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FORWARD 

No matter how many times we have 
defined Liberal Judaism we find that the 
definition alone is not enough for our 
people. They have the need to understand 
cu"ent developments on the Jewish scene in 
the perspective of Jewish history. Only when 
we know what Judaism has been can we 
hope to understand what it must become. 
Consequently, the author prepared for his 
congregants a series of lectures on the broad 
theme, "What is Liberal Judaism?." The 
lectures are really a survey of Jewish history 
from the point of view of the struggle be-
tween conservative and liberal forces 
throughout our history. The response to the 
lectures was so gratifying and the request for 
copies of the lectures so numerous, that the 
author consented to have them printed. 

This pamphlet was first prepared for 
Temple B 'nai Israel, Elmont, New York, in 
1952. Melvin Dykes was responsible for two 
pn'ntings totalling ten thousand copies. 
Since then there have been four more print-
ings, the largest of which was run of ten 
thousand copies by the National Federation 
of Temple Brotherhoods. The cu"ent edi-
tion (1982) is made possible by the Brother-
hood of Temple Beth Am, Miami, Flon'da. 
All told thirty-five thousand copies of this 
pamphlet have been distn'buted. 

-HERBERT M. BAUMGARD 



"WHAT IS LIBERAL JUDAISM?" 

IntroducUon 

There have always been at least three op1mons 
about the nature of events in our world. There are 
those w·ho maintain, "Ayn Kol Chadash Tachat 
Ha-shemesh," "There is nothing new under the sun." 
This lype of thinker holds that everything is repeti-
tion, and nothing really changes, for it cannot 
change in the nature of things. On the other hand, 
there have been those thinkers who maintained that 
ther.e is never anything old under the sun. The Greek 
Philosopher Heraditis is known for the statement, 
"The world is like a river which flows on and on. 
Man never steps into the same stream twice." Accord-
ing to this type of thinking, still prevalent today, the 
world is in constant turmoil and effervescence, con-
stantly changing its form and rearranging itself. 
Finally, there are those who say that there is a half 
truth in each of the other positions which together 
make the whole truth. This last type of thinker 
maintains that the world has certain eternal laws 
which never change, but the concrete expressions of 
these laws are always changing. The American writer, 
Ralph Waldo Emerson, has written, "Nature is never 
and always the same." According to Emerson, Nature 
wears a thousand different masks which make her 
seem always to be different, and yet, behind the 
changing mask are the same unchanging laws and 
truths. 

The first viewpoint , namely, that the world is 
static and unchanging is the philosophy of the die-
hard conservative . Since the world is not supposed to 
change, since it cannot change, therefore, he says, it 
is wrong to try to change it. The second viewpoint, 
that the world is always changing and must be 
changed, is the philosophy of the radical who insists 
that change has a value for its own sake. The third 
viewpoint, that the world has certain fundamental 
truths which never change, but that the forms and 
institutions which express these truths may be changed 
and should be changed when necessary, is the philoso-
phy of the liberal. It is the claim of the liberal that 
the best way to preserve the fundamental truths is to 
channel them throu~h forms and institutions which 
meet the need of each new succeeding generation. 

(A)-Judalam IS Liberal 

It shall be the theme of this series of discussions 
that Judaism has historically taken the latter view-
roint. that Judaism is a part of the liberal outlook on 
life. My first point, then, is that it is redundant to use 
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the phrase "Liberal Judaism,"* for Judaism is in 
origin and in development a liberal analysis of life. 
We find the phrase Liberal Judaism necessary because 
many people have defined Judaism in terms which are 
not liberal and which are alien to its nature. I believe. 
for example, that the phrase "Orthodox Judaism" is 
a misnomer. The birth and history of Judaism, as we 
shall see in our discussion, have been opposed to the 
rigidity which Orthodox Judaism professes and, by 
name, implies. The phrase "Reform Judaism" is a 
misnomer also, because it implies that Judaism has 
not always been an instrument for reform and change 
Judaism is and has always been a liberal religious 
civilization, except for brief episodes, and we propose 
to make this clear by a brief survey of Jewish history 
and development. When the day has come in our 
modern world when Judaism has been returned to its 
normal path of development, it is hoped that we shall 
be able to drop the adjectives we have prefixed to it. 

It is the claim of the adherents of Orthodox 
Judaism today that they represent historic Judaism. 
This is a false claim. Orthodox Judaism represents the 
content and the method of the Judaism of Europe 
from perhaps 1500-1800 C.E. (It's vogue in Eastern 
Europe runs into the 20th century).•• We are con-
cerned in our study, however, not with a type of 
Judaism which reigned for a brief moment in the 
lengthy history of our people, but with the entire 
course of our history and the full impact of our faith. 

We do not have the right to discuss Judaism 
todav until and unless we have studied the origins and 
the history of Judaism. We might divide such a study 
into four main parts : 1) BIBLICAL PERIOD; 
2) TALMUDIC PERIOD; 3) EUROPEAN PER-
IOD; 4) MODERN PERIOD. It is my belief ·that 
as we study these periods of Jewish history, we shall 
see two things: A) First we shall see that in each 
period an attempt was made to preserve certain_ funda-
mental values; and B) We shall see that in each 
oeriod many of the forms and institutions advocated 
by the leaders of the people were distinctive to t!le 
age. We shall see that if we consider Biblical Judaism 
as "Orthodox" or "Regular", that T~lmudic Judaism 
must be considered as "Reform" Judaism, and Euro-
pean Judaism a! Super-Reform. We shall see that the 
:SotM: • The author numbers himself among the Reform 
Rabbis and his congregation is affiliated with Reform Judaism. 

U-R,a.bbi Max D. Davidson. Prel!ident of the R,a,b-
binical Assembly of America . ( Conserva,tive). haa nid 
that Orthodoxy is only 1·50 years old. that "it . pretends to 
be Judaism, but the word is not Jpwi!!h. nnll the i<lcn 1,. 
not Jewish ... " ICommenc>enwnt Addre""· Jewl"h Thc>o-
lodc>al S1•mlm11·,·. ti"11ot1•cl in thc> N11tlonnl .rrwlNh l'ONt, 
al'ti<'lc dated June 8. 1051.) 
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so-called Orthodox Judaism, as we know it, is 
difficult to compare in its outer form with Biblical 
Judai'im. We shall see, nevertheless, that in spite of 
the tremendous differences in each age, Jews have 
succeeded amazingly well in preserving the funda-
mental values of their faith. It is my hope that once 
we come to understand the method by which Judaism 
has been preserved, that we will then be able to use 
this method in developing a Judaism adequate for our 
present needs and which is yet based upon the faith 
of Abraham. It is my conviction that this method 
must be a liberal one, just as historically Judaism is 
a liberal faith. 

PART ONE 

THE BIBLICAL PERIOD 

How did Judaism begin? What were the condi-
tions out of which it evolved? What were its funda-
mental tenets? What was the method and the purpose 
of Biblical Judaism? The answers to these first 
questions we must learn especially well, for the yard-
stick that we now develop is the one we shall use 
in comparing all other periods of Jewish history. 
The first important thing to understand is that 
Abraham was not born of a Jewish father and mother. 

(A)--Abraham'• Environment 
Abraham is claimed by the Jews not because of 

his blood or his racial background, but because he 
thought and acted in a certain way. The way that 
Abraham acted upon his particular enviroment marks 
him as a Jew. The method of his actions is the 
method of Judaism. Abraham lived at some time 
between the period 1700-2000 BCE.• As a Baby-
lonian resident, Abraham partook of the culture of 
that area. The people believed in many gods, each of 
whom was considered a ruler over one particular 
city-state. Each god was represented on earth by a 
human steward who ruled over the god's city. When-
ever a certain steward wished to justify his conquest 
of another city, he would proclaim that his god had 
become ruler of the Heavenly Council, and that he, 
the steward, was merely following divine orders . The 
reli#tion of Babylonia made possible and justified 
continuous war among the city-states, and the govern-
ing ethic was "might makes right."** 

Just as the politics of the Babylonians of 
Abraham's day was geared to the religious belief in 
~oti•N: •-RC'<' "Tht6 \Vt>Nhnl11i1,t,1•r IIINtorlf'u) Ath111 to tlw 
Ulhlt-," Wl'i ;.rht . an1I Fi1,m11. p. :!!I ff. 

• •-SC't'l "1'hf' Intellc-f'tual .'\1h·e11tnrc-11 of Ancih•nt 
)Inn," Frankfort, Wilson, Jacobsen, and Irvin, p . 125 fI. 
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many god, competing for power, so their economic 
life was geared to the religious belief that the purpose 
of each city-state was to provide food for the god. 
The steward who represented the god was thus, to all 
intents and purposes, the owner of all the land. The 
great mass of human beings existed only as slaves on 
a vast estate. 

A third feature of the environment of Abraham 
was the fear and uncertainty in which the individual 
lived. There was a multiplicity of gods. These were 
not identified with definite moral standards: There 
were a chain of gods intermediate in command and 
power between th~ i~d~vidual an? the g~eat_ ~ods. 
In the midst of this d1v10e confusion, the 10dividual 
Babylonian found it necessary to develop all sorts of 
superstitious practices in an attempt to appease all 
the demons and spirits he imagined to be plaguing 
him. 

(B}-Break With The Past 

To understand Abraham's role in the fashioning 
of Judaism, one has to understand what Abraham 
was trying to change. Abraham could see that a 
belief in many gods led to superstition and uncertainty. 
He could see that such a belief led to an ethic of might 
makes right. He could see that the religious belief 
was the basis for the political and economic suppres-
sion of human beings. Against all of these things, 
Abraham revolted. In its beginnings, Judaism appears 
as an immensely radical revolution . To say that there 
are not many gods, but one; to say that god is not 
visible but unseen; to say that god is moral and seeks 
justice'; to say that no single human ruler is th~ lone 
agent of god; to say that the purpose of !11.an is not 
to obtain food for the gods or for the nobility-these 
are heresies which are not equalled in our own day. 
The revolution that Abraham engineered was not only 
religious, it was political and economic. In the process 
of time, Judaism developed political and economic 
institutions which in manv important respects re-
sembled only slightly the institutions of Babylonia, 
cradle of Abraham. 

The Torah section known as "Lech L'cha" (Go! 
Get thee out) captures the spirit of Abraham's break 
with his past. In this Parasha God commands Abraham 
to leave behind the land and the institutions of his 
fathers, and to travel to a new land where he was to 
plant the seed of a new and daring idea. These two 
words, "Lech L'cha!." have always been one of the 
central commands of Judaism. Leave and abandon 
the old. we are told. Leave the unwieldy and the false, 
and strike out for the new country, the higher truth. 
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(C}-llead1D9 the Old and the New 
While the Patriarchs ( Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob) made the initial_ break with . the past, it 
remained for Moses and his contemporanes to develop 
a system of institutions ~nd law~ -y,,~ic~ could provide 
the basis for an established civ1hzat1on. We know 
of Moses also as a revolutionary, a man who broke 
with the inbred custom of slavery in Egypt to lead 
his people to freedom. Moses, how~ver, fo~nd it 
practical to compromise with the past 10 draw10g up 
plans for the new state of Israel. We know today, 
thanks to archaelogical discoveries, that much of the 
Mosaic Code was orginally part of the Code of 
Hammurabi, King of Babylon.• We know that the 
system of sacrificial worship employed by th_e Hebrews 
was taken over Jargely from the Canaanites. Upon 
the foundation of these institutions built by other 
peoples, Moses and his contemporaries were able to 
graft new ideas which largely changed the character 
and the quality of the old institutions. 

Moses is thought to have lived in the 13th 
century BCE.*• From his day to the time o~ the 
Literary Prophets, 500 years later, the emphasis of 
Hebrew legislation changed drastically . The. fifth _book 
of the Torah, attributed to Moses from ancient times, 
is actually thought of today, as a second law (Greek-
Deuteronomy) prepared in the time of the Proph-
ets.*** Whereas the Mosaic Code ( like the Code c,t 
Hammurabi) emphasizes "Ayin Tachat Ayin," "An 
eye for an eye," the Proph~ts speak of a God w~o 
forgives even the undeser~!ng .. W~ere the Mo~aic 
legislation speaks of a God terrible 10 anger, punish-
ing the 3rd and 4th generation of those who sin," the 
Prophets speak of a God who. punishes only the 
individual who sins and not his descendants. The 
difference is more than a mere change in detail. The-
earlier law reflects a nomadic society, and the later 
law reflects a more settled ec:._onomy, more agricultural 
and commercial in tone.**** 

(D}-The Prophets-A New Liberalizing Movement 
It is idle to compare these teachinJZS and say that 

one is higher than the other. In the time of Moses, 
when a new nation was being formed from a mass 
Note11: •-See "The Westmlnlster Hlstorleal Atlas" cited 
previously, p. 24. 

,_ •-See prev. cita ,tion, pp . 37 ff . 
•••-Parts of the book com ,pare in lan!l'uairn with 

prophetic teachinirs a.nd writing-s. Con!rast Dc-~1t. lfl ~21 
with Dent. 24:16. Compare the la,Uer with EzekH •l 18: .... 0. 

• • • •-s~ the ,author's th<'siR "The C-Ovcn·ant So<>i<'tY 
of the Old Testament," Chapti>r 7 . for a full dis<'ns,;ion of 
this point. Availab _le in the L(brary of the ~ebrew ~T~i~n 
Colle~·e-Jewish Institute of Rel1:;non, N. Y. or rn the hbia1y 
of Temple B'nai Israel. Elmont, N. Y. 
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of slaves accustomed to idolatry, the stern code may 
well have been necessary and effective. In the time of 
the Prophets, when Israel and Judah were declining 
in power, and when the character of the economy had 
changed, the needs of the people demanded different 
solutions. There · are those scholars who say that the 
prophets sought to tear down the entire Mosaic 
structure, but the facts tend to show that they sought 
rather to present the higher qualities of the Mosaic 
heritage in new forms fitting to their own day. We 
could say, they stressed the spirit rather than the 
letter of the law, but it seems clear that they used 
the spirit also to create new law. 

Moses had set up an elaborate system of sacri-
ficial worship. The Prophet Amos cried in the name 
of God, "I hate, I despise your feasts, And I will 
take no delight in your solemn assemblies; Yea, 
though ye offer me burnt-offerings and your meal-
offerings, I will not accept them ; . . . . But let 
justice well up as waters, And righteousness as a 
mighty stream."* If the Prophets did riot completely 
reject the sacrificial system, they, at least, indicated 
that the system was a meaningless form unless it was 
accompanied by deeds of justice. Isaiah also decried 
the popular belief that fasting was sufficient to gain 
atonement and forgiveness. Isaiah declared as the 
agent of God, ". . . 'Is it not this the fast that I have 
chosen? To loose the fetters of wickedness, To undo 
the bands of the yoke, And to let the oppressed go 
free, ... ".** 

However else we may analyze the Prophetic move-
ment which began in the 9th century BCE and con-
tinued until the end of the 6th century ( or the middle 
of that century), we must say that it was the second 
great liberalizing movement in the history of Judaism. 
Between the time of Moses and Isaiah, the institutions 
of Judaism, which had originally been radical and 
revolutionary, had become conservative reaction-
ary. The kings wtio ruled from 1000 BCE had used 
the words of Moses but had acted against his purpose. 
They had used the forms of Judaism to destrov it. 
In the name of justice and God, the kings and th~ 
rich landowners had slowly and steadily enslaved the 
mass of the Jews.••• In the name of religion and 
worship the priesthood had added on so many forms 
to the religion of Moses that the people either came 
to worship the forms or were repulsed bv the odious 
character of the reli_gion. The time was ripe for a re-
vival of the ori~inal Hebrew spirit which had inspired 
Abraham. The Prophets were the agents of that spirit. 
Notes: •--see the Book of .Amos in the 0. T. Chapter 
5:21-~4. 

.. -S~e Bk. of Isaiah, Ch. 58:3-7. 
•••-See Amos 2:0; Ezekiel 22:6-12; Isaiah 3:18-15; 

6:8. 
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(E)-Tbe Exile 

The victory of the Prophets was short-li~~d, 
however. The oppression of the kings and the nobility 
had left the people of Israel and Juda~ (Norther~ 
and Southern parts of the kingdom whteh had split 
after the death of Solomon) unable to def end them-
selves against the invasion of forei~n powers. 1:he 
political intrigues of the Hebrew kmgs wh_o all~ed 
themselves with the military at home and with alien 
political systems abroad, ~e~ulted in a decline of 
Jewish democracy and religion. By 586 BCE ~he 
peoples of both Israel and Judah had bee!l car!ied 
into captivity. The Hebrews, for the first ttme smcc· 
Joshua, were now landless. 

The religion of the Hebrew people up to. ~his 
point had included a complete economic and political 
system. The laws of the Bible dictated exactly how 
a king was to be chosen and how land was . to be 
divided. Now in the absence of a land, and 10 the 
absence of an independent government; the character 
of the Hebrew people and its institutions had to 
undergo drastic changes. They did. It is to th_e ev_er-
lasting credit of the Jewish people that under ~iff er~ng 
conditions they are able to create new vessels 10 which 
their eternal faith might be retained. It is necessary, 
however that the vessel change. It is good that the 
vessel change, for new lands havC: differing climates 
and differing eroding powers which the Jews must 
l\lways be prepared to meet. 

PART TWO 
THE TALMUDIC PERIOD 

(A)-The Second Commonwealth 

It is perhaps· unfair to _say that th~ B_iblical Period 
ends with the Exile. Certa10ly, the Biblical Books of 
Ezra and Nehemiah tell of events which occurred after 
the Exile. Several of the prophetic books were un-
doubtedly written in Exi~e, and the . Book of 
Ecclesiastes has a mood foreign to the penod before 
the destruction of the Temple in 586 BCE. We ch<?Ose 
the latter date arbitrarily, however, for we believe 
that following the Exile the conditions which _gave 
birth to the Biblical mental climate no longer existed. 
Let us understand, then, that wh~n we ~ef ~r to ~e 
Biblical Period, we mean the period !>egmmng v.:ith 
Abraham and ending with the destruction of the First 
Temple. 

The period of the Second Commonwealth, which 
is described as roughly bttween 500 BCE and 70 CE, 
when the Temple was again destroyed, could ~>ecupy 
a great deal of our time and study. We arbitrarily 
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choose fo: our purposes to describe it as a period of 
transition bc:tween two constructive periods in Jewish 
history. We do not treat the Second Commonwealth 
on a par with the Biblical Period or the Talmudic 
Period becaus<: it is not primarily a period of Jewish 
creativity. In this period the institutions which held 
up the ancient Jewish state gradually deteriorated, 
and in this period the factors which dominated the 
Talmudic society were in process of birth. The Second 
Commonwealth produced no literature among the 
Jews which ranks in stature with the Bible or the 
Talmud. It was the period in which the Jewish 
community in Palestine was hit hard by one invader 
after another. It was the period in which alien cultures 
were thrust upon the Jews by the Greeks and Romans. 
It was a period of change and syncretism for all 
peoples in the Middle East. The Jews, like all other 
small peoples in the area, suffered from their military 
ineptitude, but alone amongst all the peoples, they 
were able to salvage something of their cultural 
heritage untarnished by Hellenism. 

In the period of the Second Commonwealth, the 
Jews were a Shrine People; that is to say, the leader 
of the Temple was also the leader of the government, 
but government affairs were not based on the religious 
principals of the Temple. Here we have official 
sanction given to a split which was developing in 
Israel and in Judah prior to the Exile. It was an 
essential part of the Mosaic and Prophetic culture 
that Secular and Religious Government follow one set 
of rules. In this partnership, the religious element 
was, of course, to dominate. The Greek influence 
brought an emphasis on the dominance of the secular 
as against the religious, and the splitting of the two. 

Under Greek or Roman overlordship, the High 
Priest of the Temple in Jerusalem was often a mere 
agent of the foreign power. There quickly developed 
a class of nobles and landowners around the High 
Priest who were perfectly willing to adopt the 
Hellenistic civilization with its mores and its gods so 
long as they were able to lead secure and elegant 
lives. Even the Hasmoneans, descendents of the brave 
Maccabees who drove out the Greco-Syrian overlord 
for a brief period, acted in a manner foreign to the 
Jewish spirit. 

The party which consisted of the Hellenistically 
minded aristocrats allied with the High Priest came 
to be known as the Sadducees. Oddly enough, they 
posed as the "Orthodox" Jews, those who wished to 
stick closely to the Biblical law without any altera-
tions. They were opposed by the Scribes and Pharisees. 
The Scribes sought to expand the law givin,£ validity 
to customs of the people which had existed for many 
years. The Scribes sought to allocate to themselves 
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the prerogative of forming and interpreting this law. 
The Sadducees thus championed the Written Law 
(Torah She B' Kasav) while the Scribes championed 
the Oral Law (Torah She B'al Peh). The orthodox 
position which opposed changes in the_ law fav~red 
the economic interests of the nobility while the Scribes 
as the "reformers" supported the interests of the 
middle class. The Scribes insisted that the people and 
their needs were the authoritative source of the law. 
In this manner the Scribes ultimately led the way to 
liberal changes on a vast scale.* 

Where liberal changes are not authorized, revolu-
tion ultimately comes. The Maccabean revolt of the 
early second century BCE is not to be v~ev:ed mere!y 
as a revolt against the enforced Hellenistic worship 
and culture. The revolt was in large part, at least, a 
revolt against the Jewish aristocracy which held both 
land and law in firm check.* • 

(B)-The Babylonian Talmud 

Even while the battles between the Sadducees 
and the Pharisees was going on in Palestine, a great 
new civilization was growing in Babylonia. The 
exiled Jews were taking root in an environment very 
much different from their old Palestinian background. 
The Jews of Babylonia were touched, perhaps even 
less than their Palestinian brethren, by the customs 
of the Hellenes. Living rather much to the east of 
Palestine, they were outside of the . constan_t push and 
pull between the Egyptian and Synan sect10ns o~ the 
Greek Empire. The pessimism which came to dominate 
Jewish thinking in Palestine domin~ted much le~s 
·Jewish thinking in Babylonia. The air was freer m 
Babylonia for the Jew. He was less a victim of the 
overlord there, and more able to act upon his environ-
ment. It is no wonder, then, that the great law book 
which became the basis for the continuing Jewish 
civilization emerged not from Palestine but from 
Babylonia. 

After the failure of the Bar Kothba revolt against 
the Romans in the early part of the second century 
of this era ( 13 5 CE), the world became . aware of 
the fact that Babylonia was a greater Jew1s_h center 
than Palestine. The million or more Babylonian Jews 
had been there all the time, however, and they were 

Note: •-The historian SnC'har in his "Hh1tory or. th .. 
.Jt>Wlil," pr,. lOfl ff. rxp.lodri;1 the nn•th t.hnt thr. Ph11ru1ees 
wrr~ nlwnn; nR rear.tionary 11i;1 ,Trims Reeks to mnkr. them . 

• •-Thc> Macrahran Revolt is thr snhieC't. of a paprr 
lw Dr. Hnrrv QrlinsltY. Professor of nibfo of the HUC-
,JiR. Thr 111111e:r is aYailablc in the library of the school 
in ~ew York. 
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not without their learning and creativity. It is true 
that the code of Jewish law which Judah Ha-Nasi 
compiled in Palestine became the basis of both the 
Palestipian and the Babylonian Talmud. The Gemara 
(The Commentary or Expansion) of the Babylonian 
Talmud, however, is far superior, and is recognized 
as such by all Jews today. It was the Babylonian 
Talmud (The Mishna plus the Gemara, the code and 
its commentary) which has been the accepted authority 
in Jewish life down through the centuries. 

Perhaps the Babylonian Talmud was more accept-
able because it was tied to a living, growing, and 
changing situation. The Babylonian Jews were actually 
able to operate upon their economy. The Palestinian 
Jews were, unfortunately. more victims of their 
environment than actors upon it. Consequently, the 
primary Palestinian achievement of this period was 
not a legal book dealing with the practical problems 
of the people in facing their daily problems, but the 
Midrashic literature which was speculative and fanci-
ful thought. 

The Talmud which has been the source of Jewish 
law for about 1500 years, at least, reflects, particularly 
in the Gemara, the economic and political conditions 
of Babylonia. There are tremendous differences be-
tween the Talmudic law and the law of the Bible. 
These changes reflect the needs of the Jews in their 
new environment. As such, they may be termed a 
liberal adjustment to life. The Talmud came in time 
to be used as an instrument of reaction by some Jews 
in Europe, but, in its origins, the Talmud appears as 
a liberalizing force. 

The great teacher Hillel, whose school of thought 
dominates large sections of the Talmud, openly 
suggested several ways of amending and expanding 
the law. While the Biblical law was always the 
point of initial reference, the demands of the new 
society was the immediate determining factor. Opposed 
to the school of Hillel in many cases was the school 
of Shammai which resisted change. Nonetheless, it is 
the more liberal school which triumphed. Any student 
of American law who wishes to discover the demo-
cratic tempo of Talmudic law might easily do so by 
comparing existing American law to the ancient Jewish 
law. He will find that in many cases the ancient law 
is as advanced and as liberal as the American law.• 
There is no question but that the Talmud must be 
considered among the great law works of mankind, 
especially in its treatment of Torts and Damages. 

Note: •-See particul •arl.v thP sP<'tion!" on Bailments in 
Hama(kiu <in the ordt'r ~l'zikin l. Translations aYailnhlr 
in thf' Ran<'ino TnlmlHl. 
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(C)-The Talmudic Society 

We might say that the Talmudic period began 
with the fall of the Temple in 70 CE and ended about 
1000 CE when the Jewish community in Babylonia 
deteriorated. For the most part of the intervening 
900 years there was a thriving Jewish community in 
Babylonia. Except for independence in foreign affairs, 
this community was free. It had its own ruler known 
as the Rash Galutha, Prince of the Exile. 

The Babylonian Jews engaged largely in agri-
culture and m commerce. They lived in some of the 
best irrigated territory of the country. They were in 
the center of trade routes coming from India and the 
Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean Sea. They were 
a prosperous people unmolested by . their Persian 
or Parthian overlords because of theu healthy tax 
contributions. The reasoned law of many sections of 
the Talmud reflects the optimism and the security of 
life in Babylonia. 

(D)-The New Testament 

The New Testament was written in the same 
period as the Mishna, . and the gospels governed early 
Christian living much as the Talmud governed the 
life of the Jews. The New Testament is, for the most 
part, not a law book. Its ~hilosophy abandons this 
world and speaks of the glones of the world to come. 
The New Testament thus reflects the pessimism of its 
age and despairs of man's ability to build the go_od 
society on earth. It is apocalyptic as are many Jewish 
works of the same period. It speaks of sudden and 
miraculous salvation. The Talmud, on the other 
hand outlines paths whereby man, largely through 
his C:wn efforts, may build the good society on earth. 
The New Testament emphasizes the saving power of 
faith alone. The Talmud emphasizes the saving power 
of reasoned law and obedience to it. 

(E)-The Synaq()CJuc 

The exact origin of the Synagogue is not clearly 
known to us yet. We do know that Jews were 
organizing local meeting places and houses of study 
and prayer in the period of the Second Common-
wealth. The Synagogue grew in importance as the 
Temple became a center of Hellenistic and aristo-
cratic power. The Synagogue thus became a symbol of 
the Scribal revolt against the Sadducees and the 
High-Priest. Since each local community soon de-
veloped its own Synagogue, the House of Prayer 
became the focal point for a developing democracy. 

(11) 



No change contemplated in modern Jewish life 
could equal in severity the change from sacrifice to 
prayer as a means of worshipping God. While it is 
true that the Ph3:risees always paid lip service to the 
Temple practice, there is good reason to believe that 
they saw in the Synagogue and in the Prayer Service 
a more liberal religious procedure. The Talmud has 
great sections dealing with the proper te~hniquc.!s c,f 
sacrifice, but these were largely inherited from the 
Bible. On the other hand, there are in the Talmud 
large new sections dealing with the proper method 
of prayer. 

The Pharisees sought to substitute for the observ-
ance of Temple sacrifices the observance of the 
Mitzvoth, the precepts of daily living. The Talmud 
contains much material prescribing rules for the 
conduct of almost every human function. In time, 
these detailed Mitzvoth ( duties, commands) were to 
become snares unto the Jewish people. 

(F)-The Midraah 

The Midrash, like sections of the New Testament, 
is filled with allegory, parable, narrative, and dis• 
course. Largely a product of Palestinian Jewry, the 
Midrash reflects the disassociation of Jewish intel-
lectual pursuits from the practical problems of daily 
living, which apparently were not in their province 
and power. The Talmud is remarkably free of 
theological discussions and apocalyptic thinking. The 
Midrash indudesmoretheoJogical speculation and some 
philosophy. In the Hellenized Jewish community of 
Alexandria (Egypt), the Jews, like Philo, were among 
the outstanding philosophers. In Palestine and in 
Babylonia, the Jews delved little into philosophy save 
for the thinking which is revealed in the Midrash. 

Much of the Midrash is narrow and unimagina-
tive, but there are sections which are magnificent. It 
is interesting that in the midst of orthodox Jewish 
views, there are found interspersed occasional heresies 
which demonstrate that even in Palestine the Rabbis 
were able to deviate from the norm. If some of the 
dicta expressed in the Midrash by the Rabbis were 
to be accepted, the entire orthodox structure of 
Jewish theology would crumple. It is plain to see 
that the Rabbis were not afraid to add or subtract or 
omit. Out of such daring, the continued vitality of 
a religion emerges. 

(G)-Alexandrla 

A word, at least, must be said about .the large 
Jewish community which thrived in Egypt for long 
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centuries after the destruction of the First Temple 
( ~86 BCE) . Since Alexandria became the center of 
the Hellenic world, the hundreds of thousands of 
Jews in that community were hard put to it to justify 
their ancient faith. Where the Babylonian community 
was able to operate without too much competition 
from the ruling power or culture, the Alexandrian 
community of Jews had to make many compromi~. 
Where the Babylonian Jews built a great law system. 
the Alexandrian Jews built a noteworthy philosophic 
system. Philo attempted to glorify the history of the 
Jews in terms of the Platonic philosophy. 

It is important to note that the Jews of Europe 
followed closest the Babylonian law system while 
minimizing the significance of the Alexandrian philo-
sophic contribution and the Palestinian midrashic 
achievement. The former, no doubt, was tied more 
closely to the real problems of life. In making their 
choice, the later Jewish generations emphasized what 
they needed most, irrespective of its origin. 

PABT THREE 

THE EUBOPEAN PEBIOD 

In our previous two chapters we discussed the 
two greatest periods in Jewish history. We pointed 
out that in the Biblical Period there were two 
import:mt liberalizing movements. The first movement 
began with Abraham and ended with Moses. The 
second source of creative action was the Literary 
Prophets ( Isaiah, Jeremiah, Amos, etc.). In the 
period of the Second Commonwealth, intermediate 
between the Biblical and Talmudic Periods, the Scribes 
began the process of liberalizing Jewish written law 
through the medium of the oral law. Many of the laws 
of the Talmud stand out as reform legislation 
designed to meet the needs of a new generation living 
in a new environment. 

In trying to undestand the vast changes in Jewish 
life down through the a~es, we must first understand' 
the changes in their environment. The original laws 
of the Hebrews were designed for a nomadic society 
( Blood revenge, etc.) . Later on, when the Hebrews 
became farmers, a different type of law was needed. 
Still later when they lived in large towns, a third 
type of law was needed and instituted. The Talmudic 
law is prepared for a mixed agricultural and mer-
cantile society. 

In both the Biblical and Talmudic periods, the 
Hebrews were able to act upon their environment anJ 
change it to meet their needs. In the Biblical period 
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the Hebrews lived upon the land and were independ-
ent. In the Talmudic peril')d, the Jews also lived upon 
the land, although their independence was not 
absolutely complete. In 

1
the third major period of 

Jewish history that we $hall consider, we find tre-
mendous differences in background and freedom. In 
the European period of Jewish history ( 1500-1900 
CE) the Jews were neither independent as a com-
munity, nor were they living on the land. It is 
understandable, then, that Jewish culture in Europe 
underwent serious change. In the new environment, 
the old solutions were far from adequate. 

(A)-The Grandeur of Spain 

About 1000 of this era, the Jewish community 
in Babylonia disintegrated along with the Babylonian 
society. The rise of Islam, and then, the inroads of the 
Turks, mitigated against a secure and prosperous 
community. When the Persia'n (Babylonian) Empire 
was conquered by the Arabs, the Jewish community 
lost much of its freedom. There began a steady decline 
in learning and creativity. 

"Almost at the moment that the light of learning 
went out in Sura and Pumbedita, new lights were 
kindled in the most populous centers of the Medi-
terranean world, the brightest of which shone in the 
capital of Moslem Spain."• Jews had come to the 
chief Mediterranean ,cities long before the decline of 
the Babylonian center. They had lived in Spain for 
centuries, yet we call the period 1000-13 50 CE "The 
Golden A,r.e of Spanish Jewish Life." The Jews had 
so much "lreedom in Spain that they became high 
officials in the Spanish government. Many of Spain's 
finest poets and physicians were Jewish. The Jews of 
Spain were as much Spanish provincials as they were 
Jews. By 1492, however, the glory of Spanish Jewish 
living had come to an end, and the sadder tale of 
European Jewry begins. 

The Spanish period did not produce any great 
work corresponding to the Bible or to the Talmud. It 
did produce the famous code of Maimonides, The 
Mishneh Torah, and his significant philosophical 
works; the Zohar, a mystical approach to God and 
the universe, and the Shulchan A.ruch, a detailed code 
for daily Jewish living based on the Talmud.•• The 
period is thus seen in perspective as one in which the 
Jew expressed himself freely on worldly subjects in 
the Arabic idiom, and also in Hebrew, and in Spanish. 
In this sense, the period is one of poetic and philo-
sophic release for the Jew. On the other hand, there 
·:SntN: •-Sachnr. "A Hlt,tnr,· nf thf! lew11," p. 170. 

••-.Joseph Caro. thP. onthor. w:111 horn in Snnin, hnt 
prepared the work in Palestine. 
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was no new creation of Jewish law. The better Jewish 
thinkers were quite content to codify the Talmudic 
laws without attempting to expand them or to change 
them.* 

(B)-Ghetto Judaism 

With the Spanish Inquisition in 1490-1492, there 
began the expulsion of the Jews from Spain and, what 
we choose to call the European Period of Jewish 
History. The Jews of Spain went east to Turkey and 
to the Crimea. There they met other Jews who had 
been established for centuries. Other Jewish com• 
munities existed as far north as Lithuania. Some of 
the Spanish Jews went to Holland and there founded 
a significant Jewish colony. Others went into France 
and Gtrmany and joined the march of Jews eastward, 
for the Christian Crusades had left their bloody mark 
upon the original Jewish settlements of these countries. 

The years 1500-1800 were what we might call 
the period of Ghetto Judaism. This was a period when 
Jews were con.fined not only within cramped and 
inadequate quarters, but they were also confined in 
their economic and political pursuits. Jews in this 
period could not choose the place in which they 
wished to Jive. They could not choose their vocation, 
and they could not choose to participate in the 
government of the nation in which they Jived. The 
Jewish community was forced back upon itself. It was 
deprived of the means and the right to economic and 
political progress. It was left with its old books and 
the occupations that no one else wanted, like lending 
money and selling rags. The great factor of this period 
of Jewish history is that the Jews were deprived of 
land upon which to work. Their hands were idled. In 
the absence of healthy agricultural and mercantile 
relations with the world outside of them, the Jews 
began to suffer from the diseases well known to all 
in-bred groups. It is one of the wonders of historv 
that the Jews were able to salvage anything at ail 
from these long centuries. 

To he sure, there was a beauty and a warmth to 
many aspects of Jewish living. The Jew was able to 
make his daily routine interesting and enriching by 
following the precepts or Mitzvoth. In fact, the local 
Rabbis added new rules to those .already found in the 
codes and in the Talmud. The Jews made of the 
Sabbath a day of escape from the drud~ery and the 
poverty of his everyday existence. Unfortunatelv, 
however, the intellectual pursuits of the Jews were 
~ot.-: "-Other noteworth~• Jewi;;h workR of thP 11erio<l 
lll<'llllle ibn Gabirol'i,. "Fon,; \'ltac-" and Judah Halevi's 
"Th.- ('n:r.ari." ~ahmani<l<'R ancl <'r<'R<·aR w<'rr. philif:;ophil' 
opponc•nts of Mnimonidc•s who was o( 1hr ,:;,•hoot of Ari;;-
totlc. 
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not largely constructive. The study of the Talmud, 
separated as it was from the direct approach to life 
as had been the case in Babylonia, now degenerated 
to pilpulism. * The teachers and the students in the 
Y eshi voth (schools) penetrated deeper and deeper 
into the laws in search of intellectual stimulation. 
The result was too often harmful and destructive of 
real creative study. 

As was to be expected, there came a revolt 
against pilpulism. Unfortunately, the propertied men 
of the Jewish communities had been designated as 
community leaders by the national governments, and 
too of ten the supervisors of the Yeshivoth served 
the interests of the men of property. The law was 
interpreted in such a way as to exact the most from 
the common people and to return the most to the 
coffers of the community leaders. Presumably this 
money was turned over to the government as taxes. 
Ultimately the Jewish peasants revolted against their 
super-legalistic leaders with their fine show of learn-
ing and wealth. This revolution we know as Hasidism. 
It's theme was that God sought only good deeds from 
men and not necessarily learning or wealth. The 
simplest and most ignorant man, said the Hasidim, 
might be the nearest one to God. Prayer, not study, 
became the channel to God for these people. The way 
to God was not through the law but through joy and 
mystic identity. There is no question but that Hasidism 
helped to temper the climate of the Jewish community. 
It brought warmth and a welcome relief from pedantic 
legalism. The influence of Hasidism was wide and 
was especially successful lUTIOng the common people. 
All of southern Russia, for example, became Hasidic. 

Hasidism must be viewed as a liberalizing move-
ment. Had it not gone so far, it might have taken a 
firmer hold upon all of Jewry. It's extreme disregard 
fpr the law led, however, to a degenerate mysticism in 
time. The Hasidim were forced to re-fashion their 
outlook, and they returned to the study of the law. 
They brought with them. however, a fresh spirit of 
joy. The law became for them, not an intellectual 
pursuit, but a mystical experience. 

There was a second type of revolt against the 
Talmudists known as the Haskalah or Enlightenment. 
These were Jews who had grown wearv of ~hetto 
restrictions and were anxious to participate in the 
science and the culture of their Christian contem-
poraries. When the ~hetto walls began to be removed 
by a more humane Christian community, the Jews of 
the Haskalah sought to secularize their own com-
munity and to free it from the shackles of its ancient 
religion. 
Xotr: *-'See thr clisr•11,:,:io11 of nilpuli;;m in Gr:t~·zl'I, 
''.-\ History of the .Jew1," pp. 4:53 ff. 
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We should understand that one of the many 
reas?ns for the relative sterility of this period of 
Jewish history was that Europe itself was sterile. 
Except for the short period of the Renaissance, when 
Eur.ope sought again to find the creative spirit of 
ancient Greece, Europe was really only semi-civilized. 
W~ile the Jewish standards were low compared to 
theu own standards in other ages amidst other civiliza-
tio~s, the_ J~ws were still in many ways superior to 
theu Chnshan and pagan contemporaries. Only with 
the Emancipation in the late 18th century do both 
Europe and its Jews begin to show real creativity. 

Even those Jews who defended so-called "Ortho-
dox," or Ghetto-Judaism, now taught with greater 
intelligence and schlolarship. It is not intended to 
say that E.uropean Jewry from 1500 to 1800 did not 
have its great moments, but these were neither con-
sistent nor sustained. There are no great Jewish works 
of this period to compare with the Bible or the 
Talmud or eve~ with the contributions of the Spanish 
Jews. There is no commentator of this period to 
compare with Rashi who lived earlier in France. It 
is a tribute to the Jews that their lust for knowledge 
wa.; not completely smothered in these dark centuries. 
For the survival of Judaism in any form we are 
indebted to the strong souls who made th~ best of 
their environment and left their heritage relatively 
untarnished in view of the circumstances. 

(C)-The Emancipation 

Under the stimulus of the French Revolution and 
~he_ moral and ~olitical _ revolution which accompanied 
1t 10 the late eighteenth century, the Jew was intro-
duced to_ the l~fe-.about him with the opportunity to 
mould his en~ironment once again. We shall see in 
our study _of the Modern Period of Jewish History 
that ~he same Jews who held so tightly to every little 
rule 10 t~e European Period._ now turned to creatin~ 
new Jewish forms as had theu ancestors in Israel and 
in Babylonia. 

PART FOUR 

THE MODERN PERIOD 

. We _have seen that the least productive era of 
Jewish history was a feature of the non-productive 
era of European history. The historian Grayzel com-
ments in his "A History of the Jews,'' "The Jews ... 
erected about themselves a mental ghetto to balance 
the physical ghetto about them."•~ Iu response to the 
Xote: •-Page 543. 
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harsh attitude of the Christian world about them, the 
European Jews from the 16th century onward became 
so reactionary in their J 1 .. daism that they almost 
destroyed the vtry essence of Judaism themselves. 

The 17th century was Europe's dark century. In 
the 18th century there was a slow and painful groping 
towards emancipation. Within the Christian and Jew-
ish communities a great struggle was in process. Just 
as some Jews were beginning to question the highly 
authoritarian Judaism of their day, so the Christians 
were beginning to question the autho1itarianism of 
the Catholic Church. The rise of Prote,tantism and 
the rise of Reform Judaism were not two distinct and 
unrelated phenomena. Each movement was part of 
the "Zeitgeist," the spirit of the age. 

The modern period of Jewish development besins 
with the great revolutions of America and France, in 
1776 and 1789, respectively. These revolutions were 
actually the result of a gradual growth _of the free 
spirit among Europe's people. As Amenca was the 
arena in which most of Europe's political and economic 
institutions were defeated, so America atso was the 
arena in which the religious institutions of Eur.ope 
were displaced. America was, in its origins, primarily 
a Protestant nation in spirit, and certainly a non-
orthodox nation. Similarity, the early Jews who found 
their way here were non-orthodox or Reform. America 
was to remain primarily a Protestant nation with 
respect to Christians, but the charac_ter of it_s Jewish 
population wado change vastly with the mflux of 
hundreds of thousands of East European Jews in the 
late 19th century. 

For a· while, the freedom that America gave to 
the Jews, Napoleon's armies gave to the Jews of 
Europe. Originally, Napoleon appeared as the savior 
of the Jews. Wherever his armies went, they carried 
the new liberties of the French Revolution with them. 
Even Germany and Austria were aff'ected by the new 
liberalism. 

(A}--Beform Judalam 

When the Christian world offered the Jews equal-
ity, the Jew came out of his ghetto, slowly but surely. 
Some of the Jews were frightened and feared the 
results of their newly found freedom. Like birds which 
have been sheltered from a storm by a dark cave, they 
left their shelter cautiously. The Jews were not certain 
that the sunlight was a friend. While some Jews 
pref erred to ret~in their culture unchanged, other 
Jews boldly tried to demonstrate that they were no~ 
;1t all unlike their Christian neighbors. The tide ot 
idealism which engulfed America and France invested 
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all of Europe with concepts of universal brotherhood. 
The .religions of the day which were attractive to 
men were the simple religion, which emphasized 
ethics aQOve, and even without, ceremonials. New 
sects of Christians grew up which deplored the forma-
lism and superstition of Medieval Christianity. New 
sects of Judaism grew up which deplored the forma-
lism and superstition of Medieval Judaism. Christians 
became either Protestants or Deists or Theists.• Jews 
became Reform Jews or rational philosophers. 

It is a mistake to think of Reform Judaism in its 
origins as something well defined. There were many 
Reform thinkers in the Europe of the 19th century. 
There were many synagogues which experimented 
along new lines. There were those Jews like Samuel 
Holdheim who thought that Orthodox Judaism ( Euro-
pean Judaism) should be completely rejected. There 
were those like Abraham Geiger who held that 
Judaism was a living instrument which might be 
changed, but he thought that new changes were to 
be made slowly and within the true nature of the 
Jewish spirit. Geiger has been cited as the father oi 
American Reform Judaism. Zechariah Frankel, on the 
other hand, while agreeing with Geiger that Judaism 
was changeable, opposed planned and directed change. 
Change, said Frankel, will arise naturally among the 
people and might then be recognized. Frankel is 
held by many to be the father of Conservative Judaism. 

(B>--J•ws In America 
What these men tried to do in Europe, other men 

tried to do in America. Isaac M. Wise followed the 
teachings of Geiger and tried to introduce planned 
chan8es, based on the tradition, into Jewish life. The 
tremendous difference between the European and the 
American scene, however, prompted Wise and his 
followers, in time, to make more and more changes. 
The absence of trained Rabbis in this country, the 
scattering of Jewish communities, and the difficulty 
of maintaining traditional Judaism under such circum-
stances prompted Wise to make a more complete 
break with the orthodoxy of Europe, even as the 
Declaration of Independence had been a bold step 
away from Europe's political institutions. 

Basically, Wise advocated one union of all He-
brew congregations in America, and he founded the 
Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati to train Rabbis 
for all Jews. The impetus of American radicalism 
carried Reform Judaism with it, an<l American Reform 
went much farther away from traditionalism than did 
Note: •-The Deists belim·ell in a JJl.'ri\lonal 1ro:l but uot 
in or.-.anlzed relh.rion. The Theists belie,•,'<l God was more 
tranacendent. 
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European Reform. Although Wise hoped to unify all 
.American Jews, the institutions he founded became 
the source of Reform doctrine only. 

Similarly, Solomon Schechter sought in later 
years to avoid a severing of the .American Jewish 
community without success. Schechter, like Frankel 
in Europe, hesitated in encouraging changes although 
he thought they were needed. He emphasized the 
tradition more than Wise and founded the Jewish 
Theological Seminary in New York City which has 
become the citadel of Conservative Judaism. 

(C)-New Immigration and New Emphasis 

The Jewish Theological Seminary was founded 
substantially after the Hebrew Union Coliege. It was 
founded when America had already lost much of its 
radicalism. The high spirit of change and revolution 
which had marked early American l.1fe in every phase 
did not dominate the Jews of Schechter's period, as 
it had dominated the Jews of an earlier period.* 
Further, the earlier American Jews came primarily 
from central and western Europe where ghetto walls 
had been torn down and v 1here orthodoxy had been 
most seriously challenged. The Jews who swarmed 
into America in the late 19th century and in the 
early 20th century were Eastern European Jews who 
knew not emancipation. They did know the oppression 
of the Czars, however, and they knew what it was 
to be forced to fight for their religion. They had never 
been engulfed in the wave of universal idealism which 
had borne the idea of Reform Judaism to these shores. 

The mass of new immigrants would have nothing 
to do with Schechter and his seminary. To them, he 
was Reform. The immigrants set up a tiny congrega-
tion on every corner. Each congregation was a law 
nnto itself. Grayzel writes that the preparation of 
kosher food was most ineffectively supervised as were 
most rabbinical functions.** The basic claim of the 
new immi~rants was that Judaism must not be changed 
from the form they knew in the Ghetto. As a result 
they did not engage in the type of scholarship which 
Wise and Schechter both considered necessary to the 
continued vitality of Judaism in its new environment. 

(D)-The Secularists 

Not all of the new immigrants were Orthodox 
Jews. Many of them were in revolt against their 

Xofri.: 0 -Th<' HUC waf; fonndecl in 187:'L 
0 

•-".-\ Hlstor)· of the ,Jpws," p. H08. 
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religion. Some of them were areligious, not at all 
concerned with the survival even of a reformed Juda-
ism. In their efforts to oppose the tyranny of the Czars, 
and influenced by the dynamics of Marxism, some of 
these Jews created a new salvation for themselves, 
the heaven of Socialism. Still other Jews were neither 
religious nor socialist but fanatically Zionist. They 
were concerned with the survival of the Jews as a 
people, although the religious character of the people 
was not their chief concern. Of course, there were all 
sorts of mixed breeds bridging these categories. There 
were religious Zionists and socialist Zionists an<l 
religious Socialists . Each of these groupings were iµ 
search of a new salvation, and as such, they indicated 
a growing dissatisfaction with the efficacy of Ortho-
doxy to solve the problems Jews met in their everyday 
routine. Strangely, almost all of these viewpoints were 
nurtured by the environment of Europe. Almost with-
out exception none of them was generated by Jewish 
experience in America. A truly American type of 
Jewish salvation could only be generated after several 
generations of Jewish experience on the American 
scene. 

(E)-What Type of Judalam in America? 
The tvpe of Judaism which would best apply to 

the American environment is only now beginning to 
emerge. Its leaders are Rabbis who feel that while the 
traditions must be respected, some planned changes 
must be made in Jewish life. The flavor of the new 
liberalism is not that of old-line Reform which broke 
completely with traditionalism, nor is the new liberal-
ism consonant with the stand-pat-ism of old-line Con-
servative Judaism. It is a matter of historical fact that 
neither Orthodox, Conservative, nor Reform Judaism 
have made Judaism a challenging and a dynamic ex-
perience for young American Jews. Here and there, at 
isolated points individual Rabbis by the force of their 
personality have been able to stimulate and inspire 
their congregations. No organized presentation of 
Judaism, however, has succeeded in building loyal 
hasidim joyfully immersed in their faith. The Ortho-
dox Jews continue their wholesale flight into Conser-
vative and Reform categories while the Conservative 
and Reform Jews slip into the twilight zone of 
no-rnan's land. 

The great question before American Jewry today 
is not for or against reform, but · what direction shall 
the reform take? Even the orthodox groups are begin-
ing to take the very steps that original reformers took 
in Europe in the 19th century. They are beginning to 
read orayers in the lanJ?11age of the land, and they ar,· 
permitting women to sit alongside men. The Reform 
Movement, itself, is in the midst of a great reform. 
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Having realized the failure of high ideals alone to 
captivate the heart of Jews, the Reform Movement is 
slowly adding a mjnimim code of ritual to its observ-
ance by deliberate choice. The Conservative Move-
ment, on the other hand, is splitting into three camps. 
There are the right wing Conservatives who are closely 
identified with the Modern-Orthodox. There is the 
Conservative Center which stands pat with Frankel 
and waits for the changes to be imposed upon the 
legislators. In its call for an active pro~ram of studied 
change, the left-wing of the Conservative Movement 
led by Dr. Mordecai Kaplan is closely identified with 
the liberal wing of the Reform Movement. The great 
difference between the Reform aod Conservative move-
ments today is that the former is moving as a body 
towards a planned liberalism while the latter has not 
yet brought itself to collective action. Many Rabbis 
believe that, in the years to come, there will be only 
two types of Judaism in America, Liberal and Tradi-
tional.• 

One of the best indications of the mellowing of 
the Reform Movement in America is the consolidation 
of the Hebrew Union College with the Jewish Insti• 
tute of Religion in New York. The latter school was 
founded by Rabbi Stephen S. Wise to train men to 
enter any type of pulpit. Unlike the College or the 
Seminary, the Institute did not bind its faculty or its 
student body to support any particular branch of 
Judaism. In this free atmosphere men were trained 
to meet the needs of the Jewish community. True, 
most of the Institute graduates chose Reform pulpits, 
but they were not doctrinaire teachers. The Institute'c; 
graduates and faculty have been advance agents of thP. 
new liberalism. In identifyin~ itself with the philo-
sophy of Rabbi Wise, the Reform Movement has 
indicated the direction in which it . wiJl move, in all 
probability, within the next decade. Dr. Nelson 
Glueck , President of the combined Hebrew Union 
College-Jewish Institute of Religion, seems determined 
to make the schools a reservoir of a dynamic, liberal 
Judaism. Dr. Maurice Eisendrath, President of the 
Union of American Hebrew Congregations (Reform-
Liberal) also seems to be a spokesman for the new 
reform.** 

The position of Liberal Judaism is fashioned out 
of experience on the American scene. It frankly faces 
the cold facts of our time; it minces no words; it 
~ote11: • The author believes that the great hope of American 
Judaism lies in the Reform Movement, because it is involved, 
as a movement , in a broad program of experimentation. 

.. The Union de;ier,•cc:i l?'re:it c•r£>1lit for e"tablishinl?' 
the only ca~torial s<.'hool in America. The school has for 
its proresaors tho finest scholars in the field. 
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asserts the need for new definitions, the discarding of 
some old forms, and the creation of new forms. 
Liberal Judaism is traditional in the sense that it does 
not advocate a ha~ty and wholesale departure from 
traditional observance. It is radical, in its willingness to 
make a change when intense study reveals the need 
for a change and the positive value of the change. 

(F)-What la Torah? 

Our ancient Rabbis have said that the world 
stand~ on three things, Torah, Temple Worship, and 
Righteous Action. Liberal Judaism holds that Torah 
includes not only the five books of Moses but all the 
wisdom of Jews in every age and all t~e wisdom of 
great men everywhere. Thus, Liberal Judaism repre-
sents a broad extension of the concept of Torah. In 
taking this stand, Liberal Judaism still retains the 
Torah of the Jews as the integral part of its faith, 
but does not limit its vision to the wisdom of the 
Jewish Torah alone. Unlike the Orthodox Jew, the 
Liberal Jew does not consider the Torah as infallible 
or unchangeable. He brings the critical, scholarship 
approach to his own religion as well as to an other 
fields of study. 

In the case of Ahvodah or Worship, the Liberal 
stands for certain reforms in the method of prayer. 
He includes as many features of the orthocfox service 
as possible, yet he does not hesitate to exclude those 
f ea tu res which tend to confuse or which are not 
understandable to the great majority of American 
Jews. 

With respect to Righteous Action, the Liberal 
Jew stresses duty towards all men. He emphasites the 
obligation of gamiloth hasidim beyond the realm of 
the tribe (a great goal of Judaism which was sub-
merged by the ghetto reaction to Christian cruelty). 
The Liberal Jew emphasizes the universalistic aspects 
of his faith. In this respect he reveals the influence of 
his American heritage. 

The Liberal credo walks on two legs. It says first, 
the tradition is to be respected where possible; 
secondly, it asserts that the tradition must be changed 
when the needs of the people dictate that change. 

(G)-The ACJe-old Stru99le 

The great question in American Jewish circles 
today is really not "Should the tradition be modified?" 
but "How is it to be modified?" The Conservative-
Orthodox position is that changing needs must. he 
met through chang~s in the law maJe only by the 
proper authorities (themselves). The more liberal 
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Rabbis in the Conservative movement testify that 
Conservative Judaism has introduced no changes of 
consequence into Jewish life in decades.* Conservative 
Judaism has asserted the right to change, but has not 
had the courage apd the vision to make those changes. 

The Liberal Rabbis propose to make the needed 
changes by joint consultation and through their 
national bodies. At the present time, through-out our 
nation, individual Rabbis are experimenting with new 
procedures which they hope will re-vitalize their 
communities and form a pattern for American Jewry. 
In the next decade, we shall see the fruits of these 
labors. Within ten years the experiments will offer 
practical results for consolidation and summation. 
\'{'ithin that time, or perhaps a little longer, we may 
hope for a new code for American Jews. When it is 
developed it shall reflect the needs of our unique 
environment, and it shall offer Judaism's greatest hope 
for survival on this continent. Perhaps the results will 
constitute one of the major steps in the history of 
Judaism.** 

.Meanwhile the contest goes on between the Torah 
sl1e b' ksav and the Torah she b'al peh, between the 
written law and the needs and customs of the people. 
In every age under normal conditions the solution has 
been a blending of the two. There is every reason to 
believe that we shall not fail in the 20th century. 

(H}-Zlon 

Amenca is now the center of the greatest Jewish 
population in the world. It must be considered as the 
most important Jewish center. What happens in 
America may well determine the character of Judaism 
throughout the world. On the other hand, the influence 
of the smaller Jewish community in Israel cannot bt: 
discounted. Here, a million Jews, a strange mixture 
of Jews completely westernized and Jews completely 
immersed in the ancient semitic culture, are trying to 
work out a new salvation. 

The Jewish state is not founded on the laws of 
the Torah or the Talmud. It is founded on the model 
of the western European democracies. It's political 
leaders hope to build a new religion of cooperative 
socialism. The nation is engaged in one of the most 
touching humanitarian tasks of all history. What will 

Note•: •-Rabbi Eisenstein, vice-pres'dent of the Rab-
binical Assembly (Oonserv,aitive) said at the l 051 Conven-
tion of the Central Oonference of AmeriC'an Rabbli1 
(Reform-Liberal), ".A.t our conv<·ntion last week we took 
llP the problem of the a:mnah. WC' lnft it whPl'C wn hacl 
taken it 11 ll t Wf'n f Y' Yf'~l"R 11-::-0 ! " 

••The Oomnii!ision 011 S.vnairn:n1f' Ac•til'itiPs of th1• 
lJ AHC is invoh·c>d in ndapting traditional Cl'l"Cmonics to 
the modern environment. 
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emerge from the conflict of advance political and 
retarded religious thinking we can not predict. Per-
haps, the new· synthesis will be a bril!iant synthesis. 
Jews have demonstrakd time . and agau~ through t_he 
ages the capacity to blend sc-emmg opposites. The_ orig-
inal Torah burst upon the ancient world as a miracu-
lous fountain in the hot desert. Perhaps the new Torah 
which shall come forth from Zion shall be of equal 
value to the old. If the Torah really lives, that is to 
say, if it grows and changes, it_ shall be a Tree of 
Life to those who cleave unto 1t forever! 
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POSTSCRIPT (1982) 

I_t has been thirty years since this pamphlet was written . 
Dunn~ these year~, _the American Jewish Community has 
been in great cr1S1s. The problems of the American 
middle-class have been clearly evident amongst many 
Jews. The open sex scene, accelerated intermarriage and 
the declining birth rate have severely affected Jews well 
as the general American community . While an alarming 
numb_er of Jews ha~e been assimilated into the general 
Amencan Community, others have faced the crisis of mov-
ing closer to the Jewish tradition . 

In these . ~ears, the Orthod?x Jewish Community has 
shown surpnsing strength and significantly has maintained 
a healthy birth rate. Conservative and Reform Jews have 
m_oved closer together in many ways, but their liberal con-
st!tuency has_ been the most buffeted by the prevailing 
winds of soCial change. It is these groups that have the 
larger _co?gr~gations and the biggest problems with respect 
to asstmtlauon and the declining birth rate . There is a 
growing feeling amongst more Jews that this is a time for 
moving closer to the Jewish center, in terms of ritual ob-
servances, for the sake of survival. 

Never has the Jewish community built more syna-
gogues, never has its seminaries raised more money, but 
the problems of survival are increasing. Even as more in-
~titutional b_uildings rise, the registration in Jewish relig-
ious schools 1s sharply decreasing. It would seem that some 
Jews are trying to save the world from overpopulation all 
by themselves . 

Ii:t thes~ thirty years, ~omen have come to play an in-
creasingly significant role in the American synagogue. The 
~xam~le set by Reform Judaism in the nineteenth century 
involving women on an equal basis with men in the syna-
g_ogue has been followed by many Conservative congrega-
uons. The R~form seminary for the training of Rabbis (The 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion) re-
ports that over one-third of its students are women. While 
an ~~creasing n~mber of Jewish women are moving into 
posltl~>ns of Jewish lead~rship, so an increasing number are 
choosing to be a careenst rather than a mother of Jewish 
children . 
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The needs of the future are clear for American Jews. 
They must choose a mate committed to help them raise 
Jewish children; they must increase their birth-rate , and 
they must train their children Jewishly in such a way that 
they will be able to resist the lure of assimilation. Study of 
Torah must be intensified in all Jewish homes . The home 
once again has to become the focus of ritualistic observ-
ance . The changes that the leaders of the Babylonian 
Jewish community introduced to help the exiles survive 
must have their counterpart in the American crisis. Juda -
ism in America will survive if each family understands its 
responsibility in the battle . Traditional Jews will say that 
the new move to home ritualistic observance must follow 
Orthodox patterns. Reform Jews continue to believe that 
there is room for selectivity and creativity where ritual is 
concerned . 
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