of whet •n lndl-

vlduel does In f•ct encounter In the Llberet Jewish 

community wltl be discussed l•ter In this study. 64 

Loglc•lly, there must exist enothe r •ltern•tlve 

for the communit y of llber•I rellglonlsts who •re aw•re 

of the lnedequ•cles of •n orthodox llber•I rellglon . 

This elternatlve Is wha t has been termed a ''polydox 

llberal co•111unlty . 116S 

In• polydox llberal religion, un-
llke the orthodox l i beral rellglon, 
no prlnclple of belief or practice, 
with • slngle exception to be noted , 
Is obllgatory upon Its members. All 
bellefs reg•rdlng the greet subjects 
of religion , and •II ethical and 
ritual practices, •re equelly val Id 
so far es the polydox rellglous 
co•munlty Is concerned . The one 
obligation required of the potydox 
rellglonlst Is his commitment to the 
ethlcet principle of I ndividual religious 
freedom that Is ultlmetely necessery 
for the very existence of the polydox 
co1tmunlty Itself. 

Such • conception does not defy •ny of the previously 

noted cr l terl•, whlle eltowlng for the •axl•u• Inclusion 

Into a llberel religion of ell who choose this option . 
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More detalled analysls of Its l•pllcatlons In the 

Jewish co .. unlty wlll be presented later.66 

(F) Su•mart 

ft can be seen so far that a working definition 

of liberal rellglon •ust be a direct result of a working 

definition of rellgfon. Since th• result of our •n•ly· 

sis of religion provided us with guldellnes for a 

definition •nd no specific definition, this •ust be the 

p•ttern for llberal rellglon •swell. Th•t llberal 

religion h•s cert•ln deslderat• must now be evident . 

ft cannot pretend to exert absolute •uthority, nor 

c•n It usurp the •utono•y of the lndlvldu•I. Further, 

lfberal religion h•• two forms, one orthodox and one 

polydox, which operate In •ctu•llty. 

Two st•t•••nts can express what I believe has 

been revealed In the course of this discussion. I rely 

once •g•ln upon• distinction, noted earlier, by 

Wllll•• J••es. 

I) Person•I rellglon Is by Its n•ture 
• direct response of the lndlvldu•I 
to his or her own needs •nd llfe 
sltu•tlon. Although the lndlvldu•I 
••Y choose to abdicate the Inherent 
freede>a1 th•t he/she has. this kind 
of rellglon •ust ultl•ately be ldentl· 
fled •s liberal. 

2) A rellglon or rellglous Institution 
Is llber•I when It does not l•pose 
either expllcltly or l•pllcltly •ny 
•uthorlty structure which ll•lts the 
freedo• of rellglo•s expression for 
the lndlvl~u•I. The lndlvldua1•1 only 
obllg•tlon as• llber•I rellglonlst 11 
not to vlol•t• In his/her expression 
the s•me right of other •embers of th•t 
co••unlty. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE HUMAN CONDITION AND RELIGION 

I. Introduction end Definition of Probl•• 

Progress for th• hu••n being h•s •••nt th•t the 

perception of oneself a•ong olher selves h•s grown •or• 

sophlstlceted •nd •ore co•plex through history. Tl•e 

h•s brought ch•nges In the thought and beh•vlor of hu••n 

beings with the conco••ltant advances In the understand

ing of the hu••n cr••ture In the world. Science •nd 

philosophy have brought new Insights Into the n•ture of 

the world, while psychology and soclology have given 

us • better Id•• of how and why the lndlvldu•l •cts . 

Yet with all of this, we stlll find th•t our knowledge 

of the person, the lndlvldu•l, the hu••n being Is scant. 

Conjecture •nd hypothesis stlll do•ln•t• when It co••• 

to ••P••lnlng why people do wh•t they do. 

In this ch•pter, the condition of the hu••n In 

relation to the world wlll be ••••lned. It •ay be under

stood that all •spects or all viewpoints cannot be 

discussed. Wh•t our 1 .. edlate concern shall be Is the 

thought and behavior Identified •s rellglous, •nd what 

certain dlsclpllnes other th•n religious studies per se 

offer In the w•y of explan•tlon of rellglon. Three areas 

wlll provide the substence of this section. Psychology, 
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philosophy, and scientific ••thodology together offer 

a fair su••atlon of hu•an thoughts and actions In our 

ti••· A brief sketch of the •odern devetop•ent of th••• 

dl1clpllne1 regarding religion and rellglous behavior 

can Indicate the nature or essence of the hu•an condition . 

The result of such an exaalnatlon would be to present 

•picture of the status of rellglon In hu•an existence 

and to atteapt to establish the extent to which llberal 

rellglon •ay serve to fulfll1 any rellglous or splrltual 

needs. 

lnasauch as the huaan Is a part of the Klngdo• 

of anlaals, It Is acknowledged that a parson has so•e 

basic physical needs. To paraphrase so•e of th• santl

••nts of •ore poetic souls, because as the human Is 

part of the divine, a person has a splrltual or rellglous 

character attached to his being. It Is this splrltual 

or religious aspect of the person upon which we hope 

to focus. Clearly, there are few statlstlcal type fac

t . ·rs that can be studied In this realm . It Is true 

that religious opinions •ay be polled and religious 

behavior •ay be observed and recorded. But, true to the 

co•plex nature of the hu•an, religious behavior defies 

easy ~•tegorlzatlon. Diversity Is the rule and lndl• 

vlduals experience rellglon In as •any different ways 

as there are persons . 

So, It •ay be asked, why bother to exa•ln• the 

hu•an ~ondltlon at all. If religion exists, and If It 
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11 10 coapl•a • phenoaenon es we heve lndlceted, no 

study wlll reveel auch beyond 1ubstentletlon of th••• 

e1sertlon1. On th• contrery, we would hold thet en 

••••lnetlon fro• perspectives outside of rell9ton Itself 

••Y In feet yleld 10•• cruclel Insights. Vhat 11 

sought In this study Is an understendlng or, perhaps. 

an explenatlon of the fectors which comprise this type 

of behavior. In this way, we can take our observations 

and establish so•• generalizations relevent for the later 

concentration on specific liberal Judaisms. 

II. Psychology and Religion 

A. Introduction 

We aay approech rellglous behevlor fro• two 

basic points of view. One Is to look at this behavior 

In the context of the coamunlty or society In which It 

occurs. Such an epproach would be the soclologlcal 

study of rellglon. It alght eddress, for example, whet 

kind of purpose religion serves within a highly structured 

soelety In contrast to a primitive tribal co••unlty. 

The other approach would be to perceive religious 

behavior from the point of view of th• lndlvldual. Fro• 

this perspective, the behavior of the person can be seen 

to st•• from the various psychic el•••nts. In other 

words, religion Is a response fro• the constitutive 

aspects of the huaen psyche. 

Even though huaan psychology has long occupied 

e pro•lnent piece In the writings of ell greet thinkers 
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from Plato on, the psychology of rellglon ls a rela

tively new area of study. Its specif lc task Is to study 

the nature of th• response which th• psyche •ates 

vis-a-vis things rellglous. 1 One aay argue what this 

Includes, however for general purposes, we •ay say 

that 11 thlngs rellglous" h1plles the 11•ystery of llfe 

end death, and th• l•plng•••nt of an envlron•ent which 

In •any ways •ppears to be even aore •ysterlously allve 

than ••n hlaself. 112 Thus, one •ay understand rellglon 

as • coaplex variety of actions which are produced In 

response to the Internal and external experiences of the 

person. 

The turn of th• century brought with It the •ost 

sl~nlflcant and note-worthy studies which were the 

basis for the •odern study of the psychology . s .. 1n~1 

works Include £. D. Starbuck's Psycholo9y of Aellglon 

(New York: Scribners, 190)) and Wl111a• Ja•es• Varieties 

of Religious Ixperl•nce (Gifford Lectures, 1901-2) . 

S ~arbuck's book was based on • •ass of personal testl•ony, 

gathered fro~ •any sources, dea11ng chiefly with the 

pheno•ena of re1 lglous conversion. In this book he 

att••pted to explaln the Intense e•otlonal confllcts 

In the religious llfe of adolescents. The voluee by 

Ja•••• along with his Prlnclples of Psychology (1890), 

was 1tOre of a re1fglous nature, and consequently , of 

greater Interest to us. Ve shall deal with Ja••• 

In 11ore detall later. 



Severel ••Jor schools of thought developed out 

of the funde•entel psychoenelytlc theories of Slg•und 

Freud. A•ong his f••ous dlsclples, who eventue11y broke 

ewey fro• their •entor were Carl Jung, Alfred Adler, end 

others. Freud developed unique theories about the origin 

of religion end Its role In th• •odern hu••n person· 

ellty. However, the strict adherence to his theoretlc•I 

concepts bllnded Frewd to other aspects of the psyche 

and rellglous experience. 

Other schools of psychology which present verlous 

explenetlons for rellglous behevlor Include hu•anlstlc 

psychology and phen011enologlcal psychology. Proponents 

of the for•er Include Abraha• "•slaw, Carl Rogers. 

Gordon Allport, and Eric FrCMa•; the later Is represented 

by Orio Strunk, Jr . 

Our examination of what psychology understand1 

of rellglon wlll be a survey of the positions of so•• 

of these scholars. At the conctuslon. an atte•pt will 

b• ••de to establish co••on prlnclples for • llberal 

religion. 

a. v1111 •• J•••s 

His upbringing In a both Intellectual and non

dog•atlc ho•• •ust account for Ja••s' distinction between 

rellglous doctrine and rellglous experience. Exposed 

as he was at an early age to •any diverse opinions by 

sCMa• of th• age's •ost brllllant •enl, J•••s was never 

forced to and did not accept the rellglon of his father, 
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Henry Je••s. Sr., or th•t of any of his friends. 

Personal relfgfon, es he refers to ft In the Varieties• .• 

was •ore dlrectly his concern th•n lnstltutfon•I rell· 

glon. In point of f•ct, he devoted •ost of this volu•• , 

his •aJor work on religion, to en exposition of the various 

c•tegorles of personal rellglous experience. 

Varieties stands, however, as a •ajor contrlbu· 

tlon to th• explenatlon of rellgfous behavior, If only 

because of Ja•es' ••plrlcal •ethodology. llased though 

he was by his funda••ntal1y Christian background and 

his own religious beliefs, he sought to objectively 

account for the spontaneous religious ••otlons as op· 

posed to any theologfce1 doctrines or lnstltutlonel 

syste•s. He even co•••nts about his attitude In the 

conclusion of the vo1u••· "In rereading •y 11anuscrlpt, 

a• a111ost appalled at the a11ount of ••otlonallty which 

find In lt. uS Yet, this does not 11ltlgate his basic 

feeling about religion as an enterprise composed of 

Individual experiences. 

What religion reports, you •ust re· 
•ember, always purports to be a fact 
of experience : the divine Is actually 
present, religion says, and between 
It and ourselves relations of give 
and take are actual. If definite 
perceptions of feet llke this cannot 
stand upon their own feet, surely 
abstract reasoning cannot give th•• 
the support they are In need of. 
Conceptual processes can class facts, 
define the•, Interpret the• ; but they 
do not produce the•, nor can

6
they re· 

produce their lndlvlduallty. 
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In his defence of personal rellglous experience, 

J•••• denies de facto the authority of •ny ecclesla. 

Rellglon 11 b•1ed In experience •nd not In one's a110-

cl•tlon with• partlcul•r rellglous group. This Is not 

to say that J•••s was passing judg••ent upon the velld

lty of truth cl•l•s of •ny rellglon. Such was neither 

his Intent nor his actu•I result. A•ther, his ••plrl

cls• for the world In general w•s epplled to religion 

•swell. Thus, only ln•1•uch •• rellglon ••k•s clel•s 

In •concrete end specific ••nner about the world's 

future could •ny question of Its truth be ralsed . 7 

One •ore topic of Interest In Je•es• work can be 

•entloned before we procede . It 11 his concept of con

version which 11 at the heart of the rell9lous experience. 

In his •tte•pt to be sclentlf lc, J•••S explained certain 

actions In the psyche In whet we now know to be • dated 

•nd 1l•pll1tlc ••nner. Although he cites •uch evidence 

to de•onstr•t• his thesis, It Is clear th•t J•••s had 

• n••row Christian perspective on what he was explelnln9. 

He wrote,8 

To be converted, to be regenerated, 
to receive grace, to experience 
rellglon , to t•ln an assurance, are 
so ••ny phr•se1 which denote the process, 
9r•dual or sudden, by which • self 
hither to be divided, end con1clou1ly 
wrong Inferior •nd unh•ppy, beco••• 
unified •nd con1clously right superior 
•nd h•ppy, In consequence of Its 
flr••r hold on rellglous re•lltles . 
This at le•st Is wh•t conversion 
signifies In gener•I t•r•s, whether 
or not we belleve th•t a direct divine 
operation Is needed to bring such a 
•oral change about. 



lut wh•t 11 this conversion for J••es In ter•s 

of p1ychologyt It 11 the r•dlcal rearrang•••nt of psychic 

eeergy •round 10•• new center of Interest. In his own 

words , 9 

When the new centre of personal energy 
h•• been subconsclously Incubated so 
long •• to be just ready to open Into 
flower, "hands off 11 Is the only word for 
us, It •ust burst forth unaided~ 

JeMes sees this conversion as • kind of self-surrender 

which Is• turning point In the llfe of th• religious 

person. A change In the forces of the hu•an subconscious 

occurs and , one possible conclusion fro• this view Is 

that religion and religious experience both ste• solely 

fro• the huaan •Ind . This Is not Ja•es' conclusion, 

but It Is an option to which his theory points . 

C. Sigmund Freud 

Freud's contributions to the understanding of 

the origins of rellglon and Its funda•ental operation 

In the lndlvldual •re f•r beyond the scope of this chapter. 

Yet certain aspects of hi • theories yield Insights which 

can be noted. 

Prell•lnary to co•••ntlng upon his theories them

selves, • brief sketch of Freud's religious training 

and the Influence of his fa•lly llfe Is In order. 

Although It h•s been asserted that Freud's liberal 

J•wlsh education and his close relationship with his 

teachers was • source of •uch of his later Interest In 

rellglon, the attitudes which were cultivated In Freud's 

ho•• aust be considered as well. Reuben Rainey cOtU1ents 

upon t~l1 aspect of Freud's llfe,IO 



Freud In later life ••d• no expllclt 
1t•t•••nt1 about the Influence of his 
parents• Judal1• on his later Interest 
In religion. Yet that Influence •ust 
have been• factor. The life of the 
fa•lly was characterized by polarltles . 
They were Jews In predo.lnently Ro••n 
Cathollc Vlenne. Jacob [his father] 
we1 probably • •e•b•r of the Aefor• 
group In• Jewish co••unlty 1pllt 
between the strictly Orthodox and 
those of his persue1lon . Within the 
fe•lly Itself there was Freud•1 
egno1tlcls• over agelnst his fether's 
Jewish piety. Also, there ••Y heve 
been • difference of opinion between 
hla parents over the question of 
assl•llatlon. The situation was 
clearly one of 0 creatlve tenslon, 0 thet 
11 to say, a tension which sharpens one•s 
sen1lbllltles to certain Issues. 

Phi I Ip Aleff presents a crltlcel exa•lnatlon of 

Freud's work and how Freud. with all of his scientific 

objectivity, reflects an unusual aspect of his character 

In his work on the psychology of rellglon. 11 

Whet first l•presses the student of 
Freud•s psychology of rellglon Is Its 
pole•lcal edge. Here. and here alone. 
the grand Freudian anl•us, otherwise 
concealed behind the l•••dlacles of 
ca1e histories end the •••rgencles of 
practlcal therapeutics, breaks out. 

What appears In his studies of psychoanalysls as the 

strength of his theories, beco••s the blinding factor 

In hls study of rellglon . Thus we find that In "ose1 

and "onothels•, Freud atte•pts to explain llbllcal 

history In accordance with his theories and falsely 

construes •uch of whet now f s accepted by Higher 

Crltlch•. 

(1) Tot•• and Taboo 

Basing his work on th• studies of anthropologists 
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Ilk• Sir Ja•es Frazer and w. Robertson S•lth, Freud •ade 

a •ajor contribution to the understanding of the origin 

of rellglon In his Tot•• and Taboo. In It he tried to 

show • correlation between the behavior of neurotics and 

the rellglous behavior of prl•ltlve peoples. The pre

historic crises of the race lllu•lnate, for Freud, the 

•eanlng of neurotic crises ••ong hlstorlcal ••n. At the 

sa•e ti••, the neurotic crises of hlstorlcal ••n reveal 

the orlglnal prehistoric crises. 

Freud had developed the Idea of an Oedipus 

complex, which Involved the unresolved sexual feelings 

of the child towards his parents, partlcularly, the son 

toward the •other with related hostlllty toward the 

father. He saw this tendency as ••erglng from the 

prl•ordlal stage of human develop•ent. and evidenced 

In the concept of the totem In primitive cultures. In 

some detall , th• co••on events of the hlstorlcal tribe 

are generally llke this . There Is a father or tribal 

chlee tan whose control and authority I s such as to llmlt 

the rights and freedo•s of the sons, either trlbal or 

literal. These sons resent the power of their leader 

and plot his de•ise. With the death of the father and 

the Ingesting of his flesh, the sons do not achieve 

the hoped-for power. The tot•• then beco•e• sy•bollc 

of the father and Is treated with •uch the sa•• reverence 

once afforded the father. 11 lut , this attitude reflects 

an atte•pt to gloss over what In fact was the real state 
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of •ff•lr1; th•t 11 to s•y. the rellglous response 11 

• device to hide the r••llty of the prl••I •urder. Freud 

expleln1 Its 1l9nlflc•nce. 1 ~ 

In this connection 10.e fe•tures were 
for•ed which henceforth det•r•lned the 
ch•r•cter of every religion. The tote• 
religion h•d l11ued fro• the sense of 
gullt of the 1on1 •• •n •tte•pt to 
p•lll•t• this feating •nd to conclll•t• 
the Injured f•ther through subsequent 
obedience. All l•t•r rell9lon1 prove to 
be •tte•pts to solve th• •••• proble•, 
v•rylng only In •ccord•nce with the 
1t•g• of culture In which they •r• 
•tte•pted •nd eccordlng to the paths 
which they t•k•; they •re •II, however, 
re•ctlon1 •l•lng •t the •••• gre•t 
event with which culture b•t•n •nd 
which ever since has not let •enklnd 
co•• to rest. 

All th•t ••Y be concluded with reg•rd to this 

•1pect of Freud's work Is th•t his •tte•pt to apply 

the •n•lysls of the tndlvlduat psyche to society •nd 

prl•ltlve culture w•s never totally •ccepted. His 

other, l•t•r work on religion. the f!.t..!!_• of An Illusion, 

h•d wider scholarly acceptance. 

( 2) !,!! ~Lu_!!_!_e of An I I I '!_I I on 

Less technical then •ost of his other work1 and 

written l•t• In hl1 c•reer. this volu•e 11 considered 

one of the •ost lnfluentl•I expositions of rell9lon 

ever written. In It Freud presents his underst•ndlng 

of the f•ctors which constitute culture. On th• one hend, 

he observes with H•rx •nd Durkheim, the Influence that 

econo•lc re•lltles l•pose on hu•an beh•vlor. Secondly, 

Freud observes th•t controls •ust be enforced to curb 



th• pa11lon1 of •en. tn this latter area, certain psy

chologlcal factors are Involved In what Freud t•r•s , 

lnstlnctual renunciation . Freud 1ee1 different classes 

of people, with very •uch the •••• kind of distinction 

•• "arx ••d• , responding to the culture and Its re•edles 

for the hu• •n condition In different ways . The better 

educated class knows and appreciates the art, •uslc, and 

other 1ophl1tlcated for•1 of the culture . The masses 

on the other hand, who are hostlle as a result of their 

failure to appreciate this culture , find their share 

of the culture In ter•s of the rellglon. 15 

Culture can be seen, In Freud's words , as a " rich 

store of ldeas • •• born of the need to •ake tolerable the 

helplessness of •an, and bullt out of the material 

offered by •emorles of the helplessness of his own chi Id·· 

hood and the chlldhood of the hu••n race ''·'' for Freud, 

rellglous Ideas have sprung fro• the•••• need as all 

the other achleve•ents of culture : from the necessity 

for dt•fendlng Itself against the crushing supre•acy of 

nature . 17 As• chlld Is helpless before the father, so 

the adult Is helpless In his world , and according to 

Freud, •an co•pen••t•s with the projection of an all

powerful father figure, who• he calls his god , and to 

who• he entrusts his ultl••t• safety. 

However Freud sees the developed Idea of rellglon , 

the combination of dog••• and assertions about the 

world, to be based upon the "weakest possible clal• to 
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18 When ene1yzed cerefu1ty, he finds thet 

these rellglous fdees are lt1usory, thet Is, they do not 

•d•lt of proof, end no one cen be co•p•11ed to consider 

th•• es true or to believe In th••· This Is not to say 

that Freud discounted rellglon's cl•I• to truth nor Its 

ve11d use In deellng with the hueen condition. He wrote ~ 

It does not lie within the scope of 
this enquiry to estfeete the velue 
of relfglous doctrine es truth. It 
suffices thet we heve recognized them, 
psycho1oglcaf1y considered, as 
flluslons.19 

tut his skeptfcfs• of rellglon's c1•1•s Is not •asked 

very we11, as he continues , 

We say to ourselves : It would Indeed 
be very nice If there were • God, who 
was both creator of the world and a 
benevolent providence, If there were 
a •ore1 world order end • future 
llfe, but et the sa•e tl~e It Is very 
odd that this Is all just as we should 
wish It ourselves. And It would be 
stlll odder If our poor, Ignorant, 
ensleved encestors had suceeded In solving 
ell these dlfflcult riddles of the 
unlverse.20 

To su• up any of Freud's Ideas Is to do Injustice 

to the•, yet for our purposes It Is helpful to try. It 

•ay be seld thet even In this voluMe, • monu•ent though 

It Is to Freud's creetlve genius, there were nu•erous 

points which drew crltlcls•. For Instance, he co•pletely 

dls•lssed the role of the Intellect In rellglon and 

leveled so•e sherp crltlcls• et philosophers of rel1glon.21 

The ••nner In which Freud characterizes hu•an history 

has also been questioned. Yet, even with Freud's so•e -

what naive conception of religion es the dependence of 
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the person on some Idea of a God-father figure. his 

enelysls Is lmportent. The positing of en lnterne1 

conftlct and thet the hu•en needs to resolve this con-

ftlct Is centret to our understanding of the value of 

rellglon todey . Whether or not all of the detalts are 

eccurate . Freud presents the human condition In Its 

truest for• - • dllemma fitted existence which strives 

to cope with existence. When we acknowledge that super 

natural Ism often co•es f rom the unconscious desire for 

security and thereby recognize true reallty, according 

to Freud , we beco•e educeted to reallty . Ve come to 

rely upon our •Inds and science to explore the nature 

of our world . 

D. c. G. Jung 

Carl Jung broke his association with Freud In 191~ 

founding his own school of analytlc psychology. As a 

result of his different approach to the human psyche, 

Jung developed different theories with regard to 

mytholngy and religion . In general, It •ay be said that 

Jung held a •ore sympathetic ettltude toward rellglon 

and was partlcutarly lnstru•ental In the Investigation 

of rellglous symbollsm. He considered certain questions 

such as the reallty of God beyond the real• of psychology, 

and therefore took a position accordlngly In his writings . 

A•lela Jeffe co•ments on this In her Introduction to Jung's 

autoblography . 22 

In his scientific works Jung setdo• 
speeks of God; there he Is at pains 
to use the ter• "the God-l•age In the 
hu•an psyche." 
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Yet In his private llfe, Jung was not so distant and 

apparent1y held strong re11glous beliefs. 

Jung expllcltly declared his alle• 
glance to Christianity , and the •ost 
Important of his works dea1 with the 
rellglous proble•s of the Christian. 
He looked at these questions from the 
standpoint of psychology, dellberately 
setting a bond between It and the 
th•ologlca1 approach . In so doing 
he stressed the necessity of understanding 
and ref1ectlng, as against the Christian 
de•and for falth.ZJ 

Jung 4eeply believed In a personal God and wrote 

crltlcally of our age and the non-theistic tendencies 

which he perceived. 

The gods whom we •re c•11ed to de
throne are the-rdo l lzed values of our 
conscious world. It Is we11 known 
th•t It was the love-scandals of the 
ancient deities which contributed most 
to their discredit ; •nd now history 
Is repe•tlng Itself . People are laylng 
bare the dubious foundations of our 
bel•uded virtues and lncomp•rable 
lde•ls, and •re c•111ng out to us 
In triumph : "There •re your ••n-
made gods , •ere sn•res •nd delusions 
t•lnted with hu••n baseness - whited 
sepulchres ful1 of de•n men's bones •nd 
of all uncle•nness. " We recognize a 
f•mlll•r strain, •nd the Gospe1 words, 
which we never could make our own, now 
come to llfe •gain. 

tut Jung's poorly veiled epithets to Freud do 

not concern us . The splrltual realm , concluded Jung , 

possesses a psychological reality that cannot be ex-

plained away , and certainty not In the Manner s~ggested 

by Freud . 

Freud h•s unfortunately overlooked 
the fact that ••n has never yet been 
able slng1ehanded to hold his own 



against the powers of darkness - that 
Is, of the unconscious. "an has 
always stood In need of the spiritual 
help which each l~dlvldual's own religion 
held out to him. 

so 

Beside the personal unconscious, a150 postulated 

by Freud, Jung wrote that the lndlvldual unconscious has 

features which are co••on to every lndlvldual and do 

not derive from his personal history. This, he ter•ed, 

the collectlve unconscious, which Is the repository of 

human experience end which contains "the archetypes. " 

These archetypes are the basic Images that are universal 

In that they occur In •any Independent cultures. Accord

ing to Jung, the Irruption of these l•ages from the 

unconscious Into consciousness was the basis for religious 

experience and artistic creativity • 

••• the work of the poet co••s to •eet 
the splrltual need of the society In which 
he I Ives, and for this reason his work 
means more to him than his personal 
fate, whether he Is aware of this or 
not. 

We see that he has drawn upon the he~l 
lng and redeeming forces of the col· 
lectlve psyche that underlies conscious
ness with Its Isolation and Its painful 
errors; that he has penetrated to 
that ••trlx of life In which all •en 
are ••bedded, whl~h Imparts • co••on 
rhythm to all hu••n existence, and 
allows the lndlvldual to coemunlcate 
his feel Ing tnd his striving to mankind 
as a whole.25 

Rellglon, for Jung, Is an expression of both a 

personal subjective need and one In which all huaanlty 

through co••on syebollsm shares. The process by which 

a person asserts the Individual aspects of his character -
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by whfch one e1t•bll1he1 • 11ngu1er per1onellty we1 

t•r••d Individuation by Jung. This growth process Is 

• ••Jor •l•••nt under1ylng ell of Jung's work. 

Later 1tudle1 both In the psychology of rellglon, 

as well es •ythology end •y1tlcl1•, drew upon Jung's 

work.26 

In su•, It ••Y be 1eld that Jung was not content 

with the scientific explanatlon1 of the psyche end 

rellglous experience that Freud offered. Instead, he 

1aw the hu•an as • creature tied to a re•I• which 

defied cle•r anely1l1, and thereby, left open the 

posslblllty for personal or •ystlcal experience of the 

divine to have 10•• grounding In reellty. 

E. Hu•anlstlc Psychology 

Although Its roots are clearly In the Freudian 

understanding of the hu•en psyche, the •ost 1l~nlflcant 

•odern school of psychology to epproech rellglon differs 

radlcally fro• Its lntellectuel antecedent. The be

gln~' lngs of hu••nlstlc •ove•ent In psychology are often 

credited to the work of Abr•h•• Kaslow.27 Even though 

this approach Is barely twenty ye•rs old, several other 

pro•lnent psychologlsts and psychoenalyst1 heve adopted 

and •odlfled the funda•ental theories of "•slow In new 

directions. Cerl Rogers, Gordon Allport, Ylktor Frankl 

and Tho••• Szasz ••Y be considered current representatives. 

These scholars have atte•pted en organic appro•ch to the 

hu•an psyche end hu••n experience . In contrest to the 
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Freudian end behavlorlstlc28 schools, this approech 

sees the lnte9retfon of ell of th• psychic ele•ents as 

essentlal In eveluetlng the rellglous •ode. Gordon 

Allport writes: 

••• subjective religion , llke all 
sentl•ents, •ust be viewed as en 
dlstlngulshable blend of ••otlon 
reason, of feeling and •eenlng. 

nor••I 
In· 
end 
When 

we study It we ere dealing with 
neither ratlonallty nor lrratlonallty, 
but rather with • posture of the mind 
In which ••otlon and loglcal thinking 
fuse. We are dealing with •mode of 
response wherein • co•blnatlon of feel· 
lngs Is tied to • conception of the 
nature of things thet Is thought- provoking, 
reasonable, end ecceptable.2' 

"•slow's understendln~ of hu••n nature steMs In 

pert from his training es • behavlorlst . 30 Yet, he 

differed fro• other psychologists In that his concern 

was not •erely with the lnsene and the mentelly Ill, but 

with the potentlal for the best In the hu•an. Kaslow 

sought to explore the limits of hu••n growth end 

achlevH•ent. 

What Maslow discovered was a whole 
new llst of needs In• st l ll higher 
category, which he described as growth 
needs (Being values or I-values), es 
contrasted with the beslc or deficiency 
needs. He seld that this higher nature 
of ••n needed th• lower nature as • 
foundetlon, and without which the higher 
nature "collapsed." 1'The ••Jor emphasis 
In hu•anlstlc psychology ,'' he stated, 
"rests on the essumptlons regarding 
'higher needs.• They are seen•• blo· 
logically based, part of the hu•an 
essence • • • " Thus, ••n Is lnltlally 
•otlvated by a series of basic needs; 
•• these ere satisfied, he ~oves toward 
the level of the hlyher needs and becomes 
•otlveted by the•.3 
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It was In his study of people who were ••ntally 

he•lthy that Maslow concluded that Freud was wrong about 

the nature of the hu•an unconscious (the ld).32 He s•w 

that In creative, lntellfgent people - people who• he 

ter•ed 111elf-actuallzed" - there was a basically positive 

outlook toward the world, In addition to particular 

unique experiences . These peak-experiences, explalned 

Kaslow, are the sa•e kind of events that were once 

phrased In ter•s of supernatural revelatlon . 33 

Wh•t Maslow Is able to do as • result of this kind 

of evaluation Is to put rellglon Into• real• for 

scientific lnvestlg•tlon . For example, regarding organized 

rellglon he writes that It "can be thought of as an 

effort to communicate peak-experiences to non·peakers, 

to teach th••, to apply the•, etc . 11 As such the history 

of religions and rellglous experience can be described 

In ter•s of the peak-experience and Its conco••ltants . 

In one appendix to his volu•e, !!,llglons, Values, •n«! 

!.!.!,J\ Ex per I ences, Mas I ow 11 st s SOiie of the re 1 I g I ous 

aspects of pe•k experlences. 3~ 

This llstlng covers •Ost all of the co••only 

accepted aspects of rellglous experience. The first 

exa•ple Is •s follows: 

For Instance, I t Is quite char•cterlstlc 
In peak-experiences that the whole 
universe Is perceived as an Integrated 
and unlf led whole. This Is not as 
sl•ple • happening as one •lght l•agln• 
fro• th• bare words the•selves . To 
have a clear perception th•t the universe 
Is •II of a piece and that one h•s 



his piece In It - one 11 • p•rt of 
It. one belongs In It - c•n be 10 
profound end 1h•klng •n experience 
th•t It c•n ch•nge the per1on 1 1 
ch•r•cter •nd his Welt•nscheuung 
forever efter.35 
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M•slow thereby understend1 these 1pectel h•ppenlngs •• 

pert of the netur•I world end expleln•ble. elthough 

with some llaltetlons due to l•nguege. In neture1. ~u•en 

It •ey be thet the hu••nlstlc trend In psychology 

h•• opened up •n entirely unique •pproech to rellglon. 

The conclusions which flow from this understendlng of 

the hu•en, set no ll•lts In Interpreting the rellglous 

experience. Given this kind of explenetlon of the 

origins of rellglous experience , Gordon Allport 

Identifies this kind of conclusion • 

••• the subjective rellglous ettltude 
of every lndlvlduel Is, In both Its 
essential end non-essential feetures, 
unlike that of eny other Individual. 
The roots of rellglon ere so numerous, 
the weight of their Influence In lndl· 
vlduel I Ives so varied. end the forms 
of r•tlonel lnterpretetlon so endless, 
th•t unlfor•lty of product Is lmpossfble.36 

The lmpllcetlons of this system for this study 

of rellglon •re clear . There can be no precise de-

llneetlon of rellglous needs. •nd therefore. no ritual 

or cereaonlal structure which Is absolute for all 

religionists. Free and creetlve for•s of rellglous 

expression would eppe•r to be justified. or even 

demanded by the verlety of needs of the hu•an psyche. 
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F. Eric Fro•• and Orio Strunk, Jr. 

The •ajor •ovement1 have been discussed, yet 

there re•alns •uch yet to be covered In ter•s of psycho-

1oglca1 perspectives on rellglon. lefore proceeding, 

however, two particular positions should be exa•lned. 

One, that of Eric Fro..,, because of his fame and In

fluence fn A•erlcan thinking, and secondly, that of 

Orio Strunk, because of the clarity of his presentation 

on the psychologlcal aspects of religion. 

(1) Fro•• was among the •any young dlsclples of Sigmund 

Freud. Yet, Ilk• so •any others, he chose to strike 

out on his own, and his orlglnallty Is clearly valuable 

for any such study. One l•portant element In Fro•m's 

thought Is the sophistication of his Integration of 

cultural change as It affects the human psyche. His 

attitude strongly rese•bles that of "••low as he writes 

of the human condition. 

The dlshar•ony of •an's existence 
generates needs which far transcend 
those of his anl•al origin. These 
needs result In an Imperative drive 
to restore a unity and equlllbrlu• 
between hl•self and the rest of nature. 
He makes the attempt to restore this 
unity and equlllbrlu• In the first place 
In thov9ht by constructing an all
lnc1uslve ••nta1 picture of the world 
which serves as a fra•• of reference 
fro• which he can derive an answer 
to the question of where he stands 
and what he ought to do • 
• •• any satisfying syst•• of orientation 
l•plles not only Intellectual ele•ents 
but ele•ents of feel Ing and sense to 
be realized In action In all flelds of 
hu••n endeavor. Devotion to an aim, 
or an Idea, or a power transcending 



••n such •• God, 11 •n expression 
of this need for co•pleteness In the 
process of llvlng . 37 
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Fro•••s ••In concern In his book , Psycho•n•lys!.!_ 

!!!..LRellglon, Is• fresh •ppro•ch to the co1tpll•e'nUry 

n•ture of the two subjects. The •nt•gonls• born of 

Freud's perception of rellglon Is unnecess•ry •ccordlng 

to Fro••· The l•port•nt thing Is th•t the person be 

•ble to 11 llve love •nd think truth': . He writes, 

There is no one without• rellglous 
need, • need to h•v• • fr•m• of orl
ent•tlon •nd •n object of devotion; 
but this st•tement does not tell us 
•nythlng •bout • specif lc context In 
which this rellglous need Is ••nlfest. 

The question Is not rellglon or not 
but which kind of reTf_,91on, whether 
It Is one furthering ••nil development, 
the unfolding of his speclflc•lly 
hu••n powers, or one p•r•lyzlng them.38 

The fundamental point which Fromm m•kes •bout 

religions Is his division of rellglons Into two types. 

This division Is based upon his analysls of religion 

tod•y, •nd the ••nner In which rellglous groups serve 

the needs of the hu••n. Fromm's o~ly distinction of 

relevance from • psychologlc•I st•ndpolnt Is between 

authorltarl•n and hu•anlstlc rellglons.39 

The essentl•l ele••nt In •uthorlt•rlan 
rellglon and In the •uthorlt•rlan 
rellglous experience Is the surrender 
to • power tr•nscendlng ••n. The main 
virtue of this type of rellglon Is 
obedience, Its c•rdln•I sin Is disobe
dience. 

Sub•lsslon to • powerful •uthorlty Is one 
of the •venues by which •an escapes 
from his feeling of •loneness •nd limi
tation. 
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In the act of surrender he 101•1 his 
Independence and Integrity as an 
lndlvldual but he gains th• feel Ing 
of being protected by an awe-Inspiring 
power of which, as It were, he beco••s 
a part. 
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Even though Fro•• Is even-handed In his expla

natlon of this kind of religion, It see~s evident that 

he holds It to be the Inferior of the two. FrOlllll sees 

authoritarian religion, hlstorlcally, as one which 

flourishes under the soclo-po11tlcal syste• of the same 

character.~O The fear l•bued by a totalltarlan dictator. 

for exa•ple, wlll be reflected In the rellglous bellefs 

of the people llvlng under the tyrant. Conversely . a 

free and d••ocratlc society wlll spawn the Independent 

hu•anlstlc religious experience. 

Hu• anlstlc rellglon •• • ls centered 
around •an and his strength. "an 
••st develop his power of reason 
In order to understand hlMself , h i s 
relatlonshlp to his fellow •en and 
his pos i tion In the universe . 

Relfglous experience In this kind of 
relfgfon Is the experience of oneness 
with the All, based on one's related
ness to the world as It Is grasped 
with thought and with love. "•n's 
aim In hu•anlstlc rellglon Is to 
achieve the greatest strength, not 
th• greatest powerlessness; virtue Is 
self - reallzatlon, not obedience. Faith 
Is certainty of conviction based on 
one's experience of thought and 
feellng, not assent to propositions 
on credit of th• proposer . The pre
val I Ing •ood Is that of joy, whlle 
the prevalllng •ood In authoritarian 
re11gl9n Is that of sorrow and of 
gullt.~I 

Fro•• endorses humanistic rellglon as a hu•an 

answer to hu••n needs and foresees psychoanalysts and 
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rellglon of this type es partners In the search for 

peace In the hu•an soul. He has an exalted view of the 

which confronts the person . 

The problem of ••n's existence, then, 
Is unique In the whole of nature; he has 
fallen out of nature, as It were, and Is 
stlll In It; he Is partly divine, partly 
anl•al; partly Infinite, partly flnlte.~2 

His Insights Into the hu•an condition are helpful and 

can be seen as supportive of the concept of liberal 

rellglon presented In the last chapter . 

(2) Orio Strunk describes his approach to psychology 

as pheno•lnal or perceptua1.43 In approaching rellglon 

fro• this point of view, he seems to combine elements 

of the other trends Into a very syste•atlc treatNent of 

rellglous bellef, experience, and practice. For 

Strunk, rellglon Is, 

••• an organization of cognltlve-affect
lve-conatlve factors , perceived by the 
lndlvldual as being rellglous In nature, 
and of being es~eclally appropriate 
or Inappropriate In achieving self
adequacy.~' 

Although his definition seems to beg the question by 

using 'rellglous' with It, Strunk •akes the significant 

distinction between the psychic ele•ents and the role 

that they play fn the rellglous llfe of the lndlvldual. 

For exaMple, rellglous beliefs are derived fro• the 

cognitive operation of the psyche which Is In Itself 

dynamic In nature . 45 Beliefs differ from faith In that 

they are •~ organization of perceptions and cognitions 
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•bout 10•• •spect of the lndlvldu•l's world. F•lth. 

on th• other hend, ••Y be held without •ny perception 

or cognitives , th•t 11, without eny v•lldatlon at all. 

E•ch of the factors - the cognitive , effective, 

and conetlv• - contribute to the lndlvldual 1 1 striving 

for self·•dequ•cy. This concept can be Interpreted In 

•way sl•llar to th•t of Jung's lndlvfdu•tlon. Strunk 

It Is posslble to look upon ••n as • 
probl••-1olvfng creature. Fro• the 
•e>11ent of birth he Is f•ced with • 
host of dlfflcult sltu•tlons or probI•••• and then , through hereditary 
and learned reactions, he •tte•pts to 
••et these proble•s In a satisfying 
way. Though his specific problems 
are •any In nu•ber, all are In reali 
ty a subdivision of one general and 
all·prevadlng proble• : Mow to 
achieve self·adequ•cy.46 

Fr09 stlll •nothe r perspective, that of Dr. 

dlle••a of physical flnltude verses Infinite desire. 

rellglous . All responses are thus religious • 

•• . self-adequacy ••ans self-adequacy 
as perceived by the lftdlviduel, thus 
producing a co•plexity. For the 
person's self concept ••Y be such that 
the tl•ple , frequently physical aspects 
of the world are quite Inadequate and 
unable to produce proper solutions 
to the basic and general proble•. Me 
Is therefore forced to search and create, 
which leads hi• to the bulldlnl •nd 
dlscoverlftg of belief syste•s. 7 

Religion provides • co•prehenslve system which 

responds to this situation . The Individual Integrates 



the system Into his conscious self and utilizes this 

syste• as long as It serves his needs . 

If he then finds these religious 
factors to be appropriate, he wilt 
hold to the• and Internalize them. 
In this sense, religious factors 
always lead to Integration of person
al it~, for they obtain one way or 
anot er4 self-adequacy for the fndl
v I dua I. 8 

Ill. Philosophy and Religion 
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"odern philosophy has brought forth the •ost 

significant challenges to tradition religion. Beginning 

In the "!ddle Ages, philosophy engaged rellglon In 

Intellectual co•bat In which religion wes often the 

vlctf•. The probleM was exascerbated because of the 

overlap Inherent In the two dlsclpllnes. Both philosophy 

and religion dealt with the funda•ental questions of 

hu•an existence and the universe. Hence It would be 

nearly l•posslble In this brief exa•lnatlon to account 

for all of the Influences and developments that have 

co•• to our •odern understanding of religion as an 

acade•lc •lsclpllne by way of philosophy. A more reason

able goal for this study would be to review briefly so•• 

of the significant junctures 111her.eln religion, and 

particularly, liberal religion, was advanced by Its 

encounter with •odern phllosophy. With that Intention. 

we shalt consider the contribution of Descartes and 

Spinoza, as well as so•• of the philosophic trends of 

the 18th, 19th, and 20th centurfes. An atte•pt shall 

be ••de to Indicate ho111 the thinking of the particular 
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philosopher affected tradltlonal views of religion. 

A. Rene Descartes and "odern Phllosophy 

The •odern era In philosophy can be said to be-

gin with Rene Descartes In the early seventeenth century. 

Descartes, like •Ost of the •edleval philosophers before 

hi•, was concerned with presenting • syst•••tlc ex-

planatlon of his world and God. After receiving what 

he perceived to be a divine sign, Descartes undertook 

the developMent of a unified science of nature based on 

••thematics . His •ajor works, Dlscour1e on the "•thod, 

"edltatlons on First Philosophy, and Principles of 

Philosophy, elaborated upon his fundaMental •ethod - that 

of critical doubt - and how he saw thl1 •ethod as basic 

to all Intellectual Inquiry. 

Descartes explains the basis of his •ethod In the 

beginning of part one of The Pr l nclples of Ph l lo1ophy, 

as he co••ents on hu•an knowledge, 

I. That In order to 1eek truth, It 
Is neces1ary once In the cour1e of 
our life, to doubt, as far as 
possible, of all things. 

As we were at one tl•e children, 
and as we for•ed various Judge
•ents regarding the objects present
ed to our senses , when as yet we 
had not the entire use of our 
reason, nu•erous prejudices stand 
In the way of our arriving at the 
knowledge of truth; and of these 
It see•s l•posslble for us to rid 
ourselves , unless we undertake, 
once In our llfetl•e, to doubt 
of all those things In which we 
••Y discover even the s•allest 
suspicion of uncertalnty.~9 



62 

lnevltably. Descartes realizes that he cannot doubt 

existence. and hence. his faaous lln• Coplto Erpo !!.!.· 

Descartes' syst•• seeks to provide a basis for 

alt hu••n knowledge. First. he establishes that doubt 

Is the fund•••nt•I principle and sole criterion of 

truth. Next. he raises the question as to what else can 

be known besides that he exists as the doubter. Is all 

else that we perceive ••rely Illusion? Descartes writes 

In the Third Medlt•tlon. 11 
••• ln order to be able altogether 

to re•ove lt · (l.e. doubt about the Illusion of the world), 

I •ust Inquire whether there Is • God es soon es the 

occasion presents Itself; and If I find that there Is 

a God, I aust also Inquire whether He may be a deceiver; 

for without a knowledge of these two truths I do not see 

that I can ever be cert•ln of anythlng."SO Descartes 

concludes that God does exist end that He Is not • 

deceiver. Since man finds the Idea of God In his •Ind, 

an Infinite, oanlsclent, and o•nlpotent being •ust have 

been pl•ced In the •Ind of ••n by such • being. 

"The Idea of God I have received fro• 
God; It Is Innate. God Is not only th• 
cause. but the archetype of our exlstenC•i 
he has created aan In his own l•age. 
We need not wonder that God In creating 
us should have placed this Idea In us. 
to serve as the •ark of th• work••n 
l•prlnted on his work. If God did not 
exist. we could not possibly be what we 
are nor could we heve an Ide• of God. 
Ve know •ore of God hlaself and of th• 
hu•an •Ind than we know of corporeal 
objects. Reflecting upon the Id•• of 
God, we perceive that he Is eternal, 
o•nlsclent, o•nlpotent, the source of 



•11 goodness •nd truth; the cre•tor 
of •11 things. He Is not corpore•1 
•nd does not perceive by •••ns of the 
senses •s we do. He h•s Intellect 
•nd wlll, but not llke ours; •nd he 
does not wfll evll or sin. for sin 
Is the neg•tlon of belng 11 .SI 

Although his Ide• of God w•s not r•dlc•I, Desc•rtes• 

••thod does h•ve l•pllc•tfons for llber•I rellglon. 

His •ethod of r•dlc•I doubt eventu•lly led to the 

questioning of all eccleslastlc•I authority. Desc•rtes 

wrote the followfng regardlni the basis for his conception 

of God, 11 lt Is free wlll alone or llberty of choice 

which I find to be so gre•t fn •• th•t I can conceive 

no other Ide• to be •ore great .. ... s2 "•n. •ccordlng to 

Descartes, has "the 11lraculous power of free wfll, 11 and 

consequently ••Y •ccept or reject the authority of other 

•en.SJ Yet, for •ost of his llfe, Desc•rtes re11alned 

a Roman Cathollc, loyal to the power and position of 

the church. 

Descartes• Influence was pronounced ••ong later 

thinkers, partlcularly, the e~plrlclsts. It Is the 

e11pfrlc•I •ove11ent Jn philosophy that has ~ost sue-

cessfully ch•llenged tradftlonal religious concepts 

and •uthorlty. The skeptical trend In philosophy also 

drew upon the thought of Descartes. 

I. Spfnoz• and Rellglon 

Benedict (Baruch) Splnoz•. trained In th• ••the-

••tlcal •ethodology of Descartes, advanced the cause of 

hu••n knowledge stlll further.S~ Spinoza developed a 

unified syste• to expl•ln the n•ture of the world. 



All being, and hence all causality, had Its source, 

according to Spinoza, In God. This syst•• has been 

ter•ed panthels•. Aladalr Macintyre writes that "the 

unity of Spinoza's system Is not only th• product of 

his deductive Ideals; It Is also In part th• outcome 

of his theological preoccupatlons. 1155 

Although Indirectly relevant to his religious 

philosophy and bellefs, Spinoza's polltlcal philosophy 

Is significant. It Is the first statement In history 

from the standpoint of de•ocratlc llberallsm.56 Spinoza 

reveled In the free atMOsphere of his native A•sterdam , 

and was boldly optimistic when he wrote the following. 

Now seeing that we have the rare 
happiness of llvlng In• republic, 
where everyone's judge•ent Is free 
and unshackled, where each •ay 
worship God as his conscience dictates, 
and where freedo• Is esteemed beyond 
all things dear and precious; I have 
believed that I should be undertaking 
no ungrateful or unprofitable task, 
In demonstrating that not only can 
such freedom be granted without preju
dice to the publlc peace, but also, 
that without such freedom, piety cannot 
flourish nor the public peace be 
secure.57 

Not only were political events to overshadow 

Spinoza's finest dreams, but religious controversy, both 

In his own Jewish com•unlty and In th• Calvlnlst Dutch 

co••unlty, led to his famous excommunication, as well 

as other subsequent dlff lcultles. lut as a profound 

expression of the hu•an aspirations for freedo•, Spinoza's 

words resound clearly stlll today. The tone of llberal

lsm of these words established the foundation of later 



writings In both polltlc•I philosophy •nd llberel 

religious philosophy. 

6S 

Splnoze's phllosophlc llber•lls• Is cle•rly re-

fleeted in his Ideas •bout rellglon. Leon Feuer describes 

rellglon for Splnoz•.S8 

The Tractatus Theologlco-Polltlcus 
had set forth the basic principles 
of the "universal rellglon" - that 
there exists • God, and th•t "the 
worship of this lelng consists In 
the pr•ctlce of justice •nd love 
tow•rd one's neighbor." This w•s 
the content of rellglon as f•r •s 
Spinoza was concerned . 

Spinoza acknowledged an acute division between 

the ••sses and the patrician cl•sses . This distinction 

b•sed upon the polltlcal r••lltles of his time g•ve 

Splnoz• the l•petus for his explan•tlon of religious 

11bera11s•. All of th• upper cl•ss should be rellglous 

liberals •ccordlng to Splnoz•. These •re the ones who 

believe that the practice of justice and ch•rlty Is the 

proper worship of God. Beyond this universal rellglon, 

no patrlcl•n should venture Into the byways of dogm•.S~ 

cllned to grant• kind of •bsolute freedo• of religion . 

Everyone ••Y think on such [rellglous) 
questions as he likes. I wlll go 
further and •alntaln that every ••n 
Is bound to adapt these dog•as to his 
own way of thlnklng ••• so that he ••Y 
the •ore ••slly obey Ciod with his 
whole heart.60 

Spinoza felt th•t such freedo• would divide the nation 



66 

•~to ••ny s•ell sects with •any sl•llar, yet diverse 

points of view. This would Insure that no group would 

be large or slgnlflcent enough to beco•e politically 

powerful. Thus except for the patrician class which 

would adhere to the universal religion, there would be 

a plethora of religious groups , none too nu•erous or 

Influential. Unfortunetely, In order to enforce such 

a syste•, Spinoza posits the necessity of ll•ltlng certain 

rights , such as the right of asse•bly and the right of 

association. Given what other Ideas he espouses about 

freedom , this Is so•ethlng of an Inconsistent attitude 

at best. 

With regard to Judals•, Spinoza had been trained 

In Toreh and Tel•ud, es well as In the work5 of Abrah•• 

lbn Ezra and Moses Hal•onldes. Yet he was at the same 

time not as concerned with reconclllng his studies with 

tredltlonal Judaism as he was with reconciling the• with 

Greek phllosophlcal thought. tut these studies led him 

to lxpress views on the neture of God, on l••ortallty, 

and on the scientific authority of the Sacred Scriptures, 

which differed sharply fro• the views of the Jewish 

co••unlty of A•sterdam . What Is •ore, he held that on 

•attars deter•lnable by reason, the Scriptures should 

be subject to examination by reason, and should be 

criticized when found contrery to It . It wes the ex

pression of these views which led to the b•r•• being 

lssued . 61 Although so•• of his views were considered 



heretlcel. It hes been ergued th•t there were also 

polltlcel fectors which Influenced the Jewish leaders who 

Issued the decree.'2 

Not all of Splnoze's rellglous view were considered 

heretlcal. He believed In• fr•• • Infinite. end 

necessary Being; efflr•lng both God's existence and His 

unlty . 63 Yet . Splnoze disagreed with "•lmonldes thet 

Cod's essence was sl•ple end one. He held Instead the 

bellef thet God w•s substance end hed ••ny attributes. 

Noteworthy Is the feet that three hundred years after 

his deeth. Hebrew Union College. the center of llberal 

Judels• todey. honored Spinoza for his contributions 

to philosophy and rellglon. Three hundred years later, 

the Jewish com•unlty welco•ed hi• beck . 

Splnoze ' s contribution to llberal rellglon Is 

Indeed significant. His ratlonellsm epplled to Scripture 

end to hu•an freedom " In conson•nce with God's self-

deter•ln•d being " were precedent setting concepts. Posslbty 

•o~t Importantly, he •rgues for freedom of rellglous 

thought In his Tr•ctatus Theologlo-Polltlcus. by showing 

that there Is 11 
• •• nothlng t•ught expressly by Scripture, 

which does not egree with our underst•ndlng, or which 

Is repugn•nt thereto ..... 

C. Trends In Eighteenth Century Philosophy 

Phllosophy In the eighteenth century w•s do•ln•ted 

by the British e•plrlclsts, of who• lerkely •nd Huee ••Y 

be taken es two representatives.'~ They addressed the 

•••• Issues th•t had Interested their predecessors. yet 
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their approach was new In that they carried the pursuit 

of theoretical consistency beyond the real• of co••on 

sense . Nevertheless, both •en were strong defenders of 

the social order, and, contrary to their phllosophlcal 

views, were not Inclined toward denying Cod or religion. 

Kant, the founder of Ger•an ldealls•, atte•pted a subject

ivist response to th• Implications of Hu•e's thought. 

He attempted to discredit the Intellectual proofs for 

God, ~uch like Hume; but concluded that reason yields 

an Idea of God and a religion of reason based upon moral 

laws Is possible. In this section, we shall consider 

briefly the Influence of Berkeley, Hume, and Kant on 

liberal rellglon . 

I. Geroge Berkeley's position In the history of philo

sophy can be su••ed up by his state•ent, es1e est percJ.2.1, 

to be Is to be perceived. Until the term Idealism came 

Into use In the nineteenth century, Berkeley was known 

as an l••aterlallst. In other words, he denied the 

existence of any substance, other than as a passive ob

ject of a perceiving or active mind. It Is as a 

eplste•ologlst that Berkeley Is prl•arlly known, yet his 

work Included, as would befit a bishop like Berkeley, 

slgnlf lcant theological ra•lf lcatlons. 

It !s In connection with his critique of the 

science of his day that Berkeley challenged the •ost 

co••on sense Ideas of •an. A position asserting nothing 

exists without the •Ind see•ed preposterous, yet lerke1ey 

was prepared with a response. 



In the Three Dle109ue1 (2) he argued 
thet since sensible things do not depend 
on th• thought of hu••n beings and 
exist Independently of the• " there •ust 
be 10•• other •Ind wherein they exist." 
This other •Ind Is God• and thus, 
according to Berkeley, the existence of 
sensible things when not perceived by 
finite spirits Is a proof of the exist
ence of an l~flnlt• spirit who perceives 
th•• a1ways . 6S 

,, 

One •ay conclude that Berkeley was essentially 

a conservative or a traditionalist with regard to his 

views about religion, even though his eplste~ology 

was dee••d radical In Its tl•e . As a bishop of the 

Anglican Church, he would have been lncltned to defend 

Scripture, even to the contradiction of his own position . 

Yet , he held his position both In the Church and as a 

philosopher In spite of contradiction . H. 8. Acton 

writes, 

Berkeley's lm•aterialls• Is a strange 
and unstable coablnatlon of theses 
that •ost other philosophers have thought 
do not belong together . Thus he upheld 
both extr••• eaplrlcls• and ldeellsm, 
both l••aterlalls• and co .. on sense, a-nd 
both subjectlvls• (as It would seem) and 
eplsteaologl~al realls• (es I t would 
also see•).66 

In short Berkeley's questions are of Interest 

beceuse of their directness. As a bishop, he defended 

God as the source of our Ideas and the Sustainer of the 

world, concepts which did not challenge the doctrines 

of the Church . As a philosopher, Berkeley challenged 

the prevalent ratlonall1t trends In science and phllo

sophy and established the school of subjective ldealls•. 
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It Is with respect to this lde•ll1• ttuat Berkeley Is 

significant for religious thought. F~r In the nineteenth 

century. ~egel. a•ong others, redefln~d ldealls• and In 

the twentieth century, Royce and lrlglllt••n are two whose 

ldee11s• Influenced their understendl~g of delty.67 

2. David Hu•e fancied hl•self a wrlttr and sought, 

through his phl1osophlcal treatises though mostly pub

lished •nony•ously, to achieve fa•e 1111 the llterary 

world. This he achieved and more wlttu his chief works 

on hu•an nature, hu•an knowledge, ethics, •orals, and 

hu•an understanding. In ettemptlng t~ refor•ulate an 

entire syste• of philosophy, Hu•e dev11loped the attitude 

of skeptlcls•, which was to establish a place for him 

In philosophic history. 

One of Hu•e's aore l•portant contributions was 

the Dialogues Concerning Natural Rel lg!.!..!!!._, publfshed 

posthumously, though probably written In the 17SO's.68 

With the full brunt of his skepticism , Hu•e attacks 

religion, and. In partlcular, dog••· He exa•lnes In 

this and several other works the varlo1us arguments offered 

for the existence of God. In each ca~e he presents • 

response showing the unten•ble character of each cl•I• 

and thereby refutes all proofs. Hu•• stf 11 retains, 

however. a unique kind of 11 phllosophlc:al thels• . " In 

essence he held that so•ethlng llke a "designing •Ind" 

accounts for the universe. But this position rejected 



I 
- a 

all Scriptural descriptions •nd 110ral attributes found 

In Western rellglon, all of which Hu•e regarded as super

stltlon.69 

Vhlle opposed to the Idea of thels• •s Innate In 

•an, Hu•e felt th•t "true" or "phllosc11phlcal 11 religion 

did direct one to so•• god-concept. ~lthough he rejected 

any rational explanation for causal It'' • Hu•e •alntalned 

that causallty holds sway over all, and limits , or de

teralnes ••n's fate. Thus Hu•e's God Is subject to 

conditions beyond His control; the first •odern sugges-

tlon of a finite deity. later rellglous thinkers have 

used the finite god-concept to respond to proble•s such 

as evl 1 in the world. 

J. l••anuel Kant 

Kant's writings •nd philosophic Interests were 

both extensive and Influential. He wus the first of 

the •ajor philosophers of •odern time to spend his Jlfe 

as a professional teacher In philosophy.70 Two distinct 

periods •~Y be discerned fro• his work. The first •ay 

be Identified as the pre-critical perHod. During the 

first period Kant followed closely tho thought of Leibniz, 

prl•arlly because of his own teacher's biases. After 

1770, Kant broke with his earlier lnc~lnatlons and 

established his own critical syste• which he referred 

to as 11crltlc1tl ldealls•." It Is fror11 this period In 

his life that Kant produced his ••gnu~ opus, the Crttlque 

of Pure Reason, and •ost all of his o~her l•portant 

writings. 
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Rellalon Vlthln the Bounds of Mere Reason (1793) 

was his prl•ary work devoted to religion In the second 

period. In It Kant atte•pts to reinterpret Christian 

doctrine and practice In tine with his Ideas about 

religion. W. H. Walsh characterises Kant's view of 

rellglon. 

He treats religion as essentially, 
If not quite excluslvely, a ••tter 
of purity of heart - thus dispensing 
with speculative theology altogether 
and assigning a •eager l•portance to 
th• Institutional side of religion. 
To adopt the religious attitude, as 
Kant sees It, Is to look on duJles as 
If they were divine co ... ands.7 

Kant understood religion to be essentially a •oral 

syste• with no dog•as apart fro• two funda•ental articles 

of belief. That there Is a God and an after-life were 

two ldees l•••dlately accessible to the sl•plest lntel-

1 lgence. But any of the external factors, like a priest-

hood or cere•onles, as well as the hlstor l cal elements 

were unnecessary for the religion of • orallty . Kant 

considered prayers and other religious utterances the 

grossest superstition. 

Although Kant abided by King Frederick WI Illa• 

ll's restrictions on further writing on religion following 

the Issuance of the above noted volu•e, he had flr•ly 

states his position. He opposed orthodoxy, and for 

that •atter, any ecclesla, other than the lnvlslble 

church of reason . Moral practice, and not religious 

ritual, was the key to true religion . Dog•••· other 

than the two which he acknowledged, were superfluous and 



unjustified. For these reasons, Kant's Influence on 

later liberal religious thought eust be regarded as 

significant. 

D. Nineteenth Century Ideal ls• and Religion 

73 

Many signif i cant directions In religion were cast 

by the philosophers of the nineteenth century, yet none 

was eore Influential than that of G. W. F. Hegel . Best 

known for his theory of the dl•l•ctlc eovement of history 

and thought, Hegel applied his foreu1atlon to all 

dlsclpllnes Including religion. Several volu•es of 

Hegel's writings were speclflcally on religlon and 

presented a defense of Christianity. In two of his early 

unpub II shed books, "The Pos It Iv lty of the Ch r Is t I an 

Rellglon," and "The Spirit of Christianity" , Hegel 

engages In an assault on Judals•, ter•ing It a religion 

of do•lnation . He also presents crltlcls• of Kant's 

ethlcs.72 

After his death In 1831, Hegel's lectures on the 

Philosophy of Religion were published and have raised 

nueerous questions about his Ideas on religion. It Is 

fairly certain that Hegel held religion, art, and 

philosophy all to be capable of expression of the 

Absolute Mind. Philosophy was for hi• the supr••• ex· 

presslon. Vhere rellglon was ••rely able to picture or 

represent the Absolute, philosophy was able to conceive 

or think lt.73 Art was less defined In Its representation 

of the Absolute than religion. The history of rellglons, 



•ccordlng to Hegel, Is the evolution of spirit In Its 

dlalectlc•I •pprehenslon of the divine. It progresses 

fro• n•ture ral l glons through rellglons of spiritual 

lndlvldu•llty, •nd through Judals~. to the Absolute 

Religion, which Is Chrlstl•nlty, with Its lntarn•I 

dl•lectlc of Father (thesis), Son (ant i thesis), and 

Spirit (synthesis) . 

It aay •lso be question•~ ex•ctly how Hegel saw 

hlaself with respect to rellglon. Hagel belleved th•t 

he and his syst•• of philosophy ware the cul mination 

of philosophy's long history. Inasmuch as he rag•rded 

rallglon secondary to phllosophy In direct conception 

of the Absolute, Hegel •ay h•ve seen hlaself •s having 

advanced beyond rellglon. Had he not bean born Into• 

Christian ho•• and I n • Christian country, one mi ght •s k 

whether he would h•ve held the same views on religion. 

However, Hagel was a Christian and upheld the doctrine 

of the lncarn•tion, ••ong other pro•in•nt Christian 

beliefs. This doctrine was, according to Hegel, the 

religious expression of the philosophic truth that 

the Infinite Being Is not distinct fro• what Is finite 

but Is necess•rlly •anifested In lt . 74 

Hegel earned several distinctions of . note i n 

religion. First of all, he beg•n the syst••atlc study 

of the philosophy of rellglon. Secondly, his philo

sophy was by Its nature evolutlon•ry. Ha est•bllshad 

an lnfr•structure which supported his views of wh•t 
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history showed end how the present stege of the world 

•nd thought developed. Although his own bleses figured 

In his study of rellglon, Hegel used the dlelactlc •ethod 

to estebllsh hlstorlcelly the chenges end progress In 

religious thought. This develop•ent prepared the way 

for •odern llbllcel crltlcls•, history of rellglons, 

end co.peretlve religion, ell fund••entel disciplines 

for 11berel religion tod•y. 

E. Language, Philosophy, end Rellglon In the Twentieth 

Century. 

I. A new w•y of looking et philosophy emerged In the 

twentieth ~entury. Nu•erous developments In culture •nd 

society •ffected the philosophers who were responding 

to the Influences of K•nt •nd Hegel In the preceding 

century. V. T. Jones Identifies four •rees which h•ve 

exhibited • profound effect upon conte•por•ry thlnklng.75 

1) Loss of confidence 
It see•s to be• growing feeling 
of the redic•I ••blgulty of the 
hu••n •ode of being In the world. 

Thus whet twentieth-century people 
•cutely feel Is the •bsurdity of 
their situation, the 11dlsproportlon, 11 

•s C••us puts It, between hu•an 
hopes end fe•rs end the silence 
of the universe. 

2) Concern with science 
Twentieth-century reactions to 
science heve been verled - so•• 
fevoreble , so•• ••blvelent. lut 
everyone In this century hes been 
effected by science - not ••rely by 
technology • •• but also, and even 
•ore deeply If less obviously, by 
the repercussions of the scientific 
view of the world on people's 
perception of the•selves. 

,, 



3) The dissociated senslblllty 
"ore and more people long to re
turn to a sl•ple unconscious •ode 
of existence In which they are 
lndlstlngulshable fro• the rest 
of nature Instead of proudly 
separated fro• It. And since 
they realize that this •ode of 
existence Is l•posslble for th••• 
they experience angu i sh and despair . 

4) The linguistic turn 
In the first place. reallty and 
the would-be knower ••• are lnter
fnvolved ; knowers do not conte•plate 
reality fro• outside. rather. they 
organize and artlculate it from 
Inside. In the second place . 
reallty Is too co•plea ever to 
be co•pletely and finally articulated. 
Hence our attempt to understand 
the world and ourselves Is an Intol
erable and never-ending "wrestle 
with words and •ean I ngs ." 

76 

for each of these proble•s. certain responses were forth-

coming from philosophy . Some were speclflcally answering 

one Issue. as for example. ealstentialls• which In cer-

tatn manifestations dealt only with the problem of loss 

of confidence . Other philosophical schools atte•pted 

an lrtegrated systematization of all of the problems. 

In this section. three of the Important thinkers of the 

twent i eth century wil l be briefly surveyed for their 

contributions to an understanding of liberal religion 

today. 

2. Ludwig Wittgenstein has been called the most sig

nificant philosopher of the twentieth century.76 As a 

student of Bertrand Russell and G. E. "oore. Wittgenstein 

displayed a unique ability to grasp the fundamental 

and esoteric proble•s of phllosop~y. Yet It was the 
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proble• of language which challenged him and led first 

tot.:~ Tractatus Lotlco•Phllosophlcus (London, 1'22) 

and later to the Phllosophlcal lnvestlt•tlons (Oxford, 

1953). These two volu•es, one written whlle he was a 

young •an, the other published after his death, concerned 

the ordinary end exceptional use of words and language. 

Although Wittgenstein devoted llttle, If any, of his work 

to rellglon per se, his Influence Is significant none

theleu. 

Born Into• fe•lly of Jewish ancestry, Wittgenstein 

was baptized In the Catholic Church, and yet no •entlon 

Is ••de In any source of the Influence of rellglon In 

his llfe.77 In the Tractatus Wittgenstein Identifies 

certain areas of which we know nothing, and therefore, we 

cannot speak of the• •eanlngfully. Wittgenstein's ter• 

for "things that cannot be put Into words " but that 

"•ake the111selves aanlfest " is "the •ystlca1." A•ong 

these things are th• values that people atte•pt to 

•~press In ethical and re11glous dlscourse.78 It ~ay 

be said that Wittgenstein regarded certain topics, such 

as religion end theology, beyond the reach of language . 

To sp•ak In these areas Is to speak " nonsense", for 

such speech produces no phllosophlcal Insights. The 

flnal •ajor proposition of Wittgenstein's Tractatus 

Is "Whereof one cannot speak , thereof one •ust be 

sl lent 11 (7). 

Wittgenstein did •ake so•• co••ents about the 
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•ystlcal In his writings . These leave the reader with 

a sense of phllosophlcal uneasiness, according tow. 

T. Jones.79 One ls not certain whether Wittgenstein was 

••rely b•lng theoretlca11y consistent or whether he •ay, 

In fact, have been so•ethlng of a •ystlc hl•self . In 

the Tractatus, he writes, 

6.4J2 How things are In the world Is 
.... atter of co•plete Indifference 
for what Is higher. God does 
not reveal himself In the world •••• 

6 . 4~ It Is not how things are In the world 
that 1s83yiiTcal, but!.!!!.!. It 
exists. 

"ore than discouraging any further discussion 

of religion, It was as a result of Wittgenste i n ' s work 

that others bee••• •ore sensitive to the problems of 

published posthumously , reflect a complete revision 

In Wittgenstein's thought, and yet remain concerned 

with the same Issues of language and • •aning. The foci 

of thes! later works, however, were the real world and 

the language utlllzed by people, as epposed to the 

Ideal language he sought to expllcate In the Tractatus. 

In the Phtlosophical ~~!stlg~~~· Wittgenstein 

cr l tlclzed his earlier work, but did not broach the 

subject of rellglon again . 

It Is worthy of note that Wittgenstein's later 

work has had an l•portant Influence on •odern phllo

sophy Jn the last twenty-f Ive years. Several key con-
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him . The only direct relev•nce for this study 11 th•t 

phllosophers of rellglon •ust contlnually be on gu•rd 

•g•fnst •e•nlngless· l•ngu•ge •nd how we so re•dlly use 

such l•ngu•g• to spe•k •bout rellglon. Vlttgensteln•s 

w•rnlngs •ust contlnu•lly be heeded . 

J. A. J. Ayer's first book Is truly one of the •ost 

slgnlflc•nt works In phllosophy In this century. 

L•n1u•ge, Truth •nd Logic (19J6; 2d ed,. 1946) derives 

In p•rt fro• the thought of Bertrand Russell •nd Ludwig 

Wittgenstein, •swell as fro• the ••rller empiricism 

of Berkeley and Hu•e. 81 In It, Ayer •dopts • principle 

of verification which requires that an emplrlc•I state-

•ent shall not be counted •s meaningful unless some 

observation Is relevant to Its truth or falsity . On 

this basis, Ayer dls•lsses all talk about ••taphyslcs 

as senseles1 . 

It Is true, however, that although the 
greater part of ••t•physlcs Is ••rely 
the embodl••nt of hu•dru• errors, there 
remain • nu•ber of ••taphyslcal passages 
which are the work of genuine •ystlcal 
feel Ing; and they may more plausibly 
be held to have •oral or aesthetic value . 
But, as far as we •re concerned, the 
distinction between the kind of ••t•
physlcs th•t Is produced by• philosopher 
who has been duped by gra .. ar, and the 
kind that 11 produced by a •ystlc who Is 
trying to express the Inexpressible, Is 
of no great l•portance : what Is l•portant 
to us Is to realize that even the utter
ances of the •etaphy1lclan who Is att••pt· 
Ing to expound a vision are llter•llx 
senseless; so th•t henceforth we •ay 
pursue our philosophical researches with•• 
11tt1e regard for th•• as for the •ore 
Inglorious kind of •etaphyslcs which co••• 
fro•• f•llure ti underst•nd the workings 
of our language. 2 (ltallc1 •r• •lne) . 
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This attitude was typlcal of the Vienna Clrcle of Loglcal 

Positivists of . the 1920's. Sclende and only sclende was 

a val Id source of knowledge for these philosophers who 

held that experiment and observation alone . yielded reliable 

lnfor•atlon.83 

Ayer asserted that the only lnfor•atlon which we 

can legltl•ately devise fro• the study of our aesthetic 

and •oral experiences Is lnfor•atlon about our own •ental 

and physical •ake-up.a• This analysis leaves us without 

the possibility of any kind of religious knowledge. 

Ayer ' s argu•ent Is essentially this. One •ay not, 

according to •ost philosophers, demonstratively prove 

the existence of any being with the attributes which 

define a god. Although so•eone may assert that they 

have had an experience of God . the lack of sense In 

valueless. What the person having this experience does 

when he speaks about It Is ••rely to give us Indirect 

lnfon~atlon about the condition of his own •lnd.85 

Like Wittgenstein, Ayer raises questions about 

the use of language, and In particular, language which 

has no referent. Rellglous language Is just such• 

language, according to Ayer, when It Is used to speak 

about &od. He writes, 

The fact that people have religious 
experience is Interesting fro• the 
psychological point of view. but It 
does not In any way Imply that there 
Is such a thing as religious knowledge, 
any aore than our having •oral ex
perience laplles there Is such a thing 
as •oral knowledge.86 
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ly wey of contr•st to Vlttgenstefn, It should 

be noted that Ayer and other Loglcal Positivists were 

expressly harsher on rellglon. ludolf Carnap c011••nt1 

on the work of ••taphysfclans writing •bout rellglon. 

The ••taphyslclan believes that he 
travels In territory In which truth 
and felsehood are at stake ••• He 
po1e•lclzes against ••taphystclans 
of divergent persuasion by •tte•ptlng 
to refute their assertions In his 
treatise. Lyrlcel poets. on the other 
h•nd. do not try to refute In the po•~ 
the state•ents In a poe• by so•• other 
lyrlc•I poet; for they know they •r• 
In the do••ln of lrt •nd not In the 
dCMt•ln of theory. 7 

Thus this •odern school of phtlosophy entirety 

re•oved the conslder•tfon of religion fro• the sphere 

of technlcel thought . The •nalytlc tr•dltlon which 

Posltlvfs• perpetuated h•s since lost Its force •nd no 

longer exists es lt once did . However, Its Influence 

re•elns and as far es religion Is concerned. whenever 

one ••kes a rellglous state•ent. the response c•lled forth 

••Y be, "What exectly do you •e•n by thet7" 

4. few •odern Jewish thinkers s••• to have been slg-

nlflcently Influenced by the discussions of language 

and •••ning. One who was, Dr. Abr•h•• Cronbech, atte•pt-

ed to Integrate the precise use of langu•ge lndlc•t•d 

by the new w•v• of phllosophy with• sy•p•thy for th• 

psychology •nd sociology of rellglon. His vo1u••, ~ 

Rea11tles of Relt9lon (1,57) Is •unique study of th• 

nature of re11glon. In ft, Dr. tronbach ex.a•fnes ••ny 

of the ter•s •ssoclated with re11gton and shows how one 



cen use the• with exp11cft and dfrect •••nlng. 

Drawing heavily upon llb11cel references, Dr. 

Cronbech suggests thet the •••nln91 of •any words havo 

changed. Therefore, • ter• cen have one •••nlng today, 

while having •eant so•ethlng entirely different In an 

eerller ti••· Although language Is •ostly Informational. 

according to Dr. Cronbach. It hes nu•erous non-lnfor••tlon

al functions as wel1.l8 Vlth respect to religion, he 

notes, precision 11 essentlal for clarity of ••anlng. 

As long as those characteristics 
(I.e. the lnfor••tlonal end non
lnfor•atlonal aspects] of language 
ere Ignored. the study of rellglon 
lies entangled In confusion. The 
understanding of rellglon halts at 
at a stage analogous to that of 
che•lstry when the ele•ents - and 
the only ele•ents - were "hot", "cold", 
"•olst", end "dry11 .89 

Although the ad•onltlon of Dr. Cronbach has 

lergely gone unheeded, the l•pllcetlon for liberal 

rellglon Is clear . In order to understand anything 

about religion, If It Is et all possible, one •ust 

define one•s ter•s clearly and use lenguege precisely . 

Otherwise, what one seys about rellglon fs •erety bed 

poetry, or worse, just nonsense. 

IV. Scientific Kethod and Relfgfon 

For the longest tf•e science and rellgfon were 

two dlsctpllnes whfch together sought to explefn the 

nature of the world. In the nineteenth century, however, 

hu•an progress In thought end technology gave science 

an Inflated self•l•age. The e•plrfcal •ethods and 
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crlt t ca1 procedures of science were granted exclusive 

do•lnatlon over the socl•I sciences and hu•anltles, and 

especl•lly, over re11glon. This attitude has not los~ 

Its appeal •nd ••ny stlll hold to It today, according 

to Allan w. Etster . 

One of the well known view of con
te• porary thought holds that " religion" -
or •ore specifically rellglous beliefs -
progressively ceased to co•••nd th• 
•ssent and eventu•lly the respect of 
rigorously educated, tough-minded people 
as 1aOdern science, with Its distinctive 
~•thods, created an •lternatlve (and 
Increasingly •ore persu•slve) world 
view. Science, It w•s argued, was 
clearly the better guide to a val Id 
and reliable underst•ndlng of the world 
of hu•an experience . kel l glous Ideas 
were 1h1ply "•yths " - or at best 
•et•phors - lacking In plauslbll l ty 
where they were not downright false 
and •lsle•dlng.'O 

The challenges which confronted religion were of 

two types. There was the direct ch•llenge wh i ch ca•• 

from those •reas of study speclflc•lly concerned with 

rellglon or the •s s ertlons of rellglon. Hlstorlc•I 

Cr l tlcl•• or Higher Crltlcis• of the S:rlptures w•s one 

such are• . It called Into question the llterallst under-

standing of the creation of the world and other 81bllc•I 

Biblical crltlcls• denotes the •ppllcat l on of 

sound hlstorlcal •ethodology to the lndlvldu•I books of 

the Bible to establish the i r rellablllty and credlblllty 

as hlstorlc•I sources and to deter•lne what •eanlng they 

h•d for their authors and first re•ders.9 1 This kind 
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the ••••lnatlon of the text Itself for corruptions and 

later additions. and higher crltlcls•, which takes Into 

accouRt diverse factors such as the social. hlstorlcal, 

econo•lc, political, Intellectual. and other lnfor•atlon 

relevant to the ti•• and place of coaposltlon. Thus the 

Bible has co•• to be viewed not as divine revelation, 

but a5 a record of hu•an growth and development, a sharp 

contrast to traditional llble study. 

A second direct assault on religion was the 

publication and wide scientific acceptance of Darwin's 

On the Origin of Species (1859). His general theory 

was that organic for•s are the result of • long process 

of development fro• the ~ost tnslgnlf lcant beginnings 

under the continual Influence of the environment . Accord

ing to Darwin, man Is the descendant of a favored variety 

of apes. This was, of course , denied by funda•entallsts 

and much controversy followed this theory for• great 

while. Flnally, however, It became the do•lnant under

standing of hu•an develop•ent and supple•ented by Gregor 

Hendel's theories about heredity has been accepted as 

essentially accurate. 

The Indirect challenge to rellglon c••• with new 

theories and discoveries In dtsclpllnes related to the. 

study of rellglon. E•lle Durkhel•'s study of prl•ltlve 

rellglon evaluated It In ter•s of rellglon's "functlon. 11 

Function, according to Durkh•I•, Is a relation between 
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• syste• of vlta1 •ov•••nts •nd • set of needs.92 This 

view of re11glon w•s later •dopted by Mordecai Kaplan 

In his for•ul•tlon of Jud•I•• •s a clvlllz•tlon. He 

drew upon Durkh•l•'s explan•tlon of what religion Is. 

Rel lg Ion Is "prl••rl ly • syst•• of 
Id••• with which the lndlvldu•ls 
represent to the•selves the society 
of which they •re •••bers, •nd the 
obscure but lntl•ate relations which 
they h•v• with lt. 11 He thus r•g•rded 
the expllclt content of religious Id••• 
•s relatively unl•portant. The re•llty 
they express Is a soclologlcal one, 
concealed fro• the worshipers the•selves . 93 

In su• It w•s Durkheim's Insistence on the soci•I 

ch•r•cter of religion which gave us new Insights Into 

the cere•onl•I and ritual aspects of relfglon. Socl•I 

focus and organlz•tlon •r• reflected In the function of 

rellglon and lndlc•t• how liberal religion •lght 

legltl••tely refor• the sy•bols •nd rites which express 

Its purpose today. 

L•stly, we may brlefly note another challenge 

that sc ~ entlflc •ethodology has Indirectly posed for 

rellglon. The dialectic of Hegel was •dopted widely 

because of Its rational foundation. One who utilized 

It for analysing the hu•an condition was Karl "arx . 

Highly critical of his predecessor Hegel for his theo· 

logical biases, "arx atte•pted to clear eway this non

essential •l•••nt In l•ylng the foundation for a new 

soclel order. His •ttacks were direct, yet the Influence 

which he wielded st•••ed rather fro• the cogent nature 

of his socl•I •nalysls. One central proble• which he 
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identified was that of 11 the alienation of the worker from 

his object. 11 94 Alienation appears in three forms. accord

ing to Marx, alienation from the object of one's labor, 

self-alienation, and alienation of man from man, that 

is, of man from mankind. Instead of heightening human 

awareness of these problems and helping to overcome them, 

rel iglon instead produces a soporif lc effect for the 

masses, or as Marx called it, 11 an opiate of the people. 11 

They do not realize, Marx said of the {prolltariat) masses, 

that the bourgeoisie were using religion to suppress 

any expression of discontent with the social order. 

Human dignity and self-actual lzatlon are the modern 

terms for what Marx hoped to achieve by exposing the 

deceptions of the upper classes. Under those conditions 

rel iglon would become irrelevant. 

Thus it can be seen that when science and religion 

have encountered one another, religion generally appears 

to have suff.ered. But closer scrutiny will reveal 

that only traditional or orthodox rel lg Ion in fact loses 

by virtue of these challenges. And it is, in fact, 

only the institutional structures that admit of privation. 

Liberal religion, as well as personal religion, are strength

ened by enlightenment with the truth. They gain a firmer 

grasp upon the values which scientlf ic methodology 

verifies. 



CHAPTER I I I 

NON-ORTHODOX JUDAISMS: AN EVALUATION 

I. Introduction 
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The primary question which shall be addressed to 

each of five non-orthodox Judaisms In this chapter is 

to what extent they can be considered liberal religions. 

An assumption which is made preliminary to the exami

nation is that these religions or rel lgious groups 

have In general met the basic criteria for liberal 

religion outlined in the first chapter. That is to 

say, none of these groups adhere to an uncritical 

approach to Scripture. It shall further become evident 

that the answer to the primary question of authority 

in each group cannot be a simple yes or no. Rather 

it will be necessary to examine several aspects of 

these religious systems in order to ascertain what kinds 

of authority are Involved. It may be recalled that the 

distinction has already been made between an orthodox 

liberal religion and a polydox liberal religion. Based 

upon the way in which each of these religious groups 

establishes authority or how each perceives authority 

within their respective systems we can determine the 

extent of the liberalism. 

Before examining each non-orthodox Judaism for 

Its conception of authority, an understanding of what 
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is meant by authority is necessary. For the purposes 

of this study, the analysis offered by Dr. Alvin Reines 

shal 1 be adopted. In order to utilize Dr. Reines' 

definition, it will be necessary to briefly sketch a 

much longer discussion found in his "Introduction to a 

Philosophy of Reform Judaism: Reform Judaism as a 

Polydoxy. 11 

The different types of authority include the 

following, which can be referred to as: authority by 

power; authority by right; and authority by consent. 

a ) Au ~ ho r_ i _ D'_ by pow e r : I f t h e 
authority of an entity is based 
upon superior strength, so that 
others are compel led by reason 

b) 

c) 

of this strength to obey the 
entity, even against their will, 
the authority is termed authority 
by power. 

Authority~__!'...!_ght: If the 
authority of an entity is based 
upon morally justifiable grounds 
so that control over others is 
exercised by reason of these 

· moral grounds alone, the authority 
is termed authority by right. 

Authorlt~ by consent: If the 
authority is based upon the 
consent of the one over whom it 
is exercised, the authority is 
termed authority by consent. 1 

To these three kinds of authority, Dr. Reines adds a 

fourth which combines the first two. 

d) Auth~~ity b.t. eo~~r and ~right: 
If the authority of an entity 
Is based both on superior strength 
and morally justifiable ground, 
so others are compelled by 
reason of this strength and 
morality to obey the entity even 
against their wil 1, the author
ity Is termed authority by power 
and by rlght.2 
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Dr. Reines presents the argument that three of 

the four types of authority are invalid for liberal 

religion. The first one, authority by power, Is not 

only Invalid because no power to enforce such authority 

exists in any liberal religion, but also because many 

people consider this type of authority lmmoral.3 

Authority by right must be considered invalid for liberal 

religion because of the nature of the Individual. That 

is to say, the assertions of modern psychology and phi lo-

sophy hold that the person is ultimately free from any 

and al 1 absolutes. Thus the free person cannot be sub-

ject to an absolute authority external to oneself. The 

person must be the source of the 11 ultimate right to 

self-authority. 114 Given this statement of individual 

autonomy regarding decisions of authority, It can be 

seen that the fourth type of authority, authority by 

power and by right, must also be Invalid and, therefore, 

only authorJty by consent can be considered valid for 

a liberal religious system. In other words, the only 

religious authority which has any justification for its 

exercise over the Individual is that to which the 

person consents. 

Besides the central question of authority, several 

other aspects of the non-orthodox Judaisms under discussion 

will be examined to further determine the extent of their 

liberalism. It can be shown, for example, that any given 

religion can hold to an Ideology which Is contradicted 

In Its practice. This Inconsistency can help indicate 
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particular deficiencies of a specific rel iglous system. 

A brief summation of the belief structure, the role of 

rituals, and the attitude toward salvation will be in-

eluded as a part of the examination. 

I I. Conservative Judaism 

In a word, Conservative Judaism emerged 
from the clash of German Orthodoxy with 
Reform; it sought to blend the best 
features of the two wings; and it still 
attempts Its delicately balanced syn
thesis today, over a century after the 
Conservative approach made its unofficial 
debut. 1 

1. This definition clearly does not do justice to 

one of the largest Jewish denominations in America today. 

Conservative Judaism represents abo~t 800 congregations 

and o v e r one m i l 1 i on Jews • 2 WI t h such a 1 a r g e f o 1 1 ow i n g 

its role and Influence can be considered an important 

factor. Yet, the problem of self-definition, which has 

plagued the movement since Its Inception, continues to 

prohibit any definitive statement of the principles of 

Conservative Judaism. Gilbert Rosenthal identifies 

the problem. 

Conservative Judaism is a protean move
ment. Consequently, It has produced no 
definitive program of beliefs and 
practices, nor any one 11 accepted 11 

ideology. Moreover, it is a coalition 
of many diverse elements ranging from 
the almost Orthodox to the almost 
Reform. This, too, explains Its 
reluctance to congeal Into a monolithic 
theology. Finally, It Is a pragmatic 
movement: life and practical reali-
ties have set the pattern for Conservatism 
rather than platforms and ideologies.3 

Therefore, in attempting to make any characteri-

zatlon of Conservative Judaism, one must be cautious 
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and wary of the profound diversity that exists. At the 

same time, all efforts should be made to detect and 

Identify the aspects held In common among the various 

conservative Ideologies. In this study, In order to 

insure an objective view, two sources will be primarily 

used, one from within Conservative Judaism and one 

outside the movement. 

2. Is Conservative Judaism a Liberal Religion? 

In the very strict sense of being a religion 

which does not prohibit scientific examination of 

Scripture, the answer to this question must be in the 

affirmative. However, when we look more closely at what 

is In fact the practice, and perhaps more importantly, 

at what the attitude of the rabbinic and lay leadership 

ls, the evidence would evoke a negative reply. The 

Conservative Movement has never been able to set up 

minimums for observance and belief, yet as Elliot Dorff 

remarks In offering his own list, such a 11st of require-

ments would probably f lnd general acceptance among Con

servative rabbis.5 His 1 ist, somewhat abbreviated, ls 

as fol lows. 

1. There is a God. 
2. God is One. 
3. God takes an active role in human affairs, 

past, present, and future. 
4. Man Is God's partner In creation. 
5. Man has free will. 
6. The People Israel has a special duty to be 

11 a light unto the natlons. 11 

7. Judaism ls an evolving, religious clvlll
zatlon. 

Dorff notes that the first six ideas are common to al I 
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forms of Judaism and that only the last one distinguishes 

Conservative Judaism from other Jewish groups. This 

contention may be challenged on several points. 

First of al 1, the first six conditions are not 

common to al 1 Judaisms. If they were, then they would 

constitute some kind of creed or dogma, a characteristic 

of religion generally denied with respect to Judaism. 

The Institution or establ lshment of such a creed would 

require an absolute authority to justify Its lmplimenta-

tlon. If this absolute authority existed, there would 

be no alternative other than to accept Its validity and 

adhere to the beliefs which it required. But, It has 

been shown (In the second chapter) that the human is 

fundamentally free of philosophical and psychological 

absolutes. Furthermore, no evidence exists for the 

exercise of absolute authority by any divine or human 

being. Therefore, groups such as Humanistic Judaism, 

for example, would deny the val ldity of the six Ideas 

on Dorff 1 s list and would hold them to be Irrelevant 

for their type of Judaism. 

Secondly, the distinguishing feature of Con-

servative Judaism, according to Dorff, was.formulated 

by Mordecai Kaplan. Kaplan has utilized this aspect 

of his understanding of Judaism as a ctvl11zatlon to 

establish Reconstructlonism. It must be noted that 

Dorff Includes Kaplan and Reconstructlonism within the 

perimeters of Conservative Judaism. Yet, It would be 



93 

difficult to explain the Reconstructionist Foundation, 

and all of the separate liturgies and affiliated organi

zations which denote Kaplan's group today. 

The issue of dogma aside, it can be seen from a 

reading of the historical sources about Conservative 

Judaism, that although in part it developed as a kind 

of moderate 'reform' movement, it has never broken from 

its more traditional roots.6 Thus, although reform and 

change are fundamental to Conservatism, traditional 

observances and rituals have also made up its essence. 

It may be tentatively concluded therefore that Con

servative Judaism falls substantially short of being 

a polydox liberal religion. To use Dr. Reines' other 

classification, Conservative Judaism is an orthodox 

liberal religion. That ls to say, It acknowledges the 

right of its people to scientifically study Scripture, 

yet.at the same time It attempts to impose standards of 

observance and behavior whose ultimate source is that 

same Scripture. A discussion of how Conservative 

Judaism confronts Scripture and Its authority follows 

immediately. 

3 .• Authority In Conservative Judaism 

Within the Conservative movement, since its 

earl lest days, the leadership has been divided over the 

Issue of authorlty.7 Conservative Judaism had marked 

out a place for Itself between the absolutism of Neo-

orthodoxy and the "excesses" of Reform. In order to 

justify what It wanted to do, Its first task was to 



eliminate from consideration the positions of the other 

two. 

Reform Judaism could be negated in terms of its 

actions. Reform's leaders had, in effect, rejected all 

of the ha1achah because of the non-historicity of the 

Sinaitlc revelation. Higher Criticism of the Bible had 

prompted Reform's radical rejection and Conservative 

Judaism arose in response to this action. The denial 

of all authority of the Scripture was so~ething that the 

early leaders of Conservativism found repugnant. They 

held too dearly to the spirit of the divine in the law, 

even as they acknowledged the human factor in its actual 

writing. 

The Conservative position clearly contrasted that 

of the Orthodox or Neo-Orthodoxy who stil 1 believed in 

the Written and the Oral Law as the exact words of God 

given to the Jews at Mt. Sinai. This absolute belief 

w a s a 1 so u n a.cc e p t a b 1 e t o mo s t Con s e r v a t i v e J e w s . A s 

they perceived the continuum of Jewish 1 ife and law, 

changes due to time and circumstances were unavoidable. 

This ls not to say that change was taken 1 lghtly. On 

the. contrary, change was often not acknowledged as such, 

but enacted in the name of the more lenient of two 

halachlc opinions. In some cases it was shown that a 

scribal error existed in the text, or, perhaps, that some 

element was an adaptation from a foreign culture and 

therefore could be removed. According to Conservative 

Judaism's leadership, there was a dynamic to Judaism 
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which Orthodoxy failed to fully appreciate. Therefore, 

Conservative Judaism, and in particular, the Rabbinical 

Assembly, would assume the responsibility for interpreting 

this dynamic for modern Jews. The only problem was 

that the Rabbinical Assembly was never able to assert 

a positive statement of principles upon which their 

interpretation could be founded.8 

In his rabbinic thesis on the subject, Bruce Kahn 

discusses two primary sources and six secondary sources 

of authority found in Conservative Judaism. He notes 

that these are not comprehensive, but represent the 

dominant trends of the current movement.9 Dr. El 1 iot 

Dorff, in his recent textbook on Conservative Judaism, 

cites only four different positions with regard to 

authority, one of which is that of Mordecai Kaplan and, 

what Dorff terms, his 11 reconstructtonist tendency. 1dO 

As Gilbert Rosenthal has observed, 11 lf one looks for 

consistency ~f observance in Conservative Judaism one 

ts not likely to find lt. 11 11 The likelihood of finding 

consistency of belief ts also remote. Diversity appears 

to 'be an inherent characteristic of Conservative Judaism. 

Nevertheless, a brief summary of the different sources 

of authority identified by Kahn and Dorff will serve to 

indicate some similarities and differences in the two 

perspectives. 

Kahn worked with the conception of authority 

defined and explained by Dr. Alvin Reines in his essay, 
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"Introduction to a Philosophy of Reform Judaism: Reform 

Judaism as a Polydoxy, 11 parts I, 11, and 111. 12 Kahn 

shows that the Conservative Movement has attempted to 

use an argument for authority by power and right and 

other similar arguments in the past. He raises the question 

as to whether the Conservative leadership has ever 

bee" able to substantiate this position or any other with 

direct evidence. Kahn concludes that at the beginning 

of the movement the Issue of authority was skirted, and, 

consequently, the problem of a coherent and consistent 

ideology for Conservative Judaism remains unresolved 

still today.13 A summary of Kahn's much more extensive 

eval~ation of authority In Conservative Judaism follows. 

Kahn writes: 

It is vital to keep In mind that two 
main areas of authority are being 
approached by the rabbis and scholars 
of Conservative Judaism's institutions: 

I. The authority of the contents 
of bibllcal and rabbinlc texts 
over rabbis and leity. 

2. The authority of the rabbi and 
the authorlty of the layman. 

Then he presents the case for six additional secondary 

sources of authority. These sources, he points out, 

serve generally to supplement the main sources in order 

to help establ lsh a strong central authorlty for Con-

servatlve Judaism. Briefly these secondary sources 

together with the primary sources can be identified as 

follows: 



I. Authority by a Single Pentateuchal 
Verse and by Assumption. 

2. Authority Through Interpretation. 
3. Authority by Consent and Need and 

Age. 
4. Authority by Assumption and Minimal 

Use. 
5. Authority by Appeal to the Invalid. 
6. Authority by Assumption of Power and 

Right and Need. 
7. Authority by Divine Power and Right. 
8. Authority by Assumption. 
9. Authority of the Individual .14 
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By presenting examples of the defense of each of these 

positions, Kahn shows how Conservative Judaism as a 

coherent religion or 11 specific, identifiable, knowable 

religious system does not exist. 111 5 The differences of 

Ideology within Conservative Judaism appear from the 

outside to be so great as to preclude any precise 

Identification of the group through its principles. 

Thus we must turn to the view from within to understand 

more clearly what authority exists in Conservative 

Judaism. 

Ellio"t Dorff 16 presents four positions which he 

asserts are the basic responses that Conservative Jews 

make to the fundamental questions of authority. He 

formulates these questions as fol lows: 

I. What i s the method of study of the Scripture? 

2. What I s the nature of Revel at Ion? 

3 • What authority Is ascribed to the laws and 
ideas of the Blble? 

4' What I s the extent of the human abi 1 lty to 
change the laws and ideas of the Bible? 
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In introducing his discussion comparing the four Con-

servatlve positions to those of Orthodoxy and Reform, 

Dorff makes the following statement. 

Despite some variations, the Orthodox 
answer those four questions in one basic 
way, and the same is true for the Reform 
Movement. There are at least four 
distinct responses in the Conservative 
Movement. 7 

Certain challenges may be addressed to Dr. Dorff 

regarding his generalizations. Initially, the question 

can be asked about the validity of his contention that 

Reform is essentially a monolith of belief with respect 

to authority.18 As Gilbert Rosenthal indicates in his 

comparative study of modern Judaisms, Reform by its 

nature fosters wide diversity, both ideologically and 

in practice.19 The variety in Reform conceptions of 

God and Torah are significant, so much so that one 

might issue a charge similar to that addressed to 

Conservative Judaism by Bruce Kahn. That is, that as 

a specific, identif lable knowable rel iglous system, 

Reform Judaism does not exist. 20 

Secondly, Dr. Dorff does not indicate how it is 

possible that four distinct views can be incorporated 

into the same religious group, particularly since the 

views involve some explicit dogmatic statements. As a 

matter of fact, although he points out some of the 

differences and similarities, Dr. Dorff does not tell 

how or whether these four positions are reconcilable. 
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In order to avoid confusion with reference to 

these four Conservative positions, the same numerical 

Identification used by Dr. Dorff shall be employed here. 

Conservative I: 

a) This position, as all of the 
Conservative positions, holds 
to the historical method of 
Scrlptural study, That is, 
they distinguish between the 
Peshat and Derash and they 
determine Peshat through 
1 iterary andh'TStorical 
analysis. 

b) Regarding revelation, this 
position states that God in 
fact dictated His will at Sinai 
and at other times. These 
revelations were written down 
by human beings, however, and 
hence the diverse sources of 
bl bl teal 1 iterature. 

c) Since the revelation to Moses 
was by far the clearest and 
most public, It is the most 
authentic recording of God's 
will. Thus the source of 
authority is God. 

~) From Sinai on, Jewish law and 
theology are to be Identified 
with the ways in which the 
rabbis of each generation Inter
preted and applied the laws of the 
Torah. Rabbis, and rabbis alone, 
are authorized to modify the 
law for their time, but only 
with extreme cautlon.21 

This position, Dr. Dorff tells us, is represented 

by such men as Isaac Lesser, Abraham Heschel, and David 

Novak. It can be seen as very similar to Orthodox 

Judaism, for it holds to the notion of God's direct 

communication of His will to man. This being the case, 

the individual Is not granted the opportunity to consent 
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to the religious authority. On the contrary, the ind I-

vldual is expected to accept the conditions set down by 

the leadership because of its relation to divine authority. 

The concept of authority in this position may be 

compared to several of the concepts in Bruce Kahn's list. 

It may in fact incorporate authority through interpreta-

tion as well as authority by divine power and right,among 

others. Both an adherence to the absolute or nearly 

absolute authority and concommitant beliefs are indicated 

by this position. The authenticity of the original 

revelation serves as the foundation for this view and 

prohibits full exercise of individual freedom not only 

in religious matters, but In the realm of the academic 

and critical questioning of the source of the religion 

and its authority. 

Conservat Ive 11 

This position consists of the 
following claims: 

a) Human beings wrote the Torah at 
various times and places. Hence 
the diverse documents, laws, and 
Ideas in the Torah. 

b) These people were, however, 
~ivinely inspired, and there
fore their words carry the 
insight and authority of God. 

c) Jewish laws and ideas may be 
changed for two reasons. First 
since the Torah is a combi
nation of divine inspiration 
and human articulation, we 
must distinguish the divine 
and human elements in the 
Tradition and change the latter 
when circumstances require 
it. Second, divine inspiration 



drd not happen once and for all at 
Sfnar. The Torah is the document 
on which Judaism is based, and It 
therefore has special Importance 
for us; but divine inspiratron 
continues on In the form of new 
lnterpretatrons of the Torah in 
each generation. 

d) When changes are made, they must 
be made by the co~~unitt in two 
ways; i.e.·, through rabbinic 
decisions and communal custom. 
Only in that way can there be 
both tradition and change.22 

IO 1 

Dr. Dorff comments that this Is a ~ery popular 

position wit~ln the Conservative movement. This is 

because It does not require one to be an 11 intellectual 

schrzophrenic 1
' in applyrng totally different methods 

·'i, of rnqurry to the Jewish tradition from those one uses 

in understandJng any other culture. But.there is a 

gla·rfng problem, which cannot be. ignored nor easily 

r a t i on a 1 i z e d :· w h a t d o e s 11 d I v i n e I y I n s p i re d 11 me a n 7 

If this ls.the source.of authority here, it resembles 

authority by "assumption noted by Kahn, and is equally 

as nebulous. 

Conservatrve I I I. Advocates of this 
posrtion assert the fo11owrng: 

a) Revelation rs the drsclosure o~ 
God Himself. It rs not the 
declaratron of specrfrc rules 
or rdeas, but rather a meeting 
between God and man in which 
they get to know each other. 
This meeting is asserted for 
different reasons and descrrbed 
rn different ways by the exjsten
t lal ist and objectivist thinkers 
of thrs group. (These terms 
will be explained below.) In 
other words, there are variant 
understandings of the act of 
revelatron. ---



b) 

c) 

d) 

e) 

Both schools agree, however, 
on the nature of the texts 
of revelation: the Tor~ 
is the record of how human 
be L~~~ o n_~_e d _ _!_C?_~~ when 
they came Into contact with 
Him. 

Jewish law has ~~;_y- for 
the Jew both because It 
represents'""t°he attempt of the 
Jewish People to spell out 
God 1 s will, as revealed In the 
ongoing encounter with Him, 
and also because Jews are members 
of a .££.'!..~~~-«?2El~l].LU'.. and 
have obligations under that 
covenant to God and to the Jewish 
community of past, present and 
future. The divine and communal 
aspects of Jewish law make it a 
series of mitzvot (commandments), 
a n d no t j u s t m i. n h a 9_!_m ( c u s t oms ) , 
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in contradistinction to the position 
of Conservative IV below. For 
Conservative I I I, both God and the 
Jewish community command a Jew to 
act In accordance with Jewish law 
as it is interpreted in each 
generation, and the Jew renews his 
own personal contact with both in 
so acting. 

However, since the Torah was written 
by human beings, If we want to learn 
about the origins and meaning of the 
Bible, we must use the techniques of 
biblical scholarship as thoroughly and 
honestly as we can. 

Moreover, because the Bible Is the 
human recording of the encounter 
between man and God during times past, 
the specific ideas and laws con
tained therein reflect the practices, 
values, and attitudes of those 
times. They may no longer be an 
adequate expression of our own 
understanding of what God demands 
of us now. We in our day have not 
only the right, but the responsibi 1 ity, 
to make appropriate changes In the 
Tradition that has come down to 
us so that It will reflect God 1 s 



will as accurately as possible 
and accomplish it as effectively 
as possible in the contemporary 
world. 

f) While every person may have his 
own relationship with God, it 
is God's encounter with the 
Jew~~~~ as a who 1 eT'h-a t i s 
of primary importance. The 
communal character of revelation 
is, in fact, a distinguishing 
feature of Judaism. Consequently, 
changes In the laws of Judaism 
must be made by the rabbis on 
behalf of the community, as the 
Tradition requires, and not by 
individuals on their own. But 
the entire body of Jewish law, 
as interpreted by the rabbis of 
our times, is binding on every 
Jew as a member of the community 
covenanted with God and with 
generations of Jews, past, present, 
and future. 
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This is the position which Dr. Dorff personally 

finds most Intellectually satisfying. He argues that 

it preserves the sense of~~-~' while still acknowl-

edging what the scientific study of Scripture can 

p r o v i de f o r ··o u r · u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e pa s t • Th e d i f f i -

culty here is once again in terms of the kind of 

statement that serves to prove authority. What does 

a 11 meet i ng betwee.n God and man" cons I st of? When and 

where did it happen? Would this encounter be necessarily 

subjective and explainable in psychological terms? It 

would seem that this parallels Kahn's authority by 

appeal to the invalid. What, other than the personal 

mystical experience of individuals, can justify any 

authority based upon this understanding? 



Conservative IV (=Reconstructionlst 
tendency). The fourth position on 
the source and authority of Jewish 
law within the Conservative Movement 
i s t h I s : 

a) Human beings wrote the texts 
of the Tradition. 

b) Those texts and the patterns 
of 1 lfe and thought that they 
created are neither better nor 
worse than those of other cultures. 
Hence no divinity is ascribed 
to them, and all talk of a 
Chosen People Is In error and 
dangerous. 

c) Nevertheless, Jewish law has 
authority for us as the 11 folk
ways11 (min.ha_[, custom) of our 
People. In general, it should 
be observed in order to give 
our People continuity and 
coherence. If particular laws 
become offensive or fal I into 
disuse, however, they should 
be changed, 

d) If the Jewish community succeeds 
tn organizing Itself Into a 
cohesive, active group as the 
Kehillah was in medieval Europe, 
thertcommunal methods for decid
ing Issues in Jewish law and 
communal sanctions for It would 
make sense. Until such time, 
the individual Jew will make 
the decisions. That Is as it 
should be in an area of ritual 
practices, but it is not a 
desirable situation in the realm 
of moral norms, and we must strive 
to create a Jewish community with 
real initiativ~ and authority In 
such matters.24 
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This Is the fourth position cited by Dr. Dorff 

and as noted It is that of Dr. Mordecai Kaplan. No 

appeal Is made here to divine authority or other super-

natural sources bf Inspiration. Kaplan's conception 
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of Judaism is altogether of a different variety and as 

such, we shal 1 defer discussion untl 1 the section on 

Reconstructlonism. 

Thus we are forced to conclude that with respect 

to the question of authority, Conservative Judaism has 

a multi-faceted attitude which defies precise formulation. 

No one Ideological stance has ever been officially 

recognized by the movement. No declaration of common 

principles has been adopted by its membetship, congregation-

al or rabbinic. Conservative Judaism, in fact, does 

not permit a single definition of Itself either from 

within the movement or from without. Neither does it 

present a coherent explanation of Its formulation of 

authority. 

4. Belief in Conservative Judaism 

There is a definite carryover of the same problem 

found with respect to authority in Conservative Judaism 

reg a r d I n g t h"e b e 1 I e f s t r u c t u re • He r e a g a i n , no s p e c i f i c 

formulation of Its principles of faith has ever-been 

officially recognized. In practice, the list offered 

by Dr. Dorff which was quoted earlier may be the best 

possible compilation available. At best, as was 

indicated, there ls nothing which distinguishes the 

11st from Orthodox Judaism, other than the last point. 

Conservative Judaism has never been an ideological move-

ment, except in the sense that it was a negative reaction 

to the excesses of early Reform Judaism. Observance of 

the basic rituals and practices was the norm in Conservative 
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Judaism and continues to dominate today. As no authority 

of any consequence exists, ritual behavior has often 

grown lax and beliefs are more commonly based upon 

nostalgia or a sense of guilt because of family ties to 

traditionalism. Conservative Judaism today attempts 

to infuse a sense of tradition In Its members not by 

statements of creed or belief, but rather with rituals 

and symbols which demonstrate Judaism as opposed to 

understanding it. 

5. Ritual and Salvation in Conservative Judaism 

What must be evident by now from this study is 

the fact that It is almost impossible to make any all-
-

inclusive characterizations about Conservative Judaism. 

Since the sources of authority and belief are diverse, 

It should not be surprising to find that the extent of 

ritual is exceptionally varied as well. The attitude 

toward salvation also presents some problems in Its 
. 

analysis, particularly given the influence of Mordecai 

Kaplan's concept of a civilization on modern Conservative 

Jews. 

In examining some primary ritual guidelines of 

the Conservative Judaism, one can perceive the balance 

which Is attempted between tradition and reform. The 

traditional schema of the High Holiday liturgy dominates 

t he mo s t rec e n t Ma '!.~.O. r_ i s s u e d by t he Ra b b I n i c a 1 A s s em b 1 y , 

tempered only by a pleasing layout and good English 

translations. ~abbi 1 s ~~' the rabbi's guide of 
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the Conservative Judaism, also reflects the fine 1 ine 

between tradition and change which Is often tread by 

the movement. 25 Jules Harlow who edited both the Mahzor 

and A Ra~j>_i_~~...§_l:!Jde includes the full text of most Hebrew 

prayers while rendering the English in an understandable 

and more modern form. 26 A summation of the Conservative 

situation with respect to ritual is given by Gilbert 

Rosenthal. 

What one is apt to find is an official, 
de jure commitment to tradition coupled 
with a belief that traditions must 
modify, grow and change. But de facto 
and in reality, there appears to be a 
growing gap between theory and practice, 
and a chasm between the observant 
clergy and the nonobservant laity. 
Halachah is honored more In the breach than 
in its observance. And therein, 
perhaps, 1 ies the greatest di lemma 
of Conservatism.27 

With a variety of theologies ranging from super-

naturalism and neo-Hasidisrn to naturalistic humanism, 

Cons e r vat i v e .. Jud a i s rn s t i 1 1 ho 1 d s o r at tempts to ho 1 d as 

a movement to a more or less traditional concept of 

salvation. Obviously, those elements in the movement 

who are inclined toward a traditional God-concept and 

the accompanying practices understand salvation as a 

power of deity.28 The other broadly based ideology of 

Conservatism follows more closely the thinking of 

Mordecai Kaplan. As such, salvation becomes a group 

responsibility in order to promote Individual happiness. 2 9 

In both camps, however, the emphasis is upon traditional 

ritual as the most efficacious religious expression, 
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one which In an orthodox context led to personal 

salvation. 

Robert Gordis believes that the "inherent 

viability of Jewish tradition is a cardinal doctrine 

of Conservative Judalsm. 11 30 This belief although widely 

shared among rabbinic leaders has lost some of its 

power In Conservatism today. Even as many Jews today 

return to a more traditional way of 1 ife, Conservative 

Judaism with its lack of well-stated principles has gained 

1 ittle ground numerically. Orthodoxy has made some smal 1 

gains, while Reform has held its own with.!__~ problems 

of principle. By contrast, Conservative Judaism has had 

difficulty producing sufficient rabbinic leadership in 

recent years.31 The Ideological crises of Conservatism 

which have been Indicated, contribute In no smal 1 

measure to this ongoing situation. 

I I I. Reconstructlonlsm 

1. Altha.ugh some have said that Reconstructionlsm 

operates merely as a branch of the Conservative move-

ment, it would seem to be a great Injustice to a thinker, 

the ca 1 I be r of Mo rd e ca I Kap 1 an , to c 1 as s i f y h I s move me n t 

this way. Gilbert Rosenthal points out clearly why this 

Is so. 

There is ... [a] unique quality of 
Reconstructionlsm that sets it off 
from other rel lgious movements ... 
Reconstructlonism Is virtually 
synonymous and coextensive with the 
life and times of one man - Dr. 
Mordecai H. Kap1an. Kaplan is the 
charismatic leader, founder, and 



architect of Reconstructlonism: he 
conceived It, he formulated Its 
program, he shaped its liturgy, he 
has devoted over seventy years of his 
rich and seminal life to expounding 
his Ideology devoted to 11 the advance
ment of Judaism as a religious civili
zation, to the upbuilding of Eretz 
Ylsrael, and to the furtherance of 
universal freedom, justice and peace. 11 1 

( 
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In contrast to a Conservative movement which has exception-

al difficulty in formulating any consistant principles, 

Kaplan has generally been considered among the most 

lucid and meticulous of the modern philosophers of 

Judaism. 

After experiencing frustration as a rabbi at an 

orthodox schul and finding the Jewish Theological 

Seminary and the Conservative movement too timorous, 

K~plan founded in 1922 the Society for the Advancement 

of Judaism (SAJ).2 This center for Jewish life became 

the prototype for the Jewish Community Center. Yet, 

because of Kaplan's reluctance to break his relations 

with the Seminary, the concept failed to develop into 

the dream which Kaplan envisloned.3 Instead of becoming 

the social and spiritual center for Jewish life, the 

community center grew Into an essentially social (and 

secular) Institution, separate and distinct from the 

synagogue. The Reconstructionlst Foundation was set up 

In 1940 In an attempt to shape a movement and capture 

formal support from Reform and Conservative rabbis as 

well as laymen, secularists, and Zionists.4 But to this 

day the support both moral and financial needed for a 
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full scale effort have not been forthcoming. The 

Reconstructionlst (Seminary) College established in 

1968, although filled to capacity with a small, devoted 

core of teachers and students, has had numerous dlfff-

cultles. 

It can only be evident from what has been indicated 

that analysis of Reconstructionist principles must be 

an analysis of Mordecai Kaplan's thought. There are 

four basic volumes by Kaplan which expound his thought. 

These are: Ju_c;!_ai_~m ~.!_~~-yJJi.za_tion; The_M~a_nlng_ of 

It f s from 

these that the analysis of Reconstructlonlst thought 

sha.11 be drawn. 

2. Is Reconstructlonism a liberal religion? 

Initially this question may appear to have an 

obvious affirmative reply. Kaplan has indicated re-

peatedly In his writings that the historical and critical 

study of religion and Scripture Is essential. He terms 

revaluation, that is, a breaking away of out-dated 

aspects of religious tradition and Integrating the 

remJlning meaningful aspects, as the main task of modern 

religion, particularly, modern Judaism.5 Thus Kaplan 

holds that as the life of the people changes and develops, 

whether In thought or behavior, the religion must adapt 

to serve their revised needs. This attitude clearly points 

to a liberal religion In the basic sense. It shall 

remain to be seen after addressing several other questions 
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to Reconstructionism as to whether or not it may be 

termed a polydox or an orthodox liberal religion.6 

3. Reconstructionism and Authority 

Before addressing directly the question of authority 

In Kaplan's thought, a slight digression is indicated. 

Kaplan does not accept religion by any means as the 

total expression of what Judaism is. Not that he accepts 

that it is separable from the 11 otherness 11 of Judaism, 

rather he holds that the reconstruction of modern 

Judaism should incorporate significantly more than 

merely the religious beliefs. 

Judaism as otherness is thus something 
far more comprehensive than Jewish 
religion. It includes that nexus 
of a history, 1 iterature, language, 
social organization, folk sanctions, 
standards of conduct, social and 
spiritual ideals, esthetlc values, 
which In their totality form a 
civi 1 ization.7 

The reconstruction of the Jewish civi 1 ization is the 

latest stag~, according to Kaplan, in the historical 

growth and adaptation of Judaism. This civil izatlon 

will be both humanistic and spiritual. "It will be, 11 

writes Kaplan, 11 an adventure into the unexplored 

possibilities of creative living. 11 8 Kaplan's image of 

this future for Judaism has failed to come to fruition. 

Although more and more Jews view Judaism as something 

greater than a mere religion, the structure of the 

American Jewish community has remained essentially the 

same after Kaplan's recommendations. 
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It is with regard to Kaplan's concept of Judaism 

as a civilization that the question of authority is to 

be raised. Regarding tradition as it relates to religion 

alone, he bel leves that the past has a vote, not a veto 

in modern decisions. 11 The past or its proxies can no 

more pass judgement upon the present than the chi Id can 

sit In judgement upon the man. 119 When Kaplan speaks of 

a Jewish civilization, however, he conceives a vital, 

involved people with a variety of levels of participation. 

Al I elements of the civi 1 ization are not relevant nor 

can they all be readily accommodated by all Jews. 10 

Yet Kaplan sees two aspects of a civilization which set 

forth certain conditions for Jews. 

There are minimum requirements, however, 
which anyone who wants to live as a Jew 
must meet. There are requirements which 
arise out of the very nature of a civili
zation. The main elements of a civil lzation 
are organically Inter-related. It ts 
this essential and organic Inter-relation 
that differentiates a civilization from 
a·religion, a religious philosophy, or 
a literary culture. For the purposes 
of planning a program, we may identify 
separate elements of Jewish civl lization. 
Language ls a vehicle of the group 
memories and devotions, literature and 
other arts their storehouse. Law and 
mores are the social cement among con
temporaries and generate the sense of 
continuity with preceding generations. 
The religious elements of a civilization 
constitute the sanctions of the ideals 
and purposes of the group. They heighten 
the values of the civilization and 
protect It against absorption or de
struction. But though these elements 
are distinguishable, they are organically 
related to each other, and the or~~nlc 
character of Judaism is the crucial 
faCtabo u t ( t :'°I 1 ( I ta "1 i ·~ ;-;;;-·~-i-;;r:-
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The acceptance of Judaism as a civil i
zatlon, even though it be of ancillary 
status, calls for a maximum program, 
that is, a maximum _e_~-9..!_~ _ _<?_f__Jewishnes~ 
com_eati!_~e with one's abilities and 
circumstances. What constitutes such a 
maxfmum"-mustbe I ef t to the judgement 
and conscience of the individual Jew, 
guided by the standards and Ideals that 
will be evolved.12 (Italics are mine). 

I 13 

Even as Kaplan denies the absolute authority of 

the past regarding beliefs and practices, and acknowledges 

that the individual Is free to decide what is meaningful 

to each person, he seems to desire the order and 

guidance that the past offers. Thus it is possible to 

argue that Kaplan's organic view of Judaism justifies 

his attitude toward authority. It is equally possible, 

on philosophic grounds to question the consistency of 

Kaplan's thought here. For he speaks on the one hand 

of a 11 voluntarlsm 11 and on the other, of a set of require-

ments which each Jew must follow. What can be noted is 

the fact tha~ Kaplan personally finds so much of 

tradition meaningful and operative in his life, that in 

addressing the issue philosophically he may let some of 

his own biases show. Not an unpardonable sin certainly, 

but a factor to be considered in examining Kaplan's 

thought. 

4. · Belief in Reconstruction ism 

Kaplan's def lnition of God and his attitude 

toward Torah have scandalized the Jewish traditionalists. 

In a word Kaplan holds that God Is "the power that makes 

for salvation." The Torah has value, according to Kaplan, 
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yet it is not the product of divine revelation. I t i s , 

instead, the record of man's striving for salvation. 

These ideas coupled with Kaplan's concept of individual 

freedom, theoretically, leave Reconstruction Ism with no 

dogmas or required beliefs. 

However, one cannot dismiss the issue so readily, 

for Kaplan's Ideology involves certain conceptions of 

Judaism, God, and Torah which flesh out his idealistic 

notion of modern Judaism. Fi rs t of a 1 1 , · i t wo u Id be, 

at the very least, unusual to encounter a Jew of the 

Reconstructionist persuasion who did not accept the 

notion of Judaism as a civilization. While this and most 

all other associated ideas about Reconstructionism do 

not require belief in the sense of a blind faith, the 

acceptance of such a definition appears basic. A 

Reconstr.uttionist Jew would have a conception of Judaism 

congruent with the distinction Kaplan makes between 

personal and·folk religion. 

"Torah means a complete Jewish civillzatlon, 11 

writes Kaplan, and Is not merely law. In line with 

many other Jewish thinkers, Kaplan speaks of Torah in 

the broadest sense, one that Includes not only the 

Old Testament, but rabbinic writings and the later 

literature of the Jewish people. 

Torah should mean to the Jew nothing 
less than a civilization which enables 
the Individual to effect affirmative 
and creative adjustments in his I lvlng 
relationships with reality. Any partial 
conception of Torah is false to the 
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forces that have made for Judaism's 
development and survival. Torah 
means a complete Jewish civilization. 
But to the Jew in the diaspora it 
must, In addition, spell the duty of 
beholding in the non-Jewish civilization 
by which he lives a potential instrument 
of salvation. He must help to render 
that civilization capable of enhancing 
human 1 lfe as the Torah enhanced the 
life of Israel. If, like the Torah, it 
ls to be worthy of fervent devotion, 
those whose lives it fashions must be 
convinced of its intrinsic righteousness.13 

Accordingly Kaplan writes that, "Whatever is right should 

be 'incorporated in our Torah, and whatever is wrong 

shou 1 d be e 1imlnated. 111 4 Neve rthe 1 ess, Kap 1 an taught 

homiletics at the Jewish Theological Seminary and he 

trained Conservative rabbis to preach from the Bible 

with great meaningfulness. 11 The Bible, he taught, was 

important to the Jew in every age as the original 

source of the basic concepts which functioned as 

sanctifying influences on Jewish life. Those concepts 

have changes in the course of time, but in all their 

changes a common core of meaning ls discernible, provided 

we consider them functlonal ly as they have expressed 

themselves in the life of the people. 1il5 

Kaplan asserted that supernatural ist belief in 

God was mere superstition. Modern man "must no longer 

look upon God as a reservoir of magic power to be 

tapped whenever they are aware of their physical 

limitations. 11 1 6 God has a more potent, loftier role to 

play in modern Jewish rel lg ion, according to Kaplan. 

The concept of God holds the human Ideals of truth, 
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goodness, and beauty, interwoven in a pattern of 

holiness. 

To believe in God ls to reckon with 
life's creative forces-;--terldencies
a r:i_~ __ p o t ~a_!} t I es -2._~_f o rml n g an_ 
~~Ls_u n i_!Y_, __ ~_f!.ci.~~~'l.9--1!!..~-~.!!.!.!!..~-
1£. __ LLf..~--..l.y__~_!_r._;_~~-·'?.i_-;.~L.~~ 
Life has meaning for us when it elicits 
from us the best of which we are 
capable, and fortifies us against the 
worst that may befall us. Such mean
ing reveals itself in our experiences of 
unity, of creativity, and of worth. 
In the experience of that unity which 
enables us to perceive the lnt~raction 
and interdependence of all phases and 
elements of being, it ls mainly our 
cognitive powers that come into play; 
in the experience of creativity which 
we sense at first hand, whenever we make 
the slightest contribution to the sum 
of those forces that give meaning to 
life, our conative powers come to the 
fore; and in the experience of worth, in 
the realization of meaning, in contrast 
to chaos and meaninglessness, our emotional 
powers find expression. Thus in the very 
process of human self-fulfillment, in 
the very striving after the achievement 
of salvation, we identify ourselves with 
God, and God functions in us. This fact 
s~ould lead to the conclusion that when 
we believe in God, we believe that 
real lty - the world of inner and outer 
being, the world of society and of nature -
ls so constituted as to enable man to 
achieve salvatlon.17 

5. Ritual In Reconstructlonism 

Kaplan analyzed the contemporary setting in 

which modern Jews found themselves in order to demonstrate 

the many factors to be considered in the reconstruction 

of American Jewish l lfe. For examp I e, in one chapter 

of Judaism as ~£.!_vllizati~, he deals with the changes 

in the economic order which have weakened the family 
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unit and therefore the foundation upon which ritual 

Judaism is bullt. 18 Inasmuch as Kaplan defines Judaism 

as a civilization, he identifies two constituent elements 

of any civil lzatlon as the folk habits and the folk 
19 

sanctions. The later involve what we commonly cal 1 ethical 

standards and shall be dealt with under the next question. 

Folk habits include folkways, social etiquette, moral 

standards, civil and criminal Jaw, and religious practices. 

11 Fo1kways,'' writes Kaplan, "are the social prac-

tices by which a people externalizes the reality of its 

collective being. 1120 Affirmative folkways Indicate a 

vital, active people, whereas negative folkways which 

abound in Judaism do not promote a colorful and inter-

est Ing 1 ife-style. Kaplan further distinguishes between 

cultural and religious folkways. The Sabbath, the 

festivals, and worship constitute religious folkways 

which emphasize the cosmic relationship in religious 

experience •. The Hebrew language and the Jewish 

calendar are typical cultural folkways. Kaplan uses 

"folkways" interchangably with the word "mitzvot, 11 and 

yet his analysis in this manner Is not intended to 

denigrate what he sees as the importance of these 

actions. He writes, 
\ 

The normal human being is exhilarated 
by any kind of ritual which gives him 
a sense of unity with the larger life 
of some group. In sharing that life, 
his own is redeemed from its dull and 
drab routine.21 

But Kaplan is acutely aware of the problem that 
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plagues many, if not most Jewish rituals. A ritual 

should not be merely a remnant of a past age. If it 

has lost its meaning, a ritual must be Infused with 

new meaning. If most Jewish rituals and customs have 

lost their meaning, then 11 a complete revision of the 

entire system of Jewish customs Is lmperatlve, 11 accord

ing to Kaplan.2 2 Such revision is not, however, a hap-

hazard affair for Kaplan. Several principles should 

guide the changes and point to some specific goals. 

For example, In revising Jewish worship, attention 

should be given as to how the experience Intensifies 

Jewish consciousness. "There should be n,o mlstake, 11 

writes Kaplan, 11 about the type of civilization and people 

with which Jewish public worship Identifies the Jew. 112 3 

This kind of service should also interpret the divine 

aspect of life as manifest in social idealism, emphasize 

the high worth and potentialities of the individual 

soul~ and v~lce the aspiration of Israel to serve the 

cause of humanity. Thus the Jewish worship service 

takes on a meaning beyond its orlglnal intent and becomes 

relevant to the modern Jew. 

Accordingly, the principle that would 
then be adopted in the development of 
Jewish folkways would be that the 
elementary needs of human existence, 
and the significant events and turning 
points in a person's life should con
stitute an occasion for folkways to 
be practiced, whenever they do not 
Involve an unreasonable amount of time, 
effort and expense. Of course, what 
is reasonable will depend upon how 
l n tense 1 y J e w·i sh one I s • I n the 1 as t 
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resort, one's selective Jew~sh sense must 
be the final arbiter. There need be 
no fears about anarchy resulting from 
diversity In the practice of folk-
ways. Diversity Is a danger when we 
are dealing with law.24 

6. Salvation and Reconstructionism 

I 1 9 

"It is true, no doubt," writes Kaplan, "that in 

Judaism the religious practices were for a long time 

Interpreted as constituting the means of attaining a 

share In the world to come, or salvatlon. 112 5 But, 

Kaplan doesn't acknowledge that this hope was in-and-of 

Itself the primary cohesive factor for the continued 

existence and survival of Jewish civilization. The 

people were in need of the rituals and m.IJ;_~vot for self-

ldentlf ication asserts Kaplan. They would have continued 

as a people without the hope of salvation as long as 

they maintained their folkways and practices. 

If this is Kaplan's assessment of traditional 

Judaism's concept of salvation, what kind of salvation 

Is possible in his reconstructed Judaism? As with 

traditional Judaism, Kaplan ascribes the source of 

salvation to God. He differs with traditional Judaism, 

howe~er, In his conception of that God. Whereas in 

traditional Judaism, God is a being who grants salvation 

as an act of grace or in response to the devout actions 

of the pious, for Kaplan, God is the Power that makes 

for salvation. 

Kaplan further distinguishes salvation as having 

both personal and social significance. "In Its personal 
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aspect, 11 comments Kaplan, "it represents the faith in 

the poss i bi 1 i ty of achieving an integrated persona 11ty. 11 26 

The smooth coordination of al 1 of the elements of the 

psyche operating with the goal of attaining our desired 

ends constitutes personal salvation. But, warns Kaplan, 

it is not adequate to achieve only personal salvation, 

for no human being is self-sufficient. 11 ln its social 

aspect, salvation means the ultimate achievement of a 

social order in which al 1 men shal 1 collaborate in the 

pursuit of common ends In a manner which shal 1 afford 

to each the maximum opportunity for creative self-ex

pressive.1127 Kaplan incorporates in his explanation 

the individual's psychological needs with a socio-

pol i·tical analysis that considers the active role humans 

must take in their own salvation. Given the fact that 

personal salvation In Kaplan's system is dependent upon 

there being social order, religlon, 11 must encourage men 

with faith and hope to apply human intelligence and good

will to the removal of these evils [i.e. social problems] 

in the achievement of the social salvation of mankind. 11 28 

Thus social salvation is the active goal of 

organized religion, and God, regardless of the understanding 

that one has of the term, remains central to the religious 

group. As God is the principle Idea or being for 

Jewish religion toward which humans strive, we identify 

God with salvation. Rel lg ion, according to Kaplan, 

11 represents the purposeful effort of the Jewish people 

to make the experience of Jewish group 1 ife In past and 
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present and future an Instrument of salvation. 112 9 

Central to that experience is the Shabbat, and three 

ideas associated with Shabbat bring out the Jewish 

Identification with God. These ideas are creativity, 

reminiscent of the creation of the world; holiness, 

which recalls the Decalogue command; and covenantship, 

which bids Israel to remember the past and remain committed 

to the ideals of personal and social salvation. We 

need not believe in a personal deity or one which 

controls all of the universe asserts Kaplan, 

It Is sufficient that God should mean 
to us the sum of the animating, organiz
ing forces and relationships which are 
forever making a cosmos out of chaos. 
This Is what we understand by God as the 
creative 1 ife of the universe.30 

Reform Judaism 

1. The Reform Judaism of today has its roots in a 

historical movement begun in nineteenth century Germany. 

At that time. some Jewishly educated and enlightened 

men sought to free traditional Judaism of its antiquated 

character. Their purpose was to bring to 1 ife the 

spirit which had been heavily ensconced Inside the 

walls of the Jewish ghetto. The political emancipation 

of some Jews had opened the possibilities of intellectual 

and social intercourse with the rest of Western Europe. 

With visions of the contemporary Christian rel lglous 

community in mind, many Jews hoped to bring their 

religious community Into a similarly pleasant pattern 

of ceremony and worship. 1 

By virtue of eloquent principles and ideals, the 
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early Reformers were eventua11y able to make some small 

progress in Europe. Yet It was not until the movement 

came to America that Reform Judaism truly took firm hold. 

The expressed principles of these men of early Reform 

were bold and forthright assertions of their fundamental 

convictions and beliefs. They believed that change 

was a legitimate element in a vital Judaism and enacted 

such changes as they felt would benefit Judaism. 

Several times since its official organizations were 

established in this country, Reform 1 s leadership 

has formulated statements of its fundamental prin

clples.2 

These pronouncements by the officially constituted 

representives of Reform Jewry have attempted to direct 

the movement in Its Internal life, as well as in Its 

role In the Jewish and general communities. Entering 

the 1970 1 s, Reform Judaism found that the last previous 

statement of principles was the 1937 11 Columbus Platform. 11 

That statement was, in turn, essentially a restatement 

of the preceding one, the 1885 11 Plttsburgh Platform. 11 

By comparing the two early statements of Reform on several 

issues, we can see how the tone of the later one was 

more conclllatory toward traditional ism. The poetic 

nature of this statement kept Reform in a vague, middle 

ground which attempted to mitigate the tone of orthodox 

rejection of their position. Further, it al lowed Reform 

to buttress Its own authenticity with an appeal to 
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tradition, a noble idea which failed miserably. 

2. Is Reform Judaism a liberal religion? 

The Columbus Platform (1937) identified its 

contents as the 11 Gulding Principles of Reform Judaism. 11 

Regarding God, it read, 

~· The heart of Judaism and its 
chief contribution to religion is 
the doctrine of the One, living God, 
who rules the world through law and 
love. In Him all existence has its 
creative source and mankind Its ideal 
of conduct. Through transcendi·ng 
time and space, He is the indwelling 
Presence of the world. We worship 
Him as the Lord of the Universe and 
as our merciful Father.3 

By way of contrast, the statement made regarding 

God In the Pittsburgh Platform 1885 was the following. 

First - we recognize in every religion 
an attempt to grasp the Infinite One, and 
In every mode, source or book of revelation 
held sacred in any religious system the 
consciousness of the indwelling of God in 
man. We hold that Judaism presents the 
highest conception of the God-idea as 
taught in our holy Scriptures and develop
ed"and spiritualized by the Jewish 
teachers In accordance with the moral 
and philosophical progress of their 
respective ages. We maintain that Judaism 
preserved and defended amid continual 
struggles and trials and under enforced 
isolation this God-idea as the central 
religious truth for the human race. 

This earlier statement clearly presents not only a more 

universalistic conception of deity, but also appears 

to allow for a non-theistic Reform Judaism. The 

Columbus Platform speaks In metaphorical terms, not 

uni ike the Engl lsh translations of the Union Prayer 

Book. Given the poetic nature of the 1937 statement, 
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It is only surprising that a revision was not forthcoming 

before It did. Reform's contemporary emphasis on science 

and critical thought should have prompted it. 

The Columbus Platform also attempted to reformulate 

a statement on the Torah and its significance for Reform 

Judaism in the twentieth century. The emphasis of this 

statement was in the area of the ethical content of 

Scripture. 

T~ra~. God reveals Himself not only 
in the majesty, beauty and orderliness 
of nature, but also in the vision and 
moral striving of the human spirit. 
Revelation is a continuous process, 
confined to no one group and to no one 
age. Yet the people of Israel, through 
its prophets and sages, achieved unique 
insight in the realm of religious 
truth. The Torah, both written and 
oral, enshrines Israel's ever-growing 
consciousness of God and of the moral 
law. It preserves the historical 
precedents, sanctions and norms of 
Jewish life, and seeks to mould it in 
the patterns of goodness and of holiness. 
Being products of historical processes, 
certain of its laws have lost their 
b(ndlng force with the passing of 
the conditions that called them forth. 
But as a depository of permanent 
spiritual ideals, the Torah remains 
the dynamic source of the 1 ife of 
Israel. Each age has the obi lgation 
to adapt the teachings of the Torah 
to its basic needs In conso~ance 
with the genius of Judaism. 

This was a significant change from the previous 

platform which was both vague in its language and evasive 

In representing Itself in the 1 ight of scientific 

advances. 

Second - We recognize in the Bible 
the record of the consecration of 



the Jewish people to its mission as 
priest of the One God, and value it 
as the most potent Instrument of rel i
gious and moral Instruction. We hold 
that the modern discoveries of sclen
tlf lc researches in the domains of 
nature and history are not antago
nistic to the doctrines of Judaism, 
the Bible reflecting the primitive 
ideas of Its own age and at times 
clothing Its conception of divine 
providence and justice dealing with 
man in miraculous narratives.~ 
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Given the broad universalistic attitude reflected 

i n bot h s t a t em en t s , t he ob 1 i g at I on of i n t.e r p re t i n g 

Torah in contemporary terms Is retained. This position 

assumes that, first, such interpretation is possible, 

and second, that it is desirable. No absolute authority 

is explicit or implied, yet commitment is assumed. As 

such; it is more difficult to delineate the source of 

any authority in Reform Judaism's pronouncements. 

The Columbus Platform addressed the issue of 

religious practice. Yet the wording of the statement 

prevented a firm formulation of what a Reform Jew must 

do. Instead it implied that all Jews would feel moved 

to observe and perpetuate the Ideals and practices of 

Jewish 1 ife. 

The Religlol;J~ Life. Jewish life is 
marked by consecration to these ideals 
of Judaism. It calls for faithful 
participation in the 1 ife of the Jewish 
community as it finds expression In 
home, synagog and school and in all other 
agencies that enrich Jewish life and 
promote Its welfare. 

The Home has been and must continue to 
be a stronghold of Jewish life, hallowed 
by the spirit of love and reverence, 
by moral discipline and religious 
observance and worship. 



The Synagog is the oldest and most 
democratic institution in Jewish 
life. It is the prime communal 
agency by which Judaism is foster
ed and preserved. It links the 
Jews of each community and unites 
them with all Israel. 

The perpetuation of Judaism as a 
1 lving force depends upon religious 
knowledge and upon the Education 
of each new generation in our rich 
cultural and spiritual heritage. 

Prayer ls the voice of religion, the 
language of faith and aspiration. 
It directs man's heart and mind God
ward, voices the needs and hopes of 
the community, and reaches out after 
goals which invest 1 ife with supreme 
value. To deepen the spiritual life 
of our people, we must cultivate the 
traditional habit of communion with 
God through prayer in both home and 
synagog. 

Judaism as a way of life requires in 
addition to Its moral and spiritual 
demands, the preservation of the 
Sabbath, festivals and Holy Days, the 
retention and development of such 
customs, symbols and ceremonies as 
possess inspirational value, the 
cultivation of distinctive forms of 
re) lgious art and music and the use 
of Hebrew, together with the vernacular, 
In our worship and instruction. 

These timeless aims and ideals of our 
faith we present anew to a confused 
and troubled world. We call upon our 
fellow Jews to rededicate themselves 
to them, and, In harmony with all men, 
hopefully and courageously to continue 
Israel's eternal quest after God and 
His kingdom.6 

126 

The earlier Pittsburgh statement had a greater 

task In positioning itself distinctly away from orthodox 

practice. Therefore, Its wording indicated primarily 

what Reform rejected, rather than what It accepted. 



Third - We recognize in the Mosaic 
legislation a system of training the 
Jewish people for its mission during 
its national l lfe in Palestine, and 
to-day we accept as binding only the 
moral laws and maintain only such 
ceremonies as elevate and sanctify our 
lives, but reject all such as are not 
adapted to the views and habits of 
modern civilization. 

Fourth - We hold that all such Mosaic 
and Rabbinical laws as regulate diet, 
priestly purity and dress originated 
in ages and under the influence of 
ideas altogether foreign to our present 
mental and spiritual state. T~ey fail 
to impress the modern Jew with a spirit 
of priestly holiness; their observance 
in our days ls apt rather to obstruct 
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than to further modern spiritual elevation. 

Since the "Centenary Perspective'' was issued by 

the Central Conference of American Rabbis in 1976, 

numerous discussions have been carried on about the 

present state and future direction of Reform Judaism. 

With an early history reflecting both religious and 

Intellectual integrity, and a recent past showing divi

sion, unrest~ and apathy, Reform was ready to reevaluate 

its own nature as a rel lg ion and as a modern Judaism. 

Before answering the question, 'Is Reform 
, 

Judaism a liberal religion,' the criteria for assessing 

the position of Reform Judaism today should be clarified, 

Can Reform Judaism be represented by its official state-

ments and their elaboration as produced by the leadership 

of the movement? Or should it be understood in terms 

of the teachings of its rabbis who speak from within 

the context of Reform? As both are actual representations, 

it seems only fair to utilize both to the extent that 

is possible. 
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Since the entire range of issues addressed by the 

11 Centenary Perspective" are not of concern for this study, 

only three sections will be examined. These sections 

will assist in answering the questions regarding author-

lty, belief, ritual, and salvation. The first question 

which we wi 11 ask wi 11 be to what extent Is Reform 

Judaism a liberal religion. 

I. The affirmation of God has always 
been essential to our people's will 
to survive. In our struggle through 
the centuries to preserve our faith 
we have experienced and conceived of 
God in many ways. The trials of 
our own time and the challenges of 
modern culture have made steady 
belief and clear understanding 
difficult for some. Nevertheless, 
we ground our Jives, personally and 
communally, on God's reality and 
remain open to new experiences 
and conceptions of the Divine. Amid 
the mystery we ca11 life, we affirm 
that human beings, created in God's 
image, share In God's eternaJity 
despite the mystery ca) Jed death. 

I I I. Torah results from the relationship 
between God and the Jewish people. 
The records of our earliest con
frontations are uniquely important to 
us. Lawgivers and prophets, historians 
and poets gave us a heritage whose 
study is a rel lgious imperative and 
whose practice is our chief means to 
holiness. Rabbis and teachers, 
philosophers and mystics, gifted 
Jews in every age amplified the Torah 
tradition. For mllennia, the ~reation 
of Torah has not ceased and Jewish 
creativity in our time is adding to 
t he c h a i .n o f t r a d i t i o n • 

IV. Judaism emphasizes action rather than 
creed as the primary expression of a 
religious life, the means by which 
we strive to achieve universal justice 
and peace. Reform Judaism shares this 



emphasis on duty and obligation. Our 
founders stressed that the Jew 1 s ethical 
responsibilities, personal and social, 
are enjoined by God. The past century 
has taught us that the claims made upon 
us may begin with our ethical obligations 
but they extend to many other aspects 
of Jewish living, including: creating a 
Jewish home centered on family devotion; 
lifelong study; private prayer and public 
worship; daily religious observance; 
keeping the Sabbath and the holy days; 
celebrating the major events of I ife; 
involvement with the synagogues and 
community; and other activities which 
promote the survival of the Jewish people 
and enhance its existence. Within each 
area of Jewish observance Reform Jews 
are called upon to confront the claims 
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of Jewish tradition, however differently 
perceived, and to exercise their Individual 
autonomy, choosing and creating on the 
basis of commitment and knowledge.a 

Rabbi Eugene Borowitz, author of the three book 

serles'and chairman of the committee which produced 

the 11 Centenary Perspective 11
, writes that "Regardless of 

my officials positions, then, I know I speak in these 

pages only for myself, and vet In doing so I hope I 

articulate the contemporary spirit of Reform Judaism 

as a whole. 11 9 It can readily be observed, however, 

that Bor,owltz ~presenting his own thinking as dominant 

and not the conceptions that hold sway among most Reform 

Jews. To cite but one example from chapter 13 of the 

volume entitled, What We Believe. The chapter is -----
labelled, 11 How Torah Arises: Four Modern Views.'' 

Borowltz presents first views of Herman Cohen, Leo 

Baeck, and Mordecai Kaplan. The first two men have 

certainly influenced Reform Judaism and may, in fact, 

be considered I iberal, yet it is doubtful that they 
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dominate Reform Jewish theology today. Kaplan's position 

may be widely held among certain groups of contemporary 

Jews, yet few Reform thinkers within the context of 

Reform have openly embraced his thought. As Rosenthal 

notes, in 1970 as few as 50 Reform rabbis identified with 

Kaplan's movement. 10 When Borowltz presents the last 

view of Torah, it is that of Buber and Rosenzweig, an 

existentialist position akin to his own. As a matter 

of fact, he specifically draws the conclusion that this 

position, among the four mentioned, is the most adequate 

modern view of Torah. 11 Although the statement of the 

CCAR committee expressed the sense of the 11 s·p·iritual 

state of Reform Ju.dalsm·, 11 these volumes can only be 

understood as promoting one point of view in the con

tinuing discuslio~ of the issues. 

On the basis of the three statements from the 

"Centenary Perspective," it may be inferred that Reform, 

a 1 t h.o u g h u n w I· l l i n g to s t a t e i t ex p l i c I t l y , h a s c e r ta i n 

minimum beJ iefs which it attempts to maintain. Since 

the specific beliefs to which all members must adhere 

Involve the belief In God and the obligation of ritual 

practice, Reform Judaism must be classified as an 

orthodox liberal religion. It Is, however, Interesting 

to note that In practice this is not always the case. 

Actual Reform Jewish settings often neither teach nor 

mention explicitly any minimums expected of Its members. 

Thus any conclusions about Reform Judaism and its 

ideology drawn from observation wl11 often yield confusing 
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and contradictory Information. 

3, Authority ~n Reform Judaism 

The analysis of Reform Judaism as a I iberal 

religion necessarily Involves the question of authority. 

In each of the three Platforms which have been discussed, 

the autonomy of the Individual has been Indicated, although 

in the 188$ Platform it was only implied. Coupled with 

the right of freedom has always been some statement of 

t h e o b 1 i g a t i 'O n s , o r a s s um e d n e c e s s a r y b e 1 i e f s o r d u t i e s 

and resp on s I b i I i t I es for the Ref o rm Jew • A 1 t hough i t 

may be historically true that absolute freedom cannot 

exist In a state/political entity without some conditions, 

Reform Judaism appears to be torn between granting just 

such freedom while expecting that those granted that 

freedom will accept the concommitant obi igatlons of 

belief and practice. 

The problem of the Reform position is evidenced 

by the on-going debate regarding a guide for observance 

for Reform Jews. Two such guides for Reform practice 

hav~ already been compiled, although neither has been 

officially adopted.12 At this writing the Central 

Conference of American Rabbis has prepared in final 

d r a ft f o rm t he Ga t es _ql_!UJ:~~~, a v o 1 um e of Jew I s h 

legal codes .and practical suggestions concerning life 

cycle events. All due precautions have been taken to 

assure that no one will understand this book to be 

a new Reform Shulhan Aruch. However, it will be the 

first guidelines Issued by organized Reform and its 
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acceptance or rejection by Reform Jews wi 11 be significant 

with respect to Reform Judaism's self-definition. 

Thus as far as Reform Judaism ls concerned today 

no absolute religious authority exists. Reform is 

left with more of a hope of authority than anything 

substantial. Compared to previous generations, writes 

Eugene Borowitz, "most Reform Jews today have a far 

g re a t e r comm u n a 1 a n d h i s t o r i c s e n s e o f a u t ho r i t y • 11 1 3 

4. Belief and Reform Judaism 

Kaufmann Kohler wrote, 11 There is no Bibi ical 

nor Rabbinical precept, 'Thou shalt believe! 111 14 

Although throughout its history, Judaism's great teachers 

have attempted to formulate some kind of creed, none has 

ever been deemed as the definitive Jewish dogma. Thus 

Reform Judaism had neither any precedent for a formulation 

of belief nor any desire to devise one of its own when 

making Its statements of principle. 

None of the Platforms, and in particular, the 

current one, bespeak anything that resembles a creed or 

dogma. Reform Jews need not hold to any specific 

doctrine in order to be Jews, according to the "Centenary 

Perspective. 11 The vague language of this statement tel ls 

us that some of us are bound to these principles, some 

of us are devoted to its cause, some of us ground ,our 

1 ives In God, and some of us are called upon to confront 

the claims of tradition. But none of us are obi I gated 

to believe. The few indications that some commitment 
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Is involved are directed to universal principles and 

reflect no specific Jewish religious identity. Therefore, 

it can be concluded that Reform Judaism in Its official 

position requires no positive beliefs of Its members. 

The one exception, if it may be so considered is the 

following. 11 We stand open to any position thoughtfully 

and conscientiously advocated in the spirit of Reform 

Jewish bet ief .ri15 Unfortunately, "Reform Jewish bel ief 11 

Is nowhere defined in the rest of the document. 

5. Ritual and Reform Judaism 

The fourth section of the ''Centenary Perspective" 

is entitled, "Our Obligations: Religious Practice. 11 

One is i.mmediately aware upon reading this paragraph 

of the 11 conservative 11 nature of Its intention. As 

Reform Jews, it asserts, we share the emphasis ''on duty 

and obligation. 11 Tradition Is the ultimate source of 

al 1 meaningful ritual from which Reform Jews must draw 

In order to.express their religious life. In what may 

be perceived as an indication of some naivete, Reform 

Jews are called upon to engage In daily religious prac-

tices, which if one would so indulge, would place one 

outside the realm of Reform and Into Conservative 

Judaism. This Is not to say that dally religious 

activities are not proper for Reform, but rather that 

these actions would be more typical of traditional Jews, 

not Reform Jews.16 

As noted above, Reform Judaism today faces a 
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serious dilemma with respect to belief. There have 

never been any specific guidelines for authority, belief, 

or ritual, and as such, these problems persist. Reform's 

leadership has cal led for Reform Jews to return to 

tradition to adopt those practices that are meaningful 

to the individual person. Other leaders have suggested 

in line with Mordecai Kaplan and Alvin Reines that new 

ceremonies for modern Jews be developed. At present, 

however, Reform attempts to reconcile both tradition 

and change. Religious ritual is a matter of custom 

in most congregations. Rabbinical leadership often 

becomes the de facto arbiter of ceremony and ritual. 

Al~hough Reform Judaism began with the purpose of making 

Judaism more aesthetically pleasing in its worship 

service, its I iturgy today reflects a meagre appreciation 

of liturgical beauty. 

In the three volumes of I lturgy which have been 

pub I ished by· the Central Conference of American Rabbis 

within the last five years, not one captures the spirit 

of Reform which motivated the founders of the movement. l7 

For the most part., they are written in a dry prosaic 

style, with precious little in the way of creative liturgy. 

These volumes which indicate the nature of official 

Reform ritual must be evaluated as basically traditional 

and Indicative of a return to such practices as to blur 

the distinctions between Reform and Conservative 

Judaism. 
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6. Salvation and Reform Judaism 

In examining the three volumes which give a 

background to the 11 Centenary Perspective", one searches 

in vain for any mention of salvation. Intellectually, 

all of the fine points of the "Centenary Perspective" 

regarding God and belief are explicated, Including those 

aspects which give rise to some debates within the Reform 

movement. But it appears that since Reform has 

eliminated salvation as an explicit notion in its 

liturgy, it Is justified In ignoring it in the statement 

of Reform principles. Instead of culminating in personal 

or social salvation, as in Kaplan's system, Reform, 

according to Borowitz, hearkens back to the messianic 

message of Judaism. 

Jewish faith in God and thus in 
humanity cl !maxes in the Jewish 
messianic hope. The Jews may be 
a quite particular ethnic group, 
with all the concrete, historical 
individuality that goes with 
peoplehood. Yet Jewish ethnicity 
is Indissolubly joined to Jewish 
faith which moves on Inexorably 
from God to people to a messianic 
vision of sin overcome and God's 
wit 1 as the Inner law of every 
human heart.18 

Reform Judaism seems to paint a strange picture 

of itself with the "Centenary Perspectlve 11
• It sees 

itself as a movement, an organization, committed both 

to growth and the extension of its principles. The 

principles include a recollection of the past with 

a view toward the future. 



They Include a statement of God 1 s reality and an 

affirmation of diversity as the means to a greater 

future. These principles attest to the existence 

of the people Israel and to the ongoing chain of 
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-Torah. Three types of obi igations are engendered by 

the 11 Centenary Perspective 11
, for religious practice, 

for both the State of Israel and Jews throughout the 

world, and for Jewish survival and service to all of 

humanity. And finally, the last section of the 

principles Identifies hope as our Jewish obligation. 

All together, this image of Reform Judaism bespeaks 

the needs and duties of a movement, a rel iglon of the 

Institutional variety. 

Salvation, although it requires much of what is 

cal led for in the 11 Centenary Perspect ive 0 rnust be the 

goal of the individual. Rel iglon in at least one sense 

should provide for the individual the opportunity to 

a t t a I n t ha t ·go a l . Ref o rm J u d a I s m i n i ts mos t rec e n t 

statement of principles has apparently lost sight of that 

purpose of rel iglon. 
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V. Humanistic Judaism 

I. Less than ten years old, Humanistic Judaism, I Ike 

Its more traditional cousin, Reconstructlonlsm, revolves 

around the charismatic personality of Its founder and 

~hief spokesman, In this case, Rabbi Sherwin T. Wine. 

Rabbi Wine is a graduate of the Reform seminary, Hebrew 

Union College and currently the rabbi of the founding 

congregation of the Society for Humanistic Judaism in 

Farmington Hi I ls, Michigan. As with Mord.ecal Kaplan and 

Reconstructionism, there has been 1 ittle in the way of 

an articulated ideology of Humanistic Judaism except 

by Sherwin Wine. Unfortunately, the amount and the 

quality of that material is minimal. Beside the rather 

sporatlc publication of the journal, Hum~J..~ .. tic !!_~d,-~~1!!_, 

only one volume with the same title has been issued 

to date. It is from this collection of essays by Rabbi 

Wine printed first in 1978 by the humanist press, 

Prometheus B0oks, that the bulk of material for this 

section was culled. 

2. Is Humanistic Judaism a liberal religion? 

The first question to be posed Is whether or not 

H u·m a n I s t i c J u d a i s m I s a 1 I b e r a 1 re I i g I o n • We m a y , I n 

fact, preface that question with another, that ls, is 

Humanistic Judaism a religion at all? Recalling Or. 

Reines' definition (see chapter 1), It may be said that 

Humanistic Judaism Is a legitimate response to the 

problem of finitude. It may even be a successful 

response leading to salvation. However, that issue will 



138 

be addressed later in this section. Rabbi Wine discusses 

various questions about religions and humanism in his 

book. He deals briefly with the characteristics of 

religion and points out, quite rightly, that religion 

~eed not be identified only with theism.1 

Wine's discussion of religion begins, as do so 

many others, with the question of the meaning of the word 

religion. He feels that clarification of this word best 

Involves explaining what religion is not; Rather than 

offering a clarification, his presentation emphasizes 

the six historical realities which religion, according 

to Wine, seems to typically display. They are the 

resistance to change, the denial of originality in 

religious teachings, certain characteristics of behavior, 

life-cycle events in nature and of the individual, 

religious group activities, and the holy individual who 

has mystical experiences. Wine writes that, "any adequate 

theory about the nature of the religious experience 

and its unique characteristics must be able to explain 

these six facts. 11 2 

The answer which Sherwin Wine seems to think 

responds most adequately to these characteristics of 

·religious experience Is 11 the act of Identifying with 

what appears to be 1 permanent. 111 Humanism as a tot a 1 

philosophy provides the foundation, according to Wine, 

which allows its adherents to balance their 1 Ives as 

humans, and to Identify with the permanent. But 
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humanism and Humanistic Judaism are more than mere 

religions and as such, they affirm change and condition-

al knowledge as a part of life. Thus, although the 

humanistic phi 1osophy offers a response to the need for 

permanence, it acknowledges process as part of life as 

we l I • 

This Information about the nature of Humanistic 

Judaism does little to help in answering the initial 

question abo.ut liberal religion. It can 'be noted that 

Humanistic Judaism does permit and promote the scientific 

study of Scripture and religion generally. Furthermore, 

it imposes no necessary beliefs with respect to a deity, 

or does it? Perhaps the most Intriguing question about 

Humanistic Judaism Involves the attitude toward the 

concept of God, both in their descriptive or explanatory 

1 lterature and in their liturgy. What kind of attitude 

do Humanistic Jews opt for regarding God? Wine writes 

in his Introduction, 

The most interesting Jews of the 
last one hundred years never joined 
a synagogue. 

They never prayed, 
They were disinterested In God. 
They paid no attention to the Torah 
lifestyle. 
They found bourgeois Reform as 
parochial as traditional Orthodoxy. 
They preferred writing new books to 
worrying about the meaning of old books. 
They had names like Albert Einstein, 
Sigmund Freud and Theodore Herzl.J 

Neither the book Humanistic Judaism nor the 

Meditation Services for Humanistic Judaism indicates that 

deity exists, ls important, or should be believed in. 
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Instead, as Rabbi Wine has often said, since the term 

God Is confusing and often Implies many contradictory 

meanings, it is just as well that it not be used. Wine 

tells people who come to his congregation that If they 

want to talk about God in their services, they should 

go elsewhere, God-talk, as Wine refers to it, is meaning

less and has the purpose only of adding a needless 

nostalgia to Humanistic Jewish life.4 

It can be concluded, therefore, that Humanistic 

Judaism is an orthodox liberal religion. It does not 

prohibit scientific methodology applied to Scripture, 

however, it does limit the freedom of the membership of 

the community by its belief structure. There Is, in 

essence, a negative absolute belief; that is, that no 

member of the community can express publically a belief 

in deity or include such a concept in their liturgy. 

In contrast to the expressed statement regarding religion 

in the ~·ts~ Manifesto _l_I, Humanistic Judaism, or at 

least Sherwin Wine, not only considers the person above 

any idea of God, but negates the value of the idea al

together.5 

3. ,'Authority and Belief in Humanistic Judaism 

One finds the traditional notion of authority in 

religion as non-existent in Humanistic Judaism as most 

other traditional notions. Wine and Humanistic Jews 

are not concerned with what tradition offers to the 

modern person. For that matter, Wine appears to feel 

that 11 old books" are not as valuable nor as Interesting 
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to modern Jews as new ones. It ls not the sources of 

belief and similar religious ideas which confront the 

modern Jews according to Wine. Rather, today's Jews 

are more inclined to read and accept the ideas of Sigmund 

Freud or Franz Kafka. 

An honest Judaism does not describe 
what Jews used to believe; it clarifies 
and articulates what Jews do believe. 
Since Jewish identity is defined by 
society (and even by Orthodoxy) as an 
ethnic identity, Judaism changes from 
century to century •••• 
As long as a Jewish people persists, 
whatever beliefs the overwhelming 
majority of that people sub~cribes to is 
justifiably called Judaism. 

According to Wine, Jews today do not believe in any kind 

of God and have no need for the concept. 

Whatever role God may have filled with respect 

to authority, this role is denied in Humanistic Judaism. 

Wine cites the rationalist and empirical examination of 

the world as ample proof that no supernatural being 

exists or ln~erferes in the affairs of humanity.7 

What then serves as the basis of authority in 

Humanistic Judaism and what do Humanistic Jews believe 

in?..· Sherwin Wine articulates several ideas which are 

6entral to the Humanistic Jew and Humanistic Judaism. 

Identity, rationality, community, and universalism are 

the fundamental ideals of Humanistic Judaism. Each of 

these concepts are defined by Wine in terms of their 

significance for his group. 

With respect to identity, Wine takes a pragmatic 

approach. Jews are Jews by virtue of membership within 
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a1particular extended family. They are identified by 

others as being Jews, and even Humanistic Jews are not 

overtly distinguished by their humanism. The reality 

of this membership Is something that Humanistic Judaism 

accepts and their goal is In part to help Jews feel 

comfortable with their Jewishness. No authority or 

belief stems from this element of Humanistic Judaism, 

it is merely an acknowledgement of what . 8 
I S , 

Reason is one of two fundamental ~hilosophlc 

postures accepted by Humanistic Jews. The other, 

empiricism, serves to supplement the rational under-

standing which they accept regarding real lty, according 

to Wine. In fact, In his book, Wine appears to make little 

or no distinction between these two ideas and uses ration-

al ism and empiricism almost interchangeably. The 

attitude of Humanistic Judaism is expressed by Wine 

thus: 

The sensitive rational humanist sticks 
to reason, not because he is an en
thusiastic devotee of logical order. 
He just Isn't aware of any alternative 
procedure that Is better suited to 
reduce human suffering and enhance 
human pleasure. He does not presume, 
In some pollyannish fashion, that 
It is easy to be reasonable. He under
stands the perils of self-deception and 
arid justification, while affirming the 
riskiness of all decisions. Although 
he knows that he does not yet live in an 
age of science, he hopes that man's 
self-understanding wil I grow. 

The human Is left by this measure to the feeble, 

I lmlted workings of the mind In order to determine what 

Is true and what Is false. No absolute authority and 
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no~definltlve belief rules the actions of the Humanistic 

Jew; only reason helps to guide one's 1 ife. 

Rabbi Wine writes that one of "our major functions 

[of his congregation] was to provide an atmosphere of 

free inquiry in which major ethical problems could be 

discussed. 11 He apparently feels that the modern Jew 

needs to discuss issues of ethical and moral import in 

order to supplement one's own common sense ethics. This 

kind of attitude of practical ethics, according to Wine, 

"frowns on absolute certainty." And this he perceives 

as a good. lntell igent ethical judgements are not 

defined once-and-for-all, but are the products of 

continual testing and discussion. Wine holds that for 

a proper response to the dilemmas of modern life, the 

community serves to provide a forum for discussion of 

the Issues and possible solutions.lo 

Lastly, the value of universalism is important 

to Humanisttc Jews. Wine recalls how the perceptions 

of a Humanistic Jew come through the eyes of reason and 

empirical evidence. Thus, he asserts, one cannot 

legitimately be too particularistic, since we understand 

that the individual must be of primary concern. 

A consistent humanist maintains the 
right of an Individual to pursue his 
own happiness in the way that his 
personal needs and temperment require, 
so long as he does not interfere with 
the right yf other Individuals to do 
the same.1 

Given these values of the Humanistic Jew, no clear-

cut authority or belief is Indicated. Wine relies upon 



144 

the Intelligence and sensibilities of the members to 

hold these values as he does in order for the community 

to operate smoothly. If someone believes something 

contrary to these Ideals, then they apparently are 

asked to leave the group. This system of religion has 

much growing to do and until it expands beyond the 

person of Sherwin Wine, it will be very difficult to 

fairly evaluate. 

4. Ritual and Salvation in Humanistic Judaism 

L o o k i n g t h r o u g h t h e v o 1 um e o f M e_~U ... ! ... ~-!J~-

Ser v !~ for ~J)J2_t i c Jud a i s m , i t i s e v i dent that no 

ordinary or typical Jewish liturgical format is used, 

nor even considered. Ritual Is not a means to salvation, 

nor is salvation an aim or end for Humanistic Judaism. 

Wine. writes, 

Religion, as a practical activity, 
is usually independent of theological 
be1 ief. Most Jewish people who call 

.themselves religious have very vague 
and nebulous theological notions, 
if any. What they share with each 
other Is not a strong belief in God 
but rather-a strong attachment to 
certain ritual practices.12 

But Wine does not. regard any traditional rituals as in-

herently meaningful. Like Kaplan, he holds that they 

have lost the meaning they once had. Unlike Kaplan, 

Wine Is willing to discard them a11 In favor of a new 

order of relevant celebrations of 1 lfe. 

The Meditations are but one example of Wine's 

radical approach to ritual. The services of this 

volume Include themes such as Beauty, Courage, Happiness, 
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lnternatlonalism, Loyalty, Realism, Reason, and Universal

ism. Such ideals are eloquent for Intellectual intercourse, 

yet one wonders about a religious service which extol ls 

Realism or Reason. Ritual is, for Humanistic Judaism, 

a practical way of coming together as a community or 

individually to reaffirm the values that are Important 

to I ts members. 

Salvation In any conventional sense is inappropriate 

to Humanistic Judaism. The efforts of human beings will 

reduce human suffering and enhance 1 ife for al 1 people, 

This goal is what ls strived for, not any natural or 

supernatural redemption. In his critique of Reconstruction-

Ism, Sherwin Wine writes, "Humanistic Judaism belelves 

that we must first deal with the problem of integrity -

making the symbols of rel lg ion truly flt what we are and 

do.1113 
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Polxdox Judaism 

l. Although there ts an obvious fascination for many 

people today In non-rational, non-natural, and mystical 

religions, comments Dr. Alvin Reines, "it ts clear that 

the most widespread principle of religious organization 

among Jews today owes it emergence and existence to 

rational commitment. 111 Dr. Reines is the national 

chairperson and founder of the Institute of Creative 

Judaism, the organizational body of Polydox Judaism. 

Like Humanistic Judaism and Reconstructionism, Polydox 

Judaism Is primarily expressed in the writings of one 

person, in this case, Dr. Reines. 2 

In contrast to Humanistic Judaism which was 

organized about the same time, Polydox Judaism is made 

up mainly of rabbis. Since Dr. Reines ts a professor 

at the Hebrew Union College, most of the people who 

have been exposed to his ideas have been his students 

and 'are now Reform rabb ts. Thus, although the potential 

for influence of Polydox Judaism or Polydoxy is great, 

the actual congregational participation is still quite 

1 i m.t ted .3 
Polydox Judaism retains a unique posture in 

comparison to the other non-orthodox rel tgions examined 

thus far. Of the four other groups, only Polydoxy has 

been formulated with a distinct set of philosophic 

principles, upon which the organization is grounded. 

Dr. Reines has developed a unique critical approach to 
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religion, and in particular, to the different historical 

Judaisms. This approach has served to clear away the 

superfluous elements of past Jewish religious systems 

which were adopted uncritically, often due to outside 

Social or political factors. Therefore, Polydox 

Judaism can claim to be both a coherent and a consistent 

religious system based upon reason and empiricism. 

2. Is Polydox Judaism a 1 iberal rel iglon7 

Polydox Judaism is ldentif ied as such because of 

the definition and analysis of 1 iberal rel lg ion offered 

by Dr. Relnes.4 This definition was presented In the 

first chapter, and it can be recalled that the difference 

between an orthodox liberal rel lglon and a polydox 

1 iberal religion ls the way In which a po.lydoxy 

acknowledges the right of the individual to make all 

ultimate decisions concerning one's belief. The ortho-

dox liberal religion acknowledges the scientific study 
. 

of Stripture, which has the effect of denying any 

absolute authority of that Scripture, yet attempts at 

the same time to justify religious requirements based 

upon that Scripture or some interpretation of it. But, 

whereas in the polydox liberal community the principle 

of personal freedom is explicit and engendered by that 

community including with respect to. Scripture, the 

orthodox 1 lberal community makes numerous demands upon 

its adherents. These demands are commonly varied and 

vague beliefs and practices to which a member must 

agree Jn order to be part of the community. Dr. Reines 



Identifies a polydoxy as follows, 

In the polydox liberal religion, un
like the orthodox liberal religion, 
no principle or belief or practice, 
with the single exception to be 
noted, ls obligatory upon its members. 
All beliefs regarding the great sub
jects of religion ... , and all ethical 
and ritual practices, are equally 
valid so far as the polydox religious 
community is concerned. The one 
obligation required of the polydox 
religionist ls his commitment to 
the e~hlcal principle of individual 
religious freedom that is ultimately 
necessary for the very existence of 
the polydox community ltself ,5 
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Thus for the formation and for the continuation 

of the polydox liberal community and Polydox Judaism, 

the sole necessary obligation is the principle of 

democratic freedom. In the religious community this 

principle is identified as the ''freedom covenant." 

Every member of the polydox 1 iberal 
rel iglous community pledges himself 
to aff lrm the creedal, ethical, and 
ritual freedom of al 1 other members 
i~ return for thelG reciprocal pledges 
to affirm his own. 

As such it can be seen that this principle need not de-

fine any specific group but may be applied to any 

religious group willing to accept this condition. For 

that matter, given the fact that no modern Jewish religious 

group in America ls able to enforce any legal sanctions 

against a member, H may be asserted that polydoxy Is 

at the core of each contemporary Judaism today. To 

the extent that modern thought. influences these. groups, 

Dr. Reines would hold that this is precisely the case. 

The only catch is, of course, the failure of each of the 
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groups to openly acknowledge this principle. As liberal 

Jewish groups In America begin to confront the reality 

of the behavior of its members, they wll l realize that 

the "freedom covenant 11 In fact governs the practice and 

belief structure of each of these religions. 

3. Belief and Ritual in Polydox Judaism 

From what has already been indicated, it should 

be clear that no specific bel lefs are dictated by the 

principles of Polydox Judaism other than ·the one noted. 

No particular theological stance ls prescribed or 

necessary for membership in the community. The polydox 

1 iberal community provides a forum for the examination 

and expression of different responses to the problems 

of finitude and only those views which are authoritarian 

in ~haracter or which attempt to exclude certain members 

from the community must be prohibited. Two criteria 

determine the appropriateness of any beliefs for the 

Po\ydox Jewfsh community. Obviously, these criteria can 

only be applied to those beliefs which are expressed in 

public. Private beliefs, as long as they do not have 

any direct influence on other members, cannot be, should 

not be and are not subject to community sanctions. 

The first criterion which applies to the belief 

structure of any polydox liberal religion ls consistency. 

For a person to be a member of a particular rel lglous 

group and to hold beliefs which are Inconsistent with 

its essence ls absurd. One might reasonably ask this 

person, why, given the bel lefs that they have, do they 
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belong to such and such religious community? Dr. Reines 

writes that, 11 lt Is hypocrisy for persons to state, 

particularly in reading a religious service, that which 

they do not believe; and no religious community can 

co~ceive itself as moral that would foster such deceit

ful behavior on the part of its members. 11 7 Yet one finds 

in the Reform Jewish or Conservative Jewish community 

this very situation of conflict of belief or inconsistency 

all too often. 

The second criterion for the polydox 1 iberal 

community is that the belief structure should be co-

herent. This is essential if the religious community 

values reason and logical thinking as validating factors 

for Its essence. First of al 1, if the community holds 

cerlaln values or beliefs as being Important, these 

beliefs should not confl let with one another. To one 

who.,attempts to Identify them, they must be communi

cable and intelligible. Furthermore, the beliefs of any 

member of the particular community should be recognizable 

by other members of that community. If one holds to 

beliefs that cannot be comprehended or understood by 

other members of the religious group, it would again 

appear absurd to be a part of that group. 

Ritual Is generally considered the expression of 

two aspects of the human psyche which are concerned with 

religion. These two aspects are will and feeling. Ritual 

can be either Individual and private or social and public. 

When Individual and private, ritual can be comprised of 
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any variety of activities, and often is. When social 

and public, this activity may be referred to as a common 

ritual according to Dr. Reines. A common ritual Is one 

shared by the entire community. Typical of such rituals 

in most forms of Judaism are Rosh Hashana, Yorn Kippor, 

Sukkot, Pesach, and the other festivals, along with the 

1 ife-cycle events such as birth, marriage, and death. 8 

Polydox Judaism recognizes the need for common 

rltuals which perform a number of important functions. 

Dr. Reines identlf les some of these. 

t. to bring a person, with full being, 
into relation with the ultimate aspects 
of existence; 

2. to evoke meaningful modes and positive 
attitudes; 

3. to enrich our perception and sense of 
wonder or re a I l t y by focus i n g at tent ion 
on cosmic events such as the solstices 
and equinoxes, or earthly processes 
such as growth and maturation; 

4: to quicken our sense of history and 
shared views of the past by comm
emorating significant past events; 

5, to provide a family, through home 
ceremonies, with enriched moments 
of shared experience; 

6. to enable members of a community to 
communicate to one another their joy 
on happy occasions and their compassion 
on sad ones; 

]. to provide, by its distinctive 
nature, a sense of common identity 
and shared purpose to the members 
of a rel lgious community who 
participate in the common ritual; 

8. to provide children with an elementary 
knowledge of their rel lgious community, 



since, at first, a true and full 
comprehension of the beliefs of 
religion are beyond their capac
ities.9 

In the same way that two criteria should be 
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appl led to bel lefs in the Polydox Jewish community, several 

criteria should apply to the ritual to determine the 

appropriateness of that ritual for the community. First 

of all, any common ritual should display both consistency 

and coherency as described regarding belief. Any common 

~itual which does not meet these criteria would certainly 

appear out of place in the Polydox community. A Polydox 

common ritual should be understandable and should not 

confl let with the essence of the community. 

The third criterion for common ritual in the 

Polydox Jewish community is more difficult to apply, 

yet it is just as important. Common ritual should be 

~hythmic with the I ives of the members of the community. 

In the Amerjcan Jewish community, the general failure 

to apply this criterion is indicated by the poor 

attendance record at most rel iglous services of al I 

kinds. For the modern American Jew the social, economic, 

and other secular forces which dictate I ife today are 

much more compelling than religious ritual. An.examination 

of the state of current common ritual will reveal that 

there is a serious crisis and that the failure to admit 

this aspect of reality is in part the answer. Particularly 

with respect to new common rituals, Polydox Judaism 

asserts the need to account for the time that will be 

most appropriate for the rituat. 10 
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A final factor plays a significant role In 

Polydox ritual. Creativity is an Inherent factor in the 

common ritual for Polydox Judaism. Past common ritual 

In Judaism ihvarlably has grown up over long periods of 

time, expanding with the contributions of successive 

generations. This Implies that much, If not all, of 

that ritual no longer has the same meaning it once had. 

For that matter, this traditional ritual often has so 

obscure a meaning that It Is diff lcult td explain or 

Interpret, if that is desired. Polydox Judaism, like 

Reconstructlonlsm, asserts that interpretation or 

explanation for past rituals is possible, yet Dr. 

Reines believes that new rituals and celebrations 

make more sense for modern Jews. 

4. Salvation and Polydox Judaism 

According to Dr. Reines, the term salvation has 

too narrow a meaning to be used in the Polydox religious 

community. Generally connoting a Christian-like 

concept or something 1 inked to the other world, salvation 

is for whatever reasoh inadequate for modern religion. 

Instead, Dr. Reines offers the Greek term soterla; 

11 soterla Is broader in meaning than usually connoted 

by 'salvation' (Hebrew: J){)l,e 1
), referring to a state 

11 that can be produced naturally as well as supernaturally. 11 

With this understanding of the term soteria, the entire 

purpose and goal of the Polydox Jewish community is 

Identified. In other words, the reason for the Individual 

to participate in the community, as with Reconstruction-
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,i s m, i s to f I n d support i n a ch I e v I n g person a I s a Iv at i on 

or soteria. 

Moreso than in any other of the liberal Jewish 

groups, Polydox Judaism recognizes that the primary 

, focus of the be! lcf structure and the common ritual 

Is the attainment of soterla. Phrased In another way, 

the goal of the polydox religionist is the achievement 

of intrinsically meaningful existence. This kind of 

goal is realized when the person resolves the fundamental 

human problem, finitude, What makes Polydox Judaism 

the unique religious enterprise that it is is this 

emphasis upon the purpose of religion as addressing the 

primary human problem. The Polydox Jew is a person 

committed to a free and open approach to the search for 

soteria, specifically in the here and now, and in a 

rel lgious setting. 

With the important emphasis which Polydox Judaism 

places upon·the achievement of soteria, it is only 

fitting to address this final question to it. How 

does the Polydox Jewish community seek to obtain this 

lofty goal of soteria? The process of religious dis-

cussion and the development of meaningful common 

rituals serve as the foundation of the practical opera-

tion of the polydox community. It must be added that 

there Is an assumption which is made at this point. 

It Is that the members of such a community are committed 

to a certain measure of active involvement and par-

ticlpatlon. In this way, they contribute to the shaping 
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-of new common rituals and they share their own personal 

thoughts and feelings about religious questions and religious 

experience with other members of the community. This 

active role that Polydox Jews play in the community is 

essential for the realization of its full potential. 

It may however be necessary because of this aspect of 

the community operation to 1 imlt the number of people 

involved in any one group. But, practical considerations, 

such as size and administration and leadership, are 

problems that Polydox Judaism wil 1 have to confront at 

some future time. 
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CHAPTER IV 

LIBERAL JUDAISM: AN EVALUATION 

To summarize what we have done thus far, we may say 

that this thesis has attempted to put liberal religion and 

the various non-orthodox Judaisms into perspective. First 

of all, we examined the term relfglon, and then how this 

concept was modified by the adjective 1 lberal. Clearly, 

the best that we could conclude without any dogmatic require-

ments was the establishment of several basic principles which 

would delimit religion of the liberal variety from other 

forms· of religion. Secondly, we looked at three areas out-

side of the direct sphere of religion - philosophy, 

psy~hology, and scientific methodology - which indicated 

how modern rel lg ion had to be redefined because of the 

developments in"each of these respective disclpl ines. 

The most profound conclusion that could be drawn from this 

evaluation was the fact that these areas of study have 

progressively done away with the old absolutes of human 

thought, human behavior, and human activity. The person is 

not bound by any abstract laws attributable to divine 

beings. Human limitations are all self-generated, by 

virtue of the physical body which surrounds one, and by 

virtue of the Intellect which acknowledges the bounds of 

time and space for the finite human creature. Lastly, we 
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conducive to the free and open search for persona) answers 

to the great re1 lgious questions? 

What is 1ibera1 Judaism? It ts not necessary at this 

point to remind the reader about the distinction made earlier 

a~out orthodox and po1ydox 1 ibera1 re1 iglon. Those concepts 

have been explained. What we may address brief 1y at this 

stage is rather the question of theoretical 1 ibera1 Judaism 

and actual 1 iberal Judaism. It is one thing to 1ook at the 

off icia1 formulations of the principles of contemporary 

re1 iglons, and it is often another to 1ook more c1ose1y at 

what is In fact happening ln a11 of the different synagogues 

and temples throughout the country. On the one hand there 

is no question that the major Jewish groups In this country 

f Ind ~hemse1ves In a quandry about how to reenforce the struc-

ture .of their organizations. Most of them are experiencing 

a mass exodus, or at 1east an epidemic of apathy, which 

threatens their very existence. If they are secure for 

now, the future .which they perceive Is certainly a bleak one. 

Soclo1ogica1 studies such as the Lenn and Fein reports paint 

unhappy pictures of what and where Reform Judaism is. Other 

studies show losses In members of Conservative Judaism to 

be the source of the Increases In numbers, sma11 though they 

may be, experienced by Orthodox and Reform Judaism. And 

the three major Jewish institutions, Reform, Conservative, 

and Orthodox can stl 11 1ook at the f1edg1 Ing movements and 

smile, knowing that the combined membership of the other 

three groups barely makes up a sma11 fraction of the major 

groups. 
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On the other hand, we can perceive, if only because 

such groups exist, the beginnings of a trend in Judaism which 

looks to the future. The three smallest groups In American 

Jewish life, Reconstructionism, Humanistic Judaism, and 

Polydox Judaism, are the important responses to a new era 

In Jewish history. A study of the Jewish past shows that 

when the circumstances in which the Jew has 1 ived changed 

radically, for whatever reason, new forms of Judaism emerged 

to replace the old. What we are now seeing with these new 

groups within Judaism are the birth pains of an emergent 

pattern of a future-oriented religion. And as with the new 

forms of 1 ife which evolve In the biological system and 

eventually supplant the old forms, this pattern will be 

repl l~ated in religion. The strongest one, the one most 

capable of surviving in the harsh and changing contemporary 

environment, this shall be the liberal Judaism which emerges. 

Therefore, we can understand 1 iberal Judaism today 

to be a mutant of sorts, a kind of freak which is struggling 

to come face to face with a new sense of reality. The 

older forms of non-orthodox Judaisms are wallowing In their 

past, attempting to revive old forms which may bring forth 

feelings of nostalgia or guilt and thereby delude Jews into 

returning to the ways of their ancestors. Such a tack may 

be temporarily effective, yet nostalgia Is a fad and guilt 

is a feeling which left unresolved is eventually supressed. 

At some time in the not too distant future, these methods 

will leave Judaism high and dry and devoid of people as wel 1 

as content. Liberal Judaism has a foundation which seeks 
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to c6nfront the diversity of the present and allows it to 

adapt to the needs of the future. Essentially, liberal 

Judaism is a system which has its roots in a long historical 

religious experience and its branches are stretching forth 

to •mbrace a unique modern Jew living In the complex world 

of progress and change. 

Does actual liberal Judaism serve the needs of the 

modern Jew? We may prefac~ this question with another point. 

The modern Jew Is an unusual phenomenon in the history of 

the Jewish religious enterprise. Never before was it 

possible for a Jew to say, I do not need religion. Today, 

although, it ls my personal feeling that they are wrong, 

many people express precisely this attitude. They say that 

they do not believe the mumbo-jumbo that goes on in the syn-

agogue and that the rituals which Jews do are not meaningful 

to them. Interestingly enough, these people just as often 

speak about their own personal rel iglon which provides them 

with a measure of spiritual comfort. would contend that 

these people who assert that they do not need religion are 

in fact as In need of religion as any orthodox religionist 

who attends church or synagogue every week. The human 

condition as described In the first and second chapters of 

this thesis necessarily Involves a basic dilemma - that is, 

the problem of f lnltude. Each Individual person must be 

able to resolve that problem In some manner. Failure to find 

a successful resolution leads to madness or worse. A person 

may find any number of surrogate religions In money, drugs, 

success, alcohol, sex, or whatever. Nonetheless, the need 
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to resolve the dilemma remains and a modern, rational, 

educated person should be able to f Ind in 1 iberal Judaism 

an answer to this condition. 

The need for religion does still exist, although it 

may be hidden deeply within the unconscious part of the human 

psyche. Traditional religion can no longer suffice for the 

person who has rejected on whatever grounds any of the claims 

that such religions make. Whether they deny the divine 

origin of the Bible, or the absolute authority of the priest-

ho9d, or the vague directions of the organizational leadership, 

or the literal meaning of the liturgy, once a person realizes 

that one of the fundamental aspects of a traditional religion 

contradicts the way In which they normally think and act, 

the eventual journey to rejection has begun. 

Liberal religion is therefore the only alternative 

for the modern person. The modern Jew is fortunate because 

the alternatives to the traditional religious systems draw 

upon and allow the individual to retain aspects of the Jewish 

past. These elements from past stages of the Jewish religious 

enterprise are symbolically potent and thereby valuable in 

forming new common rituals to serve the needs of modern 

Jews. The modern Jew can look to ilberal Judaism as a genuine 

expression of what one believes, If only because 1 lberal 

Judaism does not dictate what a modern Jew should believe. 

If there fs a serious obstacle to the full actualization of 

liberal Judaism, it is the lack of exposure that it has been 

given through establ lshment channels in the Jewish community. 
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However, It is only a matter of time before liberal Judaism 

takes Its rightful place among the accepted Judaisms of today. 
'' 

The final question which I want to address in this 

study Is clearly the most subjective, both in the formulation 

bf the question itself and in the answer which I will offer. 

Which of the non-orthodox Judaisms most effectively fulfil ls 

the needs of the modern Jew? I have indicated that the 

three major Institutional organizations are no longer the 

meaningful structures that they once were. These groups 

are groping Jn their blindness for gimmicks which will attract 

and retain the interest of the American Jew. From Mltzvah-

mobiles to Jewish cruises to the Caribbean, such efforts are 

doomed to make them the laughing stock of intelligent and 

sensitive modern Jews. Among the three smaller groups in 

Jewish life, two can be said to have only limited appeal. 

Both. Humanistic Judaism and Reconstruct ion Ism are humanistic 

and natural lstlc religions. Humanistic Judaism goes so far 

as to deny its members the right to speak about any kind of 

God-concept. It Is not productive, they assert, to engage 

in prayer toward or discussion about something that we'cannot 

prove exists. Mordecai Kaplan's group does not eliminate 

God from their 1 iturgy. Instead, they wi 11 twist the meaning 

around so as to remove any semblance of what the term God 

ever stood for. Reconstructionist Jews live in the twentieth 

century, yet they retain the past as the main focus of what 

they do as a part of their religion. While they may under-

stand that the needs of the modern person are not the same 

as those of our ancient ancestors, they continue to use the 
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formulae did those today's problems. same as ancestors to meet 

Some may find this approach meaningful, I am certain that 

many do not. 

This leaves but one alternative from among the groups 

which have been discussed. Polydox Judaism offers to the 

modern Jew a religious system which recognizes and positively 

asserts the right of individual autonomy in addressing the 

fundamental religious questions. It provides a forum through 

which the modern Jew can explore the ~ast and integrate, if 

one so chooses, aspects of that past into the present. More 

Importantly, Polydox Judaism encourages the development of 

a creative approach to religious expression. The past is 

a teacher for Polydox Judaism, not a tyrant or dictator. 

We I Ive in a world of change, and that fact must be recognized 

by. a liberal religion. Polydox Judaism engenders an atmosphere 

where change is real, but neither does it control the 

directions of the movement. Individual people make up the 

Polydox Jewish community and individual people exist not 

merely in the .present, but also in the past, and in the future. 

This kind of I iberal Judaism, it seems to me, holds the 

greatest hope for the modern Jew. 

·1·.,· .. '·M···1·P· ....... Ir" .,I ' 1 I ; , ~ ' ii 
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I, 

9. Eugene Borowitz, Reform Judaism Toda;• What We Believe~-· b. II, 
(New Yorks Behrman House, Inc., 1977 P• 201. 

10. Rosenthal, Four Paths., P• 225. 

11 o ~Borowi tz, What We Believe., p. 131 o 

12. The two guides that have been offered are by David Polish 
and Ft•ederic Doppel t 1 A Guide for Reform Jews, and William 
Silvermanc Basic Reform Judaism, 

. 
13, Eu@Jne Borowitz, Reform Judaism Today• How We Live 1 , bo III, 

-(New Yorks Behrman House, Inc,, 1977) PP• 30-32. 

14. Kaufmann Kohler, Jewish Theology. (New York• Ktav Publishing 
House, 1968) p. 20. 

15. Borowitz, Reform in the Process of Change., p, xxi. 

16. Ibid, 

17• Gates of Prayer., Gates of the House., and Gates of 
Bepentence., (New York1 Central Conference of American 
Rabbis, 1975, 1977, 1978) 

18~ Borowitz, What We Believe., p. 950 



Eo Humanistic Judaism. 

1 0 Sherwin T, Wine, Humanistic Judaism. (Buffalo• 
Prometheus Books, 1978) PPo J6ff, 
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The possibility for a theistic humanism is discussed 
in an essay in the volume edited by Paul Kurtz 
entitled The Humanist Alternativeo pp, 67-69, 

2o 

3, 

4. 

.5. 

Ibido, P• 40. 

Ibid11, Po 1 o 

Some ideas expressed here were recalled from comments 
made by Rabbi Wine during his visit to the Hebrew Union 
College in Spring 1978, 

Humanist Manifesto II. published by Prometheus Books, 
!973, pp, 15-i6. 

60 Wine, !:!l.!• p, 10, 

7• Ibidot PP• 26-280 

8, Ibid,, PP11 .5.5-62 and passimo 

9.• Ibid,, PP• 62-69, 

10, Ibid o, PPo 69-72, 

11, Ib1d,, Po 720 

12, Ibid,, p, 119, 

13, Sherwin T, Wine, "Reconstructist Judaism" in Humanistic 
Judaism. Volume VI, number 1, Winter 1978, Po 9, 

Fo .fglydox Judaism. 

lo Alvin Reines, Elements,, Po 9, 

2o The Volumes which Dro Reines has written about Polydox 
Judaism includes Elements in a Philosophy of Reform 
Judaism, Introduction to a Philosophy of Reform Judaism 
(parts r, II, & III), the journal Polydoxy, and other 
publications of the Institute of Creative Judaismo 

3, The only communities which officially operate as part 
of the Polydox Conf·ederation are in Richmond, Virginia 
and St, Louis, Missourio 

4, vide supra chapter one on polydox and orthodox liberal 
religion• 

, I! 
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Reines, Elements,, P• 41, 

Ibido t PPo 41-42, 

Ibid •• P• 85, 

8. Ibid •• PP• 116-117. 

9o Ibid.' PP• 117·-118. 

102 This understanding was presented to the writer by Dro 
Reines in a course at the Hebrew Union College identified 
as Theology 181 Reform Jewish Ritual, 

110 Reines, Elements., P• 680 
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