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Chapter I
THE CONSERVATIVE MOVEMENT IN AMERICA
our Design.

The purpose of this dissertation is to ex-

plore the element of philosophy in Conservative curricula.
We shall seek to determine the extent to which the curricula
designed for the Conservative congregational elementary
schools reflect the philosophies of Judaism and of education
advocated by the leaders of the movement.

In the present in-

troductory chapter we shall take a brief glance at the historical and sociological background of the Conservative move•
ment.

In the second chapter the main philosophical and theo•

logical trends among Conservative thinkers will be described.
The third will detail the educational aims of the Conservative school system.

The fourth will examine the Jewish and

educational philosophies of past and present Conservative
curricula.

The fifth and concluding chapter will contain a

brief summary of our findings and conclusions.
This chapter deals with the external events that gave rise
to the movement.

It tells of the first signs of Conservatism
l

in Europe, of the leaders in America who at ·first made common
cause with Reform, but who finally went their own way by establishing a seminary and a wide network of local and national
institutions.

Finally, the social forces conditioning all

these developments are outlined.
European Antecedents.

In America the Conservative movement

is as recent as some of its oldest adherents.

In historical

pe;rspective, therefore, it 1s extremely young, one of the

2

youngest on the J~wish scene.

Its beginnings, however, can

be traced to an earlier period in Europe.
In Germany Conservatism first appeared as the Positive Historical School.

Back of this new religious orientation was

the Science of Judaism (Wissenschaft des Judentu.ms), the at•
tempt to comprehend the Jewish past by means of the historical method.

But neither in Germany nor in England, where Con-

servative thought spread, did the movement flourish· as it did
1
in America.
American Antecedents .

In America Conservatism can be trac-

ed directly to early Reform and to Western European Orthodoxy,
both of which combined to form the Historical School.

At

first there was hope that Reform would not depart appreciably
from the mainstream of Jewish religious life and that it
should be pos·s ible to combine Orthodoxy with modernism.
this was not to be .

But

The Pittsburgh Platform adopted by the

Reform in 1885 caused the decisive split; the existence of
three religious wings in American Judaism -o~thodox, Conservative, Reform- th~n became a fact.
The Historical School (1840-1885) .

Towering above all his

peers was Isaac Leeser (1806-1868) 2 who pioneered in almost
·1The beginnings in Germany are described in David Philipson,
The Reform Movement (1931).
2

The ensuing section is based on M. Davis, Yahadut Amerika
Behitpathutah (1951). Parzen's "A -History of Conservative
Judaism" CJ, III (July 1947) to VIII (January 1952) presents
the lives and thoughts of Schechter, Adler, Ginsberg and
others.
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Seminary faculty and board. 4
the presidency .of

s.

This spirit prevailed during

Morais {1886•1897) and continued for a

while during the incumbency of his successor Solomon Schechter
who took over in 1902, after an interval of five years, during
which time the Seminary was closed.
Expansion of the Seminary. Originally designed as a rabbinical school, the Seminary gradually expanded its activities to include a ~t-N~ variety of schools and projects for
the propagation of Jewish scholarship.

The library which was

started in 1902 became one of the largest collections of Judaica and Hebraica in the world with so~e 200,000 printed books
and 9,000 manuscripts.

The Teachers Institute (1909) became

one of the leading American teacher training schools.

Its

extension department, the Israel Friedlaender Classes (1921)

✓•

offered courses to adults.

The Seminary College of Jewish

studies (1929) was created as an academic department.

Other

projects included: the Museum of Jewish Ceremonial Objects
(1931); the Institute for Religious and Social Studies (1938)
for clergymen and other religious teachers; The Eternal Light
(1944), a weekly radio program, and Frontiers of Faith (1951),
eight annual TV programs; the University of Judaism in Los
Angeles (1947); the American Jewish History Center (1953) to
stimulate the writing of local Jewish history, and the Cantors
Institute.
Evolution of National Agencies.
the United Synagogue of America.

In 1913 Schechter organized
He envisaged it as a union

4M. Davis, in Finkelstein The Jews, I, 391.

6

of all traditional synagogues, both Orthodox and Conservative.
It was to embrace both congregations headed by Seminary alum-•ni and by others who believed in a united front of tradition-

.

alists.

For a while Orthodox rabbis affiliated themselves

with this organization. 5

But this was not to last long.

It

only caused the rallying of the Orthodox around their own
banner, thus forcing the Conservatives to carry on as a distinct and separate party.

This process took many years.

The rabbis who were ordained by the Seminary formed an
alumni association which in 1919 launched the Rabbinical Assembly.

They soon welcomed all other rabbis who headed Con-

servative congregations.
As the number of congregations increased, a need arose for
coordinating the activities of their auxiliary groups.

The

first to organize was the National Women's League in 191'7,
the Young People's League in 1921, and the National Federation
of Jewish Men's Clubs in 1929. 6
'7
a.gogues was formed..
Local Developments.

In 1957 a World Union of Syn•

On the local level the development of

the synagogue centers was of greatest significance.

These

institutions aimed to integrate religious, recreational and
educational activities under one roof.
Of the original eleven congregations which helped initiate
the Seminary in 1885 not one stayed with it after a short
5 Parzen, eJ, V (January 1949), 42f.
6Data mainly from Jewish Theological Seminary Register,1957.
7

~

(1957), 9-J6.

7

period. 8

Only 16 congregations were affiliated. with the Uni-

ted. Synagogue when it was organized in 1913.

But in 1919

fully 110 congregations were listed. as members; a year later
there were 130. 9
cades.

No data are available for the next two de-

In 1940 the number of Conservative congregations was

275, then it rose to 365 in 1949, to 460 1n 1952 and in the
following year they overtook the Reform movement with 483
units, 508 in 1955 and 559 the following year.

Present claims

are as high as 700 Conservative congregations with a membership of over one million. 10
In 1955 there were 615 sisterhoods with 160,000 members,
210 men's groups with 30,000 members, and 240 Young Peoples'
League chapters with 16,000 members.

The expansion of the

Conservative movement has been extraordinary.
The Conservative Synagogue:

A Sociological View.

Under

what circumstances did these Conservative congregations originate?

A recent study 11 , summarized herein, showed that

they prospered in the third area of Jewish settlement.
first area was populated by recent immigrants.

The

Here patterns

of behavior were those of the Shtetl, the congregation in
most cases an Anshe, that is it belonged to a Landsmanshaft,
a mutual aid organization of Jews who hailed from the same
8 Parzen, CJ, III (July 1947), 15.
9usy Repo~, VII, VIII.
10nata in this and the following paragraph are from the
American Jewish Year Book, Volumes 46, p. 495, 50 p. 154,
53 p. 15st., 54 p. 100, 55 p. aor., 56 p. 231, 57 pp. 190 197, 58 p. 152f.
11
M. Sklare, Conservative Judaism (1955).

8

townlet in eastern Europe.
was a private Reder.
was Yiddish.

The Jewish school by and large

The service was Orthodox, the language

After a while those who had started their climb

to the status of middle class moved into the second area of
Jewish settlement.

Here the synagogue was still Orthodox,

usually a large structure, where worship was the chief function.

The school was an afternoon Talmud Torah sponsored by

an independent membership association.

In the first and sec-

ond areas the Jews constituted a preponderant majority; their
non-Jewish neighbors were also largely immigrants and most
of them-the Italians and Irish, for example-were Catholic.
In the second and third decades of this century the second generation of middle class Jews moved to a third more
fashionable area on the outskirts of the city; the process
repeated itself in the decades that followed, especially in
the course of the migration to suburbs after the Second World
War; it is still under way.
In these newest areas the Jews find. themselves among a
preponderance of old American Protestants of middle class status.

The traditional sacred system imported by east-European

Orthodoxy, in process of disintegration under the impact of
the American environment, is no longer feasible here for a
majority of Jews.
total assimilation.

In other climes the choice might have been
Not so here.

Instead of assimilation a

process of acculturation sets in - an adjustment of the sacred system to the mores of western culture, on the one hand,
and to the secular forms of Jewish living, on the other.

A

compromise is effected whereby Jewish survival is made poss-

9

ible by a modus vivendi for the alienated.

The synagogue ga-

i

thers under its roof and 1mder legitimation of religion all
that is Jewish and universally human.

It fosters the ethnic

elements of a folk culture - Jewish art and learning - as well
as those social and recreational activities - dances, clubs,
sports - which meet the needs and interests of the ~i fferent
age groups.
entity.

The religious school is no longer an independent

It is part and parcel of the congregation.

The broad-

er base in popular acceptance also results in an attenuated education - Sunday school and confirmation are sanctioned.

Be-

longing does not involve ideological commitment.
This multifunctional synagogue also practices a form of religious worship that is a compromise between the Orthodox and
Reform service .

Women are granted full equality in seating and

social affairs, a share in synagogue government, but they are
barred from the Torah reading ceremonies .

There is consider-

ably more decorum and elimination of commercialism - the selling of certain honorific privileges .
are a major innovation.

Friday evening services

Prayers in English, sermons, abbrev-

iated services, are some of the other changes .

Withal, only

the form is changed, the content of the service is little different from the Orthodox. 12
As a result of all these transformations the fole of the
rabbi has also changed.

In addition to a eentral position as

leader of the worship service, he is an executive of a highly
12 M. Sklare, "Aspercts of Religious Worship in the Contemporary Conservative Synagogue" in Sklare, The Jews , pp. 3573%.

10

complex organization.

The cantor, the educational director,

the sexton and office staff are his subordinates.
The rabbi in turn is an employee of a congregation which
is autonomous, a law unto itself.
supreme authority.

There is no hierarchy, no

Except for the strains and stresses of a

constituency of varying backgrounds and the mediating influence of the national office, the lay leadership of each congregation is in full control.
This leadership consists of 55% businessmen and 30% professionals, but intellectuals such as writers and academicians are poorly represented. 13

This fact plus the general

anti-intellectualism of American society result in a lack of
interest by laymen in ideological issues.

The intellectual

ferment that bred Haskalah, Zionism or early Reform is absent
here.

Decisions are made on a practical, matter of fact

level; philosophy, principles or dogmas have little place in
the councils of the lay leaders.

In short, viewed from the

vantage point of the local congregation and its lay leadership, the basis of the Conservative movement is not ideologi•
cal but sociological, that is, it is not the realization of
an a priori philosophy of Jewish life, but is due to social
forces.

13

USY National Survey on Synagogue Leadership (1953), p.5.
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Chapter II
THE MAIN PHILOSOPHIC TRENDS OF CONSERVATIVE JUDAISM.
Guiding principles of Conservatism have neither been formally adopted by the official bodies of the movement, nor has
-- any one attempted a scholarly systematic presentation of that
philosophy.

All we have are some popular brochures and an--

thologies on the subject published by the United Synagogue 1
as well as brief summaries in a variety of general studies.
There has been a conscious resistance to a formulation of
principles.

Moreover, as Salo W. Baron points out, Conserva-

tism "has not yet succeeded in developing an all•embracing
philosophy, common to all who, though estranged from orthodoxy, are reluctant to join the Reform".

2

Mordecai M. Kaplan,

the only one among Conservatives who attempted to formulate
a complete system of the underlying conceptions of' Judaism,
has had only a limited following within the movement.
The survey of Conservative thought in this chapter is divided into two periods: past and present.

The early begin-

nings are grouped under four headings: the positive historical school and spiritual Zionism in Europe, the historical
school, and the traditional period in America.
A.

HISTORICAL

SURVEY

1Brochures: Robert Gordis, Conservative Judaism, 1956, 47pp.
(Also an earlier edition in 1945.) Simon Greenberg, The
Conservative Movement in Judaism, 1955, 36pp. Anthologies:
Tfieoaore Friedman, What is Conservative Judaism? no date,
147pp., mimeographed. Mordecai Waxman , Tradition and Change
(1958) •
2

A Social and Religious History of the Jews, II (1947),

p. 258.

12

1. The European Positive Historical School.

The European

roots of Conservatism were nurtured by the Science of Judaism whose origin may be dated back to 1820 when a Society
for the Culture and Science of Judaism was founded in Berlin.
A small group of scholars had set out to apply modern methods
of research to the Jewish literature and history of the past.
Those among them who applied their new-found knowledge to
religious thought and did not depart from tradition identified themselves as

11

the positive histo1·ical school," that is,

they had a positive attitude toward the values evolved by
our people in our long historic experience. 3
We shall begin our story with several scholars and end it
with the man who walked out of a conference and started a new
religious movement.
Leopold Zunz
Leopold Zunz (1794-1886), the father of the Science of
Judaism, was a rabbi and then the head of a Jewish teachers
seminary in Berlin.

He tended to Reform until he realized

that they stood for opposition to Jewish law and nationhood.
He defended Tefilin, circumcision and other observances as a
means of preserving the Jewish people.

The abstract religi-

ous conceptions and universal moral principles advocated by
Reform were to him the essence of any true religion, but only
Mitzvot could assure Judaism of distinctiveness and survival.
He wrote in a letter to Abraham Geiger: "We must reform our3 on

the influence of German Romanticism on this early
period, see M. Kaplan The Greater Judaism in the Making
(1960), pp. 350-57.

13

selves and not our religion.

We should attaek only evil prac-

tices that crept in our religious life whether from within or
without, but not the holy heritage.

The attack against the

Talmud which is at present carried on expresses the attitude
of apostates." 4

In his magnum opus Gottesdienstlichen Vortraege der Juden
he proved conclusively that the sermon in the vernacular was
a part of the religi ous service for many generations and there

should therefore be no objection to it by either the Orthodox
Jews or the government. 5
Nachman Krochmal
Nachman Krochmal (1785-1840) in his Guide for the Perplexed
of the [fresentjTime shifted the eenter of philosophical discussion from religion and theology to history and its philosophy.

Each nation, he taught, has a dominant quality which is

its spirit.

There is a law in human history which causes na-

tions to rise, develop and then decline.

Other nations have

disappeared at the end of such a cycle but only the Jews are
eternal.

Th.is is because the Jewtsh national genius was chosen

to embody the Absolute Spirit (Harul'J-ani HamU1l-lat), which is the
God of Israel who is also eternal.

Jewish history has thus al-

ready survived three such complete cycles.

Th.us "Krochmal

changed the center of the individuality of the Jewish people
from religion to a certain abstract concept which he named the
I

4 A. Geiger Nachgelassene Schriften (Berlin, 1876),
p. 184.

v,

5 L. Zunz, Die Gottesdienstlichen Vortraege der Juden
(Frankfurt, 1892), p. x.
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spirit of the nation.

It is true. that in that spirit relig-

ion and morality are the most important elements.

It is in

this sense that Krochmal can be considered the father of the
modern Jewish view of nationalism." 6
Heinrich Graetz
Heinrich Graetz (1817-1891), the historian, agreed with
Krochmal that "the historic course of the Israelite nation
not only shows, as with other nations, the stages of growth,
bloom, and decay, but it exhibits the extraordinary phenomenon that the decay was succeeded, on three different occasions, by a new budding and blossoming time". 7

He then pro-

ceeded to identify the secret of Israel's immortality.
Whereas the Greeks brought to light the ideals of art and
science and did it unconsciously, the Jews evolved a conception of the divine that combined ethics with an affirmation
of life; they also did it consciously in dedication to the
discharge of a preordained mission. 8
Zechariah Frankel
Zechariah Frankel (1801-1875) is generally regarded by
historians as the ideological founder of the Conservative
6waxman, History of Literature III, p. 470; N. Krochmal,
Kitve, ed. s. Rawidowicz (Berlin, 1924), introduction pp.17583, text, pp. 38f.; Klausner I. Historiya Shel Hasifrut
Haivrit Hahadasha, II pp. 143•208. Schechter, Studies in
Judaism, First Series (1896), pp. 46-72. It is Schechter's
view that in an age when "Judaism has been terribly shaken,"
Krochmal provided a saving knowledge "of God who 1s truth"
(p. 72).
7Graetz History of the Jews, V, p. 730, see his summary
article "Retrospect," V, pp. 705-31.
8

Ibid, V

pp. 709, 711f, 718.
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movement.

He served as rabbi in Dresden and then headed the

Rabbinical Seminary in Breslau.

He developed a modern app-

roach in his several works on the Talmud and other rabbinic
sources by applying the methods of scientific historical research to Jewish sourc~s.

He participated in the Frankfort

Rabbinical Conference convened by the Reform group in 1845,
but there and in his writings he emerged as a staunch opponent of radical Reform .
Frankel countered the Reform return to prophetic Judaism
and their deprecation of rabbinic Judaism by a positive attitude to the entire stream of Jewish tradition starting with
the Bible and continuing through the Talmudic period and the
later east European crystallization of that tradition into a
way of life.

As Graetz put it: "He justified and glorified

the Talmudn and had "true regard for inherited forms" (Histor,1:

!

p. 684).

This was the meaning of the label he adopted of

"positive historical Judaism," namely a positive attitude to
rabbinic interpretation of Jewish law and the popular acceptance of that law.
However, this traditionalism did not imply a rigid resis•
tance to change.

Change must take place with a view to

strengthening Jewish tradition after research by rabbis and
scholars.

Above all the warm feeling of the masses of Jews

toward customs and traditions must be respected.

Frankel

stresse~ the unity of Israel and opposed creation of secessionist religious parties.
restoration of Zion.

He held out hope and faith in the

He believed that Hebrew must be retain-

ed as the predominant language in the religious service and
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must be cherished for a true understanding of the Bible. 9
We might add that in the preoccupation of all the four men
listed above and of their disciples with law, history, and
restoration as the core of Judaism they set the Jewish people,
the bearer of Judaism, in the forefront of their thought.
Whereas their thinking was basically religious, there arose
a thinker who set Jewish nationalism

in the center of his

thought.
2.

European Jewish Nationalism.

The nationalist philo-

sophy that emanated from Europe likewise influenced American
Conservatism.

While the political Zionism of Theodor Herzl

strengthened the bonds of Conservative Jews with their breth•
ren througri'out the world, the Spiritual Zionism of Ah.ad Haam
influenced the thinking of the leaders of the movement.
Spiritual Zionism.
Ginzberg (1856-1927}.

Ah.ad Haam was the pen name of Asher
His views may be found in his four - vol~

1:une collection of essays, Al Parashat Derakhim (At the Crossroads} • 10
Ab.ad Haam taught that it is not assimilation which constitutes the gravest threat to Jewish existence; it is rather a
break-up of the nation into unre-lated tribes by an atrophy of
spiritual powers, of · the religious and national feeling and
~iaxman, Tradition and Change, pp. 43-50. The English version is a condensation of the lead article in Frankel's
Zeitschrift uer die reli · ioesen nteressen des Judenthums I I
,
ee also Kap an Ju aism as a Civi ization,
PP. 160-163.

10Berlin, 1921.

these volumes.
Haam (1912).

The references in the text will be to
See also Leon Simon, Selected Essays by Ah.ad
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of the messianic ideal (I pp. 24, 176).

The solution of this

problem lies in the creation of a national center in Palestine
and the nurturing of a feeling of unity, of constituting one
nation (I pp. 13, 24f., 55f.).

Hibbat Zion, love of Zion,

can then embrace the spirit of the nation (Ip. 96).
A

nation is a bi logic entity, with a national ego, an "I:'

which consists of a common past, a comm.on present and a common destiny and aspirations.

Each nation has an inborn will

to live, which makes it struggle for continued existence, for
self-preservation (Ip. 158, III p . 225).

Historically the

Jewish religion played an important role in this struggle for
existence, yet religion was only a part of the national spirit (Ip. 96).

The true essence of the Hebraic spirit lay in

a desire for ethical perfection.

It was ethicism which dis-

tinguished us from all other nations and made us a Chosen
People (II pp. 7lff.}.

It was the prophetic sense of justice,

of the value of the individual, of equating individual welfare with the welfare of the group that animated Judaism
throughout the ages and poured over national bounds ultimately to embrace all of humanity (IV pp. 44-46}.
mission among the nations (II p. 73).

This is Israel's

1'his mission idea dif-

fers from that of Reform in that the latter divested Judaism
of all national traits and reduced it to an abstract religion with the center in the Diaspora only (I pp. 124-31 ;
II PP. 23f. } •
It is therefore necessary to strive for "a revival of the
heart", for imbuing the modern Jew in dispersion with a positive ideal.

That ideal is Jewish culture.

The legalism of
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the ghetto, the continuance of minute regulations and prescriptions, served its purpos e under conditions of isolation.
A Jew who does not believe in God, who views the Bible merely
as literature, not as an embodiment of the spirit of a people,
is not even a national Jew {IV pp. 127f.).

A study of Jewish

history, literature, the Hebrew language and the rest of our
cultural heritage are important nationalist activities; but
positive Judaism must serve also as a guide of life for the
individual Jew {II p. 82).

One may remain a Jew even without

religious beliefs, but a Jew who condones intermarriage thereby endangers our national existence {II p. 89).
Even historically belief in God was more than abstract
faith.

It was embraced in the national ideal of restoration

of the Holy Land {I pp. 154f.).

Such striving for national

restoration will supply the Jew with a positive goal; instead
of persisting because we cannot die, we shall have a reason
for living (Ip. xvi).

/""'\

Antisemitism is an e~ternal hatred

for an eternal people and will persist even under progress
and liberalism (I pp. xv, 75, 169).

To give the Jew under

such conditions a sense of idealism, he must feel a part of
one people with its center in Palestine.

Finally, spiritual

Zionism is not attempting to solve the problem of the Jew
antisemitism, economic insecurity -

but that of Judaism, of

giving meaning to Jewish life wherever the people may be
(passim).
3.

The American Historical School (1840-1900).

Like

twentieth century Conservatism the Historical School was also
divided into a right wing which was completely orthodox with
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very moderate allowances for change -

men like Leeser,

Morais and H. Mendes; a center group with Kohut and others;
and a left wing which sided largely with Reform -

men like

Szold, Jastrow and F. Mendes.
All these men were exercised by three theological issues:
God, the authority of the Bible and the Talmud, and Israel's
mission.

Morais declared his faith in an omnipotent God who

reveals Himself to man by superhuman means.
lieved that religious truth was revealed.

Leeser also beEven F. Mendes

denied the validity of evolution in view of his faith in a
creator.

Leeser asserted his belief in reward and punish-

ment in the world to come.

While Morais, H. Mendes and

Kohut believed in resurrection, Szold and Jastrow sought to
interpret it as immortality of the soul.

Yet they left the

prayer for resurrection in their prayer book.

Kohut defended

the ideas of creation, revelation and Kashrut, but sought to
reconcile them with the scientific knowledge of his time
(Davis, Yahadut Amerika, pp. 291-97).
Leaser stated that all miracles in the Bible must be re•
garded as true, especially if they support ethical and religious truths.

The entire Bible was revealed, including the

prophetic portions.

Left and center, however, questioned

whether all the utterances of the prophets were true.

Both

Leeser and Morais combated the attacks of Bible criticism on
the divine origin of the Book of Books.

As to Mitzvot, the

right wing sought to follow the Shulhan Arukh.

Some of the

others acknowledged the authority of the Talmud, not of the
later halakhists.

Others denied the full authority of the
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Talmud placing custom above its laws (ibid, pp. 297-305).
The right wing hoped for a personal Messiah who would
bring the Kingdom of God and a universal acceptance of that
Kingdom.

Others conceived the idea to mean chiliastic redemp-

tion, but not a Messiah.

Szold and Jastrow emphasized the

mission idea in their prayer book Avodat Yisrael.

While they

considered Judaism a universalistic religion, they held that
the Jews were given special commandments, laws and institutions that helped preserve the eternal verities contained in
them.

Most of the leaders were Zionists; even Szold and

Jastrow in later years, although earlier they had omitted
Zion from their prayer book.
a hope for temple sacrifices.
three wings were united -

There was lack of agreement on
On one issue, however, all

on the importance of Hebrew.

Above all, they were all agreed on the need for national preservation, albeit "as a light unto the nations", as Morais
saw it (ibid, pp. 305-19).
4.

The Traditional Period (1900-1930).

The first three

decades of the twentieth century were dominated by four persons who clung tenaciously to traditional views.
were outstanding scholars -

Two of them

Schechter and Ginzberg.

The na ...

tionalistic ideas of Friedlaender were a novel addition.
Adler was an administrator and man of affairs.
Solomon Schechter
His Life.

Solomon Schechter {1847-1915) was born in

Rumania and was ordained at the Jewish 11heological Seminary
in Vienna.

In 1882 he went to England as tutor in rabbinics

of Claude G. Montefiore.

In 1890 he became lecturer in
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Talmudics at Cambridge University.

He distinguished himself

as a scholar in rabbinics and achieved world fame with his
discovery of the Geniza in Cairo.

After long negotiations

he was persuaded to assume the presidency of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America in 1902.
His Writings.
easily accessible.

Solomon Schechter 's views of Judaism are
We not only have five volumes of his own

writings 11 which are replete with philosophical observations;
we are also fortunate in possessing an excellent biographf 2
of him which utilized his correspondence, magazine articles
and published evaluations of his work.
Vet nowhere did he present a systematic formal outline of
his o~m theology, philosophy of history or his views on contemporary issues.

His philosophy must therefore be gathered

from scattered references throughout his writings.
Nature of His Views.

Schechter was one of the first to at-

tempt a systematic treatment of rabbinic theology .
of Judaism was boundless.

His love

He loved the simple piety of the

Rumanian Shtetl of his childhood, the colorful legal, spiritual and mystical traditions o~ Jewish lore, and the scientific
11Three volumes of Studies in Judaism (hereafter: Studies)
entitled First, Second and Third {posthumous) Series, each
had several reprints, the first one with different pagination
in the later printings; Some Aspects of Rabbinic Theology
(hereafter: Aspects, 1909); Seminary Addresses and other Pa ers,
(hereafter: Addresses) Cincinna i, Ark
5 • His eniza
studies and several editions of rabbinical texts should also
be mentioned .
12
Nprman Bentwich, Solomon Schechter, A Biography (1938).
See also Memorial Addresses Delivered on the occasion of the
second anniversary of the death of Dr. Solomon Schechter
(1917).
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study of that lore.

As a result, consistency is not his forte.

"His genius had the inconsequence of great characters"
(Bentwich, p. 281).
Another aid to understanding Schechter is to identify his
use of certain terminology as originating from his years in
England and his analogies with the Anglican Church.

Such,

for example, is his use of the adjectives Universal, High,
Low and Broad which modify the noun Synagogue.
Synagogue, as he employs the term, denotes a communion of
persons bound together by one religion, or the religion itself;
that is the Jewish people, or Judaism.

The adjectives are

attached rather loosely and their meaning must be surmised
from the context.
Similarly, the semantics of "Catholic Israel."

Leaser

first used the expression "Catholic and Reformed Israelites,"
Catholic meaning Orthodox (Davis, Yahadut, p. 168).

Schechter

popularized these hybrid words as his conception of Judaism;
in the cou1•se of time it meant different things to different
persons.

A careful analysis of his usage of the phrase Cath-

olic Israel shows that implied was the body of Jews throughout the ages that were loyal to tradition as it was evolved
by the rabbis; or, as he himself defined it, "the religious
consciousness of the bulk of the natlon" (Aspects p. viii).
Hence he identified Reform with "Jewish Protesta.ntism, 11 that
is, a secessionist group (Studies III, p. 74).

Thus to both

Leeser and Schechter Catholic was synonymous with Orthodox,
except that for Schechter it became identified with his particular brand of Judaism.
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Nature of Judaism.

To

chechter the Jews were a world

people, carrying on a living tradition, with a distinct philosophy, a positive system of beliefs and rules of conduct.
Their philosophy or theology may never have been precisely
spelled out, but it lives on in the hearts of a consecrated
Israel.

He did not hesitate to identify himself with rabbinw

ism, although he advocated the principle of change.
The rabbis did have a theology, he believed, but they were
unaware of it.

It came to the surface spasmodically, by im-

pulse, on the occasion of a visit to the sick, or some public
event.

Such impulses are of necessity uncertain, incoherent

or even contradictory, but they nevertheless express the reality of a deep faith (Aspects , p. 12).

With all its inconsis-

tenc:tes Judaism taught the Jew very distinctly what to do and
what no t to do; it offered a Torah as a guide of life
(Addresses, p. 22).

For two thousand years Judaism has been

synonymous with rabbinisrn.

It drew its strength from the

Talmud, the purpose of which was "to fill and penetrate the
whole of human life with religion and the sense of law and
right" (Studies, III, p. 192).
Dogma.

The God concept occupied a central position in

Schechter's thought.

He took it for granted, as something

not subject to reason.
divine inspiration.

The very essence of Judaism was its

Judaism is "a divine religion, not a

complex of racial peculiarities and tribal customs ••• it regulates not only our actions, but also our thoughts 11
(Studies, I, p. 180).

Judaism is not a religion without

dogmas, as so many theologians aver.

nTo declare that a
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religion has no dogmas is tantamount to saying that it was
wise enough not to commit itself to any vital principles.
But prudence, useful as it may be in woi-ldly affairs, is
quite unworthy of a great spiritual power" (ibid, p. xxiii).
He wrote an essay to prove his point ( ~ , pp. 147-81).

He

emphasized, however, that Judaism does not ascribe to dogmas
any saving power.

"The belief in a dogma or a doctrine with-

out abiding by its real or supposed consequences (e.g., the
belief in creatio ex nihilo without keeping the Sabbath) is
of no value 11
Torah.

(~,

p. 147).

Schechter distinguished between "the Law as person-

ified in the literature" and Law as commandment, or "Torah
and Mizwoth, 11 the spirit of the law and its practices.

The

former he conceived as "the sum total of the contents of revelation, without special regard to any particular element
in it, the Torah as a faith •• • It is the Torah in this abstract sense, as a revelation and a promise, the expression
of the will of God" (Aspects p. 127).

As to the aspect of

Mitzvot, he showed that of the 613 commandments "barely a
hundred laws a.re to be found which concerned the everyday
life of the bulk of the people •• • relating to different sections of the community and to its multifarious institutions,
ecclesiastical as well as civil, which constituted •• • the
Kingdom of Godn (ibid, p. 142).
He elaborated on the essence of the spiritual Torah.
started with the Bible, of course.

It

But the Bible cannot be

understood in its literal or simple meaning.

Its true mean-

ing was evolved through centuries of consecrated Jewish
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living.

The following passage contains the core of Schechter•s

teaching on the need for authoritative interpretation of the
Bible in the spirit of Catholic Israel, or as he called it,
the Secondary Meaning.
"Since then the interpretation of Scripture or the Secon-

dary Meaning is mainly a product of changing historical influences, it follows that the centre of authority is actually
removed from the Bible and placed in some living bodz, which,
by reason of its being in touch with the ideal aspirations
and the religious needs of the age, is best able to determine
the nature of the Secondary Meaning.

This living body, how-

ever, is not represented by any section of the nation, or
any corporate priesthood, or Rabbihood, but by the collective
conscience of Catholic Israel as embodied in the Universal
Synagogue (tradition evolved by the spiritual leadership}"
(Studies, I, p. xviiif.) .
Mitzvot.

To Schechter religious observance was of the

very essence of Judaism.
a Reform rabbi:

11

In 1911 he wrote to Dr. s.schulman,

he so-called Conservatives consider certain

things generally described as small and l ittle to be of vital
importance for the maintenance of Judaism" (Bentwich, p . 296) .
And to Professor Max L . Margolis he wrote in 1905:
"We have to bear God's decree and listen patiently 'unto
what He shall speak unto His saints•, and what is His Holy
purpose with us.

But unless we maintain Jewish life and

Jewish thought intact, we shall certainly not hear His voice.
In this Jewish life I include Sabbath, circumcision, and
other observances aiming at the perpetuation of the Congre-
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gation of Israel.

I do not think you are quite right when

you treat the Sabbath as a thing of minor importance.
absolutely vital for Israel's existence.

It is

The keeping of the

Sabbath, even if a man stays at home and does not attend a
service because he happens to have no Synagogue in his place,
does more for Judaism and for the cause of religion in general than the musical programmes, gilded temples, and unctuous addresses will ever accomplish on a Sunday" (ibid ,
295f.).
At an installation of the first graduate of the seminary
in 1904 he stated:
"We live in a commonwealth in which by the blessing of God
and the wisdom of the Fathers of the Constitution, each man
abiding by its laws, has the inalienable right of living in
accordance with the dictates of his own conscience.

In this

great, glorious and free country we Jews need not sacrifice
a single iota of our Torah; and, in the enjoyment of abso•
lute equality with our fellow citizens we can live to carry
out those ideals for which our ancestors so often had to die"
(Addresses, 85f.).
Dynamics of the Law.

As he struggled with the facts of

laxity in observance and the need for change in the law with
the times, he yet did not attempt to propound a practical
method for such orderly change and fell back upon the questionable doctrine, voiced by Frankel, of relying upon the
good sense and devotion to the essentials of Judaism by the
masses .

He fought the idea of formal revision of laws by a

Synod of rabbis.

2'7

He did offer a method of change but did not elaborate upon
its basis in Jewish law.
"Another consequence of this conception of Tradition is
that it is neither Scripture nor primitive Judaism, but general custom which forms the real rule of practice.

Holy Writ

as well as history, Zunz tells us, teaches that the law of
Moses was never fully and absolutely put in practice.

Liberty

was always given to the great teachers of every generation to
make modifications and innovations in harmony with the spirit
of existing institutions.

Hence a return to Mosaism would be

illegal, pernicious, and indeed impossible.

The norm as well

as the sanction of Judaism is the practice actually in vogue.
Its consecration is the consecration of general use, -

in

other words, of Catholic Israel" {Studies, I, pp. xixf.).
Concerning Synods he wrote in 1898:
"On the whole , I think Synods, unless confined to purely
administrative affairs, are useless and even harmful.

Reli-

I

gion is one of the 'things confided. to the heart" which are
vulgarized by public discussion.

Besides, I think no man is

capable of representing other men in matters spiritual.

Sy-

nods have also a tendency to create among us a certain sacerd.otalism which is quite foreign to the Jewish spirit.

Per-

sonally I hate all priests, whether they breakfast on oysters
or ,_ 1 matzo Shmura' t, (Bentwich, pp. 297f.).
Moreover, a Synod , he feared, would cause a permanent
schism in American Jewry, if it introduced changes in law.
That to him would be the greatest of tragedies.

"l'he spirit

with which the creation of a Synod is approached does not
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augur well for unity and preservation"· (Ibid, p. 299).
Scholarship.

The discoverer of the Genizah and the great

collector of gems from Jewish lore sought to implant his passion for study and research in his students and generally
urged promotion of the High Synagogue, by which he meant
piety coupled with modern learning.
future rabbis:
p. 21}.

He quoted Zunz to the

"Real knowledge creates ct<1tion 11 (Addresses,

One can be a man of affairs and a scholar.

"The crown and climax of all learning is research.
object of this searching is truth -

The

that truth which gives

unity to history and harmony to the phenomena of nature, and
brings order into a universe in which the naked eye perceives
only strife and chance.

But while in search of this truth,

of which man is hardly permitted more than a faint glimpse,
the student nof only re-examines the old sources, but is .on
the lookout for fresh material and new fields of exploration"
(Ibid, pp. 16f.).
Zionism.

To Schechter Judaism was synonymous with religion.

Hence Zionism had to be religious.

Some rabbis and writers

have mistaken Catholic Judaism to mean the element of people•
hood or nationalism.

This is a misunderstanding.

there was no Jewish nation without religion.

To Schecter

Whenever he used

the term national, he always coupled it with religion.
Schechter inherited his longing for Zion from the Hasidic
environment of his childhood.

Yet for many years he kept

aloof from the official movement because of the secular tennencies of its Russian Jewish adherents.
produce Isaiahs not Zangwills.

He had wanted it to

The unorthodox behavior of
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some Zionists was abhorrent to him.
He had a deep conviction that "you cannot sever Jewish nationality from Jewish religion".
Herzlism or political Zionism.

He dissociated himself" from
With Ahad Haam, whom he knew

personally and whom he had sought to bring to Dropsie College,
he favored the spiritual aspects of the movement.
In December 1905, however, he finally overcame his scruples and joined the Zionist Federation.

He then issued a

statement of his views {Addresses , pp. 91-104) .

He wrote that

Zionism recommends itself to him as a great bulwark against
assimilation .

It counteracts the tragedies of the Galuth

which consist in a destruction of our institutions , our customs.

It prevents the elimination of Hebrew from the relig-

ious service and the consumption by J ews of the products of
Higher Criticism .
"The r ebirth of Israelts national consciousness, and the
revival of Israel 1 s religion, or, to use a shorter term, the
revival of Judaism are inseparable."

It isn't what Zionism

has accomplished in Zion, but what has thus far been achieved
for Zion and Jerusalem .

It recreated Jewish consciousness

before creating the Jewish state.

In all communities there

is a press and a platform preaching the new cause .
language has been revived .

A whole literature has been crea-

ted, new melodies are sung everywhere .
history has been rekindled.
synagogue.

The Hebrew

Interest in Jewish

There is a new interest in the

"rt is the Declaration of Jewish Independence

from all kinds of slavery, whether material or spiritual"
(Addresses, p. 104).
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Summary.

Schechter undertook the pioneering task of pour-

ing the contents of the vast rabbinic l0re from its Hebrew
depositories into superb literary English style, employing the
theologieal concepts current in his age.

As he termed it, he

attempted to interpret to the gentile and Jewish worlds the
simple notion of the Low Synagogue, of the ghettoized Shtetl,
and to present to them his conception of the High Synagogue,
the modernized and therefore even more valid version of a Judaism that would be bewitchingly attractive to the modern generation.
We must keep in mind that he faced problems which to us are
only a historic memory and are largely resolved, while in his
day they threatened to engulf and destroy the Judaism he so
ardently loved.

His battle was on two fronts.

On the one hand,

he had to strike out against Christian theology and Biblical
science which took delight in ridiculing our Pharisaic legalism
and in advancing the antisemitic views of some of its Bible
scholars.

On the o ther hand, he was duty bound to combat the

universalistic ideas of Jewish Reform.
It would be unrealistic ta expect of him the insights later
supplied by Dubnow, Kaplan and others.

The shape of the

American Jewish community, diaspora nationalism and the political aspects of Jewish homelessness he was not destined to
perceive.

An amalgam of his own views with these more recent

insights produced a philosophy of Jewish life which was more
in keeping with our age and contributed
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even more to the perpetuation of the most modern type of
Judaism .
Louis Ginzberg
Schechter's colleague at the seminary labored directly in
the vineyard of Jewish law to develop and preserve it .

Louis

Ginzberg (1873 - 1953) was professor of Talmud and rabbinics at
the seminary for fifty years since 1902 .
servative rabbi came under his influence .

Almost every ConHis Commentary on

the Talmud of Jerusalem, Legends of the Jews and many encyclopedic studies established him as one of the foremost rabbinic interpreters of his time; since historical and legal
scholarship played a major role in evolving the Conservative
ideology , Ginzb erg profoundly influenced Conservative thought .
Although he specialized in the long Jewish past , he guided
the movement
tures .

, his conversations with rabbis and in his lee-

In the early years he helped organize the Un ited Syna-

gogue , and helped guide the destinies of the seminary for
half a century . 13
Views on Jewish Law .

Both in matters of faith and law

Ginzberg rema i ned squarely in the traditionalist camp.
came the implacable opponent of Kaplan ' s novel ideas .

He beThey

debated at many conferences of the Rabbinical Assembly .
Throughout his lifetime Ginzberg dominated the Conservative
movement in opposing any changes dictated by American needs.
He exercised his influence through the Law Committee of the
Rabbinical Assembly.
13

At first it looked as if he would go

David Druck, R. Levi G:lnzber•g (Hebrew, 1933).
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along with lenient inte1"pretation of the law.

In 1917 he re-

ported for the Law Committee to the United Synagogue advocating inter·pretation by an authoratati ve body based on -che
principles of

11

the immutability of the Torah", on the one

hand, and on the untenability of "absolute fixities" without
regard for "the human agency" which must interpret that law,
on the other. 14

In 1922 he wrote one of the rare responsa~

that came from his pen on a current issue.

During prohibi-

"
tion there was trade in fermented wine on the c~lim
that

Kiddush may be rec:tted only on wine.

After a minute analy..:

sis of rabbinic thought on the subject he sought to prove
that it was permissible to say Kiddush over grape juice that is unfermented wine -- too.

Since it was claimed that

in this respons~m Ginzberg utilized extra-halakhic considerations we shall quote here a pertinent statement.
Even as one cannot properly understand the words of
the Torah unless he is blest with wisdom, so can he
not fathom the meaning of a custom unless he be possessed of sufficient wisdom and understanding in order to distinguish properly between one [ lawl and
the other [customl . Would one say that because in
former days they ~urnt tallow or wax candles in the
synagogue therefore must we not change the custom
and not use gas light and electricity?l5
It is crystal clear that Ginzberg had no mind for chan~ing
the law; he was only showing that in matters of custom one was
free to use one's judgment.

Otherwise, as he put it in this

responsum , he weighed his decision solely "on the scale of
14 cJ, VII (January 1951), 41.
15 A responsum
that are ne g
pp. 36f.

eli ible and those
mimeograp e ,
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the Torah," i.e. in strict adherence to Jewish Law.

He was

convinced that the Law was the highest expression and meaning
of Israel's existence.
Law ••• became the specifically Jewish eocpression of
religiousness. The dietary laws are not incumbent
upon us because they conduce to moderation nor the
family laws because they further chastity and purity of morals . The law as a whole is not a~means to
an end but the end in itself; the Law is active religiousness ••• In the precepts ••• Judaism foy:gd a
material expression of its religious idea.
The Halakah, as its meaning "conduct" indicates,
comprises life in all its manifestations, -religion,
worship, law, economics, politics, ethics and so
forth. It gives us a picture of life in its totality
and not of some of its fragments.17
Thus both Schechter and Ginzberg, wh:tle engaging respectively in a historical study of Jewish theology and law, identified themselves whole-heartedly with the traditional view.
It is remarkable that these men became the founders and teachers of a new movement in American Judaism, since they themselves disclaimed any interest in such a development and
stood four-square in the traditional camp.

Not so with our

next writer, who though also traditional in his religious
views, came under totally new influences.
Israel Friedlaender
Israel Friedlaender (1876-1920), professor of biblical literature and. exegesis at the Seminary, was influenced by the
nationalist ideas of Dubnow and Ahad Haam.

He was a ration-

alist who operated largely with secular rather than religious
16students Scholars and Saints (1928), pp. 205f.
1 7 rbid, p .114, See also "Jewish Thought as Reflected in the
Halakali"";""' Ibid, pp.109-24;Mekomah Shel Hahalakhah Behokhmat
Yisrael. Puo!ic address at the Hebrew University
(Jerusalem, 1931).
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concepts (cf. his Bast and Present).
The Problem:

Emancipation.

As he saw it, the Jewish pro-

blem arose with emancipation when freedom and prosperity for
the Jew resulted in a decay of Judaism .

The solution: break

the narrow frame of a creed; recognize that Judaism is a culture allowing for a variety of. modes of creative self-expression.

Outward freedom has had a disintegrating effect on Juda-

ism, checked only by antisemitism in some countries, by emigration in others.
consolate.

In America the situation is no less dis-

It may be likened to a bag full of holes.

It

seems to swell only because the replenishment by immigration
exceeds the losses by de - Judaization .

Should immigration

cease, the second and third generation may fall away .

The

future of Judaism in America must therefore be viewed with
grave apprehension(~, pp . 256f . , 259f . ) .
The Solution:
pointed to

Ac cultura tion.

Although all the signs

tragedy and gloom, Friedlaender did not abandon

hope for a glorious future for American Jewry.

He could not

possibly foresee the cataclysmic world events and the parti cular social developments that shaped the loyalties of the
native generations .

Besides, he operated with theories that

did not apply to American conditions .

Dubnow ' s autonomism

and Ahad Haam ' s cultural Zionism were European products .
Friedlaender found consolation in an analogy of the American
situation with the 1 olden Jewish-Arabic period in Spain.

He

concluded from the latter that Judaism and freedom were compatible, that emancipation need not necessarily lead to assimilation.

On the contrary, it could be productive or great
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spiritual creativity (pp. 266f.).
Friedlaender never employed the term acculturation, but
there is no doubt that he had a vague notion of the possibility of "blending the best they [the Jews possess with the
best they encounter."

He envisioned a glorious future for

American Israel.
We perceive a community great in numbers, mighty in
power, enjoying life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness: true life, not mere breathing space; full
liberty, not mere elbow room; real happiness, not
that of pasture beasts; actively participating in
the civic, social and economic progress of the country fully sharing and increasing its spiritual possessions ana acquisitions, doubling its joys, halving its sorrows; yet deeply rooted in the soil of
Judaism, clinging to its past, working for its future, true to its traditions, faithful to i ts aspirations, one in sentiment with their brethren wherever
they are , attached to the land of their fathers as
the cradle and resting place of the Jewish spirit
(pp. 2J ir. >.
Sentiments of hope and faith such as this have enabled
Friedlaender and his colleagues to lay the foundation for a
vigorous movement.

Their determination to look into a bright

future and to contribute toward building that future made
them stop looking back with nostalgia upon the glories of the
past.

Conservatism was to become America-centered.

Cultural Nationalism.

Throughout our history, Friedlaender

taught, we Jews constituted a nation whose content was spiritual.

In Bible days the unifying influences were the land

(p . 45), the state, which gave a good account of itself by
its efficient form of government {p. 43), and the spiritual
universalistic nature of the national ideal (p. 37).

In

Poland the Council of Four Lands and the local Kahal afforded
the unity of an autonomous existence (p. 232).
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Emancipation dissolved Jewish corporate existence by
granting equality to the individual Jew, but denying nationhood (p. 246).
different.

In post-revolutionary Russia., however, 1 t was

Friedlaender hoped that here the principle of

national self-determination by each of the groups in the state
would assure a new type of human liberty (p. 247).
As to the place of America in the Jewish scheme of things
Friedlaender believed in Diaspora plus Palestine.
it, the Jews were faced with two issues:
tine, and Religion or Nationalism.

As he saw

Diaspora or Pales-

For each of these some

Jewish group advocated one element to the exclusion of the
other, or as he called it, the thesis and antithesis.

The

Reform group, for example, were advocates of a mission in
the Diaspora and opposed Palestine.

For another example, the

East European Jews in America viewed their group as racial
and national only, and had Yorn Kippur balls to parade their
irreligion.

He himself preferred the synthesis:

Diaspora

and Palestine, Religion and Nationalism (pp. 332ff.).

He be-

lieved "That America is destined to become in the near future
the leading Jewish center of the Diaspora, and that it is the
duty of American Jewry to live up to the great obligation
placed upon it by history" (p/ xi).
As to Ahad Haam•s ideas (pp. 399-430), Friedlaender sought
to minimize the secular leanings of many Zionists in the hope
that ultimately their work will redound to the benefit of the
Jewish religion.
Although Schechter stressed the idea of Catholic Israel,
that ideal was to be sought after by each individual Jew -by
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observance of Mitzvot and faith.

In contrast, Friedlaender

centered his thoughts not on the Jewish individual but on the
Jewish group.

Th.at is what made him so different and outstan-

ding among Conservative thinkers.
He was an avid synthesist and conciliator.
tionalism~ religion.
element predominated.

He was for na-

Yet in all his thinking the former
No wonder that in the Conservative

movement he is one of the lesser luminaries.
is predominantly a religious movement.

After all, it

His idea that the sy-

nagogue was only a part of the community, not~ community,
are to this day combated by certain Conservative leaders.
The hopes he held out for national self-determination of
Russian Jewry were shattered by Soviet policy and the mass
cultural assimilation of Jews who had lost their religious
faith.

Cultural nationalism alone, without either religion

or statehood, seems to have no viability.

Moreover, when the

diaspora nationalists from Eastern Europe, in their zeal for
minority rights, advocated separate schools for American
Jewry financed by the government, they soon discovered that
"America is different," that the bulk of Jews here do not
mind a degree of cultural assimilation, provided they remain
separate in religious and associational life.
Cyrus Adler
On April 18, 1940 The Philadelphia Record in its obituary
headline spoke of Cyrus Adler as a philosopher.

Adler was a

member of the American Philosophical Society, an 01•ientalist
and scholar.

He was a man of affairs and an administrator. 18

18cf. his biography by A. Neuman, AJYB,1940, 23•144
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Cyrus Adler (1863-1940) headed the seminary from 1915 to
his death and before that as administrative assistant to
Schechter helped reorganize the institution, erect its present
buildings and set it on a firm financial footing.

In adition

he was the leading spirit in many Jewish organizations and higher
schools of learning, including Dropsie College.

He insisted

that Conservatism was a tendency not a movement, and that it
was "adjectiveless Judaism. 1119
Like Ginzberg he advocated some sort of a law-making rabbin20
ical authority in 1916
but thereafter he too resisted all
innovati ons.
The sum total of the activities of the four leaders Schechter , Ginzberg, Friedlaender, Adler Conservative gr0up within traditional lines.

was to keep the
But the institu-

tions they created and the ideas they promulgated eventually
resulted in a new religious persuasion on the American Jewish
scene.

19 r Have Considered the Days, an autobiography. His
Lectures, Selected Papers Addresses, Philadelphia:
privately printed, 1933, !45pp . contains a bibliography of
583 items, but hardly any o~e of them dealt with the theoretical Jewish issues Qf the day.
20 cJ, VII (January 1951), 40.
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In Quest of a Philosophy
Until the advent of Reconstructionism no heterodox views
were voiced in the Conservative camp.

Th.e · only official

statement of the movement was contained in the preamble to
the Constitution of the United. Synagogue, adopted in 1913.
It read:
The purpose of this organization is as follows:
The advancement of the cause of Judaism in America
and the maintenance of Jewish tradition in its
historical continuity,
To assert and. establish loyalty to the Torah and
its historical exposition,
To further the observance of the Sabbath and the
dietary laws,
To preserve in the service the reference to Israel's
past and the hopes for Israel's restoration,
To maintatn the traditional character of the
liturgy with Hebrew as the language of prayer,
To foster Jewish religious life in the home, as
expressed in traditional observances,
To encourage the establishment of Jewish religious schools, in the curricula of which the study
of the Hebrew language and literature shall be
given a prominent place, both as the key to the
true understanding of Judaism, and as a bond holding together the scattered communities of Israel
throughout the world.
It shall be the aim of the United Synagogue of
America, while not endorsing the innovations introduced by any of its constituent bodies, to embrace
all elements essentially loyal to traditional Judaism
and in sympathy with the purposes outlined above
(Waxman, Tradition and Change, p. 173).
This declaration affirmed two principles, one positiveloyalty to tradition and. to national aspirations ("hopes
for Israel's restoration"); the second negative-local autonomy,!.

It was this second principle that indirectly provided

for the major novum of Conservatism -

the element of change.

"Innovations" by the local congregations were permitted.

But

the principle of change itself was not explicitly stated.
Nor was it made clear as to who would be authorized to change
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articles of faith or modes of practice for the movement as a
whole.

The distinctive characteristic of official Conserva-

tism, it must be pointed out, was that unlike classical Reform
which started out by renouncing many traditional observances,
it began with a positive approach to tradition.
The result of this approach of tradition and change was
that in the course of time the Conservative movement became receptive to the various philosophies that prevailed in America.
Theists and "secularists," existentialists and naturalists,
mystics and rationalists all could find a haven in the movement. 21 This, as it turned out, was its strength. In a pluralistic society where differences are respected and accommodated,
Conservatism itself became pluralistie.
All attempts to evolve a unified ideology have failed until
now.

As early as 1927 Louis Finkelstein attempted to formulate

the seven eommon elements that unite the C9nservatives: God,
Torah, change, Israel (peoplehood), Palestine, Hebrew and the
Seminary.

But the discussants Eugene Kohn and Max Kadushin

pointed out that on the first three elements there was no
agreement, and that the following three were common to all loyal
Jews; hence the enly thing that remained was the Seminary(.!'.!!!,
1927, 42-66).

Equally unsatisfactury was his statement

"Tradition in the Making -

the Seminary's Interpretation of

Judaism". 22
2 ~. Saehar, The Course of Modern Jewish History, p. 538.

S. Wiseman, "Got Zuchenish in trnazer Dor," Geaarik Un Lebn,
III, (July 1945), 63-87.
22 Jewish Theological Seminary
Semicentennial Volume,
1939, pp. 22-34.
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M. Ka.plan also attempted in 1949 to formulate "Guiding
Principles for the Conservative Movement" (CJ, VI, May 1950,

--

Supplement); these, too, did not advance acceptablef commo
elements.

At the United Synagogue convention in 1946 Solomon
Goldman's appeal for a study of the Conservative philosophy
and program was approved. 23

Albert Gordon, executive director

of the lay group, proceeded to implement the resolution by
setting up a joint committee of rabbis and laymen.

Several

years later Finkelstein appealed to the Rabbinical Assembly
not to rebuff the Seminary faculty in setting up a commission
"to study for a year or more the basic principles of our
movement" (PRA, XIII, 1949, 117-23).

Nothing tangible result-

ed because the rabbis felt that the laymen of the commission
had no sufficient preparation or knowledge for the task.
Ten years later, under the impact of Sklare's book, 24 the
Rabbinical Assembly considered the matter again.

Agus stated

that Sklare's contention "that there is no such animal as
Conservative ideology"
for clarification.

(fl!!, XX, 1956, 163) brought a demand

He suggested a Continuing Conference in

the course of a year or two.

Throughout the country rabbis

and thinkers would address meetings to be sponsored jointly
with the United Synagogue and the Women 's League.
That same year the United Synagogue organized a committee
on Philosophy of the Conservative Movement.
23 sklare, Conservative Judaism, p. 222.
24
Supra, P• 1 ·

In a report
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prepared by the chairman Israel B. Oseas for the 1957 Biennial convention (PUSY, pp. 63-66) it was recommended to have
discussions on the congregational and regional levels, to be
followed up, if feasible, by a special national convention
on the subject which might produce a synthesis.

The committee

stressed a pluralistic and permissive approach, that the aim
was not to produce Conservative Jews but Jews who are Conservative; in other words, the purpose was not "to impose dogmas
on our people by the action of majorities" (p. 66), and to
produce a body of informed and devoted laymen; "professors
and rabbis are not enough" (p. 64).

By resolution the com-

mittee was instructed to continue its work (p. 78).

At the

biennial convention of the United Synagogue in November 1959
three addresses on philosophy were delivered (PUSY, 97-114).
Several sessions at the Rabbinical Assembly Convention on the
theme "Toward a Philosophy of Conservative Judaism" dealt only with the more narrow, though essential, issue of a philosophy of Jewish law (PRA, XII, 1948, 110•92).
More acceptable were the pluralistic approaches of the
leadership.

At a meeting of the United Synagogue National

Board of Directors held on June 22, 1947 M. Kaplan delivered
an address on "Unity in Diversity in the Conservative
Movement".

He stated that:

The areas of agreement amongst us are four in number. They are the following: 1) The indispensability of Eretz Yisrael for Jewish life in the Diaspora,
2) The primacy of religion as the expression of collective Jewish life, 3) The maximum possible plenitude of Jewish content, including the use of Hebrew,
and 4) The encouragement of the scientific approach
in Jewish higher learning (USY, p. 6).
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He then proceeded to outline the attitudes of the three
divergent schools of thought:

.:J.S-

Right, Center and Left.

This is how matters stand today.

In 1958 L. Finkelstein

declared:
It is a very remarkable movement which brings near
the distant, and shows how in the field of religion,
where fanaticism so often develops, people can be
brought together for a common cause . However, there
is a further step which must be taken from this
place where Professor Lieberman and Professor Kaplan
meet . That is the recognition of the whole Christian
world, the whole Moslem and Oriental worlds as being
rightfully Christian, rightfully Mohammedan, and
rightfully religious in their traditions. We object
seriously to a Jew joing any of these camps, but we
do not condemn a Christian for remaining a Christian,
for that is the right thing for him to do, nor a
Moslem for remaining a Moslem, for he is doing the
right thing . Both are adhering to the religion of
their fathers . No other religion is willing to
take this position . Thus, for the first time in
History, we are creating a group of people who in
themselves have the means of bringing into reality
the very dream of Rabbi Joshua ben Hananya which
seemed such a far vision (PRA, XXII, 171).
Thus a recognized leader of Conservatism, the president
of the Jewish Theological Seminary, views the movement as advocating pluralism not alone among Jews but among all other
religions on a global scale .
We shall now proceed to outline the miscellaneous philosophies of the Conservative thinkers of the present genera-

.A·• •

tion that range all the way from the Hasidic piety ofA eschel
to the naturalism of Jack Cohen.

Simple unquestio~ing piety

is not represented here , ,.t'l though there are no doubt such
devotees within the movement.

The philosophies chosen for

presentation in the pages that follow are rather complex in
25

For comments on this paper see

£:I,

IV (October 1947),1-11.
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that almost all of them seek to reconcile Juda.ism with modernism, a.nd with the many philosophical schools, both Jewish and
non-Jewish, of our day a.nd of ages past.
For purposes of classification we have divided them into
three categories:

Theists, existentialist, and naturalists

or Reconstructionists.

The theists believe in revelation

and in the supernatural.

The existentialist is also a believer

in the supernatural but his source of knowledge is not reason
but presymbolic, pre-conceptual awareness.

The Reconstruc-

tionists renounce supernaturalism and embrace humanism.
Though the three camps are worlds apart in their outlook,
they are all united in their affirmation of the worthwhileness of Judaism as a faith and a way of life.
Since many of the traditionalists often refer to Reconstructionist ideas, we shall first p~esent in considerable de't"A,i.yo,

tail the views of these religious i-nn~?ato~s.

A.

RECONSTRUCTIONISTS

M. Kaplan (1881).

In 1909 Schechter listened to a paper

by the young Rabbi Kaplan in which the latter set forth the
thesis that "the focal point in Judaism was not its theology
11 26

but the Jewish People.

Immediately afterwards Schechter

offered Kaplan the task of organizing the Teachers Ins titute.
Soon thereafter he was also appointed professor of homiletics
and Midrash at the Seminary.

As leader of the Society for

the Advancement of Judaism {SAJ) he sought to develop an organic approach to institutional life by creating a synagogue
26

The Alumnus Teachers Institute III (March l959) VP. 2.
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center.

He achieved a firm position of leadership among the

Conservatives and a far-reaching influence on Reform through
his Reconstructionist ideology.
message from many a platform.

His voice has carried the new
No other person has influenced

the thinking and social organization of American Jewry as did
Dr. Kaplan.
In his Judaism as a Civilization (1934) Kaplan presents
his views under the following four headings:
God, and Torah.

Judaism, Israel,

The first of these four categories - Judaism-

is the generic term which according to Kaplan consists of a
"trinity of peoplehood, religion and culture" (Questions Jews
Ask, 1956, p. 42).

Our discussion will therefore deal with

these three concepts; a definition of Judaism merely serves
as an introductory and summary statement.
Nature of Judaism:

A Civilization.

The title of Kaplan's

first major work provided the key to his view of Judaism: it
is a civilization.

Or in expanded form: an evolving relig-

ious civilization.

The f~rst among twelve principles of Re-

constructionism (the program based on this philosophy), formulated in 1955, reads as follows:

"Judaism, or that which has

united the successive generations of Jews into one People, is
not only a religion; it is a dynamic religious civilization"
(Questions, p. xi).

The term civilization ''includes that

nexus of a history, literature, language, social organization,
folk sanctions, standards of conduct, social and spiritual
ideals, esthetic values, which in their totality form a
civilization" (Civilization, p. 178).
Thus Judaism is not' solely or mainly a religion, or a

biological inheritance of a racial group (Questions, pp. 12f.).
Although in scientific usage culture is synonymous with civilization, in popular parlance culture includes literature, esthetics and philosophy, but does not include religion, law
and customs, subsumed by the wider concept civilization
(Questions, p. 15).
1 . Peoplehood
The concept of peoplehood Kaplan once again analyzes under
four headings: one generic three specific:
world Jewry.

the question of status, and

the American Jewish community, Israel, and

His view is that at present the Jews suffer for

lack of a clearly defined status both in their own eyes and in
the eyes of the world.

That status must be clarified through

the creation of organic communities in America, a cultural
center in Israel, and the reconstitution of world Jewry as a
transnational people by a new world Jewish covenant and recognition as such in international law.
The Abnormal Status of the Jews .

Emancipation has cata-

pulted the Jew into an unprecedented and perilous position.
Until the end of the eighteenth century the Jews were regarded
as a nati on apart and were organized as a state within a state.
Emancipation made it necessary for t~e Jewish people to disband, since each individual Jew is an integral part of the
state.
Jews are today without a recognized group status.,
·They are almost an international conglomerate of
descendants of what was once the Jewish nation.
That alone is enough to render them an enigma to
themselves and to the rest of the world. On the
one hand, in their eagerness to become part of the
majority population, they are determined to abandon
all that remains of their former stats as a nation
in exile. On the other hand, under the impaet of

47

traditional loyalty, they seek comfort in some form
of collective life, be it congregation, fraternal
order of Landsmanschaft.
This lack of group status accounts for the lack of a
philosophy and program of Jewish life. Impelled by
contradictory drives, Jews are forever frustrating one
another's purposes and even their own. Out of these
frustrations proceeds a profound sense of impotence
and futility, of inferiority and self-hatred. Many
Jews see no sense in continuing to belong to a nondescript group, for such a group, far from conferring dignity, stigmatizes those associated with it,
as somehow incapable of attaining full human status.
(The Future of the American Jew, 1948, p. 58).
What We Are Not.

We are not a religion, a race or a nation.

We are not a religious group because religion is no longer
the main binding force.

It is a fact that "in the normal ex-

perience of Jewish life, belonging takes precedence over believing" (Questions, p. 5).

The majority of Jews do not iden-

tify their Jewishness with any positive religious convictions.
Even those who profess adherence to Jewish religion and are
affiliated with a synagogue by and large neither subscribe to
a Jewish creed, nor practice its precepts

t

(Future, pp.64f.)

Nor are we a race, that 1s "a branch of mankind which has
been endogamous for a long period and has developed distinct
traits" (Civilization, p. 231).

This may have been true in

the past, but there is no guarantee that Jews will retain
certain common traits also in the future.
We Are a People.
we are a people.

We are not a religion, race, or nation;

In Judaism As a Civilization (pp. 227ff.)

Kaplan had still defined Jewry as a nation.

But he had to

qualify his definition by limiting nationalism to its ethnic
and cultural aspects and not to political or geographic aspects of statehood. and territory.

In his later writings,
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probably borrowing the term from Milton Steinberg,

2'7

he sett-

led on the more circumscribed concept of peoplehood.
Peoplehood -

A New Concept .

Kaplan is fully aware that

his concept of peoplehood is new both for the Jews and for
mankind at large.

For the Jews it amounts to a reinterpreta•

tion of the concept "Israel" to mean culture and ethnic cons•
ciousness.

For mankind. it would have to incorpo1•ate "the

highest ethical standards of human individuality and cooperation" (Civi lization, p. 232), and an expansion of the ideal
of religious freedom to respe ct also loyalty to a historic
culture (ibid, p. 234).

In keeping with his j_dea of religion

as the human quest for salvation, Kaplan elevates the concept
of peoplehood itself to a religious category.

It is a moral

obligation for every Jew to identify himself with his people.
The contention is based on the principle that "everyone has
the responsibility to make the most of thos i1 conditions into
v,hich he has been born" (Questions, p. 25).

"Nobody can be a

soldier without an army, a citizen without a state, or a kinsman without kindred.

Similarly one cannot be a Jew apart

from the Jewish People" ( ~ , p. 29).
ity, it is true.

The Jews are a minor-

But the so-called majority is itself con•

stituted of minorities.

In America, for example, Quakers,

Negroes , Catholics and many other groups constitute such
minorities.
Living in Two Civilizations.

Jewry thus has to learn to

live in two civilizations at the same time and to accept it
2'7

A Partis an Guide to the Jewish Problem, 1945, p. 151.
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as normal, since other peoples do likewise.

"The Christian

Church, to the extent that it is still visible, is a people •••
In the Western civilization the individual is a member of
two peoples at the same time, the people he calls his nation
and the people he r• calls his church" (Future, p. 89).
Catholics are undeniably a people.

The

The Ecumenical movement

in modern Protestantism seeks a common unity that would transcend creedal differences.

Tb.us Jews, like Christians, live

in two civilizations (Ques tions , pp. 30f.).
The Organic Community in America.

Kaplan's ideas on Jew-

ish social organization in the United States flow from his
belief that Judaism is more than a religion.
An organic community is one in which all activities and institutions conducted by Jews for Jews
are interactive, and in which the fostering of
Jewish peoplehood, religion and culture is given
primacy (Questioni p. xii).
The purpose of community is to provide this-worldly salvation for the Jewish individual.

"Without an enduring so-

cial structure, such as only a well-organized community can
provide, being a Jew is like trying to live as a disembodied soul" (Future, p. 111).

The organic community must of

necessity be voluntaristic.

It should be hased on democratic

principles.

The main function of the central organization,

to be named community council, would be to coordinate the
activities of all existing associations, synagogues included,
with provisions for associational autonomy.

All communal

employees, rabbis included, would be paid from a central
treasury .
Eretz Yisrael -

Heart of Jewry
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From the outset Kaplan saw the need for Palestine as indis•
pensable to Jewish existence.
Judaism is unlikely to survive, either as an
ancillary or as a coordinate civilization, un~
less it thrive as a primary civilization in
Palestine (Civilization, p. 273).
Palestine's contribution to Judaism is not a distant hope but a present reality. Palestine has become to the Jews everywhere "a symbol of corporate
existence." All Jewish activity throughout the
diaspora which bears a constructive character and
has in it the promise of permanence derives from
the inspiration of Palestine. It already exerts a
cohesive influence among the different Jewries of
the world and among the different groups in each of
those Jewries. The Jew can remain a Jew without
being constrained to follow a uniform regimen of
practice. He can cultivate his convictions and preference without endangering his status as a Jew, or
weakening Jewish unity(~, p. 278).
With the establishment of the State of Israel its Jewry
must play a central role.

As in a living organism one may

excise certain organs without danger to life, but as the
heart is indispensable to life, so Israel is the heart of Jewry.
Reconstruction of Jewish life must proceed simultaneously
in the Diaspora and in Israel.

Sh!ilat Hagolah, negation of

the Diaspora, or the idea that Juda.ism can thrive only in
Israel, is very far from Kaplan's mind.
Without Eretz Yisrael, there would be no motive for
reconstructing Jewish life anywhere . Jewish life
would lack the basic content which only Eretz Yisrael
can supply - a living history which only the struggle
to take root in a land can create, a. collective con•
sciousness which only a living language can beget, and
common folkways which only the sharing of common practical concerns can evolve. But without a planned
program of recons t ruction of Jewish life in the Diaspora, Eretz Yisrael will lack the stimulus to recreate the elements of religion, law and education in
the Jewish civilization. As the upbuilding of Eretz
Yisrael is necessary to the reconstruct .on of Je is
life in the Diaspora, so is the recons ruc·t:t6n "' of 1 oewi~h
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life in the Diaspora necessary to the rehabilitation of Eretz Yisrael (Future, pp. 14lf.).
Finally the upbuilding of the State of Israel is a relig•
ious imperative; it will help further the salvation of mankind
by perpetuation of a creative culture.
Jewish culture acknowledges the Unity of God, with
its corollary,. the unity of mankind. The establishment of the State of Israel is, therefore, a legitimate project of Jewish religion (Questions,pp.413f.).
Zionism is not merely the solution to Jewish homelessftess.
It is an act of the Jewish people in the service of the democratic ideal.
Zionism is not merely the revival of traditional
Jewish messianism~ It is that messianism, recast
into the pattern of modern democratic peoplehood.
Traditional messianism coincided with democracy's
aim to eliminate exploitation and oppression from
human life. It held out the hope of the estab~
lishment of God's kingdom of ,Justice and love, and
the prospect of Israel as a nation restored to its
ancient land. In that land, Israel would demonstrate the potency of the Divine Kingdom through
the social order which it would maintain there
(Future, p. 360) .
The establishment of the· State of Israel d.oes not require

to disband the Zionist Organization.
A strong organized Zionist movement is necessary
both to complete the work of establishing the
State of Israel on a firm political, social and
economic basis, and. to cement those spiritual bonds
with Israel which are indispensable to the .creative
survival of the Jewish People the world over
(Questions, p. 417).

World Jewry
To achieve status as a people the Jews should. first meet
in international conclave and enter into a solemn covenant.
They should apply to the United Nations for membership as a
new type of world body to be renamed the United Nations and
Peoples.
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However unrealistic this may sound, Kaplan sees no other
way for the Jew to regain status in his own eyes or in the
eyes of the world.

Since such an organization of world Jewry

would not be political in character, it would need no charter
or constitution.

A covenant would have moral force only.

It

would constitute a statement of common aims and purposes, and
provisions for implementing those aims.

On four occasions in

Bible days our ancestors entered into s i milar solemn covenants (Questions , p . 50) .

28

As to involvement of the world community, Kaplan is un~
daunted by lack of precedent or legal formula .
of the United Nations can be changed .

The Charter

Certainly world Jewry

plays as much of a role in world affairs as do many of the
small nati ons which are now members .
The emancipation of Jewry from those conditions
that render Jewish life unstable and insecure is
a right which we shall never achieve, unless we
act in the spirit of self-emancipation . World
Jewry should unite as a people, and apply to the
United Nations Assembly for recognition of its
claim to peoplehood . A bill of i dividual rights
is not enough. What is needed is a bill to legitimatize Jewish association and cooperation for all
purposes that would secure for the Jew freedom of
worship and freedom from fear" • ••
When we have summoned up enough courage and unity
to knock at the door of the United Nations for ad"
mission as a people, we shall have taken the first
step toward our self-emancipation (Future, pp.Sor.).
To complete our discussion of peoplehood it is necessary
to say a word on the doctrine of election .
A Chosen People,
28

In Civilization (pp. 253•63) Kaplan

The covenant idea was approved in principle by the
Rabbinical Assembly, PRA, XIV (1950), 81- 85 .
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interpreted the idea that Israel is the elect of God to mean
spiritual nationhood; or as he put it:

while other peoples

achieved a group consciousness, the Jews achieved a group
self-consciousness through a long historical memory.

In hie

later writings, however, and in the Reconstructionist prayer
books the idea of the Chosen People was deleted because of
its invidious implications.
The assumption by an individual or group that it
is the chosen and indispensable vehicle of God's
grace to others is arrogance, no matter how euphemistically one phrases the claim to be chosen (Future,
p. 219).

In its place he substituted the idea of vocation.
No nation is chosen, or elected, or superior to
any other, but every nation should discover its v
vocation or calling, as a source of religious
experience, and as a medium of salvation to those
who share its life (ibid, 229).
2. God
The second element in the triad that is Judaism, accord•
ing to Kaplan, in his idea of God and religion.

The subject

is discussed extensively in every one of his books and in a
special monograph entitled The Meaning of God in Modern
Jewish Religion (hereafter: God).

In addition, some signi-

ficant quotations from Kaplan's Ha-emunah Ve-hamusar are given
in Harold Schulweis' article "Kaplan's Theory of Soterics"
(Evaluation, pp. 263-8 ,~\ . 29

His ideas on the subject have been

consistent from the start, except that in his early writings
the most modern Jewish theologian avoided the humanist label.
In recent years, however, he conceded that his views were
29 see also "The God Idea in Judaism", Reconstructionist
Papers, pp. 88-100.
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humanist and nature.list.

He writes: "If that entire approach

is, a.s some of the opponents of Reconstructionism contend,
mere secularism or sociology, then I say of it what Patrick
Henry said of his demand for liberty:
(Evaluation, p . 314).

' Make the most of it'"

He points out that there is a humanism

which is not godless (~, p . 325) and a naturalism which allows for the autonomous functioning of mind and spirit
(Questions, p . 95) .
God the Power that Makes for Salvation
For our sum.~ary of Kaplan ' s God idea we chose chapter ten,
"The Belief in God", in Future (pp . 1'71- 87) .

The exposition

here is concise , well-organi zed and contains his latest
sharply focused terminology .

This will be supplemented by

statements taken from his other books .
Let us begin with several definitions of God, ~ e r e
elaborat e than the pre ceding one .
makes for salvation.

2.

1.

G-od is the Power that

God is the Cosmic Pr ocess that makes

for man ' s salvation (Questions, p . 80) .

3.

God is the Power,

transcending ourselves , that makes for salvation {Future,
p . 183) .

4.

The Power that endorses what we believe ought to

be , and that guarantees that it will be ( ~ , 324) .

5 . Belief

in God is belief in the existence of a Power conducive to sal•
vation which is the fulfillment of human destiny (ibid,p.172) .
6.

God should mean to us the sum of animating, organizing

forces and relationships which are forever making a cosmos out
of chaos ( ~ , p . 76) •

7.

The word "God n has come to be

symbolically expressive of the highest ideals for which men
strive and, at the same time, points to the objective fact

55

that the world is so constituted as to make for the realization of thos ideals (ibid , p. 30aj.

The term salvation is sub-

stituted in some definitions by "life abundant" .
Kaplan thus substituted salvation for righteousness in
Matthew Arnold's famous definition of God as "the enduring
. '!,C

Power , not ourselves , that makes for righ t e ousness1I.
This definition is based on the con,rict i ons :

1.

that there

is a power or process that is part of cosmi c reality , i . e .
part of the ordered universe; 2 .

this process helps man and

the societies he forms t o achieve their highest idea ls of
self-fulfillment .

Harold

c.

Weisberg in his thoughtful crit -

ique of "Kaplan ' s Theory of Religion" identified this aspect
with te l e ological vitalism (Evaluati on , p . 160 ).

Vitalism ,

according to ivebster, is "the doctrine that processes of life
are n ot explicable by the laws of physics and chemi stry alone
and tha t l ife is in some part self- determining instead of
mechanistically determined . "

Teleology in this connection

refers to the belief that design, purpose or ends are immanent in nature .

On the one hand , then , this idea posits this •

worldly or mundane salvation, or life abundant through the
way of life of a civilization; that is , in human society.
On the other hand , this power is transcendental, not a mere
creation of the human imagination, and yet also immanent in
the sense that this power for salvation operates also within
man .
30Literature and Dogma, (London, 187aj, p . 57 .
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Man's will to live progresses from simple wants or drives
to cognition of complex relations and abstractions, such as
end and means, self and not-self, etc.

As man becomes aware

of his soul, or that which is distinctive about his person,
he also becomes cognizant of the power that helps him overcome obstacles .

This power, or over-soul , or super-ego, he

conceives as a God who is independent of visible reality.
The belief in God is the psychic manifestation of the will
to live .

It is derived from man's strivings for maximum life,

for happiness .
logical . -

It is a soterical, or salvational -

inference (Evaluation, pp. 263-80) .

not

It satisfies

man's quest for a life that is worthwhile in that it postulates that the universe is so conditioned as to lend meaning
and purpose to life .

The worth of life can be experienced

only in relation to a particular civilization.

There is po-

tential good that can be achieved by society as it looks to
a superhuman power to fulfill human aims .

The highest values

of a civilization are a manifestation of God in human life.
The thing that distinguishes one religion from another is its
organic relation to the values of a particular civilization.
Past ideas of other-worldly or extra-mundane salvation
have since the European Renaissance given way among many
people to a quest for this-worldly salvation .

In addition to

a striving for self-fulfillment through social interaction
with all of mankind by furthering the ideal of democracy, the
Jews can find salvation by experiencing continuity with the
Jewish past and working for a creative future for their people.
To the Soterical or intrinsically religious approach a
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speculative demonstration of God's nature and attributes is
irrelevant.

All we can know about God is the effectiveness

of a belief in Him in helping man to live the life abundant.
The conception of God as process is similar to the realization that fire is not one of the elements, as the ancients
thought, but a process of oxidation •. What is distinctive
about the God process is that it is superfactual, superexperiential and trans-natural.

Wieman interprets this to refer

to "ideal possibilities not yet actualized in existence",
those which "the human mind cannot discern nor appreciate until it has been further developed by creativity" (Evaluation,
p. 202).

It is not supernatural for that implies suspension

of natural law by miracle.

Just as the soul or personality

is not a distinct entity or identifiable being, apart from
the body, so is the super-soul.

The purpose of worship is an

awareness of the forces that operate in our bodies and in
human relationships.
come despair.

Worship also generates strength to over-

Since God is immanent in man, when man consults

his conscience he is engaged in a dialogue; that part of him
which is actualized addresses itself to that part which is
potential.

It is a striving for the ideal.

One's entire

personality then becomes implicated and it includes something
of the divine which transcends it (Future, pp. 171~87).
Kaplan's God idea is so vitally related to all the creative
facets of Jewish peoplehood that his theology serves as a powerful incentive for continued enrichment of Jewish life.
modern Jew can pray from the Re constructionist prayer book
and feel uplifted by its quest for truth, love, beauty and

A
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other national and generally human ideals.
to every activity of the Jewish group.

The same applies

Community work, obser-

vances, Zionist activity, all are permeated with religious
content in the context of Kaplan's universe of discourse.

In

fact, while in theory he departs considerably from tradition,
in his program of action traditional ways of Jewish living
are given new and creative meaning for the thinking Jew.
While intellectually his conception of God. is eagerly
grasped by those who search for new moorings in our ancient
and revitalized heritage, the present generation which still
grew up largely on the old concept of a supernatural Father
in Heaven is loath to lose its childlike nearness to God.
They bemoan the loss of a simple unquestioning faith in a
personal God before whom one can pour one's heart in prayer
and in hope (Questions, pp. 77f.).

Whether Kaplan ' s concep-

tion is capable of changing from a philosophy to a faith, the
coming generations will decide.

A great deal depends upon

the initial God ideas implanted in the child in religious
school and in the home.

These are still under the spell of

supernaturalist views of God which are dispelled with great
difficulty, if at all, by later philosophic insights.
3.

Torah as a Way of Life

Civilization (pp. 409-522) contains the most systematic
treatment of the subject of Torah, the third of Kaplan's dimensions of Judaism.

This should be supplemented by Toward

A Guide to Jewish Ritual Usage 31 and the chapter on
31Reconstruct1onist, VII nos. 13-16. For comments on this
document see Bokser, Ibid, VII (Jan. 9,1942), 6-13; Agus, Ibid'1
VIII (April 7, 1942), 74-18; Greenberg "Evaluating the Mi tzvot'
RA Bulletin, Y (June 1942), 9-18.
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"Maintenance of .Tewish Ritual Practice" in Questions (pp.21576).

The term Torah, according to Kaplan, embraces the Jewish
way of life as well as the literary and artistic expressions
of that way of life.

It thus includes our sacred literature,

our art, social organization, ethics, education and Jewish law.
The Bible and the rabbinic literature constitute our sacred
writings.

The Bible can no longer be understood in its literal,

supernatural sense.

It was sacred because for many generations

it was the hypostasis of the civilization of the Jewish people.
Those who can no longer follow the supernatural basis of Torah
must interpret it in modern terms which bring out the supreme
values of Judaism and mankind.
Another major cultural activity are Jewish arts: music,
drama, religious pageants, the folk dance, etc.
Art possesses the magic whereby it is able to express the seemingly ineffable and to communicate
what is ordinarily regarded as incommunicable
(Future, p. 357).

·-

The family, the synagogue and the community represent Jewish social organization.
The Jewish family is the backbone of Jewish civilization.
Christianity evolved the institution of monasticism as a means of exalting the ideal of chastity.
Judaism exalted the institution of the family,
and made it the end to be served by chastity
(Civilization, p. 421).
Jewish marriage should be solemnized by a representative
of the Jewish community.

The obsolete laws regarding levi-

rate and the Agunah should be abolished.

Intermarriage must

be frowned upon as a threat to Jewish survival.
The synagogue must not be monopolized by a particular
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congregation.
( ~ , p . 425).

It must belong to the entire Jewish community
It must be turned into a neighborhood center

to meet the various religious, cultural and leisure needs of
the Jew .
Like all else, Kaplan views ethics as part of social relations .
The ethical problem is how to utilize loyalty to
the narrower group as training for loyalty to the
more comprehensive group . Jewish religion, through
its commitment to the ideal of a universal Kingdom
of God as the goal of human society, has endeavored
to make Jewish life contribute to human welfare
generally •• •
Our objective must be so to compensate for the weakness of the weak , and so to direct the strength of
the strong, as to render as many human beings as
possible fit to survive (Future, pp . 349f . ) .
Spiritual selection , faith, hope, humility , inner freedom,
patience, thankfulness , justice, and creative doubt are viewed as the ten basic values in the Jewish religion (Future,
pp . 244 - 339) .
As to Jewish law Kaplan criticizes severely the principles
laid down by Frankel and Schechter (Future, pp. 378f . ) . Jewish law is in a defunct state.
The notion of Jewish law as inherently valid , re•
gardless of the extent to which it is ignored by
Jews, is not only untrue but harmful . It obscures
the urgent need of reconstituting Jewish society
in order that Jewish law may be reinstated
(Future,~
391) .
I ,
In the Diaspora Judaism must start wi t h constitutional law
providing the framework for a voluntarist, democratic and
quasi-contr actual community.

Then substant ive law would have

to be defined .
Democratic law cannot b e developed by interpretat ion
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alone; it requires legislation also. Wherever
possible, resort should be had to interpretation
of existing law rather than to legislation of
new law. But when a law has become so obsole te
that no reasonable interpretation of it can
either remedy some evil or advance some good, it
should be superseded by new law in accordance
with the vital needs of the people (Future, 397f . ).
Their observance, however, should be reckoned with,
not in the spirit of juridical law , which is coercive, but in the spirit of a voluntary consens us
based on a general recogni t ion of their value. We
shall, therefore, refer to our approach to Jewish
ritual observance as the voluntarist approach
(Questions, 265) .
Changes in world outlook no longer permit Jews to believe
that all the rules of the Jewish code "are, in a literal
sense, mitzvot or Divine commandments" (Questions, p. 269) .
The naturalist view can no longer sustain a consciousness of
sin, which implies a penalty for infraction of a law by an
anthropomorphic God (ibid, p . 233) .

We should rather speak

of folkways or usages which carry a voluntarist connotation.
Viewed thus "folkway s are the social practices by which a
people externalizes the reality of its collective being"
(Civilization, p . 432).
The normal human being is exhilarated by any kind
of ritual which gives him a sertse of unity with the
larger life of some group. In sharing that life,
his own is redeemed from its dull and drab routine
(ibid, p . 434) .
For example,
Kashrut is capable of becoming a means of generating
spiritual values, in that it can habituate the Jew
in the practice of viewing a commonplace physical
need as a source of spiritual value (Ques tj_ons,
p. 252) •
'
As to the Sabbath,
Not what the Jew will refrain from doing will determine the spiritual influence of the Sabbath, but the
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affirmat ive conduct which the observance of the
Sabbath will elicit from him (Civilization,
p. 445).

The method of legalistic interpretation of the existing
Jewish law by halakhic hermeneutic rules, such as was done
for the Agunah by a prior provision i n the marriage contract
as to the contingencies involving divorce, did not go far
enough.

Interpretation is good in some cases.

In this case

the law should be changed by granting the woman, under specified conditions, the right to divorce her husband (Questions,
p. 275) .

Such abrogation of the halakha should be resorted

to in the case of other obsolete laws.

While this constitutes

a radical departure in historic Jewish law, Kaplan is not out
to diminish the influence of Jewish law .

Whenever a practice

has to be fully or partly scrapped "some new practice should
be instituted that might serve as a subst:ttute for the one
that cannot be observed" (ibid, p . 239) .

In the organic com-

munity of the future rabbis along with representative laymen
would pass on questions of Jewish law and standards (ibid,
p. 362) .
Kaplan's place in American Jewish Thought .

Although

throughout his life Kaplan la.bored within Conservative institutions and his influence on the movement was great, he yet
stands apart from all three wings of Judaism.

He launched

the Reconstructionist mo"lrement which, like Conservatism in
its early days, avows a superdenominational philosophy.
Whether it will eventually form a fourth denomination remains
to be seen.
Kaplan is most critical of the Conservative group.

They
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modern Jew.
Modern Jew

His philosophical books: The Making of the
(1933), 32 A Partisan Guide to the Jewish Problem

(1945), Basic Judaism (1947}, and posthumously A Believing
33
~yi)~~
Jew (1951)
and From the Sermons of ••• (1945). In these
books and in numerous articles he was a staunch advocate of
Reconstructionism, although towards the end he departed somewhat from the teachings of his master. 34
Judaism.

Steinberg defines Judaism as religious cultur-

alism.
What is religious culturalism? It is that theory
and pattern of Jewish living which takes as its
basic premises the followi ng . First, Judaism is
larger in scope than religion alone. It is a culture and civilization, with all the diverse but
interrelated interests and activities that make any
culture. Second, religion is an integral part of
Jewish culture, serving at once as the driving motif and as the climactic expression of it. And
third, Jewish religion like the whole of Judaism
must be traditional in character if it is to be
vital and dynamic {Believing Jew, p. 83).
God~

God is identified as a Being, not a process

The entire universe, as I see it, is the outward
manifestation of Mind -Energy, of Spirit, or to use
the older and better word of God. God is then the
essential Being of all beings, though all beings in
their totality do not exhaust Him. It is His reason
which expresses itself in the rationality of nature,
in the fact that all things behave in conformity
with intelligible forms, in the fact, in brief, that
the world is cosmos not chaos. His power moves in
the dynamisms of physical reality. His will is the
impulse behind the upsurge of life on this planet.
Individualized, He is the soul of man whose thought
processes are infinitesimal sparks of His infinite

6f.

32Reviewed by Maurice Samuel, Opinion (June 1934), 23f.
33Reviewed by Jacob Kohn, RA Bulletin, III (January 1952),
34

Ira Eisenstein 's eulogy~, XIV (1950), 325-27 .
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fire, whose moral aspirations are fragments of His
vast purpose, whose yearning to create is but an
echo of His cosmic creativity. And He is an ethical being, not so much in the sense that he enters
into relations with His own expression, as in the
deeper sense that He is the fountainhead, source,
and sanction of man's moral life. The human quest
after freedom, truth, goodness, and beauty is but
the splintered spearhead of the divine drive. So
to me, the whole panorama of earth and sky, the
tempestuous progress of living things, the tortuous career of human:tty are the external shell of a
process wherein God realizes His character (ibid,
pp. 19f.).
Kaplan's idea of God as process is therefore inadequate.
For me , however, the riddle of the universe is not
so readily to be dismissed, and faith is not only
a psychological and ethical venture but a cognttive
one also, an affirmation concerning the ultimate
nature of things. Nor do I believe ••• that one can
have the benefits of faith i n God without a venture
as to His existence as an entity (ibid, p. 175).
Reconstructionism.

Otherwise Steinberg was in accord with

the rest of Reconstructionist ideology.

He chided them, how-

ever, for remaining a school of thought rather than a movement, which reduced them to impotence within the general inaction of the Conservatives.
Conservative Judaism then presents the classic picture
of the immovabJ.e object and the irresistible force,
and so long as that is the case, the possibility of
an eventual explosion and consequent organizational
realignment cannot be ruled out (ibid, p. 173).
Yet his general evaluation of the new trend was very
positive.
ttReconstructionism, for all its limitations, has
been and remains a force of intelligence and candor,
affirmation and spirituality, idealism and practicality, of catholicity yet commitment, of realism
yet unabated hope" (ibid, p. 178).
He also had faith in a great flowering of Jewish culture in
this country.

tt

Judaism is now richer for variety" is the con-
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eluding sentence of his review of "Current Philosophies of
Jewish Life in America. 35
Jaek J. Cohen
Jack J. Cohen was successor to Eisenstein and Kaplan as
rabbi of the Society for the Advancement of Judaism.
most outspoken protagonist of religious naturalism .

He is a
Like Kaplan

he is distinguished by a vital interest in educational issues.
Naturalism.

In his book The Case for Religious Naturalism

(1958) Cohen expands upon Kaplan's ideas and presents the most
radical formulation yet attempted.

Supernaturalist theology

which posits a divinely revealed law cannot be debated because
it is subjective.

Similar subjectivism conditions the view

that no creativity has been possible nor will it ever thrive
in lands outside of Israel .

But modern man must base his world

outlook upon concrete experience, upon a sociological analysis
(ibid, pp . xiii-xviii) .

The separation between the sacred and

the profane, the religious and the secular, is unrealistic,
since secular acts are capable of becoming vehicles of religious
expression.
Cohen proceeds to define his key concept .
By naturalism I mean the disposition to believe that
any phenomenon can be explained by appeal to general
laws eonfirmable either by observation or by inference from observation •••
35

O. Janowsky, ed., The American Jew (1942), pp. 205-31.
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In these pages, nature will be conceived of as the
totality of reality - its substance, functioning,
and principles of operation - including man and his
spiritual qualities . The naturalist thus tends to
explore as deeply as possible the pattern of things
as they lend themselves to human understanding and
to deny the existence of any realm of human knowledge
beyond that apprehensible through men ' s faculties of
mind. He would deny that there is a realm of mean~
ing nbeyond" the proce s s of life manifest to human
investigation (pp . 2lf . ) .
To this he adds another key concept, that of transcendence.
I take the view that all hypothetical thinking is a
projection beyond the actually experienced, that all
so-called revelations and intuitions are extensions
of such imaginative constructions, and that the ultimate test of their validity must lie in experience •••
Transcendence is a necessary category of all human
thinking; but it i n no way requires going beyond
nature {p • 23 ) •
God . After devoting the third chapter to an examination of
the God - idea in Jewish and general thought, Cohen arrives at
his own definition •
God is that quality of the universe •, expressed in
its order and its openness to purpose, which man is
constantly discovering and upon which he relies to
give meaning to his life. God, I believe, can be
no less. He may conceivably be a lot more~ a
Creator of the universe, a Law-giver, a Judge . He
may possess other qualities ascribed to Him by supernaturalists . I see no need for attributing such
qualities to God, because human experience, my own
and that of the race, makes available to me enough
evidence of a divine immanence. But the immanence
of God does not imply the absence of transcendence.
There is always the mystery of the unknown present
and the unpredictable future, there are the infinite
qualities of experience that no human being can ever
exhaust, there are the creative surprises, and beyond
all there is the process of existence itself, of which
any one generation of man is but an insignificant part.
Surely in all this, there is enough transcendence to
evoke the feeling of awe and sublimity in any man (p.136).
I am not saying that my God-idea 1s God. All I can
hope to do is explain what I mean when I use the
word God {p. 132) .
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Values are man-made by each society; they are by no means
absolute imperatives.
Judaism.

Ethics are therefore relative t.135ff .).

The triple strand of Judaism of the past -

tionalism, religion and culture be put together again.

na-

has been broken and should

The suppression by the Orthodox of the

revolutionary impulses of the masses after Emancipation drove
them from religion (pp. 167f.).

Religion, on the other hand,

has been turned by some modern thinkers (Will Herberg for one)
into the purpose of Jewish existence, in other words, that
the Jewish people exists fo:i:· its religion, not the other way
around (p. 171).

Jewish ethnicism and culture were assessed

by Warner and Srole in Yankee City as merely capable of delaying but not preventing eventual assimilation.

But they fail-

ed to discern the unique character of Jewish ethnicism.
The Jewish group is sui generis in that its ethnic
characteristics not only are involved in the group
religion but are essential features of it •••
That which is commonly recognized as Jewish culture
by all segments of the Jewish group - the religious
folkways and rituals, the Hebrew language as the
language of study and of the synagogue, the concern
for and participation in the life of Eretz Yisrael
these are sufficiently different from the trans•
ethnic characteristics of Christianity to continue
to mark the Jews as a group apart - as an ethnic as
well as religious entity (p. 239).
But once American Jewry recaptures the sense of relevance
of Jewish religion to their everyday life, they will not only
unify the Jewish people but will also be able to assist humanity in the achievement of its unification (pp. 269, 279).
Peoplehood.
Israel.

Cohen is engaged in a study of religion in

He finds that even there religious beliefs and prac-

tices must remain a private matter due to the temper of the
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Is~aeli community as well as to the presence of non-Jews in
the state.

These latter must be allowed to disregard state

laws on Sabbath observance; nor can non-Jews act as judges
who must interpret Jewish law.

As to the Jews themselves, by

and large they are little concerned with religious issues.
Martin Buber, for example, who wields world-wide influence in
matters of theology, has little impact on the Israelis
(pp. 189-231).

Turning his attention to America, Cohen finds that Oscar
Handlin 1 s thesis that past failures of an over•all community
organization fore-doom all future attempts, is erroneous .

A

polity based on voluntarism, democracy and constitutionality
is not utopian in view of American cultural pluralism and the
folk basis of Jewish religion (p. 258ff . ).

Gordis ' advocacy

(p. 26~ , however, of a synagogue-controlled community would
make little difference in the quality even of Jewish religious
activity, since "problems of worship, ritual, ethics, and
theology are not subject to resolution by votes, even in a
council of synagoguesn (p . 262); moreover, isolating the
"organic" Jews would not unite even the affiliated, let alone
the unsynagogued Jews (p . 263) .
Torah .

As to Jewish law Cohen argues that it is fore-

doomed to failure in any attempt to unify or coordinate a
differentiated Jewry. 36

If the State of Israel must leave

matters of religious belief and ritual to the conscience of
the individual Jew, certainly ·no standards - let alone laws36

"The End of Halakhah? 11 , CJ, VIII (January 1952), 9-15.
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can be imposed upon American Jewry (p. 243).
Prayer is only one aspect of worship, which includes cere•
monies, reading from the Torah, etc.
has become a perfunctory exercise.

To our generation prayer
Petitionary prayers for

the alleviation of personal burdens and sorrows may serve a
cathartic purpose, but the other elements of which the prayer
book is made up have little meaning; doxologies, romantic
praise of God as King, are even distasteful (p. 151-57).

The

true meaning of prayer, that of spiritual catharsiy has to
be restored.
A modernist in religion conceives a prayer entirely
in terms of its effect on the worshiper. He does
not expect his words to influence the operations of
the universe through any magic effect. Nor does he
direct his prayers to any conscious Being outside
himself. The object of his prayers (of which meditative readings are one form) is his own inner self,
the hidden conscience, the source of his ethical
will, which requires constant reassurance and stimulation (p. 216).
It is also advisable to experiment in the course of the
service with serious study, "directed to the clarification of
ethical and spiritual values as the fulcrum on which modern
worship could rest" (p. 274).
Eugene Kohn
Eugene Kohn (1887) was rabbi of congregations in five communities, and for many years editor of the Reconstructionist.
His books are mainly a restatement of basic Reconstructionist
ideas.

The Future of Judaism in America (1934) was a first
attempt at an adjustment of Judaism on a religious

basis.

,✓

His solution was a synthesis of nationalism and reli-

gion and was also based on the three foundations of God,
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Israel and Torah.
Religion and Humanity (1953) contains a much more advanced
presentation of his humanistic philosophy placed within the
framework of b oth Judaism and democracy.

The terminology and

most ideas are Kaplan's with here and there a critique of
Buber's existentialism.

The exposition is lucid, closely

reasoned and very readable.

~l} Good

~o Be a Jew (1960) Kohn

V )

explores the vaI.ve s that inhere in Jewish culture, religion
and institutions.
Ira Eisenstein
Ira Eisenstein (b. 1906), president of the Reconstruc t ion1st Foundation, formerly rabbi of the Society for Advancement
of Judaism in New York and Anshe Emet in Chicago, is author
of Creative Judaism (1953), a summary of Kaplan's Judaism as
a Civilization, VVhat We Mean By Religion (1938), and Judaism
Under Freedom (1956), largely a collection of his articles,
in some of which he presents hi s personally experienced spiritual developme nt from a doubting youth to a believing adult.
All his writings are by and large a restatement of Kaplan's
philosophy.

B.

THEISTS

Robert Gordis
Robert Gordis (1908) was the first to write a more or less
~

official popular presentation of the philosophy of the movement
37
V
in his Conservative Judaism (1945)
which appeared in a later
revised

edition (1956) under the imprint of the National

37Reviewed by Morgenbesser, Commentary, I (1946), 96-98.
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Academy for Adult Jewish Studies of the United Synagogue of
Am.erica. 38

Rabbi of Temple Beth El of Rockaway Park, New

York, for over a quarter of a century, teacher of Bible and
religion at the Jewish Theological Seminary, Columbia and the
Protestant Union Theological Seminary , lecturer on religious
and communal problems, he has written extensively for magazines.

His essays were published in The Jew Faces a New

World (1941) and Judaism for the Modern Man (1955). 39 He also
published studies on Ecclesiastes and the song of Songs and
other scholarly papers.
We shall use his revised edition of Conservative Judaism

40

as his most considered statement for our outline of his views
and will supplement it with the more detailed discussions in
his books.
God. In vain would we look for his metaphysics or theology.
Of Conservatism itself he says:

"In its pragmatic approach

and its distrust of abstract theory, it is characteristically
American in spirit" (Conservative Judaism, 1945, p. 3).
41
Whereas to Kaplan and Agus
the God idea is central and all•
pervasive, to Gordis the Jewish religion and the Jewish people,
that is the ideological and practical problems of adjustment,
are the most crucial.

Of the two -

religion and peoplehood -

the former is decisive because it gives meaning and viability
to the latter.

A N£w WoRLO
38 see Also "A Program for American Judaism" '!'he Jew Faces,

pp. 195-214.
)\ V
39 see also his 11 The Task Before Us" CJ, I (1945), 1-8.
40Reviewed by E . Kohn CJ, II (1946),10-28, and I. Eisenstein Ibid,III (1946), 21~3.
4lsee below pp. · 77_ .)._.
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We find only a brief statement on the God concept in his
Conservative Judaism (pp. 24f.).

God reveals himself through

his works in nature, in the never-ending process of creation,
and in history, in the affairs of men, through the moral
order.

"He 19 a reality, a Being 11

•

It remains for Gordis to examine the implications of such
faith in God for modern man and to show its relation to theological thought past and present.
Judaism.

42

Gordis claims that the definition of Judaism as

the evolving religious culture and civilization of the Jewish
people was first used by him in 1939 and only in 1945 was it
adopted by the Reconstructionists (QI, II, June 1946, 19).
He finds that their original description of Judaism merely as
a civilization brands them as secularists.

'Ihe differences

between Conservatism and Reconstructionism, he maintains, are
· three:

1) reasoned theism that retains emotional drive vs. a

God who is too intellectually and philosophically conceived;
2) viable character of Jewish tradition vs. abrogation of the
law, which makes it little more than

11

a rationale for a pro-

Zionist brand of Reform Judaism"; 3) affirmation of the election of Israel as an instrument of .,Revelation with a genius
for religion which influenced Christianity, Islam and democracy, vs. rejection
Israel.

of

chosenness (ibid, pp. 17-28).

Gordis describes the Jewish people as a religio-

cultural-ethnic group (Judaism, p. 47).
42

But religion always

See, however, his personal statement, "The Faith I
Live By" Menorah Journal XX.XV ( 1947) 184- --- ·-- ·--202.
--------'
'
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comes first, for the Jews have a special genius for religion
VVb.ile God reveals himself both in nature and in
history, it requires a seeing eye and a sensitive
heart to recognize His Pren§ence. Herein lies the
distinctive role of Israel° as the instrument of revelation. The Jewish people has never possessed
great military power or unique artistic or scientific gifts. Its distinction has lain in its genius
for religion . By virtue of this endowment a tiny,
impotent people was able to develop a faith of universal scope and a vision of the one living God of
humanity. Israel is a small land, but it is roofed
over by the vault of heaven that embraces the farthest ends of the earth (Conservative Judaism. p.27}
As to the Land of Israel, a central role must be reserved
for it
The establishment of a Jewish homeland in Palestine
was never a mere political goal or even a practical
necessity for Conservative Judaism. It was and remains a religious imperative, a sine qua non for a
vital Judaism. The Jews who li ve in a free America
and throughout a democratic world can perpetuate
Judaism by dint of sacrifice and unremitting zeal.
But Judaism can grow and develop most freely and
naturally only where it is dominant and not the
minority culture, wher•e it ere ates and in turn is
molded by the atmosphere. Hence , Israel, as the
center of the Jewish people, must be the living center of Judaism for the stronger and more firmly established Jewish life becomes in Israel, the richer
Jewish life everywhere will be. It is therefore
clear that Zionist loyalty and action are integral
to a vital Jewish program (Ibid, p . 21}.
The idea of Kibbutz Galuyot, the Ingathering of Exiles,
which to some means Shlilat Hagolah, the hopelessness of Jew/\

ish life outside Israel, must have a spiritual connotation to
American Jews, and must not necessarily involve physical
transplantation (Judaism, p. 124}.

The distinctive character-

istic of American Jewry is its vitality.

"American Jewry is

a new experiment, never tried before in the cosmic laboratory
which is the history of Israel, and anything may happen~"
(ibid, p. 15).
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As to the future organization of American Jewry, Gordis
completely dissociates himself from the Reconstructionist emphasis on comm.unity.

Not comm.unity but the synagogue is anc

must remain the central and guiding institution.

The synagogue

center should emb.!'ace all other communal activities within its
sphere of activity.
Only the synagogue center, vitalized and active,
reflects this conception of the integrity of
Jewish life in all its phases •••
Structurally, the congregation will need to establish, beyond its presently functioning committees,
groups of its members who are both interested in and
capable of recommending attitudes and action by the
congregation in all areas of Jewish life, such as
philanthropy, civic defense, higher Jewish education,
overseas relief and cultural activity (~d, p. 63).
The synagogues should then form local synagogue councils
and the present national Synagogue Council should serve as a
federation of these local units, and not merely for civicprotective purposes, as at present {,Ibid, p. 64).

Once the

organic community places organic Judaism at its center, it
will be in a position to launch a campaign for Teshuvah, for
a return to Judaism, by the mass of hon-religious Jews
(,Ib1.d, p. 67). 43
Torah. Torah along with religion are the essence of
Judaism.
Tor•ah includes ordinances and practices, to be sure,
but embraces much more. It is the law, the lore, and
the learning of Israel, the world view of Judaism,
and the Jewish way of life. In its broadest use,
Torah includes every attitude, every insight, as well
43

He was editor of the Conservative prayer book. "A
Jewish Prayer Book for the Modern Age" CJ, II (October 1955),
1-20). The Ladder of Prayer, 1956.
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as every practice, belief, and commandment of
religious and ethical import which are Jewish in
origin or in acceptance, however x universal in
application. In a more specialized sense, Torah
is the term for the authoritative Jewish religious
and ethical tradition, from the days of Moses more
than thirty centuries ago to the present. Its
principal repositories are the Bible and the Talmud,
but it includes also the medieval Responsa and the
codes, the works of the philosophers, poets, arid
mystics of the Middle Ages, and the writings of their
modern successors . The content and scope of Torah
continue to grow through the contributions of the
scholars, thinkers , philosophers, theologians, and
teachers of every age, including our own (Judaism,
p . 81).

It embraces contemporary Jewish scholarship whose major
function is to seek "to meet the perils which threaten the
survival of civilization as a whole and the unity of Israel"
( ~ , p. 99) .
Schechter • s concept of Catholic Israel is unworkable because it assumes that Orthodox tradition must remain virtually
unchanged(~, pp. 168, 177) .

The Reeonstruetionist view

of law as usages and folkWays eliminates the element of sanctions, which is inadmissible.

While we cannot apply human

penalties, the divine sanctions are valid , if we admit the
authority of Jewish law.

While at present we are in a fron-

tier stage of lawlessness regarding ritual observance, a concerted stand by the guardians of Jewish law will eventually
bring about the rule of Mitzvot.

As to the methods of change,

Gordis proposes a combination of the horizontal approach,
that is present needs and conditions, and of the vertical the millenial Jewish traditions (Judaism, pp. 148-81).

He

proceeds to outline the guiding principles for a new system
of. rituals.

They are: cosmic or religious, ethical or social
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esthetic or play function, and group-associational values
(Conservative Judaism, pp. 34f.).
While acknowledging indebtedness to Kaplan and in fact
adopting his definition of Judaism, Gordis arrived at conclusions which in some aspects are diametrically opposed t0 those
of his former teacher.

And since many of the differences are

in matters of applied Judaism -

such as the authority of the

law or the primacy of the synag0gue -

serious clashes have

been inevitable and will probably continue in the years ahead.
Gordis' view of the exclusive centrality and dominance of the
synagogue is actually tantamount to a retrogression to the
very evils which Kaplan sought to remedy.

Such exclusivism

in a voluntaristie, flui d and pluralistic community is fraught
with sombre consequences for the future of American Jewry,

The religionist segments in our midst are divided enough; put
a further wedge between them and the large majority in whose
life the synagogue plays but a minor role, and the threat to
unity is grave indeed,
J acob Agu.s
Jacob Agus (1911), rabbi of Beth El in Baltimore since 1950,
member of the committees on the Sabbath and the Prayer book
of the Rabbinical Assembly, is devoting his life to evolve a
philosophy of Judaism that is grounded in the best general
and Jewish thought.

In his Modern Philosophies of Judaism

(1940) he examined the philosophies of Abraham Geiger, Hermann

Cohen, Franz Rosenzweig, Martin Buber, M.M. Kaplan and several
others and arrived at his own "reasoned faith".

His

/
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Banner of Jerusalem (1946) was a study of the late chief
Rabbi Isaac Kook.

In his Guideposts in Modern Judaism (1954)

he collected his essays on current trends in Jewish thought.
His latest work is on The Evolution of Jewish Th.ought from
Biblical Times to the opening of the Modern Era (1959).

In

many articles in leading Hebrew and English periodicals and
from platforms throughout the country he has been trying to

~/4

put J,r:o;r!bs.s his conception of Judaism as a religion.

✓

Th.is

caused him to engage in polemics with the secularist and naand with Reconstruction-

tionalist views

✓

ists who take a humanist-naturalis attitude, on the other.
God. Kaplan's view of God as process is not attractive to
Agus -

to~

there is no one to pray

then.

Relegation of reli- V

gion as one of the elements of a civilization in which peoplehood is central is an incomplete and unfinished conception
that is not viable particularly in the Diasppra.

To him God

is a Person who is concerned with the destiny of the indivi-

dual.

In his Modern Philosophies {pp. 336-51) we ritid the

clearest exposition of his rational faith in the form of theses
for a philosophy of religion.
Reason alone cannot prove the existence of God.
two choices left: /kepticism or faith.

Th.ere are

The former, which

✓

usually takes the form of agnosticism is refuted "by the fact
that human life and human ideals continue to demand that we
orient our lives to some valid goals" (p. 337).
The only way to arrive at faith is by deductive logic based
on intuition.

Inductive reas~ning leads mainly to material-

istic, mechanistic views of the universe and leaves us without
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purpose.

It is t h e ~ form of thought which views the
/l

atom and matter as the basic components of existence.

The

more advanced manner of thinking is to start with the most
complex essences, such as Personality, Self or the Absolute.
Th.is view of man as spirit is more akin to reality than man
as body.

To gain full insight into reality we have to start

with a metaphysical principle that illumines both the physical universe and human ideals.

But our metaphysical principle

cannot be an arbitrary assumption.

Our intuition mu.st be one

that is shared by the generality of mankind .
is always true.

Rational axiom

Intuitional truth, however, flashes like

lightning and appears true only at certain moments.

It is

reached only when we assume a certain ''existential" attitude
when "it is what you -

the whole you -

if

are that counts (p.339)

Metaphysics should start with the highest concept
available to man, that of Personality ••• It includes
the elements of matter, spirit, will, caprice, emotion, mind and the mysterious unity in which they
are all fused together. I believe with Rosenzweig
that God is to be conceived as a Living Person containing within His being the contradictions of necesstty and freedom, eternity and timeliness, matter
and spirit, lawfulness and creativity, "midas hadin"
and idas Horahmim" ••• there is no reason, then, to
decree that God cannot think of or love the individual (pp. 343f.).
This conception is true for me, the Jew whose ancestors
first conceived the idea.

Its acceptance by Christianity

and Islam bears further testimony to its foundation in advanced human thought.

God can be worshipped only as Personality;

only if we do not conceive Him as mere Process.

Any philo-

sophy without a metaphysic, without a conception of the nature
of God, is incomplete.

Once we view the universe through the
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most complex concept of a personal God , all elements of reality are illumined and gain meaning and purpose.
When applied to Jewish existence this view must hold that
"Judaism (the Jewish religion) is the central, all-pervasive
and all absorbing element of the civilization of the Jewish
people" (p. 350).

"I believe that the motive of nationalism

is productive of good only when it is kept in the background
as subordinate t~ the universal ideals of ebhies and religion

u

.

(p. 351).

44

His critique of Kaplan's approach in Modern Philosophies
(pp. 281-322) and in his review of Future (Guideposts, pp.
382-414) sharply

philosophy ) /

~~~;ml:t

Kaplan is a pragmatist for he asks:
than: Is it true?

111 it work?

rather

He does not bother with metaphysics; the

result is that he is more anthropologist than religionist:

To define Judaism as a religious civilization,
rather than as a civilizational religion, is to
set the ethnic and cultural factors in the substantive eore of Jewish life* and to relegate the
elements of religion to the rank of a phase or a
quality of the life of the group (Guideposts,
p. 395).

The organic community would result only in a gray and neutral Jewishness"dedicated to the promotion of that soulless
and non-committal entity known as Jewish content" (p.400).
Besides, why reject the concept of "chosen people", if it
can serve as a means of channeling Jewish resentment and rancor against the role assigned to us to be the suffering servant of every generation (p. 408).
44

See also "The Idea

or

od"

Nevertheless, Agus was

Guideposts, pp. 228-7(?¥.
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not prepared to reject Kaplan in toto, only certain of his
arguments {p. 414).
As to Halakha, it depends upon our conception of revelation (pp. 271-359), which cannot be regarded as a historic
event (p. 279) but rather as the very phenomenon of faith.
The body of tradition we must take up as the pattern in which our piety was moulded, but the soul
of our ancestors cannot take the place of our own
soul. In the revision of Halachah we must be
guided by the principles which are valid in our
own mind, not by the frozen letters of the law which
can only lead to the progressive petrification and
self-isolation of Judaism (pp. 305f.).
The divergencies in religious observances today
are too great to warrant any hope for the establishment of any unitary body of interpretation.
For us of the Conservative movement , the road ahead is clear - the establishment of a rabbinic
and lay body for the interpretation of Jewish law
as standars of action for our day and the endeavor
to persuade ever greater numbers of our people to
make these norms and standards part of their own
life. We need not fear disunity within the Jewish
community, but rather disunity and contradi ction
within the soul of the individual Jew (358f.).
He suggests the creation of a world-wide Synhedrin-Aeademy
to consist

or

scholars and leaders to "deal with the moral

and spiritual problems of the land of Israel, of the Jewish
people and of humanity" (p. 376) .

All resolutions adopted

by them would have to be regarded as recommendations rather
than as binding law.

It will be up to each community and up

to each individual to follow as far along as their conscience
dictates.
In other essays Agus takes strong issue with all ethnic,

V

cultural and national ideologies.

He attacks particularly ~ ✓

the "cultural supplementationn theory of the Jewish Welfare
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Board in their National Survey (p. 159).

45

For it is his

deep conviction that only Judaism as a religion holds forth
46
the promise of a Golden Age for American Jewry (p. 227).
All secularist theories are a residue of an unbelieving genera47
tion and are of a passing nature.
An appraisal of Agus' overall view shows it to be integra&
ted and well thought through.

He certainly represents the

modern synthesis of reason and faith by a majority of conservatives more than does Kaplan.
Simon Greenberg
Simon Greenberg (1901), presently of the University of
Judaism in Los Angeles and vice-chancellor of the Seminary,
{~

formerly rabbi of Har Zion in Philadelphia

executive director

of the United Synagogue . is author of several books, including
J

The Conservative Movement in Judaism (1955), Living as a Jew
Today (1940) and The Ideals of the Prayer Book (1942).

For

our purposes we shall outline his paper entitled "some Guiding
Principles for a Conservative Approach to Judaism" (PRA, XXI,
1957, 69-124).

After introductory remarks on the place of

ideology in the movement he discusses his own views under four
headings: God and Man, Divine Revelation and Communication,
the Torah, and Israel -

A Torah-People.

As a semi-official

spokesman for Conservatism we must give careful heed to hie
philosophy.
45

O. Janowsky, Jewish Welfare Board Survey (1948).
46 "The Status of American Israel" CJ, II (February 1946),1-14.
47see his "Goals for Jewish Living", Menorah Journal,
XXXVI (1948), 1-25 on the fallacies of Reform ideas on
Jewish mission.
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1.

The Place of Ideologx.

The Rabbinical Assembly must

not promulgate authoritative pronouncements on matters of
faith and dogma in order not to breed sectarianism, and to
afford freedom of thought for every rabbi.

Each rabbi, how-

ever, should think through his position in the hope of eventually arriving at a consensus which is essential for unity,

ii

cohesiveness and distinguishable identy.
/I

2.

God and. Man.

Greenberg derives his faith in God from

his reverence for the martyr and the saint.

He starts with

two self-evident and universally accepted principles as reasonable validation of human behavior.

The first is the pre-

servation of one's physical existence, the other ance of physical pain.

the avoid-

But by what principle can we ration-

alize actions of glad acceptance of death or pain?

Neither

disparagement of heroic acts nor subordination of the welfare
of the individual to the group will do.

The answer to this

ethical problem is to be found. in the Torah.

"It was the

Torah that set before me the doctrine that man's highest destiny is to strive to be Godlike, for only as he approximates
God, who is Ultimate Being, does he, as man, have Being"
(p. 80).

But man, the creature, can only approximate God the

creator.

There is one thing God cannot do -

perfect as Himself.

to make man as

It is this freedom of man and of every

electron of nature that sometimes leads to suffering and evil.
"Body and soul are merely aspects of the two divine attributes
of extension and thought."

This allows .for a belief that both

man ' s body and soul have Being after death.
we witness is not a finality" (p. 84).

"The decay that

Resurrection need not
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be denied in view of the creative powers of God.
3.

Divine Revelation and Communication.

Much confusion

is caused by the use of the concept of Revelation also for
Communication, two experiences of God's love, o~ uninterrupted concern to bestow blessing upon the beloved.
Divine revelation is wholly ineffable; it cannot be expressed in words.

It is not reserved for the few; it is a

well-nigh universal human experience which comes with an
awareness of the Divine Presence.
self ineffable.

Divine communication is it-

Yet its content is communicable.

The realms

of science and art or Secondary Divine Communication, depend
for expansion of knowledge, for new discoveries, upon flashes
of inspiration whose source is divine.

The realm of values,

or Primary Divine Communication, cannot be validated beyond
reasonable doubt.
4.

The 'l'orah.

Religion is Divine Communication that as-

sumed supreme significance for a group over an extended period of time.

Jud ism is such a religious group.

It came in-

to being through the Torah as 1t was given at Mt . Sinai, when
the Jews as a group experienced "an ineffable awareness of the
Divine Presence 0 with which was associated a communicable content, as indicated in the Bible narrative.

This experience

transformed Israel into a people with a faith and a pattern
of life embodied in the Torah, which includes the Bible, the
Talmud and the Midrashim .

The prophets • message came from

God, by intuition, not by reasoning power or on the basis of
historic experiences.

The Torah is our guide because it for-

mulates the ultimate goals of human life upon this earth, and
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indicates the paths leading to the attainment of those goals
(p. 97).

The Torah must be accepted knowingly, reverently

and honestly.

The last prerequisite would have us question

some literal statements in the Bible which contradict indisputable scientific knowledge, that is the incontrovertible
evidences of the senses.

Miracles are to be neither rejected

nor accepted in toto , nor is faith in them to be made a criterion for one's faith in the Bible.

The 8ame applies to

moral practices or precepts which must be replaced by our
nobler sensibilities.
Israel.

In order to emphasize peoplehood and yet give pri-

macy to religion, Jewry is to be conceived as a Torah-people.
Kaplan ' s peoplehood idea is based solely on the need for be•
longing; in that case, why not belong to another group for
one's salvation .

Belonging can have meaning only if it means

reaching out to principles beyond peoplehood..

"I remained a

Jew because I found in the Torah the path leading to what I
believe are the highest reaches of human life.

Hence I pre-

fer to think of Judaism not as a religious civilization, but
as a civilizing religion rooted in the Torah" (p. 118).

The

Jews are an Am Segulah., a chosen and specially favored people.
Th.is concept is inextricably interwined with a "sense of guilt,
of failure as a people to fulfill its God-given destiny"
(p. 123).

Jewish nationalism, the Zionist movement and the community
in I.~rael must become religious with a passion for social
justice and personal rectitude and thus contribute to the ad-
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vancement of a spiritual nationalism.
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Solomon Goldman
Solomon Golqwan (1893-1953), rabbi in Cleveland, then at
Anshe Emet in Chicago, president of the Zionist Organization,
wrote on Maimonides and the Bible.

In several essays in!

Rabbi Takes Stock (1931) he sought to clarify the Conservative viewpoint.
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The book 1s highly polemical.

Zionism, tolerance of secu-

lar Jewry and a recognition of the elements of peoplehood in
Judaism are defended.
His defense of Jewish nationalism is contained in Shapter

5: nnoes Judaism Jeopardize Patriotism?"

In the following

chapter "Gaonculus" he attacks the bigoted Orthodox rabbis
and pleads in favor of national Jews who cannot subscribe to
religious dogmas.
God must be conceived as a national deity.
/ He serves as the symbol for Israel's noblest aspirations and loftiest ideals. He is never for
too long abstracted from his people - its eoeial
instincts, customs, laws, descent, land and language. He goes into exile when the Jews are driven
out of Palestine; He creates the world in the
Hebrew language. He is the national God; He is the
soul of the nation (p. 40).
In The Jew and the Universe (1936) Goldman analyzes the
ph ilosophy of Maimonides and finds that coupled with the pre48 "Jewish Nationalism" PRA V (1933), 32-49. See also
The Multiplication of the'7irtzvot" M. M. Kaplan Jubilee
Volume, pp. 381-97, on new observances to bea.erlved from
Scripture.
11

49

See the review by H. Hurwitz, Menorah Journal, XX
(July-Sept., 1932), 185f.
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dominance of reason was a blending with intuition.
ception of the divinity was of a personal God

50

His con-

and his main

source of knowledge was life itself, hence his emphasis upon
a code of behavior.
In his preface to The Jew and the Universe Goldman makes a
remarkable confession.

"I remain perplexed even as any of

Maimonides ' contemporaries.

Alas, the old guides have not

dissolved the mists of my confusion, neither have the most
recent dispelled my doubts" (p. xi).

Few indeed are the

rabbis who followed Goldman's courageous example of voicing
his doubts in public.
Max Kadushin
There are thinkers who failed to state their own philosophy of Judaism.

Instead they sought to understand our heri-

tage through a study of the Jewish mind in the past.
a way of saying:

It is

I am a believer in tradition; this is how

I understand that tradi tion.

Schechter is a case in point.

In order to outline his world view we summarized his restatement of rabbinic theology.

Likewise , we shall present a

brief summary of Kadushi n ' s studies of the rabbinic mind in
the belief that although they are studies of past Jewish
philosophy and we deal with modern philosophy, they constitute the very essence of the historical approach of Conservatism.

Placing the thinking of the ancient sages within the

frame of reference of modern psychology and logic is in 1t-

5'1us Hebrew article on this subject "HaSahadut Vehayekum 11
PRA, V (1938), 464-73 is a translation or t e first chapter
o'r"the book. See also his Crisis and Decision (1938).
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self a reinterpretation of Judaism which makes it more understandable and palatable te the modern mind.
Max Kadushin (1895), Professor at the Aeademy of Liberal
Judaism is a rabbi, former director of the Hillel Foundation,
University of Wisconsin and of the Marshaliah Hebrew High
School system in New York.

In his three works The Theology

of the Seder Eliahu, Organic Thinking (1938) and The Rabbinic
Mind (1952) he developed the same thesis.

According to this

theory rabbinic thought is not logical nor philosophical but
organic.

The rabbis operated with four fundamental concepts -

God's loving kindness, His absolute justice, Torah, and Israel.
These four are mutually re~ated so that they create an organic
whole.

Moreover, all other rabbinic value-concepts -

such as

repentance, holiness and a host of other abstractions whi~h
the rabbis elaborated on the basis of the more coneretized
terms in the Bible -

are also related to one or more of the

four fundamental concepts.

The rabbis thus operated not with

a philosophy but with a value-complex which was consistent in
its general aspects and common to all members of the group.
Yet at the same time it left room for the expression of the
differentiae of aum.an personality and for dynamism or change.
This explains the paucity of dogma in Judaism.

Even such a

dogma as Mattan Torah (Kadushin objects to the word revelation)
is modifiable by hermeneutic interpretation and other legal
means.

The dogmas, moreover, are not marshalled into a creed,

or into basic principles of Judaism.
Kadushin also illumines our understanding of the mystical
in Judaism.

Nearness of God was an everyday affair, exper-
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1enced through symbolic observances or value-concepts.
blessing over food, the recitation of the Shema

The

were mysti-

cal experiences of holiness.
To judge by rabbinic religious experience, the
modern emphasis on the personal experience of
God is only partly sou..nd. From almost every
page of the rabbinic texts it is evident that
the Rabbis experienced God, and that this experience was profound and unique. But rabbinic religious experience is not the kind that is conditioned by pure "solitariness," nor has it so
little of a social
character
as to be divided in,
II
to numerous "varieties.
The actual experience
of God is personal; the ways o~ modes of experiencing God, however, are common to the group as
a whole. Being common to the entire group, the
modes of God-experience are expressed in valueconcepts, among them such concepts as prayer, repentance, the Study of Torah. The personal experience
of God through the modes crystallized by these and
other value-concepts can be characterized, we expect to. show, as normal mysticism (The Rabbinic
~ . p. 194}.
Kadushin applies his theory to the doctrine of ehosenness
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and shows that it does not stand as a discrete dogma on the
superiority of Israel but merely to show the organic relationship of God's love, the Torah and Mitzvot to the Jewish
people~
Louis Finkelstein
Louis Finkelstein (1895), chancelor of the Seminary, wrote
a number of studies in rabbinics, of which th~ best known is
his socio-economic interpretation of Pharisaism.

On Judaism

and contemporary problems he made many pronouncements from
the platform and published popular studies and articles.
He seeks to play the role of conciliator between three groups:
5111 Bh1rat Yisrael Bdivrei Hazal", ~ , VIII (1941)
20-25.

90

1) the various Conservative factions, 2) the several religious Jewish groups and 3) Judaism and the other world faiths.
He is devoting much energy to the latter cause through the
inter-faith organizations he has initiated and fostered.
As a religious statesman he places emphasis on the common
elements that unite Jewish groups.

He attempted such a state-

ment in his speech on "What is Conservative Judaism" (PUSY
1957, 9-16 )·.

His popular The Beliefs and Practices of Judaism

(1945) states that "conservative" rabbis "maintain that Jewish
law is a living bradition, subject to change, but they insist
that such changes must be made in accordance with traditional
canons for the interpretation and development of rabbinic law"
(p. 14).

After a traditional outline ef ineorporeality, time-

lessness and omnipresence of a personal God, he speaks of man's
immortality as "the endless persistence of human persenality"
(p. 24).

Israel was chosen to be a suffering servant of God.

The dogmas of Maimonides, Hasdai Crescas and Joseph Albo are
listed with the remark that there is wide latitude of interpretation on this score among Orthodox and Conservative Jews.
Concerning the Reform Columbus platform of 1937 he remarks it
"does not contain much to which orthodox and conservative groups
can take exception" (p. 27).

This is followed by an outline

of holidays and observances.
In one of his articles on "Judaism" 52 all we find on Conservatism is that it refuses to codify its beliefs (p. 79).
52sperry et al, Religion and Our Divided Denominations.
(Cambridge, 1945), pp. 71-94.
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Another article on Judaism in The Religions of Democracy:
Judaism, Catholicism, Protestantism in Creed and Life (1941,
pp. 3 - 87) is little more than a digest of his Beliefs.

A

similar article in a collection that includes additional
world faiths 53 seeks to prove that both democracy and science
are rooted in prophetic Judaism.

sense -

as a way of life -

''Democracy in i ts modern

stems not from Greek political

theory , but from the religious teachings of the Hebrew prophets" (p. 162) .

Science, too , is influenced by the prophe-

tic persistence in the face of obstacles and its search to
discover God's will .
A

more searching discussion of Jewish theology we find in

his lecture in memory of Milton Steinberg

(!!!!

XIV , 1950,

284-95) .

Stri pped to its bare essentials, the underlying
i dea of the Mosaic tradition is that the Universe
and man have a history . Time is not a succession
of cha~e events , but an ordered affair. Life is
not an accident , but the product of thought . The
universal process which includes all matter and
all living things has meaning, purpose , dire c tion .
God is not only the beginning of all beginnings,
He is also the goal of all goals . The spirit gave
birth to matter , the world process is matter striving to become spirit (pp. 284f) .
The faith of Moses is unique among those of the
world in its emphasis on the place of visible action in human life. It seeks to express its underlying ideas in action symbols rather than in any
other type of symbolism. To say , "I believe,"
does not in the Mosaic tradition confer any benefit
on the speaker; the question is whether the belief
influences his behavior. Nothing is gained by announcing that all men are made in God's image, un53High Stanley et al, Faith for Today: Five Faiths Look

at the World, (1941), pp . 155-83 .
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less that truth is reflected in the treatment of
every man as the child of God, who bears His
image {p. 286).

To counteract the pagan tendencies which distract man from
daily service of God, or Kiddush Hashem, we must surmount the
divisions in Jewish life, as well as join interfaith act1v1
ties. 54
/'v-<e can seek, and I believe find, the help and
cooperation of our brothers in the Roman and ·r•!
Eastern Catholic Churches, in the Protestant
denominations, in the Moslem and Eastern religions, Together with them, we may yet wrest
the world and mankind from destruction
( p p • 294 f • ) •

The same theme of combating neo-paganism by rabbinism and
a sense of obligation is elaborated in an article in Commentary

(II, 1946, 537-46) "that eaeh of us live a life or service
subordinating personal desire to the will of God, the perfection of our soul and the improvement or the social order"
{p. 545).

The idea that Judaism "sees the Will of God sanctifying
men through his commandments, rather than through the verbal
confession of faith" (p. 104), is brought out in "The Role of
Dogma in Judaism" (The Thomist V, 1943, 103-10).

"It is basic

agreement in concepts when expressed in action and religious
symbolism which gives Judaism unity not only in any one period but across the ages" {p. 110}.
Ben Zion Bokser
Ben Zion Bokser (1907) rabbi of Forest Hills Jewish Center
54See also his "The Jewish Doctrine of Human Immortal! ty"
Harvard Divinity School Bulletin, Harvard, 1944•45,
5-34.
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since 1935, editor of the Eternal Light radio program, author
of several scholarly and popular volumes, also published a
collection of his essays in Jewish theology, Judaism and
Modern Man (1957).
Bokser characterizes Reconstructionism as secular.

"In

this doctrine, religion is a folk creation; its theologies
are folk myths, and its rituals are folkways.

Secularism has

here invaded the sanctum sanetorum of religion itself, and
remade it in its own image" (p. 19).

Such naturalistic views

can only lead to disintegration {p. 142).
Modern man, like the man of antiquity, has only
two alternatives in his interpretation of life.
He can regard the life about him as self-sufficient, which makes him a naturalist, a secularist or a humanist; or he can see the world about
him as but the glimmer of transcendent realities
in which his life, in all its contexts, natural
and human, fulfills itself; this is the root of
my philosophy of theism. And a theist will not
hesitate to ascribe divine status to any human experience which manifests those qualities that
r~~h their fullest development in the transcendent
Divine Order. Every experience of order, goodness,
truth, beauty, justice, is a manifestation of God
in human life. Religious observance, in so far as
it enables us to experience these larger religious
values, partakes of the same Divine Order. It is
the same God who manifests Himself in our lives by
inspiring our quest for justice, cooperation, freedom, creativity, and peace
Who moves us to af irm
our quest in symbol, rite and ceremony {pp. 20F.).
(}J.

Jews have a contribution to make both to Judaism and to

America ;
Israel's work in the world has not yet been done.
'l'b.ere is a purpose, vital and challenging, that
summons us. We shall meet that summons by making
the Jewish religious idea the central force in
Jewish life and by making Jewish life a leaven
for growth within American civilization. Till
the world has been perfected under the Kingdom of
the Almighty and the Lord has been acknowledged
as One, and His name One, we thus remain under a
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high commitment. By acting on this commitment,
American Jewry will find the elixir of abiding
life. We shall create and maintain a vibrant
and dynamic community and write one more glorious
chapter in the mighty saga o·f Israel's role in
the world and its contribution to world civilization (p. 150).
Along with Finkelstein and others Bokser is seeking to
join forces with non-Jewish religious groups to foster religious values in the ultimate triumph of which he firmly be•
55
lieves (p. 69).
C. EXISTENTIALIST

Abraham J. Heschel
Abraham Joshua Heschel's (1907) studies in the German
language in Jewish philosophy, prophecy and mysticism did not
reach the American reading public.

But after his transfer

from Hebrew Union College to the Jewish Theological Seminary
a succession of books from his pen caused fascination in

intellectual circles.

His The Earth is 'lfue Lord's: The Inner

Life ef the Jew in East Europe (1950) was an idealization of
the spiritual life of the Shtetl which then already lay in
ruins.

Two more books appeared the following year:

The

Sabbath: Its Meaning for Modern Man and Man is not Alone:
Philosophy of Religion.
of Man:

A

Its companion volume, God in Seareh

A Philosophy of Judaism (1956) appeared after Man's

Quest for God: Studies
55 Mention should also be made of Louis M. Levitsky, who
wrote A Jew Looks at America (1939), and Max Arzt, congregational ra6bi for many years, professor of practical theology
and vice-chancellor of the Seminary. In an article "Conservative Judaism as a Unifying Force" (CJ, V, June 1949, 10-20)
he pleads for Jewish unity under theoanner of tradition.
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In Prayer and Sym.bolism (1954), largely a eolleetion of papers
56
previously published and expanded for thia volume.
His Views.

Heschel has been characterized as an exis~en-

tialist, a mystic, a neo-Rasi~, a pietist.

He viewed himself

as a religious philosopher who engages in situational thinking
on the ineffab le and advocates a leap of aetion.
First as to the meaning of situational thinking in whieh
abstractions are replaced by our reactions to an involvement
in realitites that affect us personally.
The beginning of situational thinking is not
doubt, detachment, but amazement, awe, involvement. The philosopher, ace0rdingly, is a witness, not an aeeountant of other people's business. Unless we are involved, the problem is
not present. Unless we are in love or remember
vi vidly what happened to us when we were in love,
we are ignorant of love. Creative thinking is
not stimulated by vicarious issues but by personal problems. And so, for example, the problem
of religious philosophy is not how does man arrive
at an understanding of God, but rather hoitcan we
arrive at an understanding of God (God, p.

5r.r:-

Hesehel's key eoneept is "the ineffable".
The ineffable inhabits the magnificent and the
eommon, the grandiose and the tiny facts of reality alike. Some people sepse this quality at
distant intervals in extraordinary events; others
sense it in the ordinary events, in every fold,
in every nook; day after day, hour after hour •••
Slight and simple as things may be - a piece of
paper, a morsel of bread, a word, a sigh - tb.ey
hide and guard a never-ending secret: A glimpse
of God? Kinship with the spirit of being? An
56For reviews of his work see J.B. Agus "The Sabbath"
RA Bulletin, III (April 1952), 6f. J. H. Lookstein, "The
N'eo-Rasidism of Hesehel" Judaism, V (1956), 248-55. Levi
A. Olan Ibid, IV (1955), 180-82. Marvin Fox, Ibid, VI (1957),
77-81; Rein..\old Niebuhr , Saturday Review, XXXIxfApril 21,
1956}, 18: J. J. Petuohowski, "Faith as the Leap of Action"
Commentary, XXV (May 1958), 390-97.
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eternal flash of a will?
The tangible phenomena e scrutinize with our
reason, the sacred and indemonstrable we overhear
with the sense of the ineffable . The force that
inspires readiness for self-sacrifice , the thoughts
that breed humility within and behind the mind, are
not identical with the logician ' s craftsmanship.
The purity of which we never cease to dream, the
untold things we insatiably love, the vision of the
good for which we either die or perish alive - no
reason can bound. It is the ineffable from which
we draw the taste of the sacred, the joy of the
imperishable ( ~ , pp. 4f., 9).
There are those among the interpreters of Heschel ' s philo•
sophy who categorize him as neo-Hasidic and point out that

the Hasidim were existentialists long before Soeren Kierkegaard
the Swedish founder of this school of thought .

Whereas the

latter spoke of "a leap of faith 0 , Heschel speaks of "a leap
of action".

Martin Btiber in Israel and Will Herberg 57 in

America are also proponents of a Jewish existentialism, but
Heschel and Buber stand closest to Hasidic sources .
Heschel prefers to regard himself as a religious philosophe r who employs the method of depth theology.
own definition of' terms.

He gives his

Whereas "theology starts with dogmas,

philosophy begins with problems • • • (and) religion stresses the
primacy of the person

tt

(~, p. 4),

58

depth theology is a

process of analyzing the act of thinking, of thinking about
thinking , or radical self-understanding.

Conceptual theology

57 Although till Herberg has exercised considerable influence on Conservative thought, we are omitting him because he
is not identified solely with Conservatism.
58

Unless otherwise indicated, all quotations hereafter
are from God in Search of Man.
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erred in separating the aots of religious existence from the
statements about it.

Depth theology seeks to penetrate the

consciousness of the pious man in order to conceive the reality behind it (p. 8).
Philosophy of religi0n, according to Heschel, involves
elliptic thinking: like an ellipse it revolves ar0und two
polar foci, two different ways of thinking or universes of
discourse: Greek phil0sophy and Jewish prophecy.

Whereas

science, the ehild of philosophy, views creation as a process
of eausality in nature, the Bible sees it as an event in the
relationship between the creator and the universe that :
"alludes to what made nature possible, namely, an act of the
freedom of God" (p. 16).

Religion thus becomes a challenge

to philosophy: to identify the holy which is the essence of
which the ~ood, philosophy's most exalted idea, is only the

expression.

"One of the goals of philosophy of religion is

to stimulate a critieal reassessment of philosophy from the
perspective of religion" because religion goes beyond philosophy" (God, p. 18).

For it "is an implieation of our belief

in one God to be certai n that ultimately reason and revelation are both derived from the same source" (p. 19).

A

philosophy of Judaism is a philesophy of both ideas and events.
Heschel 1 s approach therefore is one of viewing Judaism not
so much as an object for critique and examination, but a subject, "a r

ity, a drama within history" (p. 22).

Heschel believes that in the Bible we ean find answers
to all ultimate questions.
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All else is a modern commentary or Midrash.

Since his writ-

ings are descriptive of what the pious man believes and therefore cannot be reduced to logical demonstration by a series
of propositions, we shall not attempt to reconstruct a system
of thought; instead we shall present his devout pronouncements and aphorisms.
God .

Thre e trails lead to God:

one can sense his presence

in nature, in the Bible and in sacred deeds (p. 31) .
Three aspec t s of nature command our attention:
its beauty and. its grandeur.
act of God .

its power,

The sublimity of nature is an

Wonder or radical amazement at the marvels of

nature and history bring one closer to Him.

The mystery of

the vast unknown horizons of human knowledge add to our appreciation of Him .
The whole earth is full of His glory, or Shekhinah.
Certainty of the realness of God comes about in moments of insight through raising from the depths of the mind. an ontological presupposition "which makes the response of the whole
person to the mystery and transcendence of living intellectually understandable" (p. 114).

"The 11 ving encounter with

reality takes place on a level that precedes conceptualization, on a level that is responsive, immediate, preconceptual,
and presymbolic.

Theory , speculation, generalization, and

hypothesis , are efforts to clarify and to validate the insights which preconceptual experience provides" (~od,p.115).
"God is a Being beyond which no other exists or is possible.
It means furthe r One, wiique, eternal" (p. 125).
and has a deep concern for man.

God is alive

There are times, rare moments,
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when God is propitious and He reveals Himself to man.

In

fact, "religion consists of God's question and man's answer"
(p. 136).

"Sensitivity to God is given to a broken heart, to a mind
that rises above its own wisdom" (p. 159).

"The power of

religious truth is a moment of insight and its content is oneness or love.

Source and content may be conveyed in one word:

transcendence" (:p. 162).
Torah.

When the Jews stood at Sinai and heard God's voice,

it was like no other event in the history of man.

a moment in which God succeeded in r eaching man:

For it was
an event

to God and an event to man(~, p. 199).
Judaism 1s a religion of history, a religion of
time. The God of Israel was not found primarily
in the tacts of nature. He spoke through events 1#
history. v\lh.ile the deities of other peoples were
associated with places or things, the God of the
prophets was the God of events: The redeemer from
Slavery, the Revealer of the Torah, manifesting
Himself in events of history rather than in things
or places (p. 200) .
It was the glory of Greece to have discovered the
idea of cosmos, the world of space; it was the
achievement of Israel to have experienced history,
the world of time. Judaism claims that time is exceedingly relevant. Elusive as it may be, it is
pregnant with the seeds of eternity. Significant
to God and decisive for the destiny or man are the
things that happen in time, in history. Biblical
history is the triumph of time over space. Israel
did not grow into being through a series of accidents. Nature itself did not evolve out of a process, by necessity; it was called into being by an
event, an act or God. History is the supreme witness for God (p. 206).
Sacred Deeds.

Judaism, according to Heschel, teaches us

how to live, how to act; it is a "science of deeds."
A Jew is asked to take a leap of ac t ion rather

than a leap of thought.

He is asked to surpass
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his needs , to do more than he understands in
order to understand more than he does. In
carrying out the word of the Torah he is ushered
into the presence of spiritual meaning . Through
the ecstasy of deeds he learns to be certain of
the hereness of God. Right living is a way to
right thinking .
The sense of the ineffable, the participation in
Torah and Israel, the leap of action - they all
lead to the same goal. Callousness to the mystery
of existence, detachment from Torah and Israel,
cruelty and profanity of living, alienate the Jew
from Goa . Response to the wonder, participation
in Torah and Israel, discipline in daily life,
bring us close to Him (pp. 282f . ).
Heschel abhors religious behaviorism, or the formalism of
ceremonies that are devoid of Ka.v anah • .
A religious act is something in which the
must be able to participate; out of which
devotion , Kavanah, must evolve. But what
should I entertain if entering the sukkah
mere ceremony?

sould
inner
kavanah
1s a

Let us be frank . Too often a ceremony is the
homage which disbelief pays to faith. Do we want such
homage? (Man ' s Quest, p. 114).
Israel.

It is clear that peoplehood plays a secondary

role in Heschel's philosophy.

For Judaism to him is mainly

spirit.
Israel's experience of God has not evolved from
search. Israel did not discover God . Israel
was discovered by God. Judaism is God's quest
for man. The Bible 1s a record of God's approach
to His people. More statements are found in the
Bible about God ' s love for Israel than about
Israel ' s love for God.
We have bot chosen God; He has chosen us. There
is no concept of a chosen God but there is the
idea of a chosen people. The idea of a chosen people does not suggest the preference for a people
based upon a discrimination among a number of
peoples. We do not say that we are a superior
people. The "chosen people 11 means a people approached and chosen by God. The significance of
this term is genuine in relation to God rather
than in relation to other peoples. It signifies
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not a quality inherent in the people but a
relationship between the people and God
(Go~, pp. 425f.).

-

PHILOSOPHY OF JEWISH LAW

',

Th.us far we treated Conservative thought as it was expressed by leading rabbis.

Jewish law was mentioned on many occas-

ions as part of each system of thought.

No other issue exer-

cised the minds of leading Conservatives as did the problem
of a philosophy of Jewish law.

We shall therefore supplement

our previous discussions with a special topical treatment of
this important matter.

We shall take as our text the exten-

sive discussion of the subject by xhe Rabbinical Assembly
"Toward a Philosophy of Conservative Judaism" {PRA XII,
1948, 110-02) and will supplement it with other relevant
information.
As things stand now the Conservative movement seems to
have reached an impasse.

On the one hand there are those who

insist on the authority of Halakha and would institute change
only in accordance with the rules for interpretation provided
59
in that v.ery law.
To the other extreme are those who are
prepared for a complete abrogation of Halakha by shifting
authority from hermeneutics to modern conceptions of law involving a consideration of existing conditions and letting a
body of rabbinic and lay leaders promulgate new laws. 60
59

See L . Deiger, "An Attitude Toward Halakah 11 RA,Bulletin
I {June 1950), 3,7.
60 J. Cohen "Religious Law and Educative Ritual"
Reconstructionist, XXIV (June 27, 1958), 6-11.
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These opposing views reflect a polarity of authority based on
the Book versus authority lodged in people .

In between these

two pola.r views there are intermedia. te shadings of opinion.
The traditional view has so far predominated in the decisions that have emanated from the Committee on Law of the
Rabbinical Assembly .

Although within the organization liberal

tendencies are very strong, and the majority of centrists
would be happy if a modification of traditional attitudes
were possible, the official stand has so far been dominated
by the traditionalists .

Clearly the center party in this

triple coalition is not yet willing to ttp the scale appreciably; they are satisfied to shift the blame for inaction
upon men like Louis Epstein and Boaz Cohen who guided the
destinies of the Law Committee after Louis Ginzberg .
The latter was unwilling to trust rabbis who by training
are not fully competent in Jewish law, let alone an "ignorant
laity, whose ignorance is c ompounded by indifference . "

Sem-

inary graduates are ordained to teach and preach, but they
have no Smikha, or authority to pass on questions of Jewish
law .

Although called upon to add a year or two of study

leading to Smikha, thus far the Seminary has resisted the idea
of Smik:ha.

The result is that even where the community turns

to the Conservative rabbi for legal action , many Conservative
rabbis turn over such matters as divorce to Orthodox rabbis.
In his essay "Toward a Philosophy of Jewish Law 061 Boaz
61 First published in CJ, VI (October 1949), 1-31 and republished in his book Lawand Tradition
JudaJsm, 1959,
pp. 1-38 .
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Cohen sets down the following seven principles.
1.

The divine origin of the law.

Revelation is "the in-

ternal experience of the prophet permeated by the divine
spirit, rather than a perceptible event in the external
This belief must be based on an act of faith.

world".
2.

The immutability of the law

-

it 1s not subject to

abrogation.
3.

Historical development -

the law changed in the past

and will do so in the future.
4.

The concept of Kneset Yisrael -

that the Jewish people

must be regarded as one community with respect to the essential principles of Jewish law and observance.
5.

Primacy of the Talmud over the Poskim, or later

Halakhists.
6.

The concept of authority -

only a body of experts is

qualified to pass on matters of law.
7.

The method of interpretation that seeks to preserve

the spirit as well as the letter of the law.
Similar traditionalist views are held by Louis M. Epstein
in his books The Jewish Marriage Contract (1927) and Lish 1 elat
Haagunah (1940).

It was Epstein's formula for a change in

the marriage contract that recently prevailed in the first
major act of interpretation of the law by the Conservative
movement.

c

We shall now return to the tu.11-~ale discussion or the
subject in 1948 by the Rabbinical Assembly .

Theodor Friedman

(PRA, XII, 1948, 112-20) steered a middle course.

The choice,

as he saw it, was between a creeping paralysis or regulated

✓
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growth.

B. Cohen's metaphysical presupposition of law as the

revealed divine will is unhistorical because Judaism eschews
dogma.

Actually, first came the development of norms of con-

duct and only long after that came the ascription of divine
origin to Mitzvot .

Yet without a religious discipline and

regimen Judaism ceases to exist.

Therefore, on the one hand,

all laws relating to the inequality of women, like all other
laws which run counter to our highest social and ethical
values, must be superseded.

On the other hand, new practices

have become sanctified despite the fact that traditional law
did not sanction them, such as the wearing of a head covering
or the Hebrew language.
/

Friedman proposed that a guide on

Jewish law be prepared , presenting both the strict and lenient
interpretations of the law.
Isaac Klein (ibid, pp. 129-34) took a traditionalist stand.
The principles upon which we must build are three:
primacy of Jewish law and religion.

3.

the

We are not dealing with

folkways but with religious obligations;
study of our sacred literature;

1.

2.

a scientific

an attitude of piety and

respect for law; first there must be a core of law, then a
certain freedom in exercising it may be permitted.
William Greenfield (pp. 121-28) defended the Reconstructionist position.

We are willing to change the law, he stated,

for the preservation of Judaism.

The young are leaving us.

Not five in one hundred observe the Sabbath or the dietary
laws.

Not one in one hundred cares about our decisions.

We

insist that we represent adjectiveless Judaism and refuse to
act.

The Orthodox did likewise and emptied their synagogues

""'
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into Conservative or Reform congregations or worst -

into the streets.

what is

Let us not repeat their mistake.

Epstein is willing to make changes but he waits for a Sanhe•
drin in Palestine.

Agus wants Takkanot, ordinances, but he

is waiting for Tshuva, respect for law, to eome first.
Gordis insists on minimum standards.
all that.

But it is too late for

It is each man to himself.

If the law is super-

naturally divine, let us join the Orthodox eamp.

The solu•

tion therefore is to set up a code of principles, not of
minima.
practiee.

Let us have unity in attitude if not uniformity of
Israel can survive differences; it cannot survive

indifference.
In the discussion that followed, Ralph Simon suggested the
need for a Gemara, of majority and minority opinions, not of
a Shulhan Arukh •
Agus hoped for a synthesis between the demands of law and
the demands of life.

An academy consisting of scholars plus

representative laymen would pass ordinanees and would invite
the consent of the people.

In every congregation we could

form a core of observant memebers.

Above all, let us not

yield to the demands for negative decisions ing en the Sabbath or the use of an organ.

to permit rid-

Our legal decis-

ions must be of a positive nature, telling the people how to
62
act as loyal Jews.
Albert Gordon urged Conservative rabbis to tell the community "how we ought to live".

His studies of Minneapolis Jewry

sh~wed that only 15% buy Kosher meat and even the families
that send their children to the Talmud Torah there have a
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minimum of home observance.
Louis M. Epstein pleaded with his colleagues not to blame
the Committee on Law.

All you want us to say 1s Yes, not No.

If this is the spirit, get a pail and whitewash the vacilla-

tion of the rabbis.

We must abide by three principles: unity

in the movement, a statement of guiding principles, and recognition of the authority of Jewish law.
A resolution was finally passed to augment the membership
of the Committee on Law to make it more representative and to
circulate both the majority and minority opinions of that
committee among the rabbis.
Two ~~ars later, in a report of a Special Committee on
Scope of the Law Committee, the following recommendation was
made.

"Only unam.imous decisions of the Committee on Law and
~
Standar1s are binding on all concerned. Whenever a majority

and a minority opinion are handed down the Conservative Jew
has the option to follow either ••• In actual practice unanimous decisions on controversial issues are inconceivable because of the composition of the Committee" (RA Bulletin,_
April 1950, 10).
While this represents definite progress, it is only on the

procedural level.

Substantive law now awaits action by the

Conservatives.

RABBIS AND LAYMEN
A study of rabbinic attitudes 63 showed that Conservative
rabbis, as a middle class group, hold liberal views on general
63

J. Zeitlin, Disciples of the Wise (1945).

107
I

' .religion with human
civic issues, recognize the linkage of
society and have a bi-focality of approach to tradition they support both authority and change.

Another more recent

study64 ·found that whereas in the past a majority of Conservative rabbis came from Orthodox homes and the Rabbinical
Assembly is even now comprised of rabbis who in the main have
Orthodox leanings, in 1955 almost half of the students of the

rabbinical school of the Jewish Theological Seminary were already from Conservative homes and some had been members of
the LTF {Leadership Training Fellowship) of the Seminary.
new kind

or

A

Conservative rabbi is therefore emerging, one

who is largely a product of the denomination itself.
It may be in place here to observe a fundamental difference
between Reform and Conservatism.

Whereas the former rejected

rabbin1sm and advocated a return to the Bible, the Conservative leadership, especially the traditionalists among them,
reeognize t rabbinic Judaism as the guide for our present day.
From Schechter to Finkelstein rabbinism represented the essence of Judaism.

Conservative thought is thus rabbinic lore

upheld by rabbis.
All the thinkers mentioned thus far are rabbis.
seem to solve their problems on an empirical level.

Laymen
Thought-

ful Europeans observe that it is generally the greatness of
the American idea to reject all ideologies which have wrought
so much havoc and caused incessant wars 1n Europe. 65

In vain

64 A. Hertzberg, "The Conservative Rabbinate: A Sociological
Study" in J. L. Blau et al) ed., Essays on Jewish Life and

ht, pp. 309-32.
65 see New York Times Book Rev~, July 12, 1959, p.1.
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do we search the _publieations of the United Synagogue lay organization -

for a laymen's philosophy .

the

The present

generation is empirical, avoiding abstract theories.

Only

among the early lay leaders were there .m~p who addressed them-

Ra-U-i

selves to the pure science of Judaism. ~ Elias L. Solomon was

✓

in accord with Schechterts views (The Master 's nequest, 1944).
Cyrus L. Sulzberger in an article "For our Children's Children -

A Layman's Faith" (Menorah Journal, XII, 1926, 170•

1'74) maintains that "neither mores nor the God within he.s any
relationship to the eternal verities".
to is the God of Maimonides .

What we have to turn

Prayer must not turn into ex-

cessive introspection; rather it must lead. us to consider our
shortcomings.
However, men like Joseph Blumenthal (1834-1901), public
servant, philanthropist, founder and first president of the
Seminary, Jacob H. Schiff ( 1847-1920), lead.ing banker and philanthropist, 66 Louis M~rshall (1856-1929), attorney, communal
and civic leader, and Felix M. Warburg (1871-1937), banker
and philanthropist, trustee of the Seminary, exercised a powerful influence on Jewish life but left no statements of their
views on Judaism.

The _three latter were identified mainly

with the Reform group, yet gave unstinting support to the
Seminary.
A recent pronouncement by a layman is worthy of note.

Ben

J. Lax, vice-president -of the United Synagogue, presented a

,

paper on "My Fathers House 11 at the 1959 biennial convention,
as part of a symposium on a philosophy of the Conservative
66c. Adler, J. Schiff (1921)
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movement.

In his imaginative presentation he left the

foundation of God, Torah and Israel and the roof of faith
intact, but engaged in extensive remodeling and expansion.
He added many windows looking out upon the non-Jewish world,

aequired added acreage for summer camping, installed shelves
to accomodate books on the religions and cultures of the
family of nations, and added a pew next to his in the synagogue for his wife.
Another participant in the above symposium, Selig Adler,
professor of American history at the University of Buffalo,
supported Go·r dis' view "to enlarge the concept of Catholic
Israel to include all who are concerned with the perpetua68
t1on of the law",
Such a t2 the meager declarations of faith by laymen.

But

the rabbis have already produced a substantial literature
that reflects the spiritual searchings of a generation that
is racked by a myriad conflicting ideas.
Conclusion.

In this chapter we have reviewed the major

efforts by the top leadership of the Conservative movement
to formulate an outlook upon the world and Judaism.

What

does it all add up to?
We have shown that all attempts at a•1formula tion of the
common elements of Conservatism have thus far failed to be
generally accepted.

This must not deter us from making our

own a.t tempt, based on our study contained in this chapter.
67
68

USY Review

~

(Winter 1960), pp. 15f.

(Spring 1960), 5 •
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Our major effort will be in the direction of discovering
the connnon elements upon which there is consensus among Conservative thinkers.

Such an undertaking is essential as a

guide for a program for the Conservative school.
The Consensus
Most Conservative thinkers seem to be agreed on the following points, although they may not explicitly have stated them .
1.

Peoplehood.

Perhaps the greatest contribution of Con-

servatism to Jewish religious thought has been the emphasis
on the folk elements of Jewish tradition.

Schechter's

Catholic Israel, Kaplan's conception of Judaism as a civilization and many other notions held by Conservative thinkers all
point to the insight that Judaism 1s not a theology but the
way of life of the Jewish people.
2.

Religion.

Conservatism is one of the three religious

trends in American Jewry.

It posits a belief in God and a

commitment to practice Jewish religious traditions .
3.

Continuity and Change.

of the Conservative outlook.

This principle touches the core
It relates to the body of tra-

ditions, beliefs and laws transmitted to us by previous generations.

While taking a positive sta d._ on that historic

body of traditions, Conservatism insists that tradition has
not been static in the past, that it underwent constant development in an evolutionary manner, and that it will continue
to be dynamic and changeable.
4.

The Bible and Rabbinism.

ning of our sacred literature.
source of tradition.

l1he Bible is only the begin-

1

It cannot serve as the sole

The entire body of rabbinic literature,

✓
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the Halakha and the Agadah, the Talmud as well as its later
codifiers and commentators, must all be recognized as the
depositories of the millenial striving of our people to
evolve a Jewish way of life.

The chain of Jewish tradition

must not be broken; it must be further continued and evolved.
5.

Modernism.

The term "modernism" applies to the method

of interpreting our tradition.

It implies a scientific study

of sources based on the latest methods of historical, juridical and sociological research.

Our study of the past and our

plans for the future must be faced with the open mind of a
modern person who is fully aware of the intellectual climate
of our day.
6.

Pluralism.

Of the three denominations the Conservative

is the most receptive to the greatest variety of viewpoints,
It is not monistic, allowing only one particular conce ption
of Judaism.

It is pluralistic, making it possible for almost

every positive and creative approach to Judaism to find a
place within its fold.

Conservatism is of the nature of a

continuum extending all the way from Orthodoxy to Reform and
to viewpoints that are on the brink of secularism.

Tb.is lati-

tude explains the conscious resistance of the. movement to the
adoption of restrictive platforms.

This is perhaps the mean-

ing of the phrase "adjectiveless Judaism" used by Adler and
others.

Every Jew, with the few exceptions to be noted below,

can find a rightful place within this middle-of-the-road
movement.
?.

Tolerance.

The imperative need for tolerance and re-

spect for differences in views on Judaism is a cor llary of
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the first proposition.

In order to make possible the coexis-

tence of a variety of viewpoints, it is necessary that each
Conservative Jew learn to recognize the legitimacy of opposi r1_9 philosophies.

This is another way of saying that Conser-

vatism is a liberal movement that allows freedom o~ inquiry.
8.

Outer Limits .

Its broad liberalism and tolerance

notwithstanding, Conservatism represents an affirmative approach to the national and religious manisfestations of Judaism.

It would seem, therefore, that certain negativistic

approaches are out of bounds for the Conservatives.

Such,

for example, would be the attitude of the American Council
for Judaism in combating all nationalist activities of the
Jewish people.

Similarly, it would seem that fundamentalist

Orthodoxy could not find a place within the Conservative

,;c

fold, since ~claim5 sole possession of truth and negate
any deviations from it.

Finally, the demand for tolerance

and liberalism would exclude any one not willing to grant
the right of every Jew to determine for himself his particular interpretation of Judaism.
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Chapter III

TRENDS IN THE CONSERVATIVE PHILOSOPHY OF EPUCATION
We have shown in the last chapter that the Conservative
movement has yielded a rich harvest of ideas on the meaning
of Judaism for the modern Jew.
well for its children?
tion?

Has the movement done equally

Has it given much thought to educa-

The story of contributions toward a Conservative

, ,;111-

osophy of education will be traced in the following manner.
First comes a description of the Conservative school system, with especial emphasis on the national policy-making
machinery.

This will afford us a picture of the social milieu

within which a philosophy is developing.
We then present a brief review of four major philosophies

of education in America.

Th.is is followed by a fairly detailed

review of the several schools of educational thought among
Conservatives.

Attention is also directed to the evolution

of notions regarding the best way to organize the school
system .
The last section

se y

forth the official objectives adopted

by the United Synagogue Commission on Jewish Education.

A

comparative study of other objectives is then made .
Evolution of the Conservative School System

.~

Its Beg{inings.
j

In 1914, a year after the formation of

v

the United Synagogue of America, a most dismal picture of the
educational scene was revealed. 1

Of twenty-four affiliated

congregations, five had Sunday schools only.
1

USY Report, 1913-1919, pp. 32-44.

The remaining
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nineteen congregations operated both Sunday and weekday
schools, with only 20 to 30 percent of the enrollment in the
weekday Hebrew departments .

Only seven had held graduation

ceremonies, twelve had confirmation .
was 4 , 481 pupils -

The combined enrollment

2 , 385 boys, 2,096 girls .

Th.is report was presented at a meeting

or

the United Syna-

gogue by Mordecai M. Kaplan for the education committee.

He

stated that the rabbis found difficulty in organizing weekday
classes; money for teachers ' salaries was not available; there
was only apathy and indifference on the part of the parents.
Solomon Schechter and Louis Ginzberg took part in the discussion.

A decision was made to foster Bar Mitzvah and discour-

age confirmati on .

Plans were laid for the rabbis of the lar-

ger congregations to meet and to prepare curricula .
Pre sent Situation .

Four decades later the Conservative

school system in the United States was larger than the Reform
or Orthodox school systems.

2

It consisted of some 650 schools

with an enrollment of 213 , 719 , or 38 . 6% of the total Jewish
school population of 553 , 600 .

Of the total weekday enroll-

ment of 261 , 456, fully 126 , 793 or 48 . 5% were in Conservative
schools.

An additional 85,544 attended one-day and 1,382

were in 13 day schools .
erical advance.

Such has been the extraordinary num-

Moreover, whereas in 1914 the lack of text-

books on religion was lamented, in ten months of 1956 the
sale of textbooks by the United Synagogue Commission on Jewish
2Dushkin A. M. and Engelman,
United States, 1959, p . 58

u.z.,

Jewish Education in the
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education brought in $185 ,000.

3

The following report on the annual ongoing survey was rendered in February 1959. 4

Questionna ies were mailed to 645

congregations, of whom 360, or 55.8% replied.

Of these, 351

were in the United. States and nine in Canada.

These schools

advanced considerably in standards of ad.mission and hours per
week.

Eig ty-six percent required weekday Hebrew school at-

tendance by a certain basic age.
from 6 to 11 years old.

These requirements ranged

One and a half percent required at-

tendance from 6 years of age, 6% from 7 years, 53% and 39.5% -

9 years.

8 years,

Class hours per week, exclusive of Sab-

bath services, varied from l½ to 10 hours.

Less than 3 hours

per week were required in 8.5% of the schools, 3 to 4½ hours
in 28.5%, 5-6 hours in 56.5% and 6½ to 10 hours in 6.2%.

The

rule in a majority of cases thus was to admit to weekday
school at age eight and to require five to six hours instruction per week.

In most schools attendance requirements app-

The Sunday school has been

lied alike to boys as to girls.
eliminated to a great extent.

In 74% of the schools pupils

were not permitted to attend only once a week after a certaih
a.ge.

5

Co~mission on Jewish Education.

It took many years before

a vigorous national organization for the promotion of Conser3 USCJE Minutes, May 10, 1956.

4 Ibid, February 15, 1959.
5 For additional statistical information see AJYB.! 1952,p.101 ,;
1953, reprint, p . 6; Survey of Jewish Education-i:n-~reater New
York, 1951-52, Quantitative studies , p. 2; Jewish Education
'.Fregfster and Directory (1951), pp. 35-37.
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vative education was formed.

The constitution of the United

Synagogue provided for a standing committee on education. 6
At the second annual meeting of that national body M. M.
Kaplan reported for the committee on education, as outlined
above.

Soon thereafter Julius H. Greenstone

chairman.

7

was elected

He served in this capacity till 1928 when he was

replaced by Alter F. Landesman.

Almost every year the chair-

man reported to the convention on the activities of the committee and some discussion ensued.

The activities consisted

of the publication of several textbooks, work on curricula
and standards, the creation of regional districts and a teachers' registry.

But throughout a long period there was a note

of frustration and despondency in the reports, due to the
lack of cooperation on the part of most rabbis, the lack of
funds and the generally low standards. 8
In 1920 a resolution was adopted that "the Executive Council
establish the office of superintendent of education whose duty
it will be to advise the various schools connected with the

United Synagogue concerning their management on all matters
that will help raise their standards.

He is also to visit
lg

the various institutions as it may be necessary.

But not

until 1926 do we read of an educational department with Jacob
6 rn 1928 Max Arzt recommended that the Rabbinical Assembly

should also have a standing committee on education. "some
problems of the Congregational School" , ~ , II (1928),143-48.
7He was chairman in 1917; who headed the committee in 1915
and 1916 it is not stated.
8 usY Report, 1913-1919, 1926-31.
9

USY Report, VIII (1920), 82.
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B. Grossman as educational director.

10

Grossman has been an

active member of the education committee for many years and
in 1919 the curriculum he had prepared for the Educational
Alliance in New York, where he worked, was circulated among
the rabbis.

He visited more than one hundred communities and

organized six regions. 11

The Long Island region had expanded

to the point where a paid director was contemplated. 12

Instead

a lack of funds caused the resignation, in September, 1927,
of Grossman as)-Tational education director.

Samuel M. Cohen,

executive director of the United Synagogue, was asked to carry
on the educational work along with his other duties. 13
In 1929 Cohen made the following statement as part of his
general report:

"e must bend the greater part of our ener-

gies to the creation of the literary material, textbooks,
methods, and curricula organized for the specific needs of
our congregational schools.

We must recognize that the con-

gregational school has a different aim from the community
school.

In addition to everything that the community Hebrew

school may strive for, the congregational school also has this
important objective -

to fit the child for the synagogue and

Jewish communal life." 14
10we do not know in what year he was appointed.

vention reports for 1920-25 are not available.
llusy Report, XIV (1926), 23

The con•

12~ , xv (1927), 19.
13 Ibid, XVI (1928), 33; USY Recorder, VIII (April 1928),

14

USY Report, XVII (1929), 10.
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In about 1938 the Rabbinical Assembly joined the United
ll'

Synagogue to fo~ a joint commission on Jewish education with
15
Landesman and Morris Goodblatt as co-chairmen.
An association of United Synagogue schools in greater New
ed on November 26, 1940.

Thirty-five congregations joined at

the first meeting on April 20, 1941.
appointed.

ork was form-

Seven committees were

Arthur Neulander was chairman of the committee on

curriculum which began work on a tentative five-year curriculum . 16
In September of 1945 Abraham E . Millgram was appointed educational director and an intensive prog r am of publication
17
and curriculum work began .
At first the national organization operated as the Joint
Commission on Jewish Education of the United Synagogue of
America and the Rabbinical Assembly.

For several years there

was a struggle for independence from domination by the executive director of the United Synagogue ind for funds to operate.

In 1948 the Commission gained independence, and soon

income from publications spelled financial prosperity.

In

1946 the name was changed to United Synagogue Commission on

Jewish Education (USCJE).

In the same year a Board of Educa-

tion of the Metropolitan Council of the United Synagogue was
organized to cooperate with the Jewish Education Committee,
15~ , 1940, p . 3.
16 cohen, Samuel M. "The United Synagogue Schools of Greater
New York" ~ , II ( June 1941), llff.
17
The above and the balance of the history of the Commission
is taken from the typescript Minutes.
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which provided a consultant.

In 1957 regional boards existed

in Philadelphia with a paid director, as well as in Long Island, Chicago, South New Jersey, Eastern Pennsylvania, South west Pacific and New England .
At first the Commission was comprised of eight representatives each from the two constituent organizations.

In 1947

the Teachers Institute of the Jewish Theological Seminary was
invited to send three representatives.

In 1950 the Women 's

league was asked to appoint one representative through the
United Synagogue.

In 1954 the Rabbinical Assembly and the

United Synagogue were allowed ten instead of eight delegates
each, the Teachers Institute continued with three, four more
were exoffieio (professional heads of United Synagogue, Rab-

binical Assembly, Teachers Institute, and USCJE) and two were
added to represent the Educators Assembly (EA) .
Alter F. Landesman served as chairman of the Commission
for nineteen years until he was replaced on October 21, 1947
by Azriel Eisenberg .

Ario

s.

Hyams took over two years later,

to be followed by Elias Charry in 1951, Henry R. Goldberg in
1957 and Jack Cohen in 1960.

Committees • . The Committee on Objectives, Standards and
Curriculum acted as the instrument for policy making on educational philosophy and curriculum.
were:

The other committees

Textbook Publication, Hebrew Textbooks, Music, Syna-

gogue School Editorial , Foundation School, placement and Fin4

ance.

Special Committees were also appointed on occasion,

such as Prayer Book , Audio-Visual Aids , etc.

In addition, for

each book submitted for publication there were at leastthree
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readers recruited from a large variety of persons.

18

In 1954 a Committee on Evaluation was selected to assess
the first decade of the Commission's aetivities.

Some of the

outcomes of the work of this committee were internal reorgan•
ization, an on-going survey, an accreditation program for
schools and expansion of regional activities by educational
conferences and a board of consultants.
Special mention should be made of the Commission publication Synagogue School.

It was first published in February,

1943, as the Jewish School and Democracy and changed its name
in January, 1946.

It had paid subscriptions ranging from 500

in 1947 to 4,000 in 1953 and 2,500 in 1958.
The Educators Assembly.

On November 18, 1948, Moshe~>Davia

suggested to the Commission the organization of an assembly
for Conservative Teachers and Principals.
icult to organize the teachers.

It was found diff-

In December, 1951 a group

of principals met at the convention of the Rabbinical Assembly
and constituted themselves into a provisional organization.
In March of 1953 the first annual convention of the Educators
Assembly (EA) took place at Atlantic City.

Such conventions

have taken place every year thereafter.
Philosophies of Education in America
For the purposes of our discussion we have adopted the-n,,a--classification of American philosophies
of education established by Theodore Brameld 19 •

Brameld re-

18For this and some of the following information, see
mimoographed USCJE Annual Reports, 1952-53, 1953-54.
19T. Brameld, Philosophies of Education in Cultural Perspective and Toward a Reconstructed Philosophy of Education.
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cogn1zes four major trends in American educational philosophy:
perenn1al1sm, essent1al1sm, progress1vism and reconstructionism.

He arrives at this four-fold division by applying to

each of them the test of cultural relevance.

In such cultur•

al perap 9ctive he identifies perennialism with regressivism,
essentialism with conservatism, progressivism with liberalism
and reconstructionism with radicalism.
Actually these philosophies are much more complex.

They

are each composed of a number of historical strains, and they
overlap in some respect s .

For purposes of systematic presen-

tation Brameld analyzes each school of thought on the basis
of two general topics, each of which is divided into four
specific ones, thus: philosophies - history, ontology, epistemology, axiology; educational beliefs - background, theory
of learning, curriculum, social control.

Our summary follows

this outline.
Perennialism.

Perennialism find.s its source in the ideal-

ism of Plato, the hylomorphism (matter and form) of Aristotle
and. the synthesis of reason and revelation by Thomas Aquinas.
The perennialist ontology of changeless and universal forms
leads to an epistemology of search after the truths contained
in these timeless self~evident certainties and to an axiology
of eternal values.

There are ecclesiastic perennialists who

believe in the supernatural, and lay perennialists who do not
venture outside the laws of nature.

At present the church

leaders of this philosophy are men like J. McGucken or F. A.
Ryan of the Catholic persuasion.

The secular neo-Thomists or

nee -scholastics are Robert M. Hutchins , Mortimer J. Adler and

122

Mar k Van Doren.
These educe.tors believe in mental discipline.

In their

view a libe~al education consists in liberation from the
brute self to the heights of pure rationality.
preparation for adult life.
ing are stressed.

Education is

Rote memory and character train-

The Great Books are the best means for

training the mind in ideas that have universal application.
Control of the school and of societ y should be lodged in a
leader who knows Truth, Goodness and Beauty -

in short, in

a philosopher-king.

God, eternal verities and the wisdom of the ages are the
foundations of perennialism.
Essentialism .

Essentialism brings together two ostensibly

implacable foes, realism and idealism.

The objective realist

who maintains that reality is a material substance, and the
objective idealist who contrariwise identifies reality with
a spiritual substance nevertheless join in the correspondence
theory of knov1ledge, namely that our individual judgments
must correspond to objective fact.

Values, too, are derived

from an objective source, whether from the categorical imperative of the idealist
ism -

ri

manuel Kant or the ethical determin-

that past experience determirfs conduct -

scientists like Machiavelli or

w.

-V

of social

i/

G. Sumner (whatever is is

V""

righttt) .
From Erasmus and John Locke to W. T. Harris, _W. C. Bagley,
N. Demiashkevich, Isaac Kandel, or Henry

c.

Morrison all these

educators insist on imparting to the learner the essentials
of the Social heritage.

They favor the traditional structured
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curriculum of social and physical studies whereby the student
absorbs the given subject ·m atter and then r ~presents it ao-cording to his capacity.

Social control 1s based on an indiv-

--

idualistic democracy; int the school, authority is exercised
through line and staff.
The tried and tested heritage of skills, facts and values
that have come down to us through modern civilization are the
pillars of easentialism.
Progressivism.

Whereas the first t,10 philosophies have

been in practical operation for many centuries, progressivism
c~
is a recent American i ~ n by John Dewey. True , the
v-sources of progressivism go back all the way to Heraclitus'
principle of change and Protagoras' notion of relativity.
The major characteristic, however, of this new philosophy is
its disregard of cosmology and metaph1sics and its concentration on man and society.

Viewed thus, experience -

life in action, in struggle, in change reality.
tial.

human

is the most crucial

Experience is d-ynamic, rhythmic, temporal and spa-

The task of epistemology becomes one of scientific in•

quiry, of analyzing, criticizing, choosing among alternatives,
Axiologically a thing is good if it works, if it tunns out to
be true as the fruit of intelligent activity.

The highest

good is democracy.
Comenius, Rousseau , Pertalozzi, Herbart and Froebel,
Francis Parker, John Dewey,
H. Rugg, C.

w.

Kilpatrick, B. Bode,

G.s.

Counts

ashburne and many other names fill the roster of

progressivist educators.

The school, according to them,

should be a laboratory in which all human experience 1s in-
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telligently tested.

The curriculum dissolves subject matter

into critical experiences based on projects or units of work;
it is not structured or fixed but a lways fluid and emergent.
The focus of attention is the whole child with his varied
needs and interests.

The school is run on principles of dem-

ocracy, of freedom plus order.

Society is not planned, but

always planning through shared e~perience.
Progressivism centers on man as an intelligent being .
Reconstructionism .

Reconstruct1on1sm is an extension of

progressivism from the present into the future and from the
child i nto the community .

It savors the radicalism of action-

thinkers and the utopianism of future - oriented philosophies.
It too had its forerunners in ancients like Plato i n his Republic , St . Augustine in his City of God, and the more recent
beli efs of Marx , Engels , Harold La.ski, D. Riesman and L.
Mumford ; and educators like John L . Childs, H. Rugg, K. D.
Be~.ne ,

o.

Smith and

o.

Stanley .

Theodore Brameld systematiz ed

this philosophy quite recently .
Re constructionism also emphasizes the society of man as
the most relevant reality.

It espouses t heor ies of cultural

behaviorism and evolutionism .

In human cu lture group con-

flict , group allegiances , group conditioners are the moat potent realities .

History, its social struggles, its contrac-

tion and expansion of freedom is such a r

ity .

In this

context the future , too , is a reality to be reckoned with .
The most outstanding fact is that we live in a crisis culture .
Epistemology's task is organismic: to seek ijoals, to prehend
by intuition, to fathom the unrational and subconscious .

The
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highest value is social self-realization, want-satisfactions
rooted. in the proclivities of individuals and groups to seek
and ~chieve goals.
The school must stand as a social vanguard.

It must

strive for renascence of modern culture through sob~r realism
and visionary idealism .

In a revolutionary age and a crisis

culture it must seek commitment to the welfare of the common
man, with freedom and equality, abundance and opportunity for
all.

The curriculum should be built in successive years around

a core of economic-political studies, science, or human relations.

The student should be allowed to start with his own

problems in the particular area of study; the group should
the~proceed to arrive at normative solutions through research
and discussion.

The aim of social control should be emanci-

pation from ideology, from accepted ways of thinking and doing,
leading toward reconstruction of life.

The group, not a single

leader, should enforce discipline.
Reconstructionism is the youngest among modern philosophies
of education.

It seeks to build a better society partly

through the instrumentality of the school.
Conservative Philosophy of Education
Philosophers and Technicians.

Just a.s a large number of

ideologists of American Jewish life sprang from conservative
:;
20
circles,
so also most of the schools of thought on Jewish
education clustered around this movement .

It was perhaps the

liberal permissive and experimentalist spirit of a movement
20

B. Halpern, The American Jew (1956), p. 100.
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that embraced thinkers from extreme theism to naturalism that
encouraged a free flow of ideas.

Neither the Orthodox nor

the Reform groups produced as many educational theorists as
did the Conservatives.

During the many years that M. Kaplan

headed the Teachers Institute of the Jewish Theological Sem21
inary it was a center of attraction for all free spirits.
Yet one must correct this perspective by hastily adding
that with all the philosophizing American Jewry generally did
on Jewish education, we have not yet reached the stage of o~erating on a philosophical level.

Jewish education is still
22
more of a craft than a profession.
Most teachers and administrators tend to pick up "tricks of the trade" in the
course of their work, instead of stopping to ascertain the
whys and wherefores, the basic assumptions on which their
practice is grounded.
que than on principle.

More is done on the level of techniAlthough much progress has been made

since Benderly's days, his observation of a quarter of a century ago still largely holds.

He Wt'ote: "Vfuat we really

have today is a sort of headless educational system, ganglionic in its functioning, with a minimum of cerebration; nature's experiment along those lines with the elephant is not
23
very encouraging".
This situation is reflected in the professional journal of Conservative educators, Synagogue School,
where the number of philosophical treatments in seventeen
years of publication is negligible.

Philosophers have hot

21B. Edidin , PRAJE {1947), 7-9.
22 on the distinction between a craft and a profession see
P . Phenix, Philosophy of Education, pp . 158f.
23.l!, VI {March 1935), 7.
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had an easy time in Jewish education.

Witness the exodus

from the field of men like I. Berkson who ended up by giving
their best to general education.

While the first doctoral

dissertations by Jewish educ ators , such as those of Berkson,
Gamoran and D1nin, dealt with philosophy, a.nd. some of them
could boast of originality of thought, the more recent crop
since the forties, with the exception of Katzoff, dealt with
more technical matters.

The faculties of the Jewish teachers ·

colleges and other higher institutions of Jewish learning have
as yet produced no philosophic works on education.
As our story of Conservative educational theorists unfolds,
we shall find many who were unquestionably identified with
the movement.

We shall find others, mostly heads of local

central educational agencies Uriah

z.

men like Alexander Dushkin,

Engelman, Leo Honor, J pcob Golub, Edward Nudelman,

Judah Pilch, Israel Rappaport -

who though not directly iden-

I

tified with the Conservatives, worked most closely with their
schools.

In fact, six of the seven men just mentioned, ex-

cepting Engelman, worked with the Chieago Board of Jewish Education which served mostly Conservative congregations.

With

few exceptions, neither the Orthodox nor the Reform cooperated
with the Bureaus.

The professional heads of Bureaus, who were

mostly nationalistically oriented, found a responsive group
in the nationalist-religious Hebrew schools; it was in that
direction that their efforts and thinking tended.

Spiritual

exiles from Orthodoxy and unattracted by Reform they found a
haven in the humanistic religious thought that evolved within
Conservatism.

Only Horace Kallen and Berkson with their se-
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cularist theories remained outside, yet their influence was
considerable.
It is regrettable that most of the men whose Conservative
philosophies were reviewed in the previous chapter gave so
little thought to education.

As rabbis, perhaps, they had

neither training nor interest in educational theory.
they had other problems that were primary to them.

Besides,
The out ...

standing exception are the Reconstructionists who gave education considerable attention.

As to educators, whose business

it is to think on education, the Conservative school is still
too young to have developed an upper echelon of philosophers.
Teachers and principals cling too closely to their daily routine, are too preoccupied with learning how to do things, how
to pick up successful techniques, to give much thought to the
whys .

Besides, philosophy requires detachment from admini-

strative detail.

In general Jewish education most of the thin-

kers come from Bureau personnel .

On that level of educational

administration where planning, policy making and curriculum
construction become5 the main job, and where a certain detachment is possible, thinking becomes an absolute necessity.
Till a few years ago, the Conservatives did not even have an
organization of principals.

The conventions of Educators

Assembly in recent years have thus far produced little of a
philosophic nature; meager beginnings have been made within
the past few years.

In the course of time, with the emergence

of supervisory and coordinating personnel on the regional and
national levels, a Conservative philosophy of education will
probably burgeon forth.

Even the members of the USCJE are
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mostly educator-technicians or rabbis; the only ones among
them who essayed a philosophic approach ares. Greenberg and
Jack Cohen.
Theories of Adj ustment.

'

v

Our fterth~ing survey of Conser-

vative educational thought will be placed within the frame of
reference of general American educational philosophies, such
as perennialism, essentiali ~
tionism.

progressivism and reconstruc-

In doing so, however , we shall have to keep in mind

that the Jewish aspects of education are highly specialized
and are considered, if at all , only tangentially by American
thinke sin the field .
Jewish education seeks to perpetuate the Jewish group .
To do so it must make clear
aism and

a) the nature of Jews and Jud-

b) their relation to the American environment.

The

Conservative idea of a religious-national entity building its
future within American Democracy emerged after considerable
groping by American Jewry.

Since that is germane to our story

only as background information we shall merely present a broad
outline of the several survival theories .
First there are notions of dissolution as a group .
are the assimilationist theoPies of Americanization
an Anglo-Saxon majority, or

Such
a) into

b) of dissolution into a melting

pot of a new culture to be created by an amalgamation of the
many strands, or

c) of the kind advocated by Arthur Koestler

after the establishment of the State of Israel which claims
no function for Diaspora Jewry now that Zionism has been fulfilled .

The overwhelming nrend of thought, however, has been

24promise and Fulfillment (1949), 332-35.

24
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in the other direction -

of survival rather than extinetion.

Of historical significance only are two other theories
which mustered little or no support, suoh as

a) the transna;

tionalism of Randolph Bourne which puts a stamp of approval
on a dual citizenship of America and one's country of origin,

or

b) the Whole Theory of Waldo Frank according to which re-

ligion is the all embracing eoneept.

25

There remain the secular and religious theories.
cular views also had but limited currency.
three major categories:

These-

These fall into

a) those who view Diaspora as the

center, b) those who see Israel as the center, and e) those
who take an elliptical view of two centers in the Diaspora

and in Israel.

/

Several varieties of Diaspora nationalism ad-

vocated ethnic autonomy and Yiddish culture. 26

Horace Kallen

has waged a crusade for cultural pluralism whereby ethnic
groups would not merely live side by side but would orchestrate
their contributions by modulating their differences for the
sake of a general social consensus under the influence of the
American Idea. 27
justment.28

Berkson advances a community theory ef ad-

Both Kallen and Berkson are cultural Zionists

and therefore recognize the need for both Israel and the
Diaspora.

The political Zionist doctrine denies the possibility

of crea25s. Dinin, Judaism in a Changing Civilization, pp. 63-75.
26H. Zhitlovsky, Geklibene Verk (1955); S. Dubnow, Nationalism and Histor} (1958); B. Rawidowicz, ed., Sefer s. Dubnow
(Jerusalem, 1954 •
27 Judaism at Bay (1932), Of Them Which Say They Are Jews
(1954) and many other bo0ks and articles.
2B See b e 1 ow p ••••
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tive survival i n the Galut or Exile. 29

Other Zionists clai m

sufficient cultural tasks for Diaspora Jewry to provide a
sense of "belongingness" that would be vital and enduring.
The great majority of Zi onists, however, see vital functions

for both the spiritual center and for its periphery in the
Tfutzot or dispersion .

30

The secular theories are far overshadowed by the religion-

ists .

Will Herberg has urged the thesis that the only diff-

erences among ethnic groups that have viability are religious
because America consists of the triple melting pot of Protestant - Catholic-Jew .

The religious revival among Orthodox, Con-

servative , Reconstructionist and Reform Jews after the Second
World War seems to bear testimony to that doctrine . 31
As a middle - of-the - road ideology , Conservati sm is effecting
a synthesis of the above positive survival views .

According

to this view Judaism is a religion plus nationalism , plus culture and peoplehood .

The stress , however, is on religion,

both group and personal.

Of late there has been considerable

emphasis on personal religion, what it could mean in the life
of the individual Jew .

Tb.is combination of ingredients 1s not

mere eclecticism; it is rather the realization that Judaism 1s
29 Y. Kaufman, Golah Ve-Nekhar • A. H. Friedland , "The Religion of the Spiritual Nationa!Isi ", JE , VII (October 1935),
172; E . Gamoran "Nationalism and Rel'Igion in Jewish Education 11 ,
I!, VII (January 1935 ) , 9-20.
3 ~e~ Halpern , The American Jew (1956); Rawidowicz, s.
Ba.vel Virushalayi m 2 vols (London, 1957 ) .
31
Protestant-Catholic-Jew, An Essay in American Religious
~ y (1955); N. Glazer, American Judaism, l06•26.
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a complex organic entity.
What 1s Conservative Philosophy?

One final clarifying note

as to the contents of Conservative educational philosophy.

We would be looking in vain for the classical themes, such as
ontology, epistemology, the nature of man, of learning or of
experience.

At first glance, therefore, it might appear as

if a Conservative philosophy of education is non-existent. 32
But once we recognize that philosophy deals with basic assumptions, a very wide field opens up.

Instead of looking in Con-

servatism for something that is not there, all we have to do
is ask the question:

what have the men in the field thought

about, what problems of reflective synoptic thinking did they
encounter, and bow did they solve them?

Fort ese must have

been the cardinal issues that had to be resolved.

In other

words, the themes are to be sought in the writings of a generation of thinkers.

Yet we cannot merely summarize these

themes without relating them to the theories current in general education.

We shall therefore first examine the influ-

ences of American thought on Jewish educators.
American Influences.
alyzed this question.

In a perceptive article 33 Dus\:in an-

We are concerned with the period when

the Conservative school system developed, which coincided with
32 zalmen Slesinger states: "Current thinking and practice
seems to be predicated on the premise that Jewish education is
1 su1s generis', and that it need not reckon with current
theories in general education". D. Kuselewitz, ed. Jewish
Education in Response to the Challenge of Our Times (1957),p.3.
33 "The Influence of American Education on Jewish Education
in America" Sefer Hayovel Shel Agudat Hamorim (1944),
pp. 99-113.
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the hey day of progressivism.

The first reaction among Jew-

ish educators was that only in progressive day schools would
it be possible fully to institute the newer approaches of the

progressivists.

In the supplementary schools the project me-

thod, Keren Ami, artcraft , extracurricular activities and
summer camps reflected the progressive ideas .

Henry

c.

Morrison of Ch icago, where many leading Jewish educators concentrated, spurred the unit approach, George Washburne of
Winnetka, Illinoi/ the individual goals , and ~elen ~arkhurst
the Dalton method.

The science of education that probed

theories of learning and measurements of achievement , initiated by E . L . Thorndike , A. Gates and others influenced the
producti on of basic Hebrew word lists and beginnings of newtype objective tests for both prognostic and diagnostic purposes .

Much thought was also given to the place of democracy

in Jewi sh education . 34
Classification of Conservative Philosophies of Education
We shall now proceed to examine the several schools of
thought among Conservative writers on educational philosophy.
They will be classified as perennialists, essentiali sts, progressives and reconstructionists, along the lines outlined
earlier in this chapter .

This classificati on must be quali-

fied by several observations .

In the first place it will be

extremely difficult to fit most of the thinkers into a parti~ular mold .
34

The classifications must therefore be considered

For a historical review by L . Honor , see Shevilei
Hachinuch, XV (March 1955), 75-83 .
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arbitrary and approximate to a large extent.

Jewish Recon-

structionism, for example, has different connotations than
those assigned to the same school by Brameld in general education.

Secondly, some of the men have undergone a process

of development in the course of the years; a progressivist

of the thirties may have turned into a reconstruct1onist or
an essentialist in the fifties.

We shall therefore place

them on the basis of their latest utterances rather than their
less mature expressions.

We shall begin with the perennial-

ists.
Perennialists
Of the educational perennialists among the Conservative
thinkers we shall mention Heschel, Agus, Greenberg and several
others •
Heschel.
exponent of

.4~.1
A

Joshua Heschel has been the most prolific re~ent

erennialism.

Because of the poetic-pietistic

nature of his w~itings, he cannot be summarized, he must be
quoted. ·
The awareness of grand~ur and the sublime is all
but gone from the modern mind. Our systems of
education stress the importance of enabling the
student to exploit the power aspect of reality.
To some degree, they try to develop his ability
to appreciate beauty. But there is no education
for the sublime. We teach the children how to
measure, how to weigh. We fail to teach them how
to revere, how to sense wonder and awe. 35 1fb.e
sense for the sublime, the sign of the inward
greatness of the human soul and something which is
potentially given to all men, is now a rare gift.
Yet without it, the world becomes flat and the soul
a vacuum. Here 1s where the Biblical view of real35

God in Search of Man, pp. 36f.

v
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ity may serve us as a guide, Significantly, the
theme of Biblical poetry is not the charm or beauty
of nature; it is the grandeur, it is the sublime
aspect of nature which Biblical poetry is trying to
celebrate.
Perhaps this is one of the goals of Jewish education: to learn how to sense the ineffable delight
of good deeds. It has been said that the joy with
which a deed is done is more precious than the deed
itself. The good without the joy is a good half
done; and the 10,,e and delight w1.th which we do the
good and the holy are the test 6f our spirit. "Thy
Torah is my delight ••• Oh, how I love thy Torah"
(Psalms 119: 77, 97).36
Jewish religious education consists in converting
ends into personal needs rather than in converting
needs into ends, so that, for example, the end to
have regard for other people's lives becomes my
concern. Yet, if those ends are not assimilated
as needs but remain m re duties, uncongenial to the
heart, incumbent but not enjoyed, then there is a
state of tension between the self and the task. The
perfectly moral act bears a seed within its flower:
The sense of objective requiredness within the subjective concern. Thus, justice is good not because
we feel the need of it; rather we o~~ht to feel the
need of justice because it is good.
In several more popular articles 38 he pointed to three unwelcome tendencies in modern Jewish teaching.

1.

Autocracy,

or rather sociologism, the idea that man's purpose is to serve
mankind, society.
individual members.

But socj_ety has meaning only through its
Instrumentalism which judges man by his

usefulness to society misses the mark.

What unites us Jews

is not peoplehood or folkways but the spirit of Judaism.
Apologetics, we seek the answers in miscellaneous modern
36 _
Ibid, p. 385 •

37

Man is Not Alone, pp. 249f.

38 "Th.e Art of Surpassing Civilization" USY Review, XII
(Summer 1959), 4f; Bedarkei Hahinukh Hayehud1 11 , Ha.doar,
XXXVI (1956), 151ff., 166-68.

2.
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"isms" when our own Bible has the answers to all absolute
questions.

3.

Religious behaviorism, we emphasize customs

and ceremonies and forget the religion of the heart·.
Judaism is not merely a matter of external forms it is also a matter of inner living. The Sabbath
is not essentially a matter of external performance, or prohibitions, restrictions, customs and
ceremonies. It 1s an answer to one of the deepest
problems of human existence, to the problem of civilization. What is happening today? Is Judaism
still aware of inner living? We have a synagogue,
certainly, but we have very little prayer. We have
important institutions, but how much spirit do we
have? We have observances, but what about principles? We have a great deal of information, but how
much appreciation? We have plenty of organization,
but how much fellowship? Perhaps our greatest
curse is the trend toward vulgarization which is
taking hold of our lives and of our activities.
This trend is in part at least, a product of
"religion behaviorism" - the belief that Judaism
glorifies the deed, that it consists exclusively
of external conformity, that to be religious is a
matter of outward action.39
One educator questioned Heschel how he proposes to teach

our young children the sublime truths and mysteries of our
40
religion or the abstruse conce pts of philosophy.
This
question, as far as we know, still awaits an answer by
Heschel.

Jacob Agua, one of the most brilliant Conservative thinkers,
has thus far. said 11 ttle on education.

We have only brief

comments by him in the Dropsie S-ymposiu.m , 41 and one of his
lectures.
39 "Th.e spirit of Jewish Education" JE, XXIV (Fall 1953),
15f. See also the last page of his artfcle "Ideological
evaluation of Israel and the Diaspora"~ , XXII (1958),118-36.
40
H . M. Rotblatt "From the Ivory Tower" Hadoar, XX.XVI
(March 16, 1956) 380f.
41
I
"The Goa.ls of Jewish Education" , separate paginat1on,3pp .
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At the 1960 conference of the Educators Assembly Agus delivered an address on "A Conservatlve Philosophy of Jewish
42
Education". He began by pointing out that the good life consists of wants, aspirations and high purpose, in ascending
order.

In former years, Jewish life was a question of mere

existence, of wants.

Now the existence of Israel, the Ameri-

can experience, and liberal Judaism make possible the two
higher dimensions.

The overriding goal now should be that of

purpose.
In the domain of personal ideals and patterns of living we
I

must recognize that the Halacha is obsolete.

We must there-

fore concentrate on Musar, on the relationship between Man and
God, and the feasibility of both goodness and happiness.
to Mi tz vat -

As

they must be viewed as aids to piety, as remin-

ders of the Divine Will .

11

1 maintain the validity of inspir•

ation, not of literal revelation.
place in one .s pot -

All the miracles ••• took

in the hearts of the people 11 •

There is

no such thing as sin which carries divine retribution.
" ie differ from the Orthodox in our interpretation of revelation, of the law, of Mitzvot and Averot .

'What they ob-

serve as laws, we observe selectively and with discrimination
as standards.

We differ from the Reform in our appreciation

of the worth of symbol and ritual, but we are at one with them
in the distinction between the kernel and the shell of our
heritage".
42

We used his typescript text.
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In teaching about Israel and the Jewish community we must
stress that v,e are both an ethnic group and a religions community.

The contest in past ages was not between Jewish mono-

theism and gentile paganism, but with paganism within Judaism,
between ''the genuine spirit of prophetic idealism and the collective egotism of arrogant ethn1c1sm 11 •

In educating our

children we must therefore point out both the good and the
bad in the notion of a chosen people.

"I have yet to see a

textbook which clearly condems Ezra" .

We must also point to

the rich variety in Judaism -

to the contributions of the

Orthodox and the Reform.
In our relation to other nations we must reject the dogma
of Jewish uniqueness.

Unlike the Orthodox who ignore the

other nations altogether, we must getto know and understand
them.
His concluding paragraph reads as follows:
What then is the purpose of Jewish life? It is
threefold. It is the good life of the individual,
the growth of the Jewish people spiritually and
culturally, the advancement of humanity. In each
case, the Jewish aspect of life grows as an ideal
out of a given fact. The individual is Jewish in
fact - our task is to interpret the ideal implications to him. The Jewish comm.unity exists as a
fact - an ethnic political reality in Israel, a
cultural-religious group in America and in the
democratic West . Our task is to reveal the tensions in Judaism on both the religious and the national planes dramatizing the ideals of monotheistic piety and the prophetic interpretation of national destiny. Within the Judeo-Christian world,
the Jewish tradition again is a fact, existing in
both life and literature. Our task is to demonstrate the meaning of "loyalty to your own for the
sake of P.mericar, of Western civilization and of mankind as a whole'. And it is the deeper meaning of
loyalty, consisting of objective truth and subjective love, that the prophets at their best articulated in word and in deed. We can do no better
than follow their example.
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Simon Greenberg belongs among the perennialists chiefly
on the basis of his theistic philosophy of Judaism as it was
outlined in the previous chapter (pp. 82-86) . Greenberg has
been active in education all his life as writer of Hebrew
textbooks, expositions of the religious ideas in the prayer
book and for many years chairman of the Committee on Objectives of the USCJE.

He was for a time also associate pro-

fessor of education at the Jewish Theological Seminary.

Since

his influence· on official Conservative educational thought has
been decisive, we shall study his views in considerable detail
and in the chronological order of their appearance.
In a survey of past educational developm~
erate and conciliatory in tone, he pointed

s in 1942, modthe decline of

v

the Talmud Torah and the upswing of the congregational school.
He credited Benderly and "his bovs" with helping to foster an
afternoon school that was modern, American, Hebraic, Zionistic
and religious, some stressing one, and others another of these
primary components of the curriculum.

This curriculum had been

expanded to include arts and crafts, songs, drama, assembly
programs, junior services, new and improved methods.

These

developments were welcomed. 43
Eis recurrent stress on particularistic Jewish values as
part of universal values was enunciated later the same year. 44
Jewish education is an antidote to Jewish gelf-hatred by
4iTrends in Jewish Educationtt Contemporary Jewish Record,
V (April 1942), 162-70.
44
"Some Universal Aspects of Jewish Education in America"
JE, XIV (June 1942), 5-10.
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providing the Jew "with that degree of Jewish knowledge which
is a minimum requirement for his spiritual and mental wellbeing"

(~, XIV, 5).

A s e cond justification for Jewish

schooling is the "will to live ••• The Jewish group has impressively significant common historic memories , spiritual treasures, and hopes for the fu t ure.

This mon1entum from the past,

plus present pressures and circumstances, have endowed the
group with a strong and abiding will to live ••• Israel always
confidently sang ,

1

1 shall not die, but live '.

However, the

only life toward which it could look and for which it could
fervently pray, was a life in which it could 'proclaim t he
glories of God'" (p . 6) .
A third value is democracy which accepts and encourages

differences ,.
A Jew, or the member of any othe1• minority group

in America who conceives of Americanism as demanding of him a denial of his ancestry , and a severance of all bonds uniting him to the historic ,
cultural and religious group from which he derives ,
is actively abetting the Nazi and Fascistic philosophy of society ••• Every Jew who helps build a
Hebrew School or a Synagogue in America is thereby
giving renewed evidence of his faith in the inher •
ent, surpassing worth of the American Ideal and in
the continuing power and stability of American
democratic society (p. 7) .
What was his message for the Jewish school during the war
years with a world in flames and Jewr y decimated?
Nazism "the evil of an uneducated human heart".

45

He saw in
Nor should

we condone opposition to indoctrination, for we cannot wait
till the child discovers for himself the accumulated wisdom
45,,

Educational Content in Terms of Contemporary Needs 11 PRA,
VIII (1943), 183 - 90 .
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of the centuri es .

Nor must we b e overzealous in our stress

on democracy vi s - a -vis Jude. ism.

richer in ethical and moral con-

history, and. is
tent.

"Judaism has a. much longer

✓

v

Democracy ha s much need of the ethical insight and

spiritual depth of Judaism.

Democracy, as generally under-

stood today is, if you will, only a segment of Judaism, in
that it is thus far limited primarily to the relation between
man and his fellow man.

It has little or nothing to say about

the relationship between man and God, and man and his own
s oul n ( p • 18 9 ) •

And again on the same theme: 46
The first danger which we must studiously avoid is
the identification of the trend toward the education
of the heart with the trend away from an intensive
study of the Hebrew Language. For the Jewish people,
as a group, the education of the heart in the fullest
and profoundest sense of the word 1s inextricably
bound up with the maximum possible knowledge of the
Hebrew language and its literature (_:!!, XV, 71).
In the teaching of history Palestine's role should be
stressed, but America is where we shall live physically, and
its history must therefore be taught as intensively as possible.
The Bible should aid ethical and religious grrowth.

It

should be treated primarily neither as fact nor as fiction,
but as a source for answering such questions as:

11

What is

the importance of believing in one God •••How do we love God •••
What . is the relationship between the Sabbath and the ideal
of human equali ty 11 (p. 73) ..
46

"Curriculum in Terms of Contemporary Ne edsu .:!§., XV
(January 1944), 70-74.
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Thus Judaism to Greenberg represented eternal truths t h at
transcended time and place.
In a learned and impassioned address delivered in Hebrew
Greenberg elaborated on the teaching of the God idea. 47
idea should be the central core of our teaching.

That

"When the

teacher speaks to his children on ~aith in God, what he should
constantly reiterate are not the ra t ional proofs for the existence of God, but the fundamental religious truth that to
the extent that we live God's attributes, namely the concepts
of human ethics, in our daily life, to that extent we get to
know God, to sense his existence and to strengthen our belief
in him" (PRA,

VIII, 373).

At the first rabbinical eonf'erence on Jewish education
Greenberg reviewed the objectives that were adopted by the
Co1mnission and stated:

48

We a f firm our deep conviction that it is both
possible and desirable to raise a generation of
Jews in America which will have both the knowledge
and the will to live in accordance with the teach•
ings of traditional Judaism. We are second to no
one in our allegiance to the ideal of Shivat Zion.
We, nevertheless, must clearly reaffirm our conviction that our Zionist hopes are ~n no way based
upon a negation of the high possibilities of traditional Jewish life in America (p. 40).
In a Hebrew address at the first annual convention of the
Educators Assembly Greenberg presented a clear statement of
aims:

,.

4 7Haelokim Bahinukh Haaivri", PRA, VIII (1944), 361-75.
See also his "The Religious Emphasis in Jewish Education"!!!,
XIII' (January 1941), 187-93.
4811 Basic Premises and a Proposed Structure for Jewish
Education in America" PRAJE, (1946), 37-44; reprinted CJ,
III (February 1947), 5-13.
-
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Our first aim is to help the child perceive himself as a member of the Jewish people. The national heritage is his lot whether he knows it or
not, whether he wills it or not • • •But this heritage is so vast and rich that it 1s impossible for
us to hope that a majority of the people will succeed in acquiring it in full or even in part.
Therefore, we must select for him those gems from
the great treasure that are most needed by him.
We say that a Jew cannot know his people without
acquiring a minimum of knowledge in three areas:
1) Jewish history, 2) the Hebrew language, 3) the
Jewish religion. These are the essence, all else
is secondary • • •
Our second goal should be to aid the student to
know himself as a member of his generation . Without knowing and understanding what is going on in
his time he cannot participate intelligently in
positive action, to make his own modest contribution to needed progress, and to benefit spiritually from the attainments of his generation . As
educators we are bound to guide him to sele ct from
among the hundreds of a c tivities that claim the
energy, time and material assistance of the Jew,
in order not to raise a generation that knows not
the difference between the calf and the tabernacle.
There are three mighty tasks for our generation:
1 ) to build Israel, 2) to build institutions of
learning in this country, 3) support of the charitable institutions of our communities •••
The third aim of Jewish education in America is to
help the student know himself as a member of his
state . A Jew must understand his special relationship to the United States, its spirit , institutions
and aspirations . We believe that there is a direct
and important relationship between the demo cratic
idea as it evolved in America and between the teac ngs of our Torah . Our students should know the
sublime values of the American democratic idea and
understand their relationship to us, as well as our
special obligations toward them . We cannot rely
on what they will learn in public schools on these
matters. Among the subjects of the public school
these themes occupy a rather limited place . This
at least is the situation today . But for us these
are matters of vital importance . Our life as free
persons in this country depends upon them and we
must know them by heart . This subject , too, we
have neglected almbst completely till today . 49
49 "Aspirat1ons , Aims and Methods in Jewish Education in

America"~, I {1953), 39f .
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Finally, at a conference convened by the Jewish Agency,
Greenberg stated:

"Cur primary obligation as Jewish teachers

1s to equip our children with the intellectual and spiritual

nourishment they will need in order to relate themselves meaningfully to God 11 • 50
A perennialist of a different sort is Uriah

z.

Engelman

who advocates a liberal education in Jewish values .

His stress

on intellectual education comes closest to the neo-scholasticism of Hutchins and Adler.

He does not clarify the reasons

for his neglect of the social element .

He is also a staunch

advocate of the common school as opposed to the denomination51
alism now prevailing .
Whereas Engelman does not stress the religious element,
Judah Goldin , formerly dean of the Teachers Institute , also
stresses the classical texts , but he is fully traditional in
his approach .

The prayer book , Hu.mash with Rashi , as well as
52
some history and practices, are the subjects he would teach .
Essentialists
Nowhere in the extensive :fewish literature we consulted is
there mention of essentialism in connecti on with J ewish education .

Whatever attempts were made at placing Jewish educa-

50Kuselewitz , op . cit . , p . 73 . Cf. Also A. E . Mil§ram
"What Kind of a Jewis~ducation Do Our Children Need s s,
XII (November 1953), 3-9; M. Dav1s 1 discussion of the re ative positions of Israel and .A..~erioa, R. Hershman, ed . , Proceedief!s of the First American Zi onist Assembly (1953),

1
w.

107- 2 •

51 see his pamphlet Hebrew Education i n America (1947),
"The Congregation and Hebrew Education " JE , XXIV (Fall 1953),
39- 46 .
52 11.....
The Content of Jewish Education", PRA, XVII (1953),

243 ~49 .

--..
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tion within the universe of discourse of general educational
thought, it was all with reference to pragmatism .

In fact,

some of the thinkers to be listed below started out as ardent
progressives only to discard progressivism when it conflicted
with the heritage to be imparted .
Leon

s.

ricula

To cite but two examples .

Lang, a Philadelphia rabbi who experimented with cur-

53

which he published for wide use , pinned great hopes

on the new education in the early thirties. 54

He compared

the Talmud Torah and the lieder with the progressive Jewish
school and proceeded to extol the virtues of the latter .

1)

The older type school , he p ointed out, aimed at producing a
Talmid Hakham and Yodea Sefer , a scholar and a cultured person, whereas the newer school aimed at developin 6 attitudes
and idea s .

Literatu.re was to serve merely as an instrument,

not an end i n itself.

2) The one sought to foster Jewish cul-

ture, the other to preserve the Jew , to promote child adjustment .

3) The former taught Siddur, Hums.sh and Gemara , the

latter used the text merely as an aid in reinterpretation of
the past in terms of the present .

4) Finally, the old-type

school employed the method of memorization , whereas the progressive school was after the moral and mental growth of the
child .

He concluded that the congregational school was an

excellent laboratory for experimentation with progressive
methods .

Here was the place

here Jewish learning could be

53 A Curriculum for the Congregational School (Philadelphia
1951) .
54

"Congregational School and Progressive Education"!,!!!,
IV (1931), 140-47 .
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made a truly purposive and appreciative process, and not a
mere mechanical and compulsory accumulation of facts and
knowledge that would not be put to vital use.

A year later

he advocated the correlation of Jewish social studies with
current problems.

55

Sixteen years later in a review of Kaplan's The Future of
the American Jew he was constrained to state that if sophistication runs counter to the Jewish religion so much the worse
for sophistication.

56

The curricula he prepared were entirely

within the essentialis t spirit. 57
Another example of a retreat to older ways is Zvi Scharfstein, professor of education at the Teachers Institute,
pioneer in Hebrew textbook writing.
an ardent progressive.

He also started out as

In one of his earlier articles he

wrote that the function of Jewish education is: 1'1) to create
proper conditions and an environment that would be conducive
to the unfolding of a child's natural aptitudes, and once unfolded -

to develop them and to give them Jewish direction;

2) to create within the school walls a social life whereby
every one will become aware of the most important problems

or

our people's life, and this social education would be based
II

largely on self-activity.

The child should learn not only to

read the Hebrew book, but to love it.

But that 1s not enough.

55 "soc1a.1 Ideals in the Curriculum of the Jewish School"
!RA, IV (1932), 365-67. For his eulogy see~, XX (1956),67.
5611 Jewish Education for the American Jew"~, IV (June
1948), 17-25.
57see below,

pp.~11-11.
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It must be sJ;lemented with "songs that would stir the soul
I\

strings, graphic and plastic art 11
the social activities.

•

Zionism must be part of

This will develop an attachment to

the Hebrew school, and children will not leave us after two
years.

58

Soon a generati on of younger educators arose who advocated
content areas at the expense of Hebrew.

Scharfstein made vi-

triolic attacks against them and compared them to the Commun59
1st Yevsektsia.
In an age of rampant nationalism, Hebrew
had become sacrosanct.

Scharfstetn represented those nation-

alist Jews to whom Hebrew was a primary sanctum.
Scharfstein 1 s preference for the heritage over progress1 vism increased with the years.

Dewey and psychology, h@ ,_,

wrote, are liable to lead to a merely functional study of
Hebrew, to activity in place of study, to pleasurable experiences rather than hard work.
on that?

"We want to live -

the sake of other views?

60

Can we base our education

can we abandon life 1 tself for

Can there be room among us to views

that lead to death?" (Kaplan Jubilee Volume p. 256).

He con-

cluded with an impassioned plea for• a courageous new philosophy that would liberate us from the prevailing general philosophy "which does not fit our aims" (p. 259).
58

"Al shinui hamegamah vetokhnit halimudim" Shevilei
Hachinuch, II (Iyar 1926), 25-31.
5911 Hahinukh haivri al para.shat derakhim 11 PRA,

VIII (1942),

107-15. He specifically mentioned Edidin, G'o'Iii'b and Dushkin
among these detractors. "Tviot Ha-amerikaniut vehaprogres1viut 11
Shevilei Hachinuch, I (1942), 3-22.
60 11 Al para.shat tkufo ~u M. Kaplan Jubilee Volume (1953),
Hebrew section, pp. 249'-5 •
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Many another Jewish educator was at f irst carried away by
the nmodern" ideas, especially in the thirties when the depression bred miscellaneous messianic movements.

But the re -

alities of Jewish life and the Jewish school gradually had a
sobering effect.

The formula finally arrived at called for

the old content to be taught by the newer methods.

They thus

became essentialists.
Two other men who stood in fairly close contact with Conservative schools should be mentioned here, although they
were not directly identified with the movement.

Alexander M.

Dushkin in his book on New York and in numerous articles
wrote the most penetrating analyses of the several philosophies, though he himself made systematic presentation of his
own views only on the community aspect.

The closest thing

we found by him on our subject is a paper read at the World
61
Conference on Jewish Educati on in Jerusalem in 1947.
Jewish education must educate for complete living.

There are

four life relationships for the student: to family and home,
to fellow-Jews, to non-Jewish neighbors, and to himself.

Al-

though complete (day school) educati on should be encouraged
for some, the majority should obtain supplementary education.
No differentiation can be made between nationalism and religion; both are inextricably intertwined .

The primary purpose

should be to teach the Jewish way of life .

The Hebrew lang-

uage and Eretz Israel should be taught not merely as nation61

"Aims of Jewish Education in the Diaspora."~, XIX
(Fall 1947), 6-13.
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alist studies but should receive religious emphasis.

Aliyah

should mean visitation for most and settlement for some.

Par-

ticipation :t.n the Jewish community should be one of our aims.
One aspect must be defense against antisemitism both for therapeutic purposes and for mutual understanding.
of teaching should be common to all Jews.
social and individual.
62
the Diaspora.

Certain areas

Aims should be both

There is a future for Jewish life in

As far back as 1936 Pilch called for education in the sense
63

of identification with the Jewish people.

tensive Hebraic courses for the gifted.

64

He advocated in-

At the Jewish Agency

Conference on Education he advocated "a concept of education
which would bid us to regard ourselves as a community which is
an integral part of the Jewish people the world over, as partners in the building of the new state, and as heirs to Israel's
65
Torah whose God idea ls the core of the good life of man" .
In a recent analysis of educational conditions he called for a
66
strengthening of the community idea.
A rnore extensive statement of his views we find in his remarks at the Dropsie Symposium .

67

He first points out that

62 see also rt.Next Decade in Jewish Education 11 • JE, XII
(September 1940), 65-78 where personal ethical values are emphasized.
6311 At a Time Like Tb.isn Bitaon, Chicago, II (Elul 1936),16f.
64 "Torah Cells" Shevilei Hachinuch, XII (March 1~52),73•77.
65
Kuselewitz, op. cit, 96.
66 "Changing Pa~er;;;-in Jewish Education" Jewish Social
Studies, XXI (April 1959) 91-117.
67 "The Goals of Jewish Education" 5 pa.:;-es at the end.
.
,
I
S ee a 1 so h is It Jewish Educational
Philosophy" Jewish Cultural
Affairs, VIII (July 1957), 7-11 .
0
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there seems to be a consensus among the discussants on the fol•
lowing petnts;

1) Jewish education is indispensable to Jewish

group survival; 2) Jews will cons t itute a distinct group in
America; 3) development of loyalties to the Jewish group, to
America and t o mankind; 4) education must be challenging and
relevant; 5) it is a life-long process and 6) it should train
for an ethical and purposeful life.
He adds the following observations:
1. All education should provide a means for the
development of a critical point of view. Jewish
education is no exception. A scientific approach
to the totality of the culture of the American Jew
is of primary importance ••• Somewhere and sometime
during the educational career (high school or college) of the learner he should be made to see his
people's culture in relation to the world around
him, and, what is equally important, be exposed to
the different schools of thought which prevail
within the Jewish community (p. 2).
2. Intensification of all types of Jewish education, formal and informal, is necessary in order
to direct our people towards growth and progress.
3. There is need for added emphasis on the concept of Jews as a people rather than as a religious
community . This calls for the centrality of Israel
in Jewish group life.
4. Identification with the synagogue is not necessarily a guarantee of Jewish group survival. A
broader base of experiences, which take5place in
one's home and one's inner circle of friends, as
well as in the synagogue, is more apt to assure
creative Jewish life. Hence our insistence on personal involvement in concrete Jewish activities on
all age-levels .
Jewish education must be charged with the task
of keeping alive the story of our people's trials
and tribulations ••• Wrongs can be forgiven but need
not be forgotten (p. 5)
5.

Progressives
Progressivism in Jewish education is presently non -existent.

It is more a historical relic than a present reality.
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Although hardly any one of this generation of educators had escaped its l ure in the twenties and t hirties , all of them turned thei r packs on it .

They either became essentialists or ex- ,,,,,..,.

tended its basic notions and turned Reconstructionists.

Of

the five persons who will be listed under progressivism -

S .M.

Cohen, J. Golub, E . Nudelman, I . B. Rappaport and I . Berkson the first two died before they wrote a renunciation or the
philosophy.

Berkson i s ~ generis, and the remaining two have

not written in recent years on philosophy .
There is no question, however, that pragmatism has had a
lasting effect on Jewish education, particularly within the
Conservative movement, which is wide open to outside influences .

The Conservative school has benefited from the experi-

metalist emphasis on the child, the social heritage and the
science of education.
Samuel M. Cohen.

A valiant attempt at devising a program

for the Jewish school in keeping with the modern science of education was made bys . M. Cohen, executive director of the
United Synagogue, at the request of the Education Committee of
that body .

68

Following is one quotation that pinpoints the

main idea of the book.
Religious education is concerned princtpally with
the development of the highest, the integrating
sentiments. Its objective is to bring nearer the
Kingdom of God on earth. The realization of this
ideal will come when love of humanity will dominate conduct and be a norm by which all activities,
no matter how organized, will be judged ••• Religious education like secular education will start
68 Te
h Pro~res s ive J ewish S chool: An Integrated Activitz

Curriculum (19 2).
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with the child where he is, and will utilize the
present instincts, capacities, sentiments and
tendenci es to give content and enrichment of meaning to higher sentiments as they develop (p.11).
Cohen's progr am is built around the celebration of holidays, junior congregation and student government.

Subject mat-

ter is subordinated to activities of a religious nature.
In a scathing review Dinin called the book retrogressive
rather than progressive, in view of the fact that the sole
ideal for character was God, whereas Palestine, Hebrew and the
national element were almost completely neglected.

This was a

good indication, Dinin concluded, as to what might be expected
69
of the congregational schools.
Jacob s . Golub was a staunch pragmatist.

In 1928 he pro-

''A Program for American Jewish Education".

posed

70

It is based

on the seven objectives of the NEA which he redueed to three:
adaptation, elaboration, and self-reinterpretation.

Like Dinin

he pinned hopes on the private progressive Jewish schooi. 71

He joined Honor in 1932 in suggesting princi ples for a new curriculum.

They round the Talmud Torah established by "forceful

exponents of the Hebraic renaissancett in Europe, seeking "to
bolster up an inadequate program through a more effective technique.

We have, in many instances, taught teachers to do bet-

ter what they should not have been doing at all".
69
70

It was a

JE, V (March 1933), 6lf.

SAJ Review, VII (1928), May 24, pp. 4-12, June 1,
pp. 15-22.
71
"Trans! tion in Jewish Education tr .:!!,, III ( June 1931),
67-76.
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"preservative, formal institution" not doing the work of
"creative adaptation" that is needed.
mary considerations:
pressures of society".

They advocated two pri-

"the child's nat ure and the problems and
Tb.is required integrating the child in-

to the Jewish community and t hrough it into American life,
Palestine, Hebrew and the religious life .
fined as the quest for an ideal life.

The latter they de-

God must be idealized .

e need Mi tzvot wh ich have funct i onal usefulness .

''Our wor-

ship requires new selection and rearrangements, as well as new
forms" .

Children ' s services must not be merely an abbreviation

of the adult service but "must truly express the emotional
strivings of children ••• The school cannot accept the present
synagogue , with its serious limitations , as the satisfactory
agency for developing a creative Jewish life" .

The school must

submit the synagogue to a thorough-going critique and re - evaluation .

"The school must offer the child a complete plan of af-

filiation which will integrate the local into national unite
working for an all-embracing program of advancement of world
Jewry'' .

'72

educati on .

Golub also sought to develop a science of Jewish
73

72 J . s . Golub and L . Honor "Some Guiding Principles for the
Curriculum of the Jewish School of Tomorrow" JE , IV (December
1932) , 150-62 . Similar ideas in Golub's "SomePrinciples of
Jewish Education" Ibid , IX (December 1937) , 119-24 ; and in
"Principles of JewisnEducation" ~
, XI ( January 1940), 200-12 .
73 "some Needed Research in Jewish Educati on" Ibid, XII"
(September 1940), 88-96 ; with N. Nardi "A Study in~ish
Observance" The Reconstructionist, XI (June 15 , 1945),
10- 16 .
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Israel B. Rappaport and Edward A. Nudelman both advocated
a child-centered education within a sehool center.

They fav•

ored an experiential type of education as against the prevailing emphasis on linguistics.

A study of Hebrew, they believed,

should be reserved only for students who evince special apti74
tude for Jach study.
Isaac Berkson first dealt with the problem of adjustment.
He

propounded the community theory where culture rather than

race is pivotal.

It ."would make the history of' the ethnic

group its aesthetic, cultural and religious inheritance, its
national self-consciousness the basic factor."

75

The school

center would be the major institution for preserving this
identity .
Berkson also examined the implications of Dewey's ideas
76
for Jewish education .
He pointed out that Dewey's contribution was not so much his emphasis on the child, and education
as growth; these ideas existed before him .

It was his concep-

tion of an evolving society and the role of the individual in
building

a democratic society that constituted his main con-

7½appaport "The Elementary Jewish School of Tomorrow"
JE, V (June, 1933), 88-95; Nudelman "Improving the Work of Our
Schools" JE, X (June 1938), 91-96; Rappaport and Nudelman,
"An American Jewish School - A Proposal" JE, XI (September,1939),
105-20.
75Theories of Americanization (1920), p . 98. See his
description of the Central Jewish Institute where he worked and
which he set up as a model (Ibid , pp. 177-223). Reviewed by
Horace J. Bridges Menorah Journal (December 1921), 270-81. Cf.
also articles by Berkson Ibid, Vt (December 1920), 311-21,
VII (February 1921), 41-5r.-76"Some Dewey Ideas and Their Implications for Jewish
Educationtt Jewish Institute Quarterly, III (1927), January 13-21,
March 22-32, 'May 19- 22; "Ari Examination of Hebrew Education in
America in the Light of Some Dewey Ideas" Shevilei Hachinuch,
III (1927), Nisan, 23-28, Heshvan, 293-12.
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tribution.

en applied to Jewish education Deweyism teaches

that the exclusively literary type of education imparted by
Jewish schools i gnores the fact that "the Jewish people is
not a book, nor a language or a literature, but a comm.unity
possessing a complex social structure, with specialized insti•
tutions, movements and life ••• The school should be not a House
of the Book, but a center of life ••• It is sinful to deny the
creative possibilities of Jewish life in America and to nurture a sense of alienhood (Kera Shebalev)". 77
On the basis of this analysis he suggested a two-track
type of structure: an extensive popular program for a majority
of the children for participation in Jewish community life
through its institutions center -

the home, the synagogue and the

and the holiday and other observances; an intensive

program for the minority, consisting of a literary education
lea.ding to Hebrew scholarship.

Such a system would not result

in a lowering or standards but rather in a much more intensive
education for the gifted student.

As

to Reform education he

urged that it "must stand for a variant view of Judaism not
for ignorance of Judaism" which is the only result to be expected from the Sunday school.

78

Th.is interpretation of Dewey is

77
~ , 205f.
78

For a review of a misunderstanding of Dewey's ideas in
Herberg's book Judaism and Modern Man, cf. Meir Ben-Horin,
"Herberg vs. Dewey" Reconstruction1st, XVIII (February 6'1
1953), 14-20; cf. also Ibid, "Dewey and Jewish Education',
Pedo~ogic Reporter XI (January 1960), 7f. He concludes:
"phi osophy, intelligence, and reconstruction of experience
for human fulfillment 1s the Deweyan lesson" (p. 9).
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of course Berkson's own.

79

He is also a strong advocate of

the common inter-denominational school.

He wrote "If there is

anything that contravenes the democratic ideal, it is basing
education on doctrinal and ideological platforms" .

80

As Berkson continued his studies he gradually became disenchanted with some aspects of Deweyism, although he ret~ ained
many of the teachings of his master and felt closest to the
progressives.

In his book Education Faces the Future (1942)

he pleads for imparting ideals on social reconstruction.

His

most mature statement is contained in his latest book The
Ideal and the Community (1958).
and humanist philosophy.

Here he presents a secularist

He discounts the recent return to

religion as "a movement in literary circles rather than a trend
in society at large" (p . 197) .

He reviews nee-Orthodoxy and

existentialism and finds them to be "a retreat along two lines 79
Francis H. Horn, in his review of Berkson ' s book The
Ideal and the Community (1958), in the New York Times Book
Review Sectlo}1 (F'ebruary 2, 1958), 6-20, points out the.€ while
Berkson c~~ to merely have revised Dewey's ideas, he actually
11 demolishes the whole structure of experimentalism".
M. BenHorin , however, feels that Berkson's conception of Judaism as
a community "remained well within the frame of reference of
pragmatic philosophy of education •• • impressive summation of
his •Community Conception of Jewish Life and Education' challenging the vogue of mysticism and existentialism and cautioning a.gains both superficial progressivism. and conservative
convent al m, stands as an authoritative and memorable pronouncemen of naturalistic humanism in contemporary Jewish
thought." Kuselewitz, ed., Jewish Education in Response to
the Challenge of Our Times, p . 70.
80

"Jewish Education-Achievements and Needs" in o. Janowsky,
ed., The American Jew, p. 80. See also his "The Community
Idea in Jewish Education" JE, XXIV (Fall 1953), 35-38; "The
Community Theory and the Jewish School Curriculum" JE, XXX
(Fall 1959), 24-33 and reviews of his books Ibid, Xff (April
1940), 44f; Ibid, 'm (May 1944), 165-68.
-
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a turning away from reason and science as a means of lightening man's burden of toil and trouble and a withdrawal from
societal interest in favor of a preoccupation with the inner
self" (p. 199).

He denounces the obscurantism of the theolo-

gians who offer "an opiate, rather than a remedy for human
illsn {p. 203).

He upholds the secularists who view their

position as a positive philosophy that "is associated with
the experimentalist conception of the morality of primary experience, continuous inquiry and free oommunicationn (P.272).
Of the two terms which express Berkson' s philosophy ideal and community -

the former puts him in accord with per-

ennialism , the latter with experimentalism.

But he departs

from each of these philosophies in significant ways.

He is

in accord with perennialism in its emphasis on universal principles and ends; he rejects , however, Uthe assumption that the
ground of universal ethical principles lies in a cosmic sphere
outside the realm of human experience" (p. 281) .

He affirms

with Dewey that education is a social process with democracy
as its basis.

But he differs with him on three counts:

1)

Dewey ' s metaphysics of continuous change is countermanded by
institutional stability; 2) the individualistic bias is justified as a methodological principle; it must not, however,
replace communally validated experience; 3) man is a creature
of culture not of nature.

Berkson thus arrives at a philoso-

phy of cultural humanism .

Education must be grounded in his-

tory and in a particular community .

--.

It is to be regretted that a great Jewish educational

/4_:-,

philosopher was not granted the opportunity to toil in his own
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vineyard, for his particular community.

Let us hope that Dr.

Berkson will spend the remaining years of his life applying
the same acumen to Jewish educational philosophy as he did to
general .

There is no doubt, however, that his great contri-

bution in the general field has been due to his origins and
experiences within the Jewish community.
Reconstructionists
The Reconstructionist approach to the problem of Jewish
life in America has produced a rich harvest of ideas on Jewish education, much richer than that of any other school of
thought .

The influence of Reconstructionism resided not mere-

ly in the realm of ideas; some of the most progressive practical innovations in Jewish education in America stemmed from
81
the fertile minds of the leaders of the movement .
The very designation of Reconstructionist as the name of
the movement is taken from the terminology of John Dewey's
pragmatic or instrumentalist philosophy of education and places
it in that camp.

M. Alper summarizes it under four objectives.

The Four Objectives.

The four main tasks of Jewish educa-

tion are community, culture, ethics and religion .
1.

Community -

to educate for Jewish group life, to pro-

mote fellowship among Jews, to foster democracy, to give a
sense of the unity of the Jewish people.
objectives are:

Some of the specific

a student council, Keren Ami for the collec-

81our sum.mary of the Reconstructionist approach to Jewish
education is based on Michael Alper, Reconstructin! Jewish
Education (1957); reviewed by Gamoran, JE, XXVII (:prlng l958),
84f. The book is an abridgment (156 pp:T by Eugene Kohn of
the author's voluminous doctoral dissertation (438 pp.) at
Teachers College, Columbia. University.
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tion of funds and instruction in Jewish civics, inter-school,
inter-gyn.agogue and inter-group activities .

Students should

be taught to work toward the organic Jewish community .
2.

Culture -

to promote a knowledge of our language,lit-

erature, social studies and the arts.

Specifically we must

teach the Hebrew language, the Bible, literature in several
languages, Jewish history, folkways, music, folk dancing, the
graphic and plastic arts; in short, an understanding of the
Jewish civilization.

All such study must be directed into

creative channels; it must lead to a better understanding

or

the present and to a drive for building a better future.
3.

Ethics -

to promote ethical conduct, ra i se standards,

improve human relations, develop a socialized personality.
The specific goals: daily study of the Torah, relating Jewish
ethical teachings to the social, economic, political and cultural problems of our society, and an affirmation of the basic equality of all human beings regardless of sex , race, religion , national origin or social station.

All this should

be fostered in the classroom in a spirit of freedom of inquir~
of honest doubt, of critical evaluation and experimentation.
It should guide toward a striving for the fulfillment of the
prophetic ideals of universal justice, freedom and peace .
4.

Religion

to inculcate a belief in God , in the worth-

whileness of life, and that reality is so constituted as to
enable man to achieve salvation or self-fulfillment.

Specifi-

cally, the evolution of Jewish religious thought should be
studied with a view to eventual formulation of a personal religious philosophy.

Both the supernaturalist and the natural-
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1st interpretations of the Bible should be offered.

Theim-

portance of Jewish sancta, such as the Sabbath , dietary laws,
prayer, holidays and other religious folkways, should be studied with a view to their observance and revitalization.

The

main thing 1s to encourage free discussion of theological and
philosophical questions leading to freedom of inquiry in questions of religion in our age of science.
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Among the individual thinkers we shall take note of Eugene
Kohn, M.

• Kaplan, S . Dinin, J. Cohen and M. Ben-Horin.

In the early thirties Eugene Kohn produced a comprehensive statement of educational objectives which is still largely valid today.
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First and foremost is

• M. Kaplan, founder of the move-

ment, active leader in educational matters in the Rabbinical
Assembly, and founder with Samson Benderly of the Bureau of
Jewish Educati on in New York.

In his first major work, Judaism As a Civilization,
Kaplan already saw the need for a new philosophy of Jewish
education in view of the changed conditions of Jewish life.
Whereas formerly salvation was other-worldly, nowadays it
has to help one function creatively in life about us in this
modern world.

To provide for such self-fulfillment Kaplan

rejects the neo-Crthodox stress on textbook knowledge and
the Reformist separation of Jewish religious philosophy
from any specific civilization.
82 Ibid, pp. 51-62.
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PRA, V (1933), 13-29.

He sets the following
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objectives:
1.

Participation in Jewish life, the capacity to find

self-expression and to move freely and effectively within the
network of organizations that constitute the concrete reality
of the Jewish people .
2.

Understanding and appreciation of the Hebrew language

and literature in order to overcome the sense of remoteness
and irrelevancy in living in a non-Jewish environment and to
give the Jew a sense of "at-homeBess" in the pa.st and present
of a united Jewish people.
3.

Habituation in ethical and religious standards of con-

duct in all of life's situations and relationships -

economic,

sexual, ci vie , hum.a n and cosmic .
4.

Appreciation and adoption of Jewish sanc tions and as-

pirations based on a reinterpretation of our heritage along
rational and experiential lines, rather than the supernatural
and dogmatic approach of generations past .
5.

Stimulation of artistic creativity in the expression

of Jewish values in such fields as son
ing, sculpture and architecture .

music , dance, paint-

"When Judaism has acquired

the potency of multiple appeal, not even extreme diversity of
belief will threaten its integrityn.
Kaplan restates these objectives from the standpoint of
the individual child under six headings .
84
85

85

Judaism As a Civilization (1957) , 482f .

Judaism, 486f . Adapted by Kaplan from S. Dinin, Judaism
in a changing Civilization, 202ff .
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a. To give insight into the meaning of spiritual
values and their application to different types
of experience, religious, moral, social and political; Jewish life as a developing civilizat ion;
the spiritual character of -that civilization; the
relationships of Jewish to other civilizations
in the past; the course that Jewish life must
henceforth take in the different countries of the
world, and especially in America.
b. To foster an attitude of respect toward human
personality as such; tolerance toward other groups,
races, faiths; intellectual hones~; open-mindedness
and responsibility; social and inter-national-mindedness; loyalty to and participation in Jewish life
in this and other countries.
c. To train appreciation of individual and group
creativity in the values of civilization; Jewish
creativity in religion, ethics, language and literature, mores, laws and folkways, and the arts.
d. To inculcate ideals of justice and kindness in
our social and economic relationships; peace and
tolerance; a just, thriving creative Jewish homeland in Palestine, a creative Jewish life in America.
e. To condition habits of reflective thinking; purposive ex eriencing; using leisure to develop personality; affiliation with the synagogue or bet am;
celebrating Jewish Sabbaths, festivals, etc.;observing Jewish customs and ceremonies; reading Hebrew
books and periodicals, Anglo-Jewish books, AngloO
Jewish press, Yiddish press, Bible, Talmud, etc.;
contributing to the upbuilding of Palestine; helping to support social-service and educational institutions; attending Hebrew and Anglo-Jewish
theaters, concerts, etc.; patronizing Jewish artistic endeavors; buying Jewish books, works of art,etc.
f. To impart knowledge of the Hebrew language;
Jewish history; the outstanding selections from the
Bible, the Talmud, and subsequent Jewish writings;
history and meaning of Jewish customs and ceremonials,
religious beliefs, ethical ideals; current Jewish
problems, institutions, endeavors; Jewish arts and
crafts, home-furnishing, cooking, etc.
Kaplan realizes that within the limited time allotted to
the supplementary Jewish , sehool it is impossible to achieve
all these goals.

He therefore urges the provision of informal

programs of activity in clubs, participation in the life of
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the synagogue, as well as divisions for youth education in
all national and local adult organizations.
In his later book , The Future of the American Jew .Kaplan
sees the aim of Jewish education as "the task of utilizing
the very process of education for the purpose of developing
an acceptable version of the Jewish tradition , and of prepar86
ing the ground for Jewish communal life" (p . 442) .
As we shall see in the next chapter , it took almost a decade for curriculu..m planners to begin reconstructing the program of the Jewish school based partly on Kaplan ' s ideas.
Samuel Dinin came under the influence of M. Kaplan and
~
~
has been ac tive in,?econstructionist
1 • His doctoral
dissertation at Columbia was entitled Judaism in a Changing
Civilization (1933) .

In it he examined the religionist

(Orthodox , Conservative and Reform), nationalist (spiritual
Zionism , anti-Diaspora ,a nd Diaspora), economic ( labor - Zionist,
sociali st and communist) and Reconstructionist theories of
Jewish survival.

This was followed by a discussion of demo-

cracy in relation to minority groups, religion, nationalism,
social reconstruction, and Judaism.

Progressive education

was in its heyday at the time of the writing of Dinin's dissertation .

John Dewey and William H. Kilpatrick , John L.

Childs, Georges . Counts and Harold Rugg, whom Dinin quotes
extensively, were the prophets of a new era not only in education but in social reconstruction as well .

The depression era

86

Cited from the chapte~ on educat i on, Future, 429-46 .
For the Reconstructionist platform on education see Ibid,
pp. 40-44.

-
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was especially rec~!ptive to ideas on economic reconstruction.
In his early thinking, Dinin was the most extreme among
those who were attached to the highest Conservative institutions of Jewish learning.

He embraced the scientific - natural-

ist views on religion and the doctrines of progressive education, and became a rationalist and secularist.

Both the

existing public and Jewish schools were thoroughly disparaged.
Only the private progressive day school, of which there was
perhaps only one good sample in all of America, could meet his
requirements.
Although he remained in the Reconstructionist circles, he
went farthest in secularizing the Jewish religion.

Following

is his own summary of his views on religion, ethics and observances.
A. Cosmic Aspect . We shall have to adopt in our
religious views the universe revealed to us by
science, and make man the be-all and the end-all
of all religion instead of God. We shall have to
adjust ourselves to a Godless though not planless
or lawless or orderless universe.
B. Social Aspect . We shall have to secularize
our observances and institutions in the sense that
tc:.. they can have no thau.maturgic or supernatural sanction. Whatever sanctions they will have, will be
of a socio-national character. Whatever sacredness
attaches to them will be the sacredness lent by all
social life and tradition, by life itself. As the
beautifu11 the good, and the true in the arts, in
literature, in life are sacred, so will the folkways and mores and laws and customs and institutions be sacred, if they are to prove to be beautiful and good and true. We shall thus have to discard outmoded and functionless folkways and laws
and observances, and develop progressively new laws,
new observances, new institutions.
C. The Ethical Aspect. We shall have to abandon
"support of transcendental and idealistic philosophy, which attempts to establish truths and values
independent of time and space, as well as of human
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factors and situat1ons 0 • We shall have to build
instead an ethical science empirically tested,
scientifically rational in the sense discussed
previously.
D. The Aesthetic Aspect . We must make worship
as poetic, as dramatic, as aesthetic as possible.
But if it becomes the be-all and end-all of religion, if it obscures the ethical and socio-economic
aspects, if it becomes a gospel of beauty expressing i t self in h g& and ,tmagnificent outlays for
meaningless things - then it is dangerous. For
a modern aesthetic worship must express practically
the new concepts of religion and not the old, and
must continually expand in ever new forms and
directions.
In short, the Jewish religion, if it is to have
any meaning and appeal for the modern Jew, must be
liberalized and humanized and secularized. If it
is liberalized in the direction herein indicated,
its provinces and concerns will become almost
coterminous with those of Jewish nationalism at
its broadest and best, and with those of Jewish
civilization at its highest and richest (Judaism,
pp. 109f.).
All three Jewish groups Reform -

the Orthodox, Conservative and

maintain , according to Dinin, that the truths of

Judaism are eternal, immutable, uniform and sacred.

But such

concepts are out of tune with our scientific age which stands
for the very opposite and secularism.

for change, diversity, relativism

"Age, tradition, social sanction, these are

not enough to make something 'sacred' in.

revered, believed

It has to be tested and proved" ( ~ , p. 174).
The view that the methods of science and of religion are

not comparable is untenable.

"To those who have grown up in

the modern world such a point of view is only a form of specious evasionn ( ~ , p. 175).
The last chapter deals with "Jewish Education in a Changing Civilization".

Dinin posits four principles that are in
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consonance with democracy and experimentalism.

1.

Each in-

dividual is a person and unique; 2. to grow into a self, a
personality, one needs to share relationships; 3 . such growth
can take place only in the free interaction with other individuals and with the other elements of the environment; and 4.
thi s sharing is an experienceing which is "experimental" in
character.
These criteria doom the Jewish school as ineffectual .
The congregational school has the advantages of integration
within the nearest group, of a life-long contact , and of uniting the entire family.

It also bas many inherent weaknesses.

It emphasizes the social and religious aspects and neglects
education .

It is often snobbish and exclusionis t.

as an autonomous uncooperating unit.

It acts

It builds loyalty to

the congregation only, not to the comm.unity at large .

And

lastly, supervision is relegated to the rabbi who has little
training or time for it.

Moreover, the claim of religious in-

stitutions to a monopoly on character education is challenged
by the modern progressive school {pp. 186ff . ) .

The a.nsers to the query

t'

Jewish education f or what?" are:

1. to facilitate the child's growth.
child at his own level .

We must start with the

His ideas, attitudes, skills and

knowledges must be afforded an opportunity for enrichment,
growth and reconstruction through worthwhile experiences .

2.

to reconstruct society as a better world for the child to
grow into both as a person and as a Jew .

This includes a re-

construction of the social and economic order, as well as a
vision of a well-ordered Jewish community locally, nationally,
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in Palestine and the world over (pp. 198f:f.) .
The outcomes of a Jewish education must therefore be: outlooks and insights, attitudes, appreciations , ideals, habits,
87
knowledges and skills (pp . 202ff . ).
A generation has passed since these ideas were expressed.
Hindsight wisdom -

which is always unfair -

might dictate

the observation that Dinin's ideas have not withstood the test
of historical consequences, which is the highest experimentalist criterion .

Secular Judaism , carried so loftily on the

banner of scientific advance , has not only not spread, but the
very opposite has happened: there has been a return to the- synagogue even by many of the former radical labor element .

The

tt,t'.,

school that was most lamented now reigns supreme.

the congregation~school

Not the private experimentalist school

has thrived but its most maligned adversary , the parochial
school of the extreme religionists is being imitated by both
Conservative and nationalist Jews .

Not insights, attitudes

and appr eciations are common desiderata of parents and teachers , but skills and knowledges .
Was the theory wrong, or was life wrong?
In time Dinin gradually began to reckon with practical realities; religion and the supplementary school were accepted
by him .

At first he followed Kallen in his emphasis on the
88
cultural and social elements .
In an editorial he declared:
87 For Honor's review of Dinin's book , cf . JE , VI (March 1934),

48 - 51 .

88 "Nationalism and Religion in Jewi sh Education" JE,VI
(October 1934), 143-50 . He defended teachers' strikeson the
basis that they were idealists who serve the Reconstructionist
God who seeks to satisfy human needs in this world . "Materialism and Idealism in Jewish Educationtt Ibid , VIII (April 1936),
67- 72 .
-
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"eligion certainly constituted one of the chief elements, if
not the main element" in Judaism and we must learn how to
teach it.
God. 89

He directed the readers to a book and articles on

During the war years he urged the nurturing of a

sense of belonging, and of working toward a better world.

90

He assessed the findings of a survey of Conservative schools
92
and urged intensification of weekday instruction.
He fur-

91

ther urged creation of common inter-congregational schools to
merge small units, and curriculum research based on an inven93
tory of Jewish values and child experiences.
At a meeting
of social workers he advanced a Reconstructionist program for
94
personality development.
He pointed to the Jewish defense
of the public school against incursions of religion and quoted the dissatisfaction of modern religionists with the relativistic values of religion.

95

In a major address he called

890 Teaching Religion in the Jewish School" Ibid, X (April
1939), 4f.

90"The Role of Jewish Education 1n the Present Crisis"
Ibid,XI (September 1939), 101-104; "The War as it Affects the
:rew!'sh Child and the School" SyC, III (May 1943), 7f.
91 A. Saretsky ands. M. Cohen nAre Our Congregational
Schools Congregational" SyC, III (January 1943), 9f., 12f.
92
"A Program for Conservative Jewish Education" Sy-C, V
(Summer 1944), 30.
93 General Trends in Jewish Education"!!!_, XVIII
(November 1946}, 7-20.
94

"The contribution of Jewish Educat ion to the Development
of the American Jewish Personality" Ibid, XXII (Summer 1951),
19-23.
95
"Religion and Educationn ~ , XXV (Summer 1954)
50-54.
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upon the Jews to "recapture the autonomy of the inner-directed
person, an inner-direction which will draw upon our great
religious tradition".

96

In a statement for the Dropsie Symposium on nThe Goals of
Jewish Education" Dinin presented the following thirteen
articles of his educational faith .
I I believe, first of all , in the centrality of
the role of education in the creative sur vival of
the Jewish people in America. This is posited on a
belief in the worthwhileness of Jewish life and in
the possibilities of creative Jewish survival in
the United States . Jews are born Jews, but can
only become Jewish by a process of education . The
quality of Jewish life and culture and the character of Jews as a group and as individuals , depend
in the long run upon the quality of the Jewish education and training given to our children in home
and school community .
II I believe that Jewish education i s indispensable not only to the Jewish group, but to America
as well . The Jewish group and the Jewish school
perform important functions in the American community . The Jewish school helps to socialize the
child into a Jewish community which still bears
the burden of and responsibility for what are essentially public tasks - recreation , social service,
health, etc . The Jewish school supplements the
work of the public school by imparting to the child
religious values and traditions which are not within the province or the public school . It introduces
the child to another culture, thus enriching both
the child and America.. It helps the child find identity and satisfyingness in his minority group affiliation and thus acts as a therapeutic agent in adjusting the child in his majority - minority group
relations .
\

III I believe that there is inherent campatability
and harmony between Judaism and democracy. Democracy derives basically from the Hebraic tradition
as embodied i n the Bible . We are committed to democracy as a way of life . I believe that the Jewish
96

"An Analysis and Critique of Jewish Education in America"
Ibid, XXVI (Fall 1955) , 6•16; "Issues Facing the Jewish
'Scnool" ~ , XXVI (Spring 1956), 18-21 .
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school and the Jewish school curriculum should
directly and indirectly inculcate the principles
of democracy as a way or life and action and as a
method of thinking and inquiry.
IV Believing as I do in democracy, I believe that
it cannot be taught in the Jewish school unless it
is lived in the Jewish community. I am thus for
democracy in Jewish com..~unal organizations and institutions, in the conduct of Jewish public affairs,
in the formulations of programs of action, in the
control of our congregations and schools, in the
planning of curricula, and in principal-teacher and
teacher-pupil relationships. I am for equality of
women. I am for tolerance in Jewish life, even in
religious matters. I recognize the need for unity
and the desirability of unity, but it must be a
unity which recognizes and tolerates diversities and
differences.
V I believe that education should not be a process
of indoctrination in a formal creed, but a process
of integration into the life of a people. Jewish
education must be polar, both "child-centered" and
"community-centered". It must seek the "growth" and
self-realization of every individual child. A child,
however, does not exist in isolation; he exists in
relation to other beings and to the environment; he
is a social being. The child lives in a definite
community, and his education must be directed to and
derived from the life and institutions of the community of which he is a member. The Jewish community
must not be conceived parochially but in the widest
possible sense - the Jewish people all over the
world, the Jews of the past as well as of the present.
Neither must the Jewish community be conceived. statically as fixed and immutable, but dynamically, as a
changing community in the process of as=c:apable of=
growth and reconstruction.
VI I believe that "Torah 11 in its widest sense must
constitute the core of the Jewish school curriculum.
I conceive "Torah'' not as static revelation, but as
the sum total of all that is best in Jewish tradition and 11 terature. I believe that "Torah'' is a
product of development, change and growth and that
it is capable of further growth and development in
the futu e . "Torah" must be made the instrument
for the fullest self-realization of every Jewish
child and for the creative survival of the Jewish
group.
VII I believe that the Jewish school must transmit
not only a knowledge of the Jewish past but also an
understanding of the special problems th.at the Jew

1~1

has to face in the changing world today. Jewish
life is part of a general social order and cannot
be understood or lived apart from it. Since Jews
as individuals and/or groups must live both as Jews
and as members of the general community, Jewish education must help Jews interpret their tradition in
terms relevant to contemporary life. Events and
tendencies in the world at large must be interpreted
so as to make the Jew a more responsible and intelligent member of society .
VIII I believe that the Jews are a people whose culture is religio - national . As a people dispersed and
scattered among the nations , it can have no future in
our day - either physical or spiritual - without a
center, without a concentration of part of the Jewish
people in a homeland of its own. I vi ew Israel as
the sine qua non of any Jewish future , of any culture
or way"T1re-wnfch is to evolve in the future . Jewish
education must prepare Jews to participate intelligently in the upbuilding of Israel and t o live the
way of life implied in a religio-nationa l culture .
t

IX I believe that Hebrew 1s an indispens able element
in any kind of Jewish education . It is the language
of our sacred writings; it is the language of modernday Israel; it is the language of our nat i onal re naissance; it is the only common avenue of communication for a people scattered over the entire world .
Jewish education must enable Jews to make use of the
Hebrew language and literature . I realize that Yiddish is the mother-tongue of millions of Jews , that
it has created and is still creating a rich literature and a rich culture. I believe that Jews should
be taught to use and enjoy the Yiddish language and
literature wherever and whenever they can acquire
both languages. If, however, it comes to a choice,
I believe in the priority of Hebrew and Hebrew
literature .
X Culture expresses itself in art-forms . The artistic creations of a people are not only a clue to
its character, but a manifestation of the degree of
its aliveness and creativity. Jewish education in
the past has stressed literature, and to a lesser
extent music. It should emphasize as well the graphic and plastic arts and the drama and the dance .
Jewish life and Jewish education should be made
more beautiful and interesting through systematic
endeavor to realize the possibilities inherent in
Judaism for esthetic satisfaction .
XI I believe that Judaism is a religio-national
culture. I view Jewish culture as a synthesis of

religion and nationhood. I view Judaism as an
evolving religious culture. Religi on has in the
past and should in the future permeate every phase
of Jewish life. It should awaken in the Jew that
courage and nope which come with the awareness of
God in nature and history. It should awaken in
the Jew a yearning to serve God by living in ac•
cordance with His laws of justice and mercy. I
believe that Judaism evolved in the past, adjusting itself to various conditions, and must continue to evolve and develop in the future. It
must, however , maintain that continuity with the
past which shall enable it to derive the maximum
value from the past in terms of guidance and
inspiration.
XII As a religio-national culture, Judaism has its
distinctive cultural and religious folkways. These
embody in concrete folkways the values and ideals
that Judaism has developed th.rough the ages. Jewish education must transmit these ways of behaving.
These folkways and/or mitzvot should be taught with
reference to their x~Jue to the growth of the child
and the survival of:«Tewish group. There is thus
need for flexibility with regard to old folkways
and/or mitzvot and for the creation of new ones.
XIII I believe that Jewish education must teach a
Judaism which is in harmony with our modern view of
the world, that reckons with the best thought and
practite in the field of psychology and general education; in short, that Jewish education must be of
this world and in this world.
There must be an organic relationship between principles of Jewish education, educational psychology,
method, curriculum, learning and subject matter.
This statement by Dinin contains a most comprehensive,
mature and advanced expression of a Reconstructionist philosophy of education.
gone.

The secularism of his early writings is

Judaism is properly recognized as an evolving relig-

ious civilization.

Demands for revolutionary changes in Jew-

ish life and education have given way to moderate expectations
of reconstruction flowing from the dynamic nature of the Jewish community.

Compared to the reconstructionist philosophy

in general education, Dinin is still too oriented to the

present rather than the future.

Article VII, for example,

speaks of contemporary Jewish life; there is no parallel
statement on the shape of things to come.

Dinin is somewhat

more forceful on the question of child versus community.
Group life and the national elements are continually emphasized; the school should be polar, both "child-centered" and
"community-centered" (Article V).
It appears that Jewish education still has much to learn
from the reconstructionist trend in general education on the
two issues of future-orientation and community.

On the other

hand, reconstructionism in general education has much to learn
from its Jewish counterpart.
Another leading Reconstructionist thinker, Jack Cohen,
presented his educational philosophy in a paper entitled "New
Emphases in Jewish Education" at a conference of the National
Council for Jewish Education in May, 1954.
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After reviewing

the cardinal elements of his philosophy of Jewish li.f e he asserts that the goal of all education should be the cultivation
of better human beings.

From this it follows that Jewish edu-

cators must exhibit much greater interest than heretofore in
the personality and character growth of their students.

In

the study of the Siddur, for example, we are sacrificing the
cultivation of religious sensitivity for rote treatment
prayer.
97

or

In history we still labor under a conception of the

The paper was distributed in mimeographed form and later
appeared in JE, XXVI (Summer 1955), 14-21 and in Reconstructionist, XXI..,-January 13, 1956), 23-30

Jews as a supernatural people divinely decreed, whereas life
about us suggests that we are a segment of the natural history
of mankind.

We all grant that Hebrew is the life-blood of

Judaism and must be taught, but we are deficient in methods
for teaching that language in the upper grades.

In teaching

religion we must have a more critical approach which might
raise the level of Jewish observance.

In presenting Israel

we should raise the option of settling in Israel as a definite
opportunity for personal fulfillment and for contributing to
the enhancement of Jewish life.

The process of curriculum

development must involve teachers, parents and students.
98
In his book
Jack Cohen makes a plea for a common Jewish
school where the children of non-religious parents and of the
several denominations would attend.
system breeds sectarianism.

At present the existing

What we need is to confront the

children with the pluralism which pervades Jewish life.
must put a premium on free inquiry and criticism.

We

By facing

squarely our modern conditions of life and making explicit
the values of religious observance we may initiate a renewal
of Jewish living in the home through our schools.
One major point remains to be made.

All pragmatists have

struggled with the problems of transmitting a religious heritage, since it involves indoctrination.

Kaplan favored im-

parting views on religion and compared it to learning one's
mother tongue •

Just as we do not d.elay teaching language to

a child until he invents a language of his own or chooses one
98

The Case for Religious Naturalism (1958),P 263 .
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from among existing languages, so we must teach him our religious traditions when he is a child.

As he learns that tra-

dition he must also be trained to evaluate the moral and
spiritual teachings in an atmosphere that is conducive to free
and unfettered inquiry.

For only that education is worth-

while which leads to a.reconstruction of experience and of
99
life.
Me ir Ben-Horin summarized Kaplan's views in the following
statement:
The supreme purpose of education, therefore, is
not so much the transmission of knowledge, tradition, or even their reconstruction but rather
the fashioning of character for its own fu fillment -largely through the instrumentality of
the religious communities in which the God-concept stands for all that makes human life worthwhile, namely beauty, meanings, holiness.100
In another article Ben-Horin applies the five basic criteria of John L. Childs' book Education and Morals to Jewish
Educat ion.

They are:

1. reconstruction of Jewish experience

by employing the existing texts, concepts, value-judgments
and value-commitments as instrumentalities for reawakening
Jewish creativity; 2. inculcation of a spirit of trans-cultural empathy; 3. cooperative planning in communal affairs;
4. fearless inquiry in the realms of both science and religion;
5. the school must be more than an annex to the synagogue.
99

Ibid, p . 93. See also Chipkin's article M. M. Ka~lan:
An Eva'Iiia'£ion pp . 85-118; Benderly 's summary JE, VII (l 35J,
l60; Kaplan, Hitpathut Hatahalikh Hahinukhij Perusalem,
1938) - warns against power politics; JE, IV (October 1932),
180f.
·
lOOrtMajor Writings in American Jewish Education 11 JE, XXX
(Spring 1960), 15.
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There must be participatioh in Zionist activities, the arts
and research.
to community .

Authority has to be shifted from revelation
101

In "Teaching About the Holocaust" (Reconstructionist,
XXVII, May 5, 1961, pp . 5-9) Ben-Rorin states:
The thesis here set forth is that the school is
established for the purpose of liberating human
intelligence and human love .

By yliberating' is

meant that process by which these native human
capacities are exercised, strengthened, tested,
made effective and unified in the ordinary and
extraordinary affairs of the human career on
earth ••• Jewish education, in short, is concerned
with the fullest, most securely documented, truths
about the Jewish People ' s career ••• It is not an
attempt at preserving intellectual and emotional
innocence concerning the agonies of Israel, the
crisis-conditions of its existence (pp . 5f) .
He suggests twelve avenues to the facts of exterminism or
radical anti-Judaism .

These avenues are in keeping with a

methodology that is educationally sound in teaching any other
subject .

He urges upon curriculum planners that "the facts

of the European Jewish catastrophe constitute a new kind of
subject matter without which the Jewish school -

any school

falls short of its goal of graduating educated persons" {p . 8) .
l0 1 Loyalties in Jewish Education", Reconstructionist, XXII
(March 23'1 1956), 17-21 . See also his "Religion and Teacher
Education' Ibid, XXIII (May 31,1957 ) , 16-19; "Six Theses in
Jewish Educafronrt Ibid , XIX (January 1, 1954), 17-21; "Some
Recent Trends in Jew!"sh Educational Thought" AJYB, LX (1959)
100-108 .
'

176a

In his most recent article "The Teaching of Ethical Concepts
and Conduct in Jewish Schools" {Religious Education, LVI,
October 1961, pp. 334-42) Ben-Horin makes the point that
"education is committed to the uncommitted study of human
commitments" (p. 341).

More specifically:

We are committed to God, but God is not committed.
He is the Uncommitted.•
We are committed to Judaism, but Judaism is committed
to no lesser cause than the fulfillment of human destiny.

Judaism is committed to the eternally ideal,

to the Uncommitted.
Judaism is committed to Torah, but Torah is the
holding, discarding, proposing, and validating of
propositions -

both ordinary and extraordinary,

both conventional and shaking-of-the-foundations.
Torah, too, is committed to the Uncommitted.
(p. 341).

He submits the proposition that the abstractness of
concepts makes them "precious tools for education as
preparatory to irrevocable act" {p. 335).

As an example,

he illustrates the proper steps in teaching such a concept as compassion.

He opposes an ethics that is fixed

and ready-to-be-followed.

He insists that "as far as

the school is concerned ethical
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propositions are experimental proposi t ions relating to conduct" {p . 337).
Notions On The Structure of The School System.
Problems of structure are very much a matter of philosophy .

For how else is one to decide on the relative merits

of Sunday school, afternoon school or day school , except on
the basis of very general assumptions concerning the cardinal
issues of Jewish life and the needs of the coming generation?
Structure pertains to time, to quantity .
tive decision

how much time -

The quantita-

is made in relation to qual-

ity, that is the type of education that is wanted for the
child .
Jewish parents and leaders were from the very beginning
of their settlement in America faced with the problem of findi ng time for the Jewish education of their children .

At first

there was a great deal of trial and error; private tutoring,
boarding schools and day schools for the wealthy , vocational,
102
afternoon and Sunday schools for the poor .
When the Conservative movement appeared on the American scene, it found
the following institutions: the private lieder and the afternoon Talmud Torah of the Orthodox East - European Jew and the
Sunday school of the Reform temple of the German Jew.

Which

educational structure was Conservatism to ad.opt?
Four stages may be discerned in the Conservative uphill
climb to -structural standards:
102

z.

Scharfstein, Toledot Hahinukh Beyisrael II,
pp . 155-99.
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1. Elimination of the Sunday school,
2. Acceptance of the three-day afternoon school,
3 . ' Promotion and then abandonment of foundation
school,
4. Interest in day school.
These four stages followed each other in rapid succession
within the past fifteen years.

There probably were very few

periods in the pa.st that were as packed with groping, soul
searching and experimentation in Jewish education. The end is
{,WJJ
not yet in sight. If a mere decade and a half~produced such
revolutionary transformations, who would be fool-hardy enough
to predict what the next decade, let alone half century,
might bring?
1.

Sunday School.

We must keep in mind that the Conser-

vative Sunday school flourished during the depression and war
years, and that it was fostered by second-generation parents
who began moving to the Protestant suburbs.

As "modern" par-

ents they were reluctant to deny their children their leisure
time in the afternoon hours; moreover, lessons in social dancing, elocution, music and other social graces became for them
more important than "Hebrew".

Besides, the weekday Hebrew

school was considerably more costly.

But above all, the im-

portance of a more intensive Jewish education, especially for
girls, was lost on these parents.

The result was that for

many years Conservative congregations maintained a double system of schooling ...... both Hebrew and Sunday schools

for

those who wanted respectively more or less Judaism. 103
Whereas most of the Orthodox congregations had only High
103sklare, Conservative Judaism, p. 146.
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Holy Day seat holders, not year-round members, the Conservatives promoted the practice of an annual membership fee.

Fam-

ilies that joined for the sake of an education for their boy
or for another reason were also approached concerning Jewish
schooling for their girls .

104

It had not been customary for

girls to attend a Jewish school at all; both the family and
the congregation were in a dilemma .

Both were prepared to

settle on fewer days a week for girls, but what would that do
to the school as a whole?

Wouldn ' t the weekday students wish

to join their less burdened friends of the Sunday classes?
Moreover , the Conservative congregations that were mushrooming all over the country, were very eager for new membership,
even at the bargain price of a Sunday school education.
The most powerful salvo against the Sunday school was

fired at the First Rabbinical Assembly Conference on Jewish
Education i n December, 1946, by its president Israel M.
Goldman .

It took place soon after the decimation of European

Jewry; the speaker therefore appealed to American Jewry to assume its share of responsibility for the future of our people.
The Sunday School is a snare and a delusion.
It is a fraud and a deception. It misleads both
Jewish children and Jewish parents into believing that a Jewish education is being imparted
when as a matter of fact, because of its own inherent limitations, it does nothing of the kind.
The Sunday School is one of the thorns in the
none too fertile field of Jewish education in
America. I should like to propose that within
104

I . Levitats, "Girls in Our Weekday Schools" SyS, XVII
{September 1958), 10-13.
105
PRAJE, 1946, p . 9.
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the next five years we liquidate the Sunday
School and at the end of that period abolish it
altogether. In this, our movement will be making a significant contribution to the future of
Jewish education in America.105
In an address before the 1948 Biennial Convention of the
United Synagogue A. Milgram sought to refute certain arguments
in favor of the Sunday School .
Despite our constant pleas for the intensification of Jewish education, it is a sad fact that
more than half of our school children are enrolled in one-day-a-week schools. In many of our
congregational schools BO% of the enrollment
consists of Sunday School pupils. By permitting
this condition to prevail, our school boards demonstrate their failure to realize that in education halfway measures do not get half results.
To expect Sunday School children to master the
techniques of Jewish life and to develop lasting
attachments to Jewish values is as realistic a
hope as to dial a telephone number only halfway,
and expect to make a connection. The effort is
completely wasted.106

2.

Three-Day Afternoon Schoel.

As in the case of the

Sunday School, so also the fate of the Hebrew school hinged
more on historical circumstances than on a p.r econceived ideology.

The three-day school was a compromise between the

Orthodox nationalist-religious five-day Talmud Torah and the
Reform one-day school.·

In historical sequence it was an im-

provement over the Sunday school and in this respect represented an elevation of standards.

In some congregations, how-

ever, the change was from five to three days, which meant a
lowering of standards, and apologies were due.

The effects

106
Seminars and Special Sessions , Stenotype report, pp.2f.
Speech has separate pagination, follows p. 82. For a recent
survey on the Conservative Sunday School see Dushkin and
Engleman, Jewish Education in the United States ,
pp. 99f.
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of such a shift at the Brooklyn Jewish Center was described
by its principal.

107

A semi-official statement on the place of the three-day
school 1n the Conservative movement

108

by Simon Greenberg,

then chairman of the Committee on Objectives, Standards and
Curriculum follows:
The committee assumed that the afternoon congregational school will continue for a long time
to be the predominant factor in Jewish elementary
and secondary education. It assumed further that
we have thus far failed to take full advantage of
the educational opportunities offered by a well
organized and well conducted afternoon congregational school. The tragic inadequacies in the
realm of Jewish elementary and secondary education is due only in part to stumbling blocks inherent in the situation. It may indeed be true
that the afternoon supplementary school cannot1..: by
its very nature produce the highest type of Jewish
Talmid Chocham. It may be true that six hours per
week devoted three times weekly to Jewish stud.1:es ::
cannot make one sufficiently proficient in the
world of Hebrew letters, Biblical, Rabbinic, or
Modern. But it 1s our contention that far more can
be accomplished within those six hours than we have
thus far accomplished if only we understand how to
utilize them better.109
There is a noticeably apologetic ring to this statement.
But that evidently was all that the traffic could bear at the
time.
3.

Foundation School.

Our discussion of pre-school

goals will be brief since there is available a definitive discussion of the subject in Hyman Chanover's Plannip.g for Threes
107M. M. Lewittes, "Three-Day-A-Week Hebrew School"
syC, VI (June 1945), 4-6.
108

For a discussion of the small, large and metropolitan
units, see PRAJE (1947), 100•161.
l0 9 PRAJE (1946), 40.
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to Eights in the Hebrew School (USCJE, 1954).

We shall mere-

ly add some observations contained in the minutes of the USCJE.
First a hin t on nomenclature.

Primary department refers

to one-day-a-week classes for ages below eight, usually a kindergarten for age 5, and the first two grades for ages 6 and
7.

Gan means a daily nursery school and kindergarten for ages

3 to 6 .

Foundation School (Bet Hayeled, or Bet Hayesod) in-

cludes a Gan plus two or three additional classes for ages 6
to 8 or 9 .
In its quest for desirable forms the USCJE progressed as
follows:

In the 1946 edition of its Objectives and Standards

for the Congregational School (hereafter: Objectives ) only a
primary department was mentioned .

Two years later _the founda-

tion school was added, but it referred to ages 3 to 6 only.
The 1952 edition already had both the Gan and the Foundation
School with the proper designation of ages.

It is also note-

worthy that in 1948 the Bet Hayeled was to lead the all-day
s chool .

Four years later continuation in public school and

Hebrew School was suggested, with a separate section on the
all - day school.

In his address to the Rabbinical Assembly in

1946 Israels . Chipkin, the founder of the Bet Hayeled in New
York in 1939 and its ma.in advocate, stated very hopefully:

"The Jewish Foundation School is now definitely out of the experimental stage and can be considered now a definite and per110
manent part of the American-Jewish educational scene" .
Upon the urging of Moshe Davis, a Foundation School Committee
llOPRA, X (1946), 169 .
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was appointed early in 1951 with H. Chanover as chairman and
111
Leah Gelb as consultant.
But the foundation school seems to have died aborning.
Even while texts and materials were being prepared to promote
the idea , the day school preempted its place .

On May 10,1956,

a member of the Commission pointed out that "the evidence thus

.

far received indicates that the Foundation School -has not
caught on in our Movement while the Day School ha.i+. "
All this historical background interests us only to the
extent that it sheds light on philosophy .

What was it in the

minds of the Conservative planners that made them embrace the
foundat i on school and then hesitate in endorsing the day
school?
The crucial point is their attitude to the public school .
The public school must be supported by the Jewish community
at all costs as a bulwark of democracy .

If we must compete

with it let us stop after the second grade .
is parochi al and must be shunned .

The day school

112

This compromise arrangement, too , was shattered by the onrush of the Orthod.ox day school .
4.

Day School .

Before the advent of the public school

in the second half of the nineteenth century , Jews , like other
denominations, maintained parochial s chools for a short period.

Then for almost a century they practically disappeared

from the educational scene .
111

In the early 1940 1 s they appeared

M! USCJE Minutes February 13, May 9, November 5,1951;
Ms . Committee on Oojectives Minutes, March 12, 1951 .
112

PRAJE (1947), 31-42 .
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again and within less than two decades have experienced a phenomenal growth.

Whereas in 1946

s.

Dinin regarded as utopian

the possibility of a ten per cent enrollment in "parochial"
schools 113 -

and he was not alone in this outlook -

the lat-

est figures are 21 . 4~ for New York and 8 . 1~ for the country
as a whole;

114

·

and enrollments are still rising with many ma-

jor organizations getting on the bandwagon .
Why

has the community resisted this fo1•m of schooling for

so long and why has it turned so sharply?
The ideological reasons advanced against the day school
may be sum..marized as follows:
1.

Sectarianism • .,The separation between Church and

State is a basic concept in American national organization .
'fo entrust the education of American children to the church
alone , may mean the ultimate division of American l i fe along
lines of historic ; creed ••• the parochial school , whether religious or national, if conducted on a large scale , seems to be
dangerous both to the American polity and to the common welfare of the groups within 1t 0 • 115
2.

Undermining the Public School .

not beyond danger of destructi on .
may prmve decisive .

"The public school is

The position we Jews take

The public school is under attack from

many quarters • •• Rejection of the public school by increasing
numbers would be tantamount to its surrender to those who make
113 PRAJE (1946), 34 .
114Dushkln and Engelman, Jewish =ducation in the United
States pp . 60-64 .
11i
A. Dushkin, Jewish Education in New York City,p. 382.
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it; a Protestant parochial school", in view of the withdrawal
116
of Catholic children in large numbers.
Segregation.

3.

The American ideal is to create a peo-

ple who learn to understand and respect the manifold differences in creed, national origin or color.

The public school

is the best social invention to achieve such a purpose.

Se-

gregation for sectarian teaching is bad enough.
Far more important in the fashioning of human
character are the informal associations which
the school makes possible . There is no spontaneous generation of broad human sympathies and
broad human ideals. These are the consequences
of human associations . Humanity is transformed
from a mere word into a vital ideal only by common work, common study and common play of people
who differ in race, religion, wealth, culture ,
and social status. Segregation of children of a
particular denomination for study purposes means
also segregation for play purposes and segregation for all forms of human association . The result can be only the kind of mentality which
identifies mankind and America with a particular
sect and relegates all the others to a status of
aliens and of inferior kinds of human beings .117
The Conservative Jew, representing the more Americanized
and modern viewpoint, therefore, had strong misgivings about
the day school .

For many years the only day schools sponsor-

ed by Conservative congregations were progressive academies.
The rationale for such a school at the Brooklyn Jewish Center
was stated by its principal as "a vision of the synthesis of
116

M. Grossman "Parochial Schools for Jewish Children, An
Adverse View" JE, XVI (May 1945), 22; part of a symposium of\
the day school-:117Ibid, 23. For a refutation of these arguments, see
Dushkin"""""'Tne Role of the Day School" JE, XX (Fall, 1948), 5.-15.
See also Dushkin and Engelman,££• cit. pp . 28-3• . See also
JE, XV (January 1944), 6lf.; XVI {September 1944), 12-26;
XVI (May 1945), 6~29; XX {Fall 1948), 16 -63 .
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Americanism and Judaism via the activity program of an integrated childn .

118

the vision

A serious attempt at integration

of the secular and the cultural aspects of the curriculum was
therefore made.

"With attitude building as our springboard

the content of our Jewish program has been designed to give
the child command of the Hebrew language as the key to the
traditions and literature of the past and the definite link
with the Jewish renaissance centering in the new Palestine
and an introduction to the history and broad cultural heritage of the Jewish people".

What of religion?

No indoctrina-

tion with the formal creed , religious or secular , is undertaken .

Religion should be the outgrowth of personal experi-

ence and of the inner emotional life .
cate a creed , if they wish .

Only parents may incul-

ttwe have striven throughout to

preserve the spontaneity, the j oyousness of ••• religious growth".
As

to the prayer book , it is a problem in such a school , but

nno passage is read that is not understood, and no prayer re119
cited that is not appreciated" .
Such was one valiant attempt to maintain Judaism in the spirit of Dewey .
It was not till 1946 that the Conservatives were called
upon to join the day school movement and not till a decade
later that formal action was taken .

In 1946 Isaac Klein issued the first call .

120

First he

118
I . Bush "The Jewish Child and His Adjustment" SyC, I
(March 1941), 7 .
119F . R. Neumann, '' A Modern Jewish Experimental School in Quest of a Synthesis"!!!,, IV (March 1932) , 26-36 .
120

PRA , X (1946), 159-66 .
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sought to refute the arguments of those who look "with a feeling of horror" upon the all-day school .

The fear of ghetto•

ization "might be justified in some schools" but

11

in the maj-

ority of schools this argument does not obtain at all 11

•

First,

the all - day school inculcates good habits of study and. concentration and thus offers a specialized service to gifted
students .

Secondly, "even at best the all- day school would

reach a very small segment of the Jewish child population .
At pres ent it reaches only
· States .

1%

of the children in the United

It is hardly likely, unless something very radical

happens , that it would ever reach more than 10% of the Jewish
child population" .

Thir dly , the Jewish children who attend

public and Hebrew schools are denied the opportunity of playing with their non- Jewish friends in the afternoons and are

thus segregated .
He then quoted Joseph H. Lookstein , founder of the Ramaz
Academy in New York:
The all-day school is not intended to insulate
the Jewish child against the environment . The
world without is not represented to him as an
alien world . Nor is the school world within an
exclusively Jewish one . America is as much a
part of the child's life at school as Judaism is
part of his life as an American . 121
Another authority, Noah Nordi, is quoted in support of the
idea that the Jewish day school cannot be called parochial because it is not controlled either by a centralized authority,
or by a church parish both of which oppose State control of
education.

It is a private school which merely adds Jewish

121.:r!,, XVI (May 1945), 13 .
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content.
The following year Klein repeated his plea:
I strongly urge that our men identify themselves
with the venture of day schools. Since it is
our purpose to create a maximum of Jewish life,
a maximum of Jewish education and of religious
practice, we must follow in the footsteps of our
Orthodox brethren in the establishment of such
schools. 1"he future of the American Jewish com•
munity depends upon the existence of a laity that
will have a rich Jewish background and deeper loyalties. The best way to develop these is through
an intensive Jewish education as provided by the
all-day school (PRAJE, 1947, ~9).

Four years later a very learned historical and ideological
exposition of the problem was awarded space in the official
journal of the Rabbinical Assembly.
ardent support for the day school .

122

The writer expressed

"The religious day school

is American not only because historically it was the original
American educational agency, but much more because it is the
most effective instrumentality through which we can partici•
pate in ~~erican living.

Vfuile our country does not seek to

impose one belief upon its citizenry, it does want a God-fearing people.

A

good American is one who worships his God.

To

the extent that the Yeshivah Ketanah fosters Judaism, it
serves America" (CJ, VII, 13).
The writer ascribes two motives to the day school parents:

1)

The heralded intermingling through public school is chim~

erical,

since this school is a neighborhood one and serves

families of similar social, ethnic and religious background.
122

J. J. Berman "The Return to the Jewish Day School"£::,
VII (January 1951), 1-13.

189

Many public schools have a large majority of Jewish students
anyway .

2)

The public school does not necessarily promote

the adjustment of Jewish children to gentiles .

Often the cold

impersonality or unsympathetic attitude of that school ' s teacher is a traumatic experience for the Jewish child which often causes ttreelings of insecurity and inferiority that many
American born Jews betray in the presence of non- Jews'',
. (pp • llf • ) 123
In 1956 the USCJE took up the cudgel .

124

On may 10th the

Commission was urged by several members to take a stand in
support of the day school.

Leo L . Honor "pointed out that it

was very important to have a clear pronouncement on this problem .

He raised the point that in this pronouncement we must

take into consideration the problem of the public school system .

Is the Day School something we · want for all of our

children , or is it something that is to be, at best , for a
select few?

He emphasized that we must be very careful not to

undermine the concept of the public school" .
On June 7th a special meeting was held on the day school.
"The general feeling of the Commission members was that the
Day School idea should be encouraged for a portion of Jewish
children" .

Elias Charry felt "that all of our children need

the public school experience .

If there is to be a Day School

type of Jewish education , then it should be patterned after
123See also L. Nulman, The Parent and the Jewish Day School:
Reactions of Parents to Jewish All-Day School (Scranton,1956) .
124
Based on Ms USCJE Minutes of / specified dates.
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the Akiba Academy of Philadelphia where such studies are begun on the Junior High School level" .
ently i

Jack

J . Cohen , evid-

keepi ng with his Reconstructionist philosophy and

in fear of further fra.gmentizing Jewish life , "urged that any
attempt to introduce a Day School in a community should be
initially a communal effort .

He felt it unwise to think of

developing •Conservative ' Day Schools .
Da

' Non-institutionalr

Schools would provide a more democratic base for admini-

stration as well as for study" .

Several members , however,

pointed out "that in practical experience it becomes necessary
for us to work by ourselves, inasmuch as other segments of the
Jewish community, i.e., Orthodox groups , will not cooperate
with us .

Also, their pedagogic standards and techniques are

unacceptable" .

It was agreed that a subcommittee draft a

statement of policy on the subject

or further study .

On April 30- May 1 , 1957, a National Conference on Day School
Education was held at the Jewish Theological Seminary under
sponsorship of the USCJE. 125

The keynote address on "The

Philosophy of the Conservative Day School" was delivered by
Simon Greenberg .

The main point he made was that America

consists of a quadruple melting pot of Protestant - CatholicJew-Secularist; by living his religion through the day school,
the Jew is merely true to himself and to the Jewish version
of

American civilization.
His support of the day school thus rested
upon the faith that the Jewish religion , rooted
125

Reported in Sys, XVI (S~ptember 1957), 3-47.
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in the Bible and in the Rabbinic tradition, is
the highest and noblest principle for the integration of the life of the individual Jew and of
the Jewish community , and that in this land we
have the opportunity to make it the center around
which to develop the Jewish version of American
civilization (p. 12).
Re set the upper limit for day school attendance at 25% of
the total number of Jewish children of elementary and high
school age.

At the same conference Jack Cohen, while pointing at the
many dangers lurking in the day school idea, advanced the
following two reasons in its favor:

1.

11 It

seems plausible

to assume that day schools, in which American life can be examined from the perspective of a particular heritage could
add to the general spiritual wealth of our country" {p . 33).
2.

The day school is justified if it is interdenominational,

just as the public school keeps religion out .
We talk of the unity of the Jewish people , but
we have not yet sensed that unity deeply enough
to enable Orthodox, Reform, Conservative and secularist Jews to establish and maintain a common
system of Jewish schools . I contend that Jewish
day schools which are to be justified in terms of
the needs of American education can be so justified only if they reckon with the internal problems of the Jewish tradition in the same epirit
of freedom with which we expect common American
education to treat all aspects of human experience (p. 34) . 126
In 1957 all the Conservative movement could show for its
labors were eleven day schools, two of which were in Canada,
four had just started as foundation schools and one was a
joint venture with an Orthodox congregati on .

127

126cr . E. Shereshevsky, "The Jewish Day School"
(March 1959), 8-11 .
127
Ms USC.TE Minutes, January 19, 1957.

sys,
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The Ladder of Jewish Education.

In 1947 Moshe Davis thus

entitled his proposed program for Jewish education in Conser•
128
vative Judaism.
This ladder included the following rungs:
1. nursery school for ages three to seven; 2. the afternoon

school five days a week; to be supplemented by a high school,
summer camp, the college campus, adult education, the Teachers
Institute and Seminary College of Jewish studies.
The 1958 edition of the Objectives proposed the following
structure: 1) foundation school, 2) Gan, 3) primary department,
4) elementary, 5} junior high, 6) intensive Hebrew high, 7}

Hebrew high (pp. 16-19).

There was a special section endors-

ing the day school (p. 21).
Official Objectives
Drafting the 1946 Statement.

Soon after assuming office in

September 1945, A. E. Milgram set up a Committee on Objectives,
Standards and Curriculum.

This committee energetically prow

ceeded to draw up a statement on objectives that was published
in 1946.

In view of the centrality of this statement to a Con-

servative philosophy of education we shall examine it in considerable detail.
The members of the Committee were:

Simon Greenberg, chair-

man, Max Arzt, Jack J. Cohen, Josiah Derby, Theodor Friedman,
Henry Goldberg, Max Kadushin, A. E. Milgram, Arthur Neulander,
Louis Huffman, and Edward T. Sandrow.
were rabbis and two were educators.

Of the eleven men, nine

At that time there were

128 PRAJE (1947), 10-30; also published separately and in
QI., IV (March 1948), 1-14.
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still very few principals of Conservative schools with long
experience.

The rabb:ts had been running their schools for

many years.

The committee thus consisted of rabbinic and lay

educators.

"The main criteria for choosing the members of

this committee were :

1) experience in the administration of

a relatively successful congregational school, and 2) personal-affiliation with Conservative Judaism, based on education129
al background and personal convictions" .
In 1953 Abraham Simon became chairman .
members of the committee were:

In that year the

Elijah Bor~

er, Jack J.

✓

Cohen, Josiah Derby, George Ende , Henry R. Goldberg, William
Lakritz, Alter F. Landesman, Stanley Rabinowitz , Louis L .
·
130
Ruffman and Simon Shoop, with Millgram ex - officio .
The committee to draft the 1946 statement met ten times
for full meetings and there were many meetings of subcommittees . 131

All members received a copy of A. Dushkin ' s article

on "Common Elements in Jewish Education" . 132

The minutes do

not show who prepared the original draft, nor do we have the
text of that document.

We do know that Ruffman, Goldberg and

Millgram worked on the administrative section, Cohen on the
sections on "Role" and "Objectives" .

On April 27 , 1946 the

Commission reviewed the committee's draft and decided

1) to

eliminate in the "Role" section the reference to the decline

0

129,[E, XVIII (March 1947), 25 .
130Mimeographed USCJE Annual Report,1952-53, 1953-54, the
only two reports of this kind that came to our attention.
131 Millgram, PRA, X (1946), 179 . The Ms Minutes of the committee show fewermeetings. Evidently not all meetings produced minutes. All dates hereafter in the tex~will refer to
the minutes of the committee or of the Joint Commission.
132_:!!, XVII (November 1945), 5-13, 59f; (February 1946),
40-43.
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of the Talmud Torah and a quotation from Dushkin, and 2) to
include a "statement that will explicitly include the aim of
achieving an adjustment of the Jewish child to his American
envi~orunent ."

The text was evidently submitted to men in the

field for review, since on May 15th a letter by Leon Lang was
considered.

Lang wrote:

"there seems to have been no thought

given to the relation of Jewish educational goals vis-a-vis
the American scene and within a democratic social milieu.
This makes the whole approach very unrealistic, not to say unprogressive ••• To fail to integrate such goals and methods with
the current American life of our youth and their social experience would be little short of disastrous, in
ment."

my humble judg-

The committee, however, decided not to alter the

statement in view of the fact that, in their judgment, this
problem had been taken proper cognizance of in the statement.
'
A suggestion by Max Arzt to include an
expression of attitude

on the all-day school was deemed inadvisable, since the statement did not pretend to cover every aspect of Jewish education,
and a brief reference would confuse rather than clarify the
issue.

It was probably published soon thereafter.

The Statement: The Objectives and Standards for the Congregational Schoo1 133 published in 1946 by the Joint Commission
on Jewish Education of the Rabbinical Assembly and the United
Synagogue contained four sections:

1) The role of the Congre-

gational School, 2) Objectives, 3) The Contents of the Congre133

-

Also appeared in CJ', II (April 1946) ,· 24•32.
perhaps read this draft.

Lang
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gational School Curriculum, and 4} Standards for Organizational Structure and Administration.
1.

Role.

The introductory section granted that the con-

gregational school has produced a lowering of standards.

But

these faults
are not inherent in the congregational school
system. These faults may be traced to remedi•
able causes. The congregational school, moreover, has potentialities for enriching the whole
educational process, the most important being the
opportunity it provides to bring the child into
close relationship with the synagogue, its affiliated organizations, and its many activities.
Equally important is the closer bond with the
child's home whieh a congregational school affords.
If the child is in the school the mother is in
the sisterhood, the father in the men's club and the
sister or brother in the Young People's League.
The rabbi, too, is in a strategic position to help
establish a harmonious interchange of influence between home and school (p. 4).
2.

Objectives.

These are q~oted below in full.

In order that our children may experience the worthwhileness of Jewish life and ideals and claim their
Jewish heritage joyfully, our school curriculum
should be based on the following goals:
1. To develop and enhance the child's spiritual
and ethical sensitivity so that in act and attitude he may be governed by the moral and religious
traditions of Judaism.
2. To equip the child with knowledge of the Hebrew
language which is indispensable for a full appreciation of the spirit and content of the Jewish heritage and of its renaissance in modern Palestine.
3. To impart a knowledge of Jewish history, literature and culture, necessary for rich, meaningful
and intelligent Jewish living and for an understanding of the contributions of the Jew and of
Judaism to world history and culture.

4. To develop in the child the ability and the
desire to participate fully in traditional Jewish
observances and practices in the Synagogue and the
home.
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5. '1 0 provide for the ohild, during his school
career, a wide range of group activities and observances through which he may experience the
satisfaction and the inspiration of Jewish living.
1

/

6. To instill in the child the desire to continue
his studies beyond the elementary school level,
and to encourage the graduates of our secondary
schools to pursue their studies in higher schools
of Jewish learning in order to prepare for posit•
ions of leadership in Jewish life.
7. To develop in the growing child an interest
and a desire to participate in local, national
and world Jewish affairs and in contributing toward the fulfillment of the prophetic vision of
a united mankind.
B. To give the child an awareness of the essential
harmony between the ideals and traditions of American
democracy and of the ideals and traditions of Judaism
to the end that he may be happily adjusted to his
environment as a Jew and citizen (pp. 5f).
3.

Contents of the Currieulwn.

Six areas were listed: 1)

religious convictions and observances, 2) the Hebrew language,
3) Torah and its significance in maintaining the continuity
of the Jewish tradition, 4) history of the Jewish people and
the contemporary scene, 5) Palestine, and 6) American Jewish
history and life.
4.

Organizational Structure and Administration.

The educa-

tional program should eoctend from kindergarten through high
school.

The one-day-a-week school cannot achieve the above

objectives.

"Therefore all children above the age 0f eight

should be required to attend at least three sessions a week
and not less than two hours per session" (p. 12).
There should be the following departments:
ages

4½

1) primary for

to 8, 2) elementary from 8 to 14, 3) junior high from

age 11 with an accelerated intensive Hebrew curriculum for
gifted students, 4) Hebrew high school for graduates of the
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junior high, and 5) extension high school with a more tenuous
program.

Both high school departments should be based on a

three-year course of studies, the former six hours a week,
the latter four hours, and should prepare the students for
the respective departments of the Teachers Institute.
The balance of the statement dealt with Bar and Bat Mitzvah, as well as confirmation requirements, school board organization, competent teachers, a principal for enrollments of
over 200, proper physical facilities, textbooks and materials,
evaluation, school records, budget, and cooperation with the
congregation and the community.
Comparison with Du.shkin's Common Elements .

As was noted

above, the Objectives Committee consulted Dushkin's formulation of seven common elements which all schools do and should
accept.

Dushkin's text follows:
We believe that all American Jewish schools do
teach or wish to teach the following:
1. The classical continuing Jewish tradition religious, literary, institutional and ethical •••
Torah in its widest sense -recognizing, however,
the existence of differences in selection of
materials and interpretations of events and ideas;
it being understood that the range of such differences in selection inereases as it proceeds from
the biblical period to our own day.
2. Concrete ways of personal Jewish living - Mitzvoth, customs, folkways, language forms, obligationsrecognizing differences regarding the particular
Jewish activities and wavs of life which are to be
taught as obligatory conmi.itmenta for children and
adults.
3. Hebrew in Jewish literature and life - recognizing differences regarding the age level at which
it is to be taught, the materials and forms of teaching, and the intensity and amount of Hebrew language study.
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4. The Jewish people - identification with it,
knowledge of its past and present, and desire for
its survival and welfare the world over - recognizing that there are various conceptions regarding the character of the Jewish people and its
future.
5. Palestine - its unique role in Jewish history
and tradition and its continued upbuilding and development - recognizing the existence of different
views as to desired functions and forms of Jewish
life in Palestine and also as to its relation to
the Diaspora.
6. The American Jewish Environment - the history and
development of American Jewry, participation in and
responsibility for its welfare and growth, the status of Jews as Americans and the relation of the Jewish tradition to American democracy - recognizing
the existence of differences regarding the desired
forms and choice of affiliation and the outlook,
as to the character and future of American Jewry.
7. Faith in the divine purpose making for the
betterment of the world and man, involving the human
obligation to strive toward a better, democratic
world order - recognizing the existence of differences as to how this faith is to be imparted and
what its implications are in political, social and
economic terms.134
In the Conservative Objectives there is naturally a special
emphasis on religion and the synagogue.

Otherwise the Common

Elements, especially in their expanded form contained in
Dushkin's comments, do contain the germ of all that went into
the Conservative Objectives.

That probably could be said of

any comprehensive statement or aims by a Jewish school system.
It is, however, the special emphasis that makes the difference.
Emphasis.
Objectives?

What was in the minds of the framers of these
Fortunately this is on record .

In his report to

,

the Rabbinical Assembly, Greenberg, chairman of the Committee
134

JE, XVII (November 1945),

a.
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On Objectives, discussed the matter.
In the first place, we wanted to formulate for
ourselves, as clearly as we knew how, what we
considered to be reasonable and obtainable ob•
jectives for our schools. We were constantly thinking in terms of the congregations as we knew them,
not as we would like them to be some time in the
future, but as they now exist, so that the next
step should not be a tremendous leap. We don't
have the teachers, we don't have the equipment.
But even within our present set up and within our
present limitations, we need a formulation of our
principles, and an understanding in our own minds
of what it is that we want to achieve. We stressed, first, that our school is intended to be an
institution for the teaching of Judaism, not for
the teaching of democracy or Americanism, or a lot
of other very fine things~ But it is about time
that we make it clear in our own minds that while
we all want democracy and Americanism, we teach
Judaism because we believe that within Judaism
democracy and Americanism have their proper and
appropriate and natural place. If we produce great
democrats we may not necessarily produce great
Jews, but if we produce great Jews, we will of necessity produce great democrats. And the same is
true for Americanism. And therefore, our emphasis
should be, in our schools, upon the Jewish content
that we want to transmit.
We put our emphasis upon the religious aspects of
our school. Our schools will be failures if we do
not produce God-fearing human beings, God-fearing
Jews. If we produce first-rate Hebraists, who
have no place in their lives for Sabbath and for
Kashruth and for the synagogue as a place of worship and for prayer in their own personal lives,
then our type of school has failed. It is a very
good thing to produce men who are wholehearted and
devoted nationalists and Zionists and Hebraists.
Would to God that we were able to produce those in
any goodly number. But even at that, we would fail
if there would be the absence of the religious element in our education, and therefore you will find
this stress that we put on those objectives.
Third, we stressed knowledge and habits. It is all
very fine to talk about creating an atmosphere where
the child is going to be happy as a child, but if
he grows up without the ,ability to handle the prayer
boo~ and the Bible, and to have some concept of the
contents of both of these books, then again we have
failed. I know Jews who have no knowledge of Judaism and are quite satisfied with themselves. But
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we don't want a Jew merely to be happy as a Jew.
We want him also to have the contents of Judaism,
and that emphasis must be there in our school curriculum, regardless of what else we do. We must
search constantly for new methodologies, for new
ways of making content material interesting to the
children. But we must never forget that our purpose ultimately is content and not merely the adornments of educational methodology.135
Millgram pointed to these statements by Greenberg and to
Davis' Ladder (above p. 192) as documents embracing the basic
ideology and the over-all framework of Jewish education in
Conserva ti ve Jud.aism. l 36

He pone
1 t d ou t th a t th e ma j or am
i

was not mere survival, but a worthwhile religious and national type of living. 137
In his evaluation of the Objectives, Louis Katzoff stated:
It is important that this statement started with
objectives. You will find that in all of theeducational literature today, there is an emphasis
on objectives of teaching. Yet I would remark
that we must go from the general to the specific,
and it seems to me that this statement contains
only the general statements. As a matter of fact,
it differs not too much from the common elements
that many of us are familiar with that have been
described recently as the product of the educators under the auspices of the Jewish Education
Committee, the seven cardinal themes in Jewish
education that are common to all schools, not just
Conservative schools, not just congregational
schools, but even to the Yiddish school. Wherein
is our school different from the other schools?
We ought to go from the general statements to the
specific statements •••
135 PRA, X (1946), 173-75~ For another evaluation of the
Objectives by Greenberg see PRAJE (1946), 39-44.
136 "Implementing a Program of Intensive Jewish Education
in the Congregational School" CJ, V (June 1949), 1-9.
137
Cf. also "The Objectives of Jewish Education"
JE, XVIII (March 1947), 24f.
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I think we must revaluate our own place in Jewish
education. Right now, the Conservative movement
is certainly on the ascendancy in this country.
As a matter of fact, many people believe that this
might become the norm of Judaism in America. But
you know, two generations ago that is exactly what
they said about the Reform synagogues. They said
that was becoming American Judaism. After two generations, we discovered how futilely weak they were,
and I believe the weakness was inherent in their
educational system.
Two generations ago, when the great influx of Jews
started to America, we brought over the European
idea of education, the communal Talmud Torah. Now
we have gone from the communal Talmud Torah to the
congregational school.

our
shoulders with this new assumption of responsibility. Now that a generation has gone, and we reap,
I think, the results of a Jewish illiteracy, we
should honestly ask ourselves: Our first generation is practically lost; are we going to do a
better job with our second generation?l38
A tremendous responsibility was placed on

A little over a year after the publication of the first
edition of the Objectives Millgram reported that a revision
was in preparation, "because the Commission,· too, has been
groping.

It put out one statement.

Now on the basis of ex-

perience, on the basis of criticism, we are revising it
;; 139
radically.
There is no doubt that much of what was added in this
later statement was in the minds of the framers in the first
place.

But in their first attempt they chose to be cautious.

It was basically a matter of adding to the more formal educational aspects listed in 1946 some indications as to an ex-

.

.

panded -co~curriculum.

This job of refinement continued in

138 PRA, X (1946), 176-79.
139 PRAJE (1947), 134.
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later years.
At the Rabbinical Assembly Conference on Jewish Education
in 1947 the following resolutions were adopted .

They no doubt

strengthened the hands of the Commission in its labors.
Jewish education should deal with the whole child.
As such, it should impart a belief in God, develop
an ethical personality, instill the love of observance of Jewish religious practices , foster a desire
to fulfill American democratic ideals through a
world order of peace and justice , create a personal
vital relationship with Eretz Yisrael and transmit
a knowledge of Jewish sources ancient and modern
in the Hebre language .
Day schools were endorsed . 140
In a letter of invitation to a meeting of the Committee on
October 30 , 1952 it was stated that the Objectives and
Cu'l'."riculum Outlines prepared by 1 t "have had. a revolutionary
and salutary effect upon the Conservative congregational
school . "
Upgrading Standards .

Three editions of the Objectives con-

tain the major upward revisions of standards: those of 1946
(18pp . }, 1948 (22pp . }, and 1958 (29pp . } .

Minor changes were

made in the 1952 edition (23pp . ) .
1946 and 1948 Compared.

The 1948 edition was f our pages

longer due to the following additional features:

a brief par-

agraph on the arts as part of the curriculum contents, the
Foundation School, extensive and intensive junior high departments, LTF, junior congregation, clubs and other activities,
all-day schools and summer camps , expanded statement on staff
140
PRAJE (1947), 15lf.
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standards, integration of home with classroom through the PTA.
These additions reflected both new experiences, such as the
Foundation School, the day school, and LTF, as well as more
refined approaches.
Omitted was a short paragraph that set the age of curricular differentiation between students who have or do not have
aptitude for Hebrew study at age eleven.

It was evidently

decided to leave that to the individual school .
A revised edition in 1952 differed from the earlier edition by an addition of a paragraph on nursery school and kindergarten for those congregations which could not establish
a Foundation School.
1958 edition.

Otherwise the text was the same.

For· a while the matter rested.

It took

some time to reactivate the eonunittee 1 s work on objectives,
especially since they were busy with curriculum.

On March 3,

1957, Greenberg reported that the committee had met four
times and had prepared a first draft .

We have in the Minutes

several drafts of the section on "Contents" which will be discussed in detail in the next chapter.

Here we shall note

that the 1958 revision, which finally emerged, differed considerably from the previous ones.
completely revamped.

The list of objectives was

There was more emphasis on religion,

Mitzvot, God and ethical experiences.
America-centered.

The statement was more

Hebrew was limited more to literature, ra-

ther than to its significance for a link with Israel.

Demo-

cratic elements in the Bible· and community participation received greater emphasis.
At the 1955 Rabbinical Assembly Conference Derby reported
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that a survey showed that half of the congregations responding thought the Objectives satisfactory, only 20% thought them
too high, and

lo%

felt that they should be raised.

This was

interpreted as an indication of basic agreement on education141
al philosophy .
Millgram asserted that the Objectives were
instrumental in spurring the abolition of the Sunday schooi. 142
Objectives Compared.

In order to afford the reader a bird's

eye view of the many attempts at framing educational objectives we prepared a table showing nine such formulations, almost all of them within the Conservative movement .

In addi-

tion, we shall comoare these to several surveys of aims in
Jewish education generally .
The nine columns in Table 1 represent the f ollowing:
a) the official objectives of 1946 and 1948; b) those of
1958; c) Davis ' in his introduction to his Ladder of Jewish
Education; d) Dushkin 1 s common elements; e) Dinin 1 s summary
of the Consensus by all participants in the Dropsie Symposium;
f) Dinin 1 s own in that same symposium; g ) Irene Bush's for

the Brooklyn Jewish Center Academy; h) Eugene Kohn ' s in 1933f 43
144
1) Reconstructionist .
It will be noted that:

A) represented the first attempt

141 Josiah Derby "The Present Status of Jewish Education in
the Conservative Movement" PRA, XIX (1955), 191-203.
142 Ibid, 206 .
143All the previous documents were reviewed above and will

not be documented here. Kohn 1 s "The Objectives of Jewish
Education in America" PRA, V (19:33), 13- 29 .
144
A Plan for Jewish Education, N. Y. n.d., 7f.
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at formulating Objectives.

B) in 1958 there was more stress

on the God idea and on ethical experiences than in 1946.

C)

Davis' arrangement was different but it comes closest to the
1958 draft.

D) Dushkin's common elements served as guide for

the official objectives.

F) The Dropsie Consensus speaks of

"Torah in its broadest sense".

F) Dinin stressed humanistic

values and democracy in the Jewish community.
out attitudes and behavior.

G) Bush singled

H) Kohn had few practical pre-

cepts and little emphasis on Hebrew, world Jewry and literature.

I) The Reconstructionist aims were varied and all-em-

bracing.
In the final analysis all, except Bush, stress very similar aims, because they all deal with the afternoon Hebrew
School.

Bush is different because her goals were designed

for a progressive day school .

We must reiterate again, how-

ever, that emphases are all-important.

Even within the Con-

servative movement the supernatural approach of the theists
is poles apart from the naturalist Reconstructionists and
certainl7r from Bush, who altogether shied away from indoctrination and religion.
A quick review of surveys of aims in general Jewish education should also prove instructive.

Honor discerned three
~

a,,,.,.v ·..,..A..

stages in the historical progress of Jewish education.
.,..,

In the

first stage the focus was placed upon making Jewish education
more attractive; in the second more meaningfui. 145

more pertinent, in the third-

Mordecai Halevi diagnosed the essential

145 Jewish Elementary Education in the United States, 22f.
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differences as between those who stress linguistics and others
who emphasize experience and content.

146

In his report on the

National Study of the American Association for Jewish Education in 195~Dushkin found that all whose opinions were polled
stressed knowledge above everything; he also f ound little difference between the goals of the Orthodox, Conservative and
Reform . 147

The author of the Common Elements has consciously

kept sufficiently aloof from some existing divisive realities
in Jewish education in his wise guidance toward more unity in
the Jewish school .
The Reform movement has boasted a department of education
for over thirty five years, but its curricula were merely lists
of suggested books without a statement of objectives .

Not un-

til its recent edition was sueh a statement of aims included.148
The Conservative Commission undertook this task the very first
year it engaged a professional head.

By making the goals

realistic and yet setting the sights higher than reality, it
produced a document that had great impact on Conservative
education.
Summary and Conclusions
From meager beginnings four decades ago the Conservative
school system rose to have the highest pereentage of weekday
enrollment.

A Commission of Jewish Education has been active

within the past fifteen years in publishing textbooks and clar146 "Divergent Formulations of Objectives in American Jewish
Education'' JE, XXV (Winter 1955), 11-21 .
147
Jewish Education in the United States , pp. 14-38.

148E. Gamoran, Curriculum for the Jewish Religious School,
New York, 1956-57.
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ifying aims.
Conservati ve educators, after advancing progressivist notion~have settled on an essentialist philosophy.

The Recon-

structionists, however, have succeeded in adapting progressivist ideas to the Jewish school.
Structurally there was experimentation with a one-day-aweek education which led to dissatisfaction and evolution of
the Ladder of Jewish Education, starting with nursery school,
ending with high school, and including co-curricular activities, with the weekday afternoon school as the core.
The officially adopted aims are:

love of God and goodness,

spiritual and ethical experiences, Mitzvot, Hebrew language
and literature, history, culture, the Jewish people in America,
Israel and the world over, democracy in its relation to Judaism, and the study of the Torah as a life-long pursuit.
The following observations on the educational philosophy
of the Conservative movement seem in order:
1.

Essentialism.

The spokesmen who represent the offic-

ial Conservative line tend toward perennialism and essentialism: the heritage comes first, the child and the community are
next in line of importance.
2.

Comprehensive Scope.

Both the aims and the content of

education embrace a wide variety of elements.
3.

Middle-of-the-Road Structure.

The afternoon Hebrew

school stands half-way between the Sunday and the all-day
school.

The Conservatives adopted it as their basic pattern

of organization in line with their middle position within the
denominations.
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TABLE 1
COMPARISON OF EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVES
A-Objectives 1946-48
Spiritual ethical
sensitivity
Hebrew
History, literature,
culture
Home, synagogue
observances
School observances
Jewish People
Democracy and
Judaism
D- Dushkin Common
Elements
Torah
Mitzvot

B-Objectives 1958
Love of God, goodness
Spiritual ethical
experiences
Mitzvot

Mitzvot

Jewish people
religion and
culture,
Palestine
Jewish sources
Torah life-long pursuit Modern literature,
art

E-Concensus Dropsie
Education indispemanl.e
Torah-Jewish life
Intensive education

Palestine

Israel

America
God

Jewish People
Judaism and Democracy
Ethical personality

Attitudes to Jewish values
Jewish and American
ideals
Pride in leaders

God
Ethics

Hebrew
History, literature,
culture
Democracy and Judaism

Hebrew
Jewish people

G- Bush Academy

C-Davis Ladder

F-Dinin
Education central
Indispensable to
Am . Judaism and
democracy
Democracy in
Jewish life.
Child-communitycentered
Torah
Current problems
Israel
Hebrew-Yiddish
Arts
God
Folkways
Scientific

H-Kohn 1933

I - Reconstructionist

God
Practical ethics

Will to live as.J:w
As human being

Prayer

Intellectual honesty
Jewish past

Jewish and American
participation
Judaism & democracy
People & Humanity

Hebrew

Hebrew & English

America and Judaism
Arts

History
Literature

Evaluate heritage
Understanding and
religion
Ethical living
Rituals,Horne life
Hebrew, Arts
Peoplehood
Democratic comrnmity
Zionism
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Chapter IV
THE CURRICULUM OF THE CONSERVATIVE RELIGIOUS SCHOOL
Introduction
The present chapter is divided into three major parts:
1.

the reasons advanced for teaching the various subjects;

2.

a history of the curricula of Conservative schools in

America; 3.

an examination of these Conservative curricula

in the light of our findings on Conservative ideology and
educational philosophy.
Justification of Curriculum Content
Our generation has experienced a complete revaluation of
values.

Jewish curriculum planners have been beset by eiairns

of conflicting Jewish ideologies and general educational
theories.

The axioms of recent generations have all been put

in question.

Every one of the subjects of the old curriculum

has been challenged .

Bible, Talmud, Hebrew, prayer, obser-

vances, have been put on the defensive.

Moreover, there has

been an unprecedented expansion of the curriculum .

History,

holidays, modern Hebrew, ethics, current problems, Jewish
community life are only a sampling of the new subjects taught
in our schools.

Altogether novel were the co-curricular

offerings, such as Keren Ami, art, drama, singing, dancing.
We shall examine some of the rationales of the major sub•
jects taught in the Jewish school.

Why

Hebrew:

We shall begin with modern Hebrew which is

the expression and symbol of Jewish nationalism born of the
millenia of yearnings and aspirations of a nation striving
for redemption.
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Ben Gurion, prime minister of Israel, states:
The Hebrew language is an ~ndispensable condition to Jewish education. Without it there is
no Jewish education. A knowledge of the Hebrew
language provides us with a contact with all Jew, ish generations of the past and all Jewish centers
throughout history. Moreover, it is the key to
the treasure-house of Jewish culture.I
Eliezer Rieger, formerly dean of the School of Education
of the Hebrew University, writes:
Hebrew has a special importance for the Jews in
the Diaspora. It is not a "foreign language"
for them. It is a language which binds them to
their people's past and to their historic home
as well as to their people in present-day Israel.
It is also the language of their religion, the
language of the Bible and the Prayerbook . It is
the common denominator of all Jewish groups wherever they may live and whatever their particular
characteristics.2
We shall now quote from one of the earliest Reform
curricula:
Hebrew is the characteristic subject of the curriculum of the Jewish Religious School; the other
subjects, biblical history, ethics and religious
principles, it shares with other denominational
schools. Only Hebrew is an avowedly Jewish subject. When the Hebrew is dropped out of the religious training, the Jewish school loses much
of its uniqueness. The Hebrew accentuates all
the other subJects of the school and gives them
their Jewish genius" and charm . Jewish heroism
and Jewish martyrdom, Jewish poetry and Jewish
philosophy, Jewish customs and Jewish ritual lose
the largest part of their distinctiveness when
they are taught without relation to that tongue
which is the source of their life.3
Another Reform authority states:
1

The Day, Yiddish daily, October 30, 1955

2 Modern Hebrew (1953), 6-12.
3

L. Grossman.
(1919), p. 181.

The Aims of Teaching in Jewish Schools

211

No one can doubt the great cultural value of
the Hebrew language. To know the Hebrew language is to have access to the idealism of the
Jewish people in its most original forms of expression . That such a knowledge is of great
survival value will be seen from the tenacity
"with which the Jewish people clung to it throughout the ages, both in prayer and in study.4
Henrietta Szold wrote in 1896 ;
Literature in the vernaeular • • • is effective •••
so ' far as the head goes, but it can never stir
the heart as hearts should be stirred to uproot
apathy . The Hebrew language itself is freighted
with untranslatable Hebrew ideals . A Hebrew
word conjures up a whole train of religious
thoughts; therefore our public worship 1s bound
to lose its Jewish character in the measure in
which Hebrew is banished (p . 14) .
There is a vast literary storehouse f i lled with
treasures; the key, the Hebrew Language, is in
our guardianship; have we a right to thr ow the
key into the ocean of oblivion, and deprive the
world of the enjoyment of those treasures?
More than that: when we have ceased to be the
efficient guardians of our treasures, o·f what
use are we in the world? ...
,
As there is but one God, so there is but one Judaism, and that Judaism has but one language the Hebrew ••• 5
Solomon Schechter, in an address in 1907 on "The Problems
of Religious Education" (Seminary Addresses, pp. 105-17) delivered a most telling argument on the indispensability of
Hebrew in Jewish education .
It is the sacred language, it is the language
of the Bible, it is the language of the prayer
Book and the de ~pository of all the sublimest
thoughts and noblest sentiments that Israel
taught and felt for more than three thousand
years . It is the tie that unites us with millions of worshippers in the same sacred language,
4E . Gamoran, Changing Conceptions in Jewish Education, II

(192"4T, p. 142.

5 A Century of Jewish Thought, lecture before council of
Jewish Women {Baltimore, 1896), p . 15 .
~
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who are our brethers and our brethren in spite
of all the latest theological discoveries and
ethnological hypotheses. It i ,s the natural
language of the Jew when in communion with his
God; he divines more than he is able to explain.
Translations are a poor makeshift at best, and
more often a miserable caricature. For more than
twenty-three centuries the world has been busy
with the interpretation and translation of the
Scriptures, and yet no agreement has been reached
as to the exact rendering of the fourth verse of
the sixth chapter of Deuteronomy containing the
confession of Israel's creed. But the Jew reads
the Shema Yisrael and does know it. He cannot
translate it, but he feels it and is it . For, as
the mystics have it, to be a thing is to know a
thing, and to know a thing is to be a thing •••
When the last sound of Hebrew will have disappear-

ed from our synagogues, the last trace of Judaism
will also have gone (p. 110).
Judah Pilch, 6 in an article on the subject under review,
states:
A minority, like the Jewish people, cannot exist

away from its homeland without that inner strength
which will protect it against assimilation and national disintegration, namely, an independent cultural life. No Jewish independent culture can
exist without the Hebrew language which nurtures
it and gives it vitality; Jewish culture in translation alone will be ineffective in stemming the
tide of complete cultural assimilation . Whenever
the Jewish people preserved the Hebrew language in
one form or another, they continued their national
existence even though their spoken language was
not Hebrew.
From this we can deduce that in spite of the fact
that we share national and universal cultural
values with the people among whom we live, our
existence as a people is not endangered as long
as the Hebrew language is part and parcel of our
individual and collective lives as Jews (p.20).
In a major declarat1on 7 written in the heyday of progressive
St'The Place of the Hebrew Language in the School," JE,
XIX (Spri ng 1948), 20-22.
711 some (!uiding Principles for the Curriculum of the Jewish
School of Tomorrow 0 , JE, IV (December 1932), 150-62.
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currents J . Golub and L . Honor stated:
We believe that the restored active use of our
historic language will greatly facilitate communication among world Jewry . Above all , Hebrew
is indispensable to continued progress in our national literature, which requires not merely the
literary artists, but an audience freely conversant with the Hebrew idiom. We must , therefore,
strive toward· a condition in which as many of our
children as possible shall be bi - l i ngua l , using
Hebrew as freely as English (p . 158) .
In his book Hebrew the Eternal Language (1~57 ) William
Ch0msky of Dropsie College, Philadelphia, presents one of the
most learned statements on the importance of Hebrew in Jewish
education in America .

He then proceeds:

Young people, and adults too , who possess the
proper Hebraic orientation will be not only the
builders of Israel , but also the backbone of a
meaningful Judaism in the Diaspora , which will
integrate itself with the revitalized Judaism
of Israel and model itself to some degree on the
ideal patterns evolved there, while evolving and
creating at the same time values and life patterns indigenous to their particular local e {p . 277).
The only guarantee for the survival of the Jewish community as a creative force in Jewish life
is an effective, functional, Torah- cente r ed and
Hebraic type of education (p . 278) .
David Bridger analyzed sixteen curricula, nearly all of
them designed for both Orthodox and Conservat i ve s chools .

8

Re found in them the following objectives of Hebrew instruction .
1.
2.

To teach elementary language skills .
To teach national - religi ous content through
the use of the Hebrew idiom .

811 0bjecttives and Standards of Achievement of Hebrew
Language Instruction on the Primary Level" , JE , XXV (Fall
1954 ), 37- 45; See also: JE, XXIX (Fall 1958 )-;-50 .
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3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

To enable the pupil to read selections of
the Hebrew Bible with understanding.
To enable the pupil to read and understand
Hebrew story-material.
To prepare the pupil for subsequent reading
of classical and modern Hebrew literature.
To enable the pupil to understand Jewish
values , concepts and institutions in their
original idiom.
To enable the pupil to become familiar with
Hebrew words and expressions which have become the vocabula.ry of Jewish life.
To enable the pupil to read and understand
Hebrew prayers.
To enable the pupil to translate simple passages from the Prayer-book and the Bible.
To enable the pupil to use Hebrew as a means
of self-expression ora lly and/or in writing.
To enable the pupil to understand Hebrew
conversation.
To enable the pupil to appreciate the Hebrew
language as a living and creative force both
here and in Israel (p. 45) .

Zvi Scharfstein has espoused maxims.list views, demanding
a maximum of Hebrew in the program as well as the teaching
of all other subjects in that language.

What were his

reasons?
Fortunately we have a recent collection of his essays
where his views on the subject are stated very clearly. 9
There was a time when language was considered
a vestment of thought and a distinction aR
made between form and content, that is , it was ~·be'B:eved"· tha.t +thought and words existed separately
in our mind, and the speaker merely fitted the
words to his thoughts. In reality thought cannot
exist in a vacuum. When linguistic form is absent, thought is errant and uncertain (p. 10).
Why should we not teach Judaie subjects in English
and Hebrew' merely as a language? Jabotinsky remarked that the school implants in the hearts of
its students not the language that is studied, but
the language of instruction. A person grows with
his studies. Every day his world widens and new
9Hinukh Vekiyu.m (no date; epilogue written in 1957), p.352.
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horizons reveal themselves: the mysteries of
nature, of biology, of the nature of society.
Daily his concepts are enriched and all this
wealth is contained in a new vocabulary. Concepts and words become indissolubly united.
This brings about the supremacy of the language
of education over the mother tongue (p. 23).
Bible too must be studied in the original. In
studying the Torah and the Prophets it is almost
impossible to distinguish between form and content. They are as inseparable as a flame from
the wick. Often the difficulty of language is an
advantage rather than a disadvantage in an important subject ••• Facility has been of little benefit to Jewish education. The instruction in Jewish religion in the Jewish schools of Germany and
in "the courses in religion" in France took place
in the vernacular; see what happened to them. I
do not claim that it is not possible to know the
Bible in another language or that it would have
no influence at all; only that departure from the
Hebrew language and the sources brings about alienation from the people and its culture (p. 56).
Finally, the most compelling reason for Hebrew is psychological.
The stories about Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are
not different from the stories that his Christian neighbor's son hears from the minister in
his religious lesson. Abraham is generally a
type known to him from the history of the United
States and its great leaders; in the child's
mind there i s a resemblance between them. It is
different when the child is transferred into an
atmosphere of a new language; he then lives in a
new spiritual world, the world of Israel (p. 113).
The plank on Hebrew in the Reconstructionist education
10
platform
reads as follows:
Hebrew must play a major role in the Jewish
school. Where the students have language ability (to be ascertained over a period of the
first two or three years in the school), they
10

A Plan for Jewish Education, Jewish Reconstructionist
Foundation.
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should be taught entirely in Hebrew, except
where it is necessary to employ English for
the understanding of some concept. Students
who have little language ability should be given
a course in functional Hebrew. All students,
however, should have sufficient background in
the language to be able to participate intelligently in public worship (p. 22).
A summary of Kaplan's views is contained in his answer to
the question "Must Jewish education be based entirely on the
Hebrew language, and must Jewish religion be taught only in
Hebrew?"
Outsitle the State of Israel the Hebrew language
should not be the sole means of imparting a
Jewish education. On the other hand, no Jewish
education can be deemed adequate which fails to
impart facility in the understanding of the
Bible, Prayer Book and other Jewish literature
in the original, and which does not enable the
individual Jew to maintain contact through the
Hebrew language with the inner life o,f Israel
(Questions Jews Ask, p. 357).
Louis Katzoff made a survey of the objectives of Conservative schools,

His study is based on a questionnaire answered

by 93 rabbis, 51 weekday teachers, 26 principals and 32 Sunday school teachers.

11

His findings on Hebrew are summarized

as follows:
The Conservative congregational school does not
aim to develop a linguistic ability in Hebrew
as an instrument for self-enrichment through
reading or conversation. This may not be attributed to a negatiye attitude toward an intensive
knowledge of the language; on the contrary, the
responses on the most desirable conditions dis~
close a rather positive outlook toward the development of speaking and reading the language.
Optimum conditions differ markedly from current
11

Issues in Jewish Education (1949), 55M58; first reported
in "What Our Men Are Thinking About Jewish Education",
PRAJE {1946), 14-21.
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practice in the preparation for either speaking
the language or for ~ilent - reading because reality does not permit the fulfillment of such objectives, due mostly to lack of time. Therefore
since a choice must be made between preparing the
pupil for a study of the Bible and the Siddur or
developing the ability to use Hebrew as a vehicle
for speach, preference is necessarily placed upon
the former. To this extent most congregational
schools do not very seriously regard linguistic
facility as a prerequisite to a full comprehension
of the Bible and Siddur. The study of the Bible
is cardinal and may not be postponed because of
its language complexities, and under present general conditions there is a feeling that the pupil,
again for lack of time, may never arrive at such
study if he must first acquire sufficient facility
in the language to enable him to read it with
ease (p. 61).
Katzoff further states that the lack of full preparation
even for a study of the Hebrew Bible is explained on the
grounds that the translation method is used and that other
than linguistic objectives are emphasized in Bible study.
On the question of Hebrew as a sacred or secular tongue the
Conservative movement seems to be on the horns of a dtlemma,
since both the religious and nationam attributes of Judaism
are almost equally emphasized.
In conclusion, it may be remarked that most of the above
statements are more declarations of faith than the results of
scientific research.

Take, for example, the axiom that Jud-

aism never flourished in translation.

To our knowledge thie

proposition has not satisfactorily been demonstrated on the
basis of a historical study.

It is therefore desirable to

submit all claims as to the value of a particular subject to
careful scholarly scrutiny.

Why Teach the Bible.

The Bible has been another universal
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in Jewish curricula.

For the elementary school it meant the

Five Books of M~ses .
Whereas in practice the Bible is still largely taught as a
linguistic exercise, there seems to be universal agreement
among thinkers that the main purpose of studying the Bible
This approach re-

should be to elicit its spiritual values.

sults in selection of passages for their religious content
and in advocating the use of the vernacular for discussion of
that content.
As to the selection, W. Chomsky suggested an anthology of
the stories of Joseph, Moses, Samson, Solomon and others from
the Pentateuch and the Early Prophets, which could easily be
taught with 186 basic words as a core. 12

Sol Colodner recom-

mended the elimination of all narrative portions, which ~re
known to the child from related studies, and substituting for
it~ 'legal and ethical selections.

"The study of Hums.sh

becomes a study of religion and

way of life'." 13

ta

thus

The principle of selection and the extensive use of English
is advocate&by Louis L. Kaplan

14

whose teachers' guides and

pupil workbooks have become fairly popular.

The aim is to

·teach a central idea in each portion of the week .
120 The Problem of Bible Teaching in Our Hebrew Curriculum",
JE, t (June 1938), 85-90.
1311 Humash in Our Schools", SyS, XI (September 1952), 25-27.
14 "A New Approach to the Teaching of Humash", JE, XV

(January 1944), 85-89. See also his Introductionto the
Teaching of the Torah by the Cycle Method (Baltimore, 1942),
mimeographed. Another educator experimented with excerpts
from the original text. Israel Kanovitz, Darkah Shel Torah
Bvet Hasefer (1943), mimeographed.
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A storm of protests arose among all lovers of Hebrew when
a professor of Bible at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem
suggested limiting Bible study to the vernacular, plus a selection of verses in the original Hebrew.

This was suggested

in order to make Bi~le study a true educational instrument,
that of "translating the values of the Bible into the language
of modern life. 1115

These values incidentally were essentially

national, not religious; namely, pride in the Bible as a product of Jewish genius.
He explains his idea of gems (gvishim, crystals) as follows:
When I tell about creation, I eay to the children: You wish to hear how God spoke. Row 1·~
it written in the Torah? "Let there be light,
a.nd there was light''; four words whieh are two.
And when we tea.ch about Adam in the garden of
Eden we shall drill: "It is not good for man to
be alone." In connection with Cain and Abel we
shall teach the verse "Am I my brother's keeper"?
In the lesson on holidays we shall teach "Thou
shalt rejoice on thy holidays" O!' ''thou shalt be
vecy happy." When we tell of Elijah the Prophet
we shall teach "a still voice" or "My father, My
father, worth chariots a.nd horsemen to Israel."
When we teach the story of Nehemiah we shall inculcate into the children's heads the verse "to
provide us with guard duty at night and with labor
during the day," etc. These phrases we shall
drill by heart, we shall make drawings about them,
sing them as much as possible, use them in dramatizations, and in the future the pupil will find
them printed in Hebrew in his vernacular text.
The phrases taught that month - not more than
five or six - shall be displayed in letters or
gold on velvet in the classroom ••• What will happen
to Hebrew? More will be achieved in it than by
the present method •••
15 s. D. Goitein "Bible Study in Jewish Education in the
Diaspora" Fundamental Principles for Diaspora Education,
Proceedings of the Institute on Diaspora Education, at Zofith,
Israel, August 14 -18, 1955, pp. 64-74. F~r statement of his
views in America, see JE, XXV (Winter 195~ , 67.
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There are children with whom it should be possible to base the study of Hebrew from the first
moment on a drill of gems ••• These gems should
eventually become the common cultural language
between all parts of our nation, both abroad and
in Israel (pp. 71f).
He proposed that the first three or four years of Hebrew
study shall be devoted exclusively to teaching Bible and Judaism by means of the gems.
Josef Azaryahu, an Israeli educator, set down a comprehensive set of goals for Bible instruction. 16
1. Religious -

to activate religious sentiments, to edu-

cate in a spirit of faith and religion.

2. Ethical -

the

lofty teachings of the prophets on social justice, the moral
lessons to be derived from the stories, prophecies, poetry
and laws.

3. National -

a love for the wholesome life of our

people in its land and a powerful aspiration to renew our nation's days as of old.

4. Esthetic -

to develop a sense of

beauty and art in the epic narrative, the prophetic pathos and
the lyrical poetry.

5. Practical education -

a realization

of the formation and dissolution of societies, an understanding of the world about.

6. Linguistic-literary -

to develop

the Hebrew language in line with classical sources.
science -

7. Social

the history of our people and the world; the geo-

graphy of Palestine.
Zvi Scharfstein wrote extensively on aims of teaching the
Bible.

17

First he points out that each ideological group in-

16Kitve I Teaching the Bible (Jerusalem, 1946).
17
Ch. I in his book Darkei Limud Hatanakh (1951),
pp. 13-43.
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terp~ets the Bible to its own end.

The Reform movement em-

phasizes the mission idea, the traditionalist actions, the nationalist ist Zionist -

ideas and

hopes for restoration, the social-

religion of labor.

Whereas in the lieder the

Torah was studied unquestioningly as a religious duty, the
school of today must reckon with two new and fundamental considerations: 1) a shift from the subject-centered to the childcentered school, 2) the view of the Bible as the literary creation of a people.
Scharfstein then proceeds to define the purpose of Jewish
education generally as that of "imparting to the child national consciousness, aspirations, culture and values, and of
strengthening in him the desire to live an active Jewish life 11
(p . 27} .

The educational value of the Bible from this viewpoint
would be: 1) that the spiritualized narratives aid in personality development; 2) they provide a realistic picture of
life -

such as the relationships between Joseph and his bro-

thers; 3) satisfaction in a dynamic and moving story; 4) the
ethical motivation, such as Nathan the Prophet's challenge to
David

11

You are the man\;" 5) socialization into the Jewish

people with its heroes and ideals; 6) Love of the Jewish people as a common bond of Jews everywhere.
While Heschel did not, to our knowledge, state explicitly
the reasons for teaching Bible, the treatment of our subject
will be incomplete without a few samples of his rapturous
poetry on the values to be derived from the Bible.
to the teacher to impart these values to his pupils.

It is up

222

There are many literatures, but only one Bible.
The Bible is an answer to the question: how to
sanctify life. And if we say we feel no need for
sanctification, we only prove that the Bible is
indispensable. Because it is the Bible that teaches us how to feel the need for sanctification •••
The Bible has shattered man's illusion of being
alone.
Sinai broke the cosmic silence that thickens our blood with despair. God does not stand
aloof from our cries; Re is not only a pattern, but
a power, and life is a response, not a soliloquy.
The Bible shows the way of God with man and the way
of man with God. It contains both the complaint of
God against the wicked and the shriek of the smitten
man, demanding justice of God.18
In two virtually identical essays 19 M. Kaplan first reviews
past motivations in teaching the Bible -

traditional, Raska-

lah and Zionist; the four versions of Peshat, Remez, Derush
and Sod; and then proceeds to state the purpose of teaching
it in our day.
The main emphasis, however, when the Bible is
taught nowadays must be on what it should mean
to us in view of the elements in our environment
which constitute a serious challenge to Jewish
life. Those elements are: modern nationali!m,
modern scientism and the acceptance of force as
· the final arbiter in human affairs. Each of these
modern developments is a menace to the existence
of the Jewish people. In its struggle for survi,ra.l, it has to reckon with al)_ of them. One of
the principal means a.tits command is the Bible.
It is the duty of a Jewish teacher so to interpret
the Bible as to enable the child, when he grows up,
to withstand the impact of .these. three tendencies
upon his life as a Jew in the modern world (Future,
p. 456).
.

.

This can be achieved not by viewing the Bible merely as a
literary creation, but by reinterpreting its meaning for the
18God in Search of Man, 237-39, see also Man is Not Aiona,
129.
19 11 A New Educational Approach to the Bible" in The Future
of the American Jew, pp. 447-68; and in Scharfstein, ed.,
Yesodot Hahinuch Hayehudi Baamerika, pp. 48-75. The references
are to the English text.
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Jewish needs of our day.

The Pentateuch lends itself best

for such interpretation .
As early as 1917 Eugene Kohn stressed the moral lessons in
20
the biblical narrative.
The aim, according to this first
major pedagogic publication of the Conservative movement, was
not merely general character lessons, but the teaching of
Judaism.
In his essay "The Study of the Bible 1121 Schechter put himself squarely in favor of some of the conclusions of Bible
criticism .
That tradition cannot be maintained in all its
statements need not be denied . The Second Isaiah,
for instance, is a fact; not less a fact is it
that Solomon cannot be held responsible for the
scepticism of the Book of Ecclesiastes , nor can
David claim the authorship of the whole of the
Psalms for himself (p . 39) .
At the same time he equated Higher Bible Criticism with
Higher Anti-semitism {Seminary Addresses , p . 35) .
In a recent article 22 Moshe Greenberg, Associate Professor
of Biblical Studies, University of Pennsylvania , offers hie
2 0A Manual for Teaching Biblical History (1917) . Dushkin
criticized this as "foreign interpretation and moralizing"
Jewish Education in New York City , p. 323, note 24 .
21 Studies in Judaism (second series, Philadelphia , 1908),
pp . 31- 54 .
2211 0n Teaching the Bible in Religious Schools", JE , XXIX
{Spring 1959), 45-53. One may agree with the authorthat Bible
should be taught for its spiritual values and that these are
to be derived by interpretation . But it is difficult to assent
to his statement, that "the basic requirement of~ Bible teacher
is not faith, but understanding; not assent , but recognition
of the profound issues of which the Bible treats'' (p.45) . A
teacher of religion must himself believe what he teaches,
certainly on the elementary level . It must be an affirmation
of faith, of truths to illumine life ' s path; it eannot be a
mere intellectual grasp .
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view of reinterpretation of the Bible.
The object of teaching the Bible in a religious
schoo l is, I submit, to make the student aware
of the spiritual issues raised by the Bible, and
to delineate the manner in which these issues are
answered or otherwise dealt with. A teacher hav-ing this as his object will allot time to linguistic or merely historical matters - much as these
may intrigue him personally - only to the extent
necessary for clarifying the thought, taking as
his model the Bible itself, which treats language
and history not for themselves but as vehicles of
a religious message (p . 45) .
23
In his survey of practices and desiderata
Katzoff found
that Conservative schools included formal study of the Humash
as a major offering .
The primary aims in the study of Bible were :

1 . the value

of teaching the social and ethical ideals contained in the
scriptures;
Judaism;

2 . the teaching of the religious c oncepts of

3 . the development of character .

aims included the values:

The secondary

1 . of developing the faci l ity of

the Hebrew language; 2 . as a guide for the obser vance of traditional law; 3 . in teaching Jewish history; 4 . in developing
an understanding of democracy .

Emphasis of Bible as folklore

or of Bible criticism was rejected in favor of interpretations
based on rabbinic lore .
The reliability of the surveyor's findings on Bible instructi on must be questioned simply on the basis that Katzoff's
questions were probably misunderstood due to their brevity .
To claim, for example, as the respondents did , that Bible
study aims at character training and at the same time to spend
23

Issues in Jewish Education , pp . 64 - 75 .
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so much energy on struggling with translation of difficult
words is rather incongruous.
It is evident from all the above that the rationale for
Bible study is still far from clear.

All proponents will

struggle with the problem of reconciling their deep sense of
love and of sacredness of the Hebrew language, on the one hand,
and on the other, the equal importance of teaching ideas .
Our forefathers had no such problems; they believed the simple
Bible stories and were guided by the world outlook it provided
for them .
Why Teach the Siddur .

An interesting conference on The

Teaching of Prayer was convened by the Chicago Board of
Jewish Education in 1949.

Samuel M. Blumenfield raised the

question of understanding prayers .

Both Reform and Conserva-

tive leaders have sought to introduce prayer in the vernacular.
Just because they know and understand the language of worship, do people today pray more ,than
their fathers , many of whom did not understand
the words of their prayers? I don't think that
we are really conscious of the meaning of prayer
when we introduce the question of understanding .
When we deal with prayers , we operate with another dimension where the question of rati onalism
and understanding are no longer valid (p . 31) .
24
criticized two statements of aims of
Simon Greenberg
teaching the Siddur, one of the Chicago Board of Education,
the other is an article by Samuel Levine .

26

25

Greenberg's main

2411 The Prayer Book in the Elementary Jewish School Curriculum, JE, X (March 1938), 28-34 .
25 Pra~r Course of Study for Congregational Hebrew Schools,
mimeographed .
26 "A Siddur Curriculum," USy . Jewish School Quarterly I
(November 1933), 9- 24.
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criticism was that neither provided for personal prayer; instead there was an emphasis on the communal service.
In the introduction to his book The Ideals of The Prayer
Book (1942)

reenberg writes:

It is becoming more generally recognized that in
our personal lives and in our educational activities we have not made the best use of our Prayer
Book. We permitted it to become a book in whieh
children and many adults merely practised the mechanics of Hebrew reading, or whereby they participated in a meaningless ritual . The wealth of
ethieal and historical material embedded in its
pages remairied largely unexploited .
This commentary on a portion of the Siddur is an
attempt to direct our attention to the nati onal
ideal, the ethical doctrines, the religi ous principl s, and the universal aspirations which fo~,
the heart and substance of our prayers (p . 7) .
The Chicago publication mentioned above (note 25) lists
the following immediate aims:
'

27

1.

To prepare the pupil for participation i n
home ceremonies that involve the use of prayer.

2.

To prepare the pupil for participation in
school activities that involve the reading and
chanting of prayers. (Sabbath Morning and High
Holiday Services, Passover Seder Party , etcJ

3.

To prepare the pupil, insofar as possible within the limitations of the amount of time available, for participation in adult services, especially the Friday Evening and Holiday services.

4.

To acquaint the pupil with some of the significant concepts contained in the prayer book,
more especially those that are expressed in
simple language that the pupil would be capable
of understanding after a period of almost three
years of the study of Hebrew .

5.

To familiarize the pupil with the liturgical
melodies that would fu~ction in children's

Another Conservative publication is Arthur H. Neulander's
What Is In the Prayer Book?, mimeographed .
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services, in home eeremonies, and in some instances,
in Jewish adult religious life.
6. To teach the pupil the use of the prayer book,
and more especially the order of prayers that is
followed in adult religious services (p. 1).
The following excerpt is from an address by A. Millgram:

28

Men normally resort to prayer, especially in times
of personal or social crisis, when thetr own insufficiency cries out for strength, vision, and
guidance. But the Jew, in addition to his normal
yearnings for communion with God, frequently experiences a longing for kinship with his people
and its culture. He seeks his brethren in the
synagogue, and he wants to join them in prayer to
the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. These yearnings stir with rhythmic regularity every year during the High Holy Days and during the important
milestones in his own life or in the life of his
family (p. 1).
If a congregational school program is .to be evaluated, one of the first questions should be:
Does the child who attends that school learn how
to pray? Is the experience of prayer relevant
and meaningful? Is it sufficiently frequent and
regular in its occurrence to become a part of the
child's routine habits and needs? In brief, does
the curriculum provide for effective teaching of
prayer and does that teaching lead to the development of a Jew who will find solace and strength
in his periodic dialogue with God? Does the school' s
program tend to mold a Jewish personality who will
find the traditional Siddur a vehicle for his communion with God, and the synagogue a place where
God's nearness is a sensed reality? (p. 3).
Robert Gordis comes closest to stating the official Conservative view of prayer.

29

It is based on the author's state-

ment prepared in connection with the Conservative Prayer
book.

30

He distinguishes four rungs in prayer: petitional,

~

28 Teaching Prayer To Our Children, Address, RA. Convention,
May 18, 1959, mimeographed .
29The Ladder of Prayer (1956).
3 0"A Jewish Prayer Book for the Modern Age," CJ, II (October
1945), 1-20, abridged in the foreword to the Saboath and
Festival Prayer Book (1946).
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Thanksgiving and praise, confession and forgiveness, and
study.

He lists four basic principles that guided the move-

ment in editing its prayer books; continuity with tradition,
relevance to the needs and ideals of our generation, new creative expression, and intellectual integrity.
The Reconstructionist prayer book was a major departure
from the traditional text in line with a new theology.
major purposes of prayer -

The

according to this conception -

are: to experience the reality of God and to have a sense of
oneness with Israel .

Traditional passages on the chosen

people, revelation, a personal Messiah, restoration of the
sacrificial cult, retribution and resurreeti n are modified.
Additional readings from medieval and modern Hebrew literature are supplied.
In his study Katzoff notes that the Conservative school had
again given status to the Siddur after it had been under attack and barren for many decades.

The cardinal aim of instru-

ction in the prayer book was prepartation for participation
in Synagogue services and in home ceremonies.
in mechanical reading was desirable.

Hence a fluency

Corollary aims were an

attitude of reverence for the synagogue, for the Siddur and
for prayer, and familiarity with the order of prayers.
It seems to the writer that, in practice, the
schools follow consistently the general orientation of the Conservative outlook. Having accepted the dilution of Jewish religious life, the
Conservative group centers its attention upon
loyalty to the synagogue and upon the need for
public worship. Habitual prayer, which is a personalized reaction to worship - particularly
private wor~hip at home - is usally sidetracked.
For here it may be observed that home ceremonial
observances, such as prayer each morning and
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evening, prayer with "Tefillin" and making the
blessings before or after meals, were found to
be little accentuated, while on the other hand,
attendence in synagogue on the Sabbath was universally stressed. All this points to the realization that the Conservative school does not emphatically aim to make the prayer book the personal eompanion of the child, but l imits its use
primarily to synagogue service (.2£ • cit . , p . 79) .
The survey indicates that the contents of the Siddur , the
religious ideas in it, are accorded secondary importance .
It is doubtful, however , whether any appreciable number of
schools actually did anything worthwhile in the realm of ideas
of the prayer book when Katzoff made his survey , or whether
they do so even today .

The emphasis on mechanical reading,

so clearly reflected in the survey , is the main existing fact
to be stressed .

However , the prevailing practice of the jun-

i or congregation on the Sabbath and the introducti on of liturgical music into the classroom have tended to make worship
more functional and esthetie .
Why Teach History .

On the purposes of history teaching
31
we have a recent collection of essays.
Morris R. Cohen
points at the difference betwee n the ~r t hodox view of history
which accepts the supernatural and traditional, and the newer
interpretations which replace these concepts by social , economic, geographic, political and cultural approaches (pp. 3-36).
Salo W. Baron prefers to present events topi c ally and sociologically rather than chronologically (pp . 39 - 6aj; this he did
in his monumental Social and Religious History of the Jews.
31

A. Eisenberg and A. Segal, Readings in the Teaching of
Jewish History (1956) .
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We shall dwell more extensively on Leo L. Honor's article
"The Role of Memory in Biblical Historyu {pp. '72-90) because
the current history textbooks by Deborah Pessin, published by
the USCJE are written with that philosophy as a foundation.
Honor's interpretation is an elaboration of Ah.ad Haam's idea
that the histor•ical or archeological Moses is a purely academic concern, whereas the Moses "whose image has been enshrined in the hearts of the Jewish people for generations and whose
influence on our national life has never ceased from ancient
times till the present day" is the one to impress on the memories of future generations (p . '76).
A deliberate effort has always been made by Jews to keep
memories alive .

The Bible is full of injunctions to remember,

to tell the children, 'to maintain ceremonies of remembrance,
such as circumcision, Tefillin, Mezuzah; all this with a view
to the ethical lessons to be learned .
Despite the significant and illuminating information which has been gleaned from archaeology
and other extra-biblical sources, the main source
or reservoir from which the historian engaged in
the biblical period derives his basic data, is the
biblical story as it has come down to us . This
story can be used as a source, however , only if
that story is recognized as being in itself a reconstruction of the past , a reconstruction which
was not motivated by the desire to tell the story
of the past , but rather by the aspiration to trace
Divine influence in the experience of his people
and to draw inferences from this tracing for the
present and the future ••• From the point of view
expressed in the above principles it follows that
thaumaturgic elements of the biblical story should
not be told as happenings, nor should any attempt
be made to rationalize miraculous elements . Those
elements should rather be taken as the mold into
which the story of significant occurrences has
crystalized in the light of ideas and conceptions
prevailing in biblical times .
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In other words, in the process of unravelling a
people's past from the incomplete remains which
have survived, attention should be given to how +
that past was remembered, for, the manner in which
it is remembered is also historic fact which played
a role in shaping the destiny of the people. To
lose sight of this is to distort history (pp.88f.)
Deborah Pessin herself elaborated on memory as the purpose
32
of history teaching.
History should be not a record, but a remembran ce
of things past . The record is something over and
done with. It is the museum piece, the reference
book. Remembrance is part of consciousness and
life. It is the past flowing into the present
(p. 5).

Since the purpose of teaching Jewish history is
to develop in the child a loyalty to his people
and to the Jewish way of life, he must obviously
know and understand his people and its way of
life . A people and its way of life are, of
course, two sides of the same coin, and it is impossible truly to identify with the one and not
with the other. Consequently, when we t each Jewish history, and as the story of the Jews unfolds,
what must emerge in bold relief is the Jewish way
of life - love of freedom and democracy, love of
Torah and learning, Binyan Eretz Yisrael, reverence for and observance of religious traditions
(p . 6} •

The means for achieving these purposes

;,fs concretization.

,/"

Paint a vivid picture of corruption in Israel, then present
the prophet.

The generalization of social justice will emerge

in the mind of the child.

Let the child direct his own dev-

elopment through research, exploration, creation of his own
dramas, songs, dances, poems, art work.
Jacobs. Golub's (Readings, pp. 113-ls) idea of the outcomes of studying Jewish history is summarized as follows:
32

"'The Te.aching of Jewish History," SyS, XIII (September
1954}, 5~9. See also Ibid, XIV {November 1955), 1s~22.
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A pupil should emerge with a sense of development in Jewish life; a habit of passing moral
judgements on events both past and present; a
sense of Jewish pride; a sense of identification
with the great Jewish spiritual values; an understanding of how the present came to be what it is;
a concept of the Jews as an entirely normal people;
and a sense of security in relation to antisemitism (p.111).
In addition to time perspective and developmental insights
supplied by history in general, A.

s.

Halkin33 discerns two

additional values in a study of Jewish history; exile and
§ urvival.

No one can deny that for 2500 years Jews have lived

in a Diaspora.

Those who look upon dispersion as a virtue may

not attach much importance to this fact; but both cultural
pluralists and Zionists recognize the alienation of Diaspora
as compared to the natural conditions in a national homeland.
As to survival What were the internal forces that guared this
people against assimilation? Community organization, courts of law, the many institutions and
forms of life which supplied for the Jew as an
individual both what he wanted and needed, and
above all the Jew's faith, his Torah and his laws.
One must not turn the history of the Jewish people
into a history of the Jewish religion. But it is
our vital duty, for the sake of truth and utility,
continually to emphasize that Jewish existence in
the Diaspora is inseparably tied up with religion.
When two fundamental national values, language and
land, slipped away from the people, because the
people became scattered to all corners of the world
and spoke every language except Hebrew, religion
arose and saved them from extinction by clothing
both in a garment nf holiness, the Holy Land and
Holy Tongue, and elevated them to the status of
religious commandments and beliefs.
In short, history will teach the student the secret
33 "The Function of the Study of History in Education".
Scharfstein, ed., Yesodot Hahinukh Hayehudi, pp. 104-20.
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of what has kept Jewry alive . It will also help
provide the internal fortitude required to face
the vicissitudes of our day.

M. Kaplan points out that the differentiation between the
religious and peoplehood elements has given rise to a new
subject in the Jewish curriculum -

history .

It is further

important to distinguish between the legendary earlier portions of the Bible and the historical later narratives .
ish civics should be added to social studies . 51

Jew-

Historical

perspective will aid in understanding the principle of continuity and change in our past and present .

35

Katzoff ' s discussion of the objectives of Jewish history
instruction {,2£ • cit ., pp . 82-88) misses the mark at some
points .

The distinction between theistic and humanistic re -

ligion is not made clear .

Nor is his characterizati on of Jew-

ish historiography as predominently idealistic entirely correct .

His treatment of replies to the theory that "the hand

of Providence is evident in shaping the destiny of the Jewish
People " {p . 85) does not seem to take into considerati on the
possible fact that respondents misunderstood the intent of the
quest ion, which has to juxtapose supernatural and natural
causes .
His findings nevertheless are interesting .
The dominant aim is to kindle a sens e of l oyalty
to the Jewish people i n the consciousness of the
34 The Future of the American Jews , p . 444 .
35

Ibid p . 375 .

See also E . R . Ehrmann , ''Teaehing the
L.S. Lang,
"Social Ideals in the Curriculum of the Jewish Schoo1 11 ,
PRA , IV {1932), 365-67 .

JewishSocial Studie s, " JE, XXV {Fall 1954 ) , 50-54 .
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child and to foster a feeling of personal identification with Israel's eternal hopes and ideals
{p. 83).

Other primary goals are development of an appreciation for
Jewish values and of a sense of identification with Israel's
hopes and aspirations and a desire to promote Jewish survival
and creativity in America.

As a result, contemporary and

American Jewish history are stressed to a large extent.

Char-

acter development, an appreciation of democracy and spiritual
resistance to antisemitism are secondary aims.

No clear pre-

ference is evident for either the providential or naturalistic theories.
Why Teach Israel.

Hillel Bavli 1 s article on "The Place of
36
Israel in Jewish Education"
contains a strong plea in favor
of a central position for Israel in the curriculum.

37

Israel should be taught as a separate subject and in addition should be correlated with every other subject.
With mere platonic love for Israel and the Hebrew
language and culture we shall not insure our survival. Only a youth rooted in the Jewish traditional-national soil, that shares the destiny of
the Jewish people in its struggle for existence
and in its hopes for the future can save American
Jewry from degeneration and assimilation. We look
forward to a young Hebrew generation that will be
imbued with the spirit of Hebrew reborn, so that
its spirit will be imprinted on its way of life
and all its activities. We are hoping for a generation of whom very many will seek and find fulfillment for their soul in pioneering Aliyah.
Only then will the entire Jewish community of
America arise and an abundance of strength will
36

z.

Scharfstein, Yesodot Hahinukh, pp. 121-31.

37see also D. Kuselewitz "Israel and Zionism in the
Curriculum of Our Schools" JE, XXVIII (Spring 1958), 74-83.
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awaken in it to a life of honor and creativity
(p . 131) .

-a separate subject;

According to Katzoff's survey (op. cit . , pp . 89-95) Palestine is not studied as

tion with other subjects.

/

only in correla-

Zionism is taught as a solution to

the problem of Jewish homelessness: to highlight the need for
a Jewish state, and the need for a cultural and religious
center for world Jewry .

But there is little concern with the

socio-economic forms evolved there or with the social idealism
of the Kvutsa .
Despite its constant emphasis, this superficial
connection with Palestine is reflected in the
Hebrew scho ol . Though the cultural, religi ous
and social dynamism of Palestine is recognized,
it has affected the thought and behavior patterns
of American Jewry and of their schools very little.
The lack of emphasis upon the newer economi c and
social forms that Palestine is developing is thus
explained . And also s omewhat clearer is the general absence of stress upon the Hebrew l anguage
as a living tongue . Palestine is important but
it is not real in the congregational schools
(p . 91) .

Katzoff further finds that there is no sympathy in the movement for the idea. of sh\ila t Ha- golah .
This would imply that the Conservative schools
manifest an optimistic out l ook on the vitality
of Judaism in America . Despite the admittedly weak
condition of the Jewish religion at present , the
Conservative movement is definitely committed to
the principle that Jewish life in America is their
central concern and that their dominant energies
must be expanded upon continuing and deve loping a
vibrant and creative Jewish express i on as part of
the process of adaptation to American culture and
society (p. 93 ). -

Why teach Observances . The subject that is taught most and
that has most meaning in the life of the child -

holidays
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has received the least attention from our ideologists.

38

It

is taken for granted that they are an essential ingredient
in any curriculum.

Observances are less emphasized, since

largely the public ritual is still in force, whereas personal
and private religious practices have been reduced to a minimum.
M. Kaplan prefers to employ the term usages (in the earlier
period: '¢olkways) for customs and ceremonies.

He sees the

rationale and hence the purposes in teaching them as basically
three: consciousness of kind, survival and salvation.
He has this to say on Jewish consciousness:
Just as the American flag causes all American5
to feel themselves united in a common enterprise,
though they live as far removed from one another
as New York and San Francisco, so such symbols as
the sefer torah, the tallit and all the other
concrete objects, and rites of Jewish tradition
bind the individual Jews to all other Jews who live,
have lived or will live, in the consciousness of
belonging to Israel, and participating in a common
historic civilization, Judaism (~ture, p.209).
Survival alone is not a sufficient reason:
A satisfactory rationale for Jewish usage is one
that would recognize in it both a method of group
survival and a means to the personal self-fulfillment, or salvation of the individual Jew. Through
it, the individual Jew will know the exhilaration
of fully identifying himself with his people and,
thereby, saving his own life from dullness, drabness and triviality. Jewish tradition brings to
the daily living of the Jew, to his holiday celebration, to the celebration of turning points in
his life, a wealth of beautiful and meaningful
symbols emboding the sancta of his people, expressive of its ideals and native to its culture. These
should be retained and developed; for, no creed,
no value, no self-identification of the individual
38 see S. Sussman "Festival Celebrations in the Jewish
School", Sy6, III . ( January 1943), 6-15.
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with his people is effective. Unless it is
translated into action of a systematic and
habitual nature (p. 418).
Th e Conservative emphasis on the importance of
Jewish usage as an expression of the collective
will of the Jewish people to survive is correct.
But it is wrong to make the existence and continuation of the group the sole end of Jewish observance. In doing so, Conservatism impairs the religious signifieance of Jewish group life, and
evades the problem of making the law function as
an instrument of salvation (p. 417).
Teaching Values. Our discussion thus far of the aims of
teaching the various subjects was essentially a study of values.
Values refer to what man ought to do.

The most common view

is "that values occupy a different realm from facts and that
values are not the concern of the scientists but of the mor39
alists, philosophers, and theologians".
Whether moral and
f)1,

spiritual values derive from a transcend,tal divine source or
are the products of human experience is the essence of the
quarrel between religionists and secularists .

40

Gamoran based his book Principles of the Jewish Curriculum
in America on an analysis of basic Jewish values.

In 1937

Morris Leibman reported on an experiment in Chicago in reorganizing the curriculum in the higher grades of the elementary
school in terms of functional objectives, rather than in terms
41
of subjects of instruction.
He selected the following:
1. The Sabbath; 2. The Holidays; 3 . Dietary Laws;
4. The Family; 5. Palestine; 6. The idea of God
39 P. Pheni:S, Philosophy of Education, p . 380.
4 0w. Kilpatric~ Moral and Spiritual Values in t he World
Toda
Chicago, College of Jewish Studies, 1952.
4
"Jewish Values as a. Basis for Curriculum Organization"
JE, IX (December 1937), 163-68.

1,
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and of Reward and Punishment; 7. Ethical ideals,
Social and Individual Virtues {Justice, Truth,
Peace, Cooperativeness , Responsibility , Kindness,
Pity, Tact, Manners, etc.); 8 . The Ideal of learning; 9. The Ideal of Tzdakah or Care for the underprivileged; 10 . Messianic ideals; 11 . The Sanctity
of Life and the Importance of Human Personality:
12 . Love for Work {pp . 164f . ) .
M. Kadushin suggested this partial list of rabbinic value~oncepts: "Torah, Mitzvah, Tzedakah, Tefillin, Malchut Shamayim , Teshuvah, Shechinah, Kiddush Ha - Sh.em , Chillul Ha-Shem,
Tzadik, Rasha . " 42
\

t

Alexander A. Stenbach
points .

43

made the following important

1 . In our religious education we must distinguish be-

tween secular and sacred values .

Washington the Father of

America is not the same as Abraham the Father of the Jewish
people .

The latter has the connotation of Zechut Avot .

2.

Jewish values emphasize the group element rathe r than individualism; Hillel's injunction "Separate not thyself from the
communityn , the insistence on Elohenu, Our God, and on Tzibbur , are examples .

3.

The child must experience in the class-

room the joys of Jewish living .

4.

"He shall live by them"
44
is the ultimate objective in religious educati on .
Ethics has recently come into the curricul um as an inde-

pendent subject.

Textbooks on ethics have appeared .

A quar-

ter of a century ago E . Kohn outlined eight objectives in
42 The Teaching of Jewish Values" JE, XIX {Summer 1948),
23 - 26 . An example of values to be taught in connecti on with
the Ten Commandments . Sees . Greenberg SyS, V (1946-47),
45-47, 69 - 72, 117-19, 135-38.
43 "Teaching Jewish Values" JE, XXIV (Fall 1953), 20-23 .
44 see also Yudel Mark "Teaching Jewish Values Through
Stories" JE, XXIV {Fall 1953), 24 - 30 .
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teaching social justice.

45

Walter I. Ackerman recently re-

viewed three textbooks on ethics and came to the conclusion
that instruction in ethics does not assure transformation into character-building substance.

He stated that the only

means is teaching by example, by identification, where "the
teacher can bring before his pupils the image of a great
character." 46
Character training, personality growth received consider47
able attention in the thirties. In two articles
Eugene
Kohn called for a community of interests in the Jewish school
in order to promote child growth.
Within the school community, rabbis, teacher,
pupils stand in personal relationship owing to
one another that consideration and respect of
personality which is implied in the doctrine
that Man is created in the image of God. Particularly must the adult members of this community possess and manifest faith in the spiritual possibilities of their charges and exercise the utmost care at no time to subject them
to humiliation or to show a ~uthless disregard
of their wounded pride even where it may be necessary to discipline and punish. All discipline
must lead to self-discipline to enhancing the
power and the desire of the pupil to control his
own conduct to moral ends (PRA, IV, 62) .
Julius Mailer called attention to the principle of specificity enunciated by the Columbia Study of Character training
and advised aginst formal instruction in ethics, which i~
doomed to failure.

48

45 "Th.e Social Justice Ideal in Jewish Education" PRA, V
(1934), 119-38.
4 6 11 Ethics and the Jewish School'' Sys, XVIII (September
1958), 3-9.
470 chara.cter Training in the Jewish Religious School" PRA,
IV (1930), 43-63; JE, III (March 1931), 20-28 .
48"Jew1sh Sourc;-Material for Character Education" JE,VII
(March 1935), 47f; "Moral Instruction in Jewish Schools'11, JE,
IV (1932), 110-15. See also~' XXIII (Winter 1952),56-58-:-
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Character education to be effective, must permeate
the whole curriculum and the whole Jewish school.
It mus t not be given in the form of a special subject of instruction or given during a certain
grade or year (JE, IV, 114).
The need to teach the God idea and the methods for doing
so have occupied educators for many years.
ago,

s.

Twenty-five years

Dinin reviewed five books and seven articles that had

appeared in both Jewish and non-Jewish sources in the previous
49
five years .
These had a wide range of approaches, from that,
for example, of

a) the Brooklyn Jewish Center Academy where

the ceremonial or practical expressions of religion were
taught, but indoctrination in any formal creed was studiously
avoided, to

b) Brickner•s recommendation to avoid a theolo-

gical conception of God in favor of teaching ideals which
would eventually bring the children "to think of God as the
force in life which makes life purposeful, worthwhile and
holy" (p . 70).
Dinin himself concludes thus:

"It is not suggested that

children be subjected to formal courses on the God-Idea, or
to formal worship" (p . 72).
In a review of M. Kaplan's The Meaning of God in Modern
Religion

50

R. Gordis points out that Jewish religion need no

longer be taught as customs and ceremonies ,since
Modern Judaism possesses content as well as form,
Torah as well as commandments, a vital system of
4911 Teaching the God Idea to Children" JE, VI (June 1934),
66-72, 124; s. R. Brav "Teaching the God Nea to Young Children'' JE, XI (1939), 40-44 is largely a guide to parents.
50

JE, X (December 1938), 193-95 .
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beliefs conce·rning the eternal issues of God,
man and the universe, which find expression in
a colorful ceremonial and an exalted ethical
law (p . 195} .
Roland B. Gittelsohn who has recently produced a fine text51
book on religion
pointed at the strange fact that the Jews
who "are supposed to be the most religious of pe oples, have
probably written and published less on the subject of teaching
God than any other modern and progressive liberal religious
52
group" (p . 33} .
He counseled eight preliminary steps to an
abstract c onception .
M. Kaplan called upon teachers to teach the God idea .

53

The teaching of religion is aarried on by means
of subject material dealing with the ide a of God,
and it is assumed that the child will s omehow
work out for himself the meaning of that idea .
The result is that among the factors that make
for present - day irreligion we might well inc l ude
the so - called religious schools . It is h i gh time
that all who have the cause of Jewish edu cat i on
at heart make sure that the first step in the problem of teaching religion be taken without delay
(p . 113) .

After outlining his own idea of God as the power that makes
for salvation, he recommends the feeling of growth , b oth mental and physical, as an experience which i s due to a power
outside the individual .
Teaching Democracy .

During World War II there was much

talk of the Jewish school and democracy .

The Conservative

51 Little Lower 'film the Angels (1955 )
52
"Further Reflections on the Teaching of God", JE, XII
(April 1940), 33-37 .
53
"The Belief in God and How To Teach It".!!!, XII
(September 1940), 102- 13 .

242

movement even established a periodical by that name which
sought the advancement of democratic ideals .
In answer to a call by the president of the United State~
in January, 193954 religious groups organized t o meet the challenge emanating from a hostile philosophy in Europe.

A com-

mittee of Jewish educators took part in a Congress on Education
for Democracy in the summer of that year . Eugene Kohn summar55
ized their discussions as follows:
The very obligation in
Jewish tradition to provide an education is democratically
motivated .

The content of Jewish education is also democratic

in spirit .

The Bible is the very charter of democracy since

it posits a moral law that proceeds from a divine source to
protect humanity against injustice .

The prophets felt free

t o challenge the authority of kings .

To political democracy

was added economic and s ocial justice .

Condemna ti on of abso-

lute pr.ivate ownership , lenient laws on slavery , r est for
servants on the Sabbath , love of neighbor , man created in the
image of God, all spelled a trend toward equality and fraternity .

It is therefore no accident that the Founding Fathers

of our country so often quote the Bible .
Later Jewish history also reflects aspirati on~ to democratic living .

The Maccabean war , resistance t o Roman imperial -

ism , and to the medieval stress on conformity were a struggle
for the liberty of conscience .

Emancipation gave birth to

54~ , XI (January 1940), 176 .
55
"The Values for Democnatic Living t o be Found in Jewish
Education",~, 159-72 .
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democracy which freed the Jew; he is therefore committed to
strive toward a democratic world order.
Dushkin and Honor also sought to point at the basic simi56
larities of Torah and democracy.
Edidin wrote a textbook
on the Jewish community as a practical course in Jewish
civics . 57
The magazine Jewish School and Democracy established in
February 1943 by the Committee on the Child of the United Synagogue Mobilization for Victory and edited bys . Sussman and
A. Segal was at first fully devoted to an exploration of how
to introduce democratic ideals into the Jewish school.
first issue carried an article
one God" (pp . 4-6) .

Democracy and the Belief in

Patriotic holidays were emphasized.

Teaching America was stressed .
ried an article on

11

The

11 The

Cohen; the next issue :

The issue of April 1944 car-

Bar Mitzvah and Democracy" bys . M.
"The Siddur for Teaching Democracy."

Simon Greenberg contributed "Teaching Ideals Through the
Hebrew Lesson", in which he counseled association of Hebrew
words with Jewish values and pointed at Judaism ' s revolt against idolatry, an idea which is central in his Hayehudi
Harishon textbook .

Liberty, brotherhood, equality -

these

were the central themes.
Peace turned the attention of the movement back to its own
internal affairs .

It was Simon Greenberg, a former member of

56 Dushkin "Democracy and Jewish Education" JE, XIV
(December 1942), 94-100; Honor "Jewish Education and American
Democracy" Ibid, pp. 68f.
57see his article "Teaching Democracy in the Jewish School"
JE, XIV (March 1943) , 155-60 .
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the committee to mobilize for victory, who began stressing
that democracy is not enough for the Jewish school.

After all,

he claimed, it was the Jews who taught democracy to the world.
Let us therefore get back to the source from which all mankind
58
can learn lasting lessons.
Much has been written on the techniques of co-curricular
59
activities in Jewish schools,
but there is very little on
record as to the philosophy behind them .

The rationale is tak-

en from the general educational literature .
The junior religious services have received the most attention in the congregational school . 60 The arts , music, assemblies, clubs, sports , confirmation were also treated in Conser61
vative literature mainly on the level of technique .
Summer
country and day camps came in for considerable treatment. 62
Conclusion .

From the above collection of statements on the

58 PRA, III (1943), 183-90 .
59 "co-curricular Materials for the Jewish School" Pedagogic
Reporter, IV (May 1953), 5-10 - a bibliography .
60 J . B. Grossman, PRA, II (1928), 149-54; M. Davis, JE, IX
(January 1937), 26-33;1,L Arzt, RA Bulletin, II (March N39),
13 - 15; s . Sussman, ~tc , II (1941), June, pp . 4- 6 , December,
pp . 6- 8; SyS, XVII
ecember 1958), 22f, (March 1959), 3-7.
6111 The Jewish Arts in Jewish Education" JE XXIII (Fall 1952)
49 - 62; H. Coopersmith "Jewish Music Education" JE , XIX (Spring
1948), 23-27; s . Sussman, "Bible Reading in theSchool Assembly"
SyC, III (October 1942), 9f., 15; M. H. Lewittes, "The Place
o"r°Clubs" Syc, I (September 1940), 11, 14; B. Mandelbaum, "The
oun:tor· Synagogue of Amer.ica" iyC, IV {March 1944), 9f . ; B.
Charon "Integrating a Recreat onal Program for the Hebrew
School Curriculum", SyC, I! (June 1941), 9f ., 14 (sports);
L . s . Lang, "What Have We Done with Confirmation?", PRA, V
{1936), 288-307 .
62 s . Ellenbogen "Integrating a Home Camp and Hebrew School
Program" SyC, I (March 1941), 13f . ; Symposium on Camps, JE,
XVII (June"'I946), 6-44.
-
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rationale fm.r curriculum. content it is clear that Conservative
educators have given insufficient thought to curriculum content .

A philosophy of what to teach and why is therefore still

a desideratum .
How explain it?
young .

Ei,rst of all , the movement is still too

Secondly , it was much too preoccupied with standards

of organization and with finding time for instruction .

Thirdly,

it t ook over the curriculum content of the Talmud Torah without much questioning .

Above all , most of the subjects taught

in the Conservative school are accepted by all other Jewish
groups in America and need no justification .

Just as in gen-

eral education little time is spent on whether t o teach arithmetic or reading , so in Jewish education there are things which
are taken f or granted .
From the long-~ange view, h owever, this should not be the
case .

Conservative educators must think through every step of

their work in order to make sure that the curriculum offered
to the children is the kind that is needed t o maintain acreative Jewish life in America .
Curricula of Jewish Schools -

Hist orical Sketch

We cannot adequately understand the Conservative curriculum
of the present without the historical background , first, of
the curriculum of Jewish schools in general , and then of the
special Conservative efforts .
In the absence of a monograph on the subject, our info_rmati on is of necessity spotty .
ing three periods:
1940 -

We may view the story as contain-

1) to 1910 -

revaluation, 3) to 1960 .

individual efforts, 2) to
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1.

To 1910.

During the first period, from the inception

of the Jewish school to 1910, there were only curricula prepared by individual schools. They were patterned after Europ63
ean models .
A. Dushkin analyzed the programs of fourteen
schools from 1731 to 1910 . 64

He found that the scope of cur-

ricular offerings kept increasing with the years .

However,

the rise of the Sunday school was accompanied by a watering
sown of Hebrew school content too .

The East European migra-

tion helped intensify studies in the Talmud Torah .

Withal,

whatever improvement took place in Jewish educati on , it was
due to the influence of the public school .

The Talmud Torah

curricula of his day analyzed by Dushkin were purely literary;
their ideal was to raise a generation that knows books; all
educat i on was directed to the past; only holiday celebrations
65
dealt with the present.
For the period around 1910 we have a statement by Israel
Friedlaender , who thus described the program of the Talmud
Torah (which was to extend over seven years ):
A sufficient knowledge of Hebrew, which would
enable the children to understand the prayers ,
the Pentatench , the ~istorical port i ons of the
Bible, selections from the Prophets and Hagiographa, selections from the Mishnah , the easier
Midrashim , some portions of the Talmud , and some
speciments of medieval Jewish poetry , Jewish
63 r . Levitats "The Organization and Management of Jewish
Schools in America" Yivo Annual of Jewish Social Science,
XI (1957) , 98f .
64

Jew
ducat i on in New York City , pp . 132-34, see
chart opposite p . 132 .
65
Ibid , pp . 303 - 310
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history, ancient and modern, and an acquaintance
with Jewish religious observances.66
2.

To 1940.

Israel Kanovitz, veteran principal, described

the situation in the second decade as follows:
A standard curriculum that is mo1·e or less standardized and graded was rare indeed in the Talmud
Torahs. The four or five principals who had among
themselves prepared some kind of a meager program
did not really get together to follow a uniform
procedure . The custom was that each teacher was
free to develop his program as he pleased . The result was that even in one institution it was hard
to find any articulation between one teacher and
another ~ one class and another . 67
Here and there the nationalist element succeeded in devel68
oping fine programs. The Talmud Torahs of Minneapolis
and
New Orleans

69

gained prominence .

A fairly representative na -

tionalist - Hebraic curriculum of that period based on the twin
objectives of Hebrew literature and Zionism was formulated
by Simon Ginzburg .

70

The New York Bureau of Jewish Education prompted an upsurge of thinking and revaluation .

Dushkin suggested the add-

ition of the subjects of America, Palestine, and Israel among
the Nations to the program.
entiated curricula:

He proposed the following differ•

1) a three - year course in b asic skills,

66 The Problem of Jewish Education (1914 ), p . 383 .
67

Bhevilei Hachinuch, I (November 1925 ), 73.

68 Ib1d, I (March 1926), 83f.; XVIII (Summer 1958), 245-48 .
69
Ibid , II (May 1926}, 64 - 67 .
70

"A Proposed Curriculum for Talmud Torahs" Ibid, IV
(May 1928), 131-38 .
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to be followed by either

2) an intensive Hebraic program for

able students, or 3) a program of content subjects in English
for those of lesser linguistic aptitude.

He advocated the dir-

ect method for Hebrew, the concentric method in history and
generally sought to prepare Jewish children for life in America
71
by a study of the Jewish religion, the arts and music.

E. Garnoran reviewed the historic experience of Russian
Jewry and proceeded to evolve principles of the Jewish curriculum in America based on an analysis of Jewish values.
Unless the curriculum is so organized as to be
in harmony with the present Zeitgeist and with
the conditions of American life, the school will
fail to appeal to the young. The human ideals
of the Jewish people embodied in its language
and literature must be transmitted in such an
effective manner that they function in the life
of the child. This can best be done if presentday Jewish life and present-day Jewish problems
will be made the center of correlation of school
subjects and activities. Jewish values thus organized and tested by the criteria of democracy
and modernism will actually affect the lives of
people. 72
He recommended that Heb~ew and music be made functional,
history inculcate ideals, Bible be taught as literature, liturgy through general meaning and participation, and the addition of active participation in Jewish institutional life.

73

H. L. Comins experimented in teaching Bible through eonstruction work,
71

74

for which he wrote two volumes on The Life

Dushkin, 6 . cit., pp. 312-31, 539f.

72 changing Conceptions in Jewish Education (1924), II,p.173.
73 Ibid, II, pp. 140-73.
74
''An experiment with an Activity Curriculum", ~, III
(March 1931), 39-49.
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of the Early Hebrews.

J.
~

s.

Golub

75

made a blistering attack

on the older pedagogy~ assumed that the school's primary task
was to impart knowledge (p. 49).

V

He called upon his colleag-

ues to follow the newer education which aims primarily at attitudes and habits.

Jewish holidays were, in his view, the best

instruments for such pedagogy.

"The miraculous, the supernat-

ural or impossible, we believe, has no room in a program for
very young children ••• Activity must be completely within the
intelligent understanding of the child" {pp. 52f).
L. L. Honor joined Golub in an equally daring and revolutionary, though more subdued statement.

They called for a

progressive, naturalist, humanist, nationalist and reconstructionist ~chool.

s.

76

Dinin was the most vehement in his denunciation of ex-

isting practices.

77

As soon as we realize that a great deal that we
have termed extra-curricular activities constitutes the activitie~_of life, of experiencing,
and of living; as soon as we get a new insight
as to what education means and implies, so soon
will we cast overboard all the rubbish which we
have been attempting to thrust down the throats
of the children of the Jewish schools, and substitute for it purposeful activities, actual life
experiences involving Jewish dances and songs,
Jewish cooking, Jewish handwork, Jewish painting,
Jewish stories, Jewish games, and hundreds of
other things at present kept out • •• Our aim is to
guide the pupils to choose those activities having
a leading on quality •••
75

"A Curriculum for the Primary Grades",~, III {March

1931), 49-55.

760 some Guiding Principles for the Curriculum of the Jewish
School of Tomorrow" JE, IV {December 1932), 150-62.
77

Judaism in a Changing Civilization, pp. 205-12.
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If the Jewish school of the future is to reconstruct its curriculum along the plans here outlined, it will mean doing away with the teaching
of reading Hebrew the day the child enters the
school. It will mean discarding the present process of teaching Hebrew to all children as soon
as they can read - without ever finding out
whether they want it, or are ripe for it. It will
mean casting out any activity which is not taken
from the actual living experiences of the child,
and which is not purposed. 78
He proposed a curriculum based on projects:

stories, play1

handwork, excursions and finally learning of skills only as a
direct result of a felt need and purpose.

w.

Chomsky advocated a Palestine-centered curriculum, 79

while Gamoran pleaded for a program centered in the present.

80

Both were attacked for advocating a bookish and subject-centered program.

z.

Scharfstein and Kalman Whiteman, however,

argued that "the Dewey-Kilpatrick theory" cannot apply to Jewish education because "Jewish education must accept the philosophy of a minority fighting against its environment" {JE, IV,
1a2) • 81

Chicago intensified its curriculum revision activities.
Israel B. Rappaport, supervisor of the Board of Education there,
postuiated the following ideas.

82

78 Ibid, pp. 206f. For a later statement by Dinin see "The
Duty ofthe Religious School Toward a Better Understanding of
Judaism" JE, X {December 1938), 157-61 .
79nTheCurriculum for the New Jewish Weekday School" JE, V
{March 1933), 22-31.
SOttThe Curriculum of the Future Jewish Sunday School"
Ibid, 31-39.
---S1The New York Bureau of Jewish Education published D.
Rudaysky'~ Hebrew School Curricula Leading to Graduation,
mimeographe •
82 "some Essentials in the Reconstruction of the Jewish
School Curriculum" JE, VIII {December 1936), 141-46.
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Our failure may be due to a lop-sided emphasis
in our program of Jewish education, an emphasis
on language and literature as initial bases of
the educational process rather than as secondary
consequences or corollaries of a primary program
of personality adjustment and pleasurable identification with Jewish living (p. 141).
This paper is based not on the proposition that
thare is a given body of cultural heritage which
must be transmitted to the growing generation,
but rather on the postulate that the primary :fi'ask
of education is the development of a wholesome,
harmoniously integrated, personality in the child
(p. 142).

The three elementary psychological needs of the
Jewish child are a sense of Jewish worthwhileness;
attachment to Jewish living through joyous experiencing; and a sense of Jewish kinship. To develop
these is the primary task of Jewish education. The
method to be pursued in reaching these objectives
is that embodied in the activities program (p.144).
3.

1940 to Date.

In a joint effort of J. s. Golub, I.

Berkson, B. Edidin ands. Dinin83 the clamor for improvement
continued,

Soon central local and national agencies began
84
producing curricula in rapid succession.
These, together

with the Conservative curricula which will be described later,
were hailed as a turning point in American Jewish education.

85

83 "Reevaluating Jewish School Curricula" JE, XI (January
1940), 200-12.

-

84Talmud Torah Curriculum, Hebrew Principals Association,
JEC, l94l, revised editions, 1946, 1950; A Model Pro~ram for
the Talmud Torah , Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregat ons, 1§42.
I. Frishberg Curriculum for Talmud Torahs, Council of Orthodox
Jewish Schools, 1943; Curriculum for Hebrew and Yiddish Schools,
Bureau of Jewish Education, Los Angeles, 1948, mimeographed.
85 Dinin, "New Curricula and Old", JE, XV (January 1944),
105-108; S . Bugatch, W. Chomskt and B-:-Edidin, "New Developments in the Jewish Curriculum', JE, XVII (November 1945),
13-21; U. Engelman 11 Trends and Developments in American Jewish
Education", AJYB, XLVI (1944-45), 242f.; Edidin, "Critique of
the Hebrew School Curriculum", JE, - I (January 1945),
11-rrr.

-

.
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Th.ere was a feeling that at last forward steps had been made
86
toward an indigenous and America~-oriented program.
The Reform group wa s also stirred to revaluate its school
.

content.

The old courses of study

and experimentation.

8'7 -

were replaced after study

88

Despite all this progress, dissatisfaction still prevails.
D. Rudavsky has been calling - for .more content courses for students who have no lingusitic aptitude. 89

And at the First

National Conference on Jewish Education co'nvened in 1951 by
'

the American Association for Jewish Education, "The Content
of the Jewish School" was still found wanting.

90

History of the Conservative Curriculum
We saw above that a Conservative school system did not evolve till the middle of the second decade of this century.
86 For a bibliography of Hebrew articles see z. Scharfstein,
ed . , Sefer Hayovel Shel Agudat Hamorim, 1944, pp . 383f .
87E . Gamoran A Curriculum for the Jewish Reli ious Schoo,
revised many times; H • • omins An In egra e
urricu um or
the Jewish School" JE, IV (June 1932), 93-102; A. N. Franzblau,
The Curriculum of Jewish Religious Education, Syllabus (Hebrew
Union College, 1935) . L. Grossman, Aims ' of Teachin' in Jewish
Schools: A Handbook for Teachers (Cincinnati, 1919 •
88
L . W. Schwartz, Curriculum Development in a Reform Jewish
SchooI", unpublished doctoral dissertation, Teachers College,
Columbia University (1942); Schwartzman S . D. Towards A New
Curriculum for the One Day a Week Reform Jewish Reli ious
coo, rev ewe
y s . assner,
II
, 65f;
Kurzband T. K. Developing
for a Jewish Reli ious
School (1958); an
rev se
ion o
curriculum .
89 "A Shift in Emphasis in the Curriculum of the Weekday
Afternoon Jewish School", JE, XXIV (Spring 1953), 13-18;
Eaucators Assembly , Third 'Convention, 1955, p . 8.
90

JE, XXIII (Winter 1952), 60f .
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We have a record of the discussions at the early conferences
of the United Synagogue consisting mainly of rabbis.

At first

they talked of a curriculum for the training of Hebrew teachers
by rabbis in each locality. 91

In 1918 the rabbis of the larger

schools were urged to get together for the drafting of a curriculum for elementary schools.

92

The following year it was re-

ported that at the last meeting of JTS alumni (the Rabbinical
Assembly) an entire session had been devoted to education.
At that time the rabbis were asked to send in their school curricula to the chairman, Julius E. Greenstone, to serve as a
basi9 for a "standard" program, but the response was so meager
that the idea could not be carried out.

Instead, J.B. Grossmani

rabbi of the Educational Alliance in New York, was asked to
93
mail the curriculum of his school to all the rabbis.
Coordination was further pursued by mailing a list of "Minimum Requirements for Graduation from Religious Schools" covering the subjects of prayer book, Bible, Hebrew, religious cere-

monies and Jewish history to all rabbis and superintendents of
schools.

The proposed plan was that the examinations be super-

vised by the local rabbis or superintendent of the school and
then mailed for marking by members of the education committee
of the United Synagogue .

Students who passed would be eligible

for joining a Junior League and would receive prizes. 94
91 usy Report, IV (1917), 33-39.
92 rbid, V (1918), p. 41.

93 Ibid, VI (1919), PP• 34-40.
94 Ibid , p. 46.
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But only three schools took part in these e~aminations,
and only eleven children passed all (or at least part) of the
three tests and were awarded diplomas.
League was abandoned.

The idea of a Junior

Appeals for funds for prizes and for

publication of a second volume of E. Kohn ' s Manual of Jewish
History were made.

A plan .f'or '' introdueing !lnd developing

the use of design and art in Hebrew and religious schools in
95
this count~y" was discussed.
In 1922 the Committee on Education of the United Synagogue published A. F. Landesman's
A Curriculum for Jewish Religious : Schools with a foreword by

Julius H. Greenstone.
The idea of extramural examinations was abandoned. 96
1928

s.

In

M. Cohen met with a number of rabbis in Flatbush to
97

work on a uniform curriculum.

Rabbi Harry Halpern soon re~

ported that such a uniform school curriculum had been adopted
.

.. .

. ,, --- -·-

.

.

by the Religious School Committee .
A

98

survey of schools in the South showed that the prevail'

ing method for the teaching of Hebrew was translation into
English; only two schools employed the natural method. 99
In 1931 L.

s.

Lang's Curriculum for High School Departments

of Jewish Religious Schools was published.lOO

In the same year

__
__

95 Ibid , VIII {1920), 79.
96 rbid , (1927), 19-22.

97 Ibid, (1928), 33. A Kindergarten Manual by Mrs. Honor
was published.
98 usy Recorder, VIII (April 1928), 3.
99 usy Recorder, VI {March 1926), 14.
100

USy, 19th Convention, mimeographed p . 1 .
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the principal of the Society for the Advancement of Judaism
101
described the program of his school.
It extended for six
years, 4½ hours a week for the first two years, 6½ hours thereafter,

The purposes of the school were: 1 . Hebrew language

and literature, 2 . Jewish social-mindedness , 3 . creative group
activities (one hour on Sunday), and 4. development of Jewish
religious character through self-sacrificing conduct.

Most of

tA.J

the ingredients of the modern ci rriculum were included, among
them Keren Ami, school paper, art, drama, m~

c, current events, ,

in addition to the usual subjects, except for the Hebrew Bible,
which was strangely absent.
by goals in the upper grades.

Hebrew was taught both orally and
Multiple tests were used in

social studies.
The Curriculum and Course of Study of the Talmud Torah of
the Central Jewish Institute, published in 1931, contains a
statement of the theoretical basis of the proposed program.
Although the institution was but a school center that was not
identified with Conservatism, its leadership was very close
to the movement .

The statement follows:

To enable children to grow into an intelligent
participating member of the American Jewish
community. It is the function of the Jewish
school to assist the Jewish child at every stage
of his growth to find himself in Jewish life on
a plane of intelligent useful and .joyous participation. In order to develop an effective mental
and emotional background for the Jewish life of
today and tomorrow, the children must a~quire a
knowledge of and an appreciation for the Jewish
spiritual treasures which have accumulated during
the many centuries of our history . The child's

101

✓

. Pearlman, David W. "The Curriculum of a Congregational
School" JE, III (June 1931), 98-110 .

256

consciousness should be so integrated with the
history of Jewish group life that he will feel
himself direct successor to the Jewry of all
times, heir to their difficulties and contributor to their destiny. The curriculum, therefore,
is formulated primarily not for the purpose of
producing erudite Hebraists or Talmudists. The
scholarly pupil nevertheless will find ample
material to engage him. The average boy and girl
however, acquire only an acquaintance with Jewish
lore. For them, a correct understanding of and a
right attitude toward Jewish life in America is
the most imperative need .
Three types of program follow: for six, four and two years.
In 1932

s.

M. Cohen's The Progressive Jewish School appeared.

lCE

The forties were a period of extensive curriculum work by
Conservative groups, just as in the other school systems.

The

newly organized Jewish Education Committee of New York (1939)
began prompting work in that direction. 103

The Joint Com.mis-

sion on Education of the United Synagogue and Rabbinical Assembly first published mimeographed editions of Simon Greenberg's The First Term in the Hebrew School, 1941, and The
Second Term, 1942, and then put it out in 1946 in a one-volume
printed edition.
It contains the following statement of aims:
The whole curriculum is to be permeated by
1) a spirit of love for all aspects of the Jewish religious tradition - the synagogue, personal and communal prayer, the rebuilding of
Eretz Yisroel, the Hebrew language, the love of
Israel and of man in its broadest sense; 2} an
appreciation of the affinity existing between
102 supra p. 114.

l03The JEC library files contain two documents without date
which seem to belong to the early forties . Composite Minutes
of the First Three Meetings of the Curriculum Committee for
Congregational Schools; and Usy, Curriculum of Schools of
New York.
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America's ideals of democracy and Judaism's
religious and ethical teachings; 3) a desire
to participate in the activities prescribed by
Jewish religious tradition and in all other activities which make for the welfare of Israel
and of mankind (p. 4).104
Finally, Louis L. Huffman prepared a mimeographed Curriculum Outline for the Congregational School, under auspices of
the Commission, Primary and Elementary Divisions, 1948, 47pp;
Junior High School Division, 1951, 59pp.

By the end of 1959

the 1948 curriculum sold 2,900 copies, the 1951 -

1,800 copies

and of the 5,000 published copies of the 1959 revision, 1,406
had sold.
About the same time Leon
sertation at Dropsie.

s.

Lang worked on a doctoral dis-

His experimental mimeographed edition

entitled A Curriculum for the Conservative Congregational
Schools, by the Curriculum Commission, Board of Jewish Education, Usy, Philade~ph1a, was tried in several schools in 194951.

A book of 240 pages Curriculum for the Congregational

School under the same auspices appeared in 1951. 105
Courses of study for Sunday schools were also produced:

J.

s.

Golub, Tentative Outline of Curriculum for Sunday Schools;

E. Nudelman and E. Ehrman, A Course of Study Outline for the
Jewish Sunday School by the USCJE.

L. Schwartzman's Curriculum

Guide for Sunday schools of Greater Miami was also designed
mainly for Conservative Schools.
104 The USy published a Tentative Five Year Curriculum
(mimeographed 5pp) in 1942 and expanded it in later editions.
l0 5 Rev i ewe d by Harold Kastle in RA Bu 11 etin, June, 1952,
8-10.
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Ruffman's outlines were elaborated by George Ende in his
JEC syllabi by grades for the first four years entitled
Courses of Studies by Principals Council of the Associated

USy

Schools in Queens , 1950-51, and in an abbreviated revised form
by Elijah Bortniker Outline of Studies for First Year, 1957 .
The most recent and most widely heralded publication has been
Huffman ' s 1959 revised edition of his Curriculum Outline .
Official Action on Conservative Curri cula
The first curriculum, that of Landesman , was the effort of
one person, as was S . M. Cohen's activity curriculum , The
Progressive Jewish School .
The Tentative Five fear Curriculum For Congregati onal Schools
prepared by the Curriculum Committee of the United Synagogue
Commission on Jewish Education in cooperation with the Jewish
Education Committee of New York , mimeographed , has no date .
It was probably done in 1947 or thereabouts . 106

The above cur-

r icula by Landesman and Cohen are not even menti oned in the
bibliography, probably because they were considered out of
date .

This is the only Conservative , ~urriculum we kn ow of

that has no individual author .

Apparently no one wished to

claim authorship because of the tentative nature and sketchy
content of the product .

Millgram and particularly Huffman

probably had a large share in the work .

Arthur H. Neulander

was chairman of the Curriculum committee at the time .
106 rn any case it was after 1946 since publications of that
date are noted in the text. It is regrettable that a national
organization neglects to date its publi c ations .
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Next in chronological order came the two parts of the
Curriculum outline for the Congregational School by Ruffman
that appeared in 1948 and 1951.

Both were mimeographed, thus

emphasizing the still tentative nature of the offering.
Ruffman had had long experience as principal in a congregational school and for ten years as supervisor of Conservative
schools in New York for the Jewish Education Committee .

Some

assistance was rendered him in his work by George Ende, also
on the staff of JEC, as supervisor for United synagogue schools
in Queens.

The curriculum committee examined Ruffman •s draft

and made some alterations .

This was thus the first curriculum
107
that had the wholehearted support of the national office .
Another effort that was in progress at the same time, but

which had no national sanction was that of Lang (1951) .

Only

after the book was published, the Commission grudgingly assented to sell it .

The sponsors of this dissertation at Dropsie

were L . Honor and I. Berkson .

It was also sponsored by the

Board of Education of the Philadelphia Branch of the United
Synagogue .

Simon Greenberg, then rabbi at Har Zion in Phila-

delphia, wrote a foreword .

At his own school at Congregation

Beth El Lang had the assistance of his principal Harry Glatstein
Principals and teachers of schools affiliated with the Phila~
delphia regional board also tried out an experimental mimeographed draft for two years prior to the publication of the
book .
In the same year, 1951, Ende ' s syllabi appeared .
syllabi were prepared for a group of Queens schools 107.See Millgram's prefaces to both publications.

These
nine in
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number -

which undertook to implement Ruffman 1 s curriculum.

Although in the introduction authorship by the entire principals council is hinted, the present writer has personal knowledge from participation in several curriculum committees that
actually it was George Ende who was the sole author .

These

syllabi were the product of one mind, not the result of a cooperative effort by consultant , principals and teachers .

In

addition to being an elaboration of Ruffman ' s outline , use was
made also of the Boston syllabus and a New York curriculum . 108
Once again , then, a major curricular document emanated from
the study of an expert , rather than from the classroom .

Of

course, the novel thing in the forties was that a new type of
professional educator had come onto the scene or consultant -

the supervisor

who could make many schools his laboratory .

However , under the loose relationships existing between schools
and the consultant , no worthwhile experimentation or direction
c ould be effected .

For there is no doubt that even with a un-

iform curriculum to be followed, practices in individual schools
varied considerably.
for uniformity .

The consultant was powerless in his quest

The product therefore reflec t ed desirable ra-

ther than actually achievable goals .
Before we proceed with an examination of the authorship of
the 1959 curriculum , let us retrace our steps to see what we
can find in official
108

minutes on a national curriculum .

This

B. Shevach, Syllabus Outline for the Talmud Torahs of
Boston and Vicinity , Boston, Bureau of Jewish Education;
Curriculum for the Talmud Torah, part I , prepared by the
Curriculum Committee of the Hebrew Principals Association,
1946 .
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.

will involve mainly Ruffman's early(l948, 1951) and latest
(1959) creations.

Ever since the reorganization of the Com•

mission under Millgram, Huffman has acted in two capacities
in matters of curriculum: he worked on it in New York as JEC
consultant for the United Synagogue; at the same time he regularly attended meetings of the Commission and of its Committee
on Objectives, Standards and Curriculum, which was a national
effort.

As we examine the scant references in the minutes on

our subject we shall keep in mind two things: 1) what was the
contribution of the Commission as a body and of its standing
committee on matters of curriculum?; 2) did the classroom
teacher have any influence on Huffman's outline?
At a Joint Meeting of the Com..mittee on Objectives, Standards
and Curriculum, the Committee on Textbook Publication, and the
committee on Hebrew Textbooks, held June 18, 1946, Simon
Greenberg/ presided, and nine other men were in attendance.
A fulL.-dress discussion of curriculum took place.

Huffman was

not present at this meeting.
The chairman pointed out that it is urgent for
us to develop a curriculum for the congregational
school, based on the principles enunciated in our
recently published "Statement on the Objectives
and Standards for the Congregational School."
There are two approaches to this problem: l)merely
to draw up an outline of subjects and textbooks,
or 2) to develop a detailed integrated curriculum
containing adequate guidance for teachers and administrators. Dr. Greenberg suggested that the
latter would be a more constructive approach and
the members attending accepted that approach as
the more practical and useful.
Rabbi Derby claimed that a curriculum without accompan'\ng textbooks will prove of little help.
However, Dr. Eisenstein pointed out that our approach should be reversed. We cannot possibly plan
textbooks without a curriculum which should be our
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guide. Rabbi Sandrow stressed the fact that in
addition to guidance for teachers and administrators we also need guidance for the pupils' parents. Without the proper environmental influence
of the home, teaching is usually ineffective.
Rabbi Derby also urged that our emphasis should
be cen"tared not on subjects but on the interplll'Y
of Jewish values in the life of the child and the
community.
Dr. Eisenstein suggested that we develop a curriculum which should approach Jewish life from three
angles. All of them properly integrated:
1.

Jewish life as it is related to the home, synagogue, community, Diaspora, and Palestine.

2.

A chronological perspective of Jewish life which
should proceed from the known~ the unknoWR and
from the present to the past. l!o include five
period~. Each of these periods should constantly be made relevant to the child's life and
experiences.

3.

A cross section of Jewish life, based on the
calendar (involving the Holy Days, festivals,
fast days, etc.).

Rabbi Jack Cohen claims there was a basic fallac y in
such a division of the curriculum since the child's
concepts of the home, etc. change as he grows older.
He therefore suggested that we have at least two
cycles of instruction:
a) A two year cycle covering the approximate ages

of 8 to 10, and
b) A four year cycle covering the approximate ages
of 10 to 14 •••
Dr. Eisenstein stated that in developing our course
of study we should not work on the assumption that
the child is with us a relatively short period and
it is our duty to cram all Jewish knowledge into
his mind, a process which ultimately leaves the
child with practically nothing. We should rather
give the children the highlights of each period or
of each unit of study.
Rabbi Sandrow urged that there is a danger of forgetting the important role of ethics and ideals
which should be implanted in our children's minds.
Rabbi Neulander suggested that we choose the his•
toric events that have a direct bearing on modern
Jewish life and that we build our curriculum around
them.
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Dr. Max Arzt pointed out that it is important
that h"i story be made relevant to modern Jewish
life, but it is equally important that it be
taught in a chronological manner for it gives the
child a sense of depth and joy.
Dr . Eisenstein again referred to his original suggestion by pointing out that before we teach history
chronologically we should give the child an apperceptive mass of information which is later put into
order in the form of a chronological course in history. Dr . Greenberg referred to the TEACHER'S GUIDE
to the HARISHON SERIES which is now in press, wherein such an approach is followed. Children are given
a large number of stories which are corr•ela.ted with
the Hebrew texts. Those stories are not given in
chronological order but they make up the apperceptive mass for a subsequent course i n Jewish history.
Rabbi Neulander suggested that we appoint several
members of the Committee to compile lists of historic
items that have a direct bearing to modern Jewish
life and that we should build our history curriculum
around this material . The chairman acted upon this
suggestion and asked Rabbi Neulander to compile such
a list dealing with the theme of Palestine; Rabbi
Derby was asked to compile a similar list dealing
with the synagogue; Rabbi Jack Cohen was asked to
compile such a list dealing with the home; Dr.
Eisenstein was asked to compile a list dealing with
the community; and Dr . Millgram was asked to compile a list dealing with the Diaspora . These lists
of historic events that are most relevant to modern
Jewish life are to be duplicated and sent to all
members prior to the next meeting, which is to be
held in the fall .
Emerging from this discussion are the following insights:
1 ) a wide variety of conceptions of the organization of content; 2) history was the most troublesome subject; 3) the
problem of correlating content to present - day life and values;
4) the work was to be attempted as a co operative project.
By the next meeting on November 14, 1946, all the lists of
historical events related to modern areas of Jewish life seem
to have been forgotten .
them .

At least , there was no mention of

Greenberg kept advancing his idea of organization.
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Dr. Greenberg pointed out that the Commission's
most recent publication, THE FIRST YEAR IN THE
HEBREW SCHOOL - A teacher's guide, followed that
plan. Indeed, it goes beyond Mr. Ruffman 1 s sug•
gestions in that the stories are not only related
to specific areas of Jewish life but are coorelated with the Hebrew texts.
Rabbi Derby claimed that from personal experience
he found that teaching must be more formal . Otherwise, both the parents and pupils felt that the class
time is devoted to "more stories." He felt that a
more chronological and more systematic approach is
more practical .
In discussing the second level of instruct ion (ages,
11-14), where it was assumed that the children
would be divided into two groups in accordance with
the plan developed in the statement on 11 The Objectives and standards for the Congregational School , "
Dr . Greenberg suggested that the Junior high school
group should have a curriculum in which all the
areas of study should be integrated with their study
of the biblical text .
Rabbi Derby disagreed with this approach . He felt
that the content subjects should be given more emphasis .
Rabbis Greenberg , Kadushin, Millgram, however, felt
that for the Junior high school group i t is important that the curriculum be Hebrew-centered . It is
to this group that we must look for students who
will continue in the schools of higher Hebrew
learning.
Mr. Ruffman, in discussing the second level, pointed
out that the curriculum assumes that the students
will be divided into two groups . In one group the
curriculum will be Hebrew-centered , while in the
other group the curriculum will be content -c entered .
Mr. Ruffman also stated that it is impossible to
develop a curriculum in which.all the materials
will be correlated with the Humosh studies. In the
second level it is also important that we provide
for a systematic course in history . It is also important that we give special attention t o the
prayerbook .
Rabbi Greenberg, however, doubted the value of
chronological history, even at this level.
Dr . Millgra.m suggested that it would. be practical
to appoint one or more small committees to prepare
curricula or syllabi for the first and second levels,
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so that the 6 ommittee, at its next meeting, may be
able to discuss concrete plans .
The Chairman acted on this suggestion, and the following committes were appointed:
1. M. Huffman undertook to develop a syllabus for
the first level at his curriculum workshop (a group
of educators affiliated with our congregational
schools in the metropolitan area) .

2. Rabbi Greenberg, Mr . Huffman, and Rabbi Sandrow
were appointed to develop a tentative curriculum
or syllabus for the junior high school level. Rabbi
Kadushin also agreed to co-operate with this
committee .
3 . Rabbis Ja.ck Cohen, Josiah Derby, and Abraham E.
Millgram undertook to develop a tentative curriculum fo1• the second group for the Junior High school
level, i.e., the pupils who, because of linguistic
or o ther difficulties , continue in the elementary
Hebrew school during the ages of 11 to 14 .
The committee was still grappling with knotty pr oblems.
This time the main issue was whether to eliminate Hebrew on
the Junior high level in favor of Humash .
track -

Hebrew and content -

The idea of a two-

arrangement on the junior high

level , as stated by Huffman, probably evoked no pr otest .

This

was the year E . M. Edelstein 1 s Kitot Meyuhadot on content subjects for slow students was published by the JEC .

As at the

previous meeting, the work was to be attempted cooperatively
and tasks were assigned .
On April 8, 1947 Ruffman alone was finally commissioned to
write a curriculum .

The first part appeared in 1948. Huffman

thus had the benefit of committee thinking before writing his
first curriculum outline.
confushing than helpful .

If anything , i t must have been more
But we still do not hear of work

with teachers .
Curriculum Workshop.

The only curriculum workshop with
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teachers by the national body we know of took place in 1949-50.
Its purpose was to prepare units of study for all subject areas
covered in Ruffman's 1948 outline for the primary and elementary grades.

Each unit was to contain detailed suggestions re-

lating to the aims, content, teaching procedures, activities
and bibliography.

In other words, they were to prepare syllabi

based on Ruffman's curriculum.
The members of the workshop were:
cipal, and the following teachers:

Nathaniel Entin, a prinRose Epstein (no record of

attendance), Theresa Kohn, Annette Steinman and Mrs . Evelyn
Zussman .

Some meetings were attended also by Mrs. L. Fankushin,

Miss Simon and Mrs. Hochberg.

Working with the group were

Ruffman, Miss Leah Klepper, and Ende.

At the Jewish Education

Committee we saw typewritten minutes of ten meetings between
February 10, 1949 and February 6, 1950 .
The procedure evolved was to assign certain areas, such as
Hebrew or Jewish life , to one or more persons .

They would

bring in outlines of suggestions to be discussed by all the
members; on that basis a revised and more elaborate plan was
then brought in .

Theresa Kohn Silberschutz (Silber) and

Steinman worked on Hebrew and holidays, Entin on prayers and
holidays, Zussman on history, Bible stories and legends.
It was natural that that kind of workshop should deal
mainly with problems of content and method which interest us
only to the extent that they throw light on the philosophic
approach.
In Hebrew the problem was how to introduce the newer method
of oral-aural language instruction involving several months of
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oral comprehension and whole word recognition prior to reading, as well as how to relate it to the child's Jewish experiences,

The problem was also how to achieve it with existing

textbooks.

Holidays were to be taught in connection with di-

rect classroom experiences and home life.

In history the con-

centric approach was preferred over the regressive or holidayrelated approaches.

The problem was how long each cycle should

last and how to relate it to Soloff's texts.

Specialists in

arts and crafts, music and drama were to help in integrating
art media into the lesson.
along with related legends.

Bible stories were considered
There was consensus that legends

be integrated with Bible stories without differentiation.
Legends on Abraham's discovery of God, the idol story and the
three strangers were accepted by the group; the ones on the
L,.';.£1LL

birth of Abraham, and his trial in the furnace w-&a-rejected.
No definite decision could be reached on the Akedah.
Non-biblical stories related to all aspects of Jewish life
were also considered.

The criteria for evaluation included

age level, related content, intrinsic interest and child life.
At the last meeting on record, February 6, 1950, it was
agreed that members of the workshop complete the first drafts
of their units by May 1st.
wish.

That evidently remained a pious

The goal which the workshop had set out to achieve -

that of preparing units -

was not carried out.

Although

viewed thus the committee failed in its task, no energy properly directed is ever fully lost.

Within a year Theresa Silber

produced the Hebrew textbook Shalom Yeladim and a Teachers
Guide to it.

This highlighted the fact that textbooks were
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more needed than units, since most teachers find it easiest
to work from a textbook than from syllabi which require specialized training and additional work.
Also, the work which this workshop had set out to accomplish was actually completed later by a member of that committee
-

George Ende.

M. Entin was also on the Queens principals

council under whose auspices Ende's work finally appeared.
One of the possible reasons for the failure of the workshop
to achieve its purpos e was the lack of a full - time curriculum
director.

Much smaller public school districts than the Jewish

Education Committee of New York have such professional experts.
Executives busy with a host of other responsibilities cannot
activate and lead a sizable group of teachers.
The Conservative nature of the workshop was implied, but
not made explicit .

It was implied in the structure and content

of the Conservative elementary weekday school.

The only direc t

discussion of philosophy, stated in ambiguous terms, related
to motivation and meaning of the creation story .

Both a theis-

tic and a humanistic approach were suggeste~.
The general agreement to tell legends along with BibJe stories does not necessarily tag both as folklore rather than the
word of God; however, the hesitation in endorsing the Akedah
is in a way a denial of revelation.
No attempt was made by the group to ascertain that Conservatism stands for by a study of the literature on the subject.
Clearly then the workshop operated on the level of technique,
not expressed philosophy.
a philosophy .

Every technique, of course, implies

But on a professional level philosophy should

269

be plainly stated.
One final word of comment that relates not only to the above
workshop but to work of the Commission generally.
points in a discussion, when

At crucial

;I proponent5 of _an idea were chall-

enged with t h e query "How do you know?" there were some who
sough t support in theory; however, the ones who were most certain of their views were those who had had personal and direct
classroom experience.

Ruffman especia l ly would refer back to

his work as teacher and principal rather than as supervisor.
This, we believe, proves that experience in solving specific

2

and concrete problems done critically and with high purpose is ,
the ultimate guide in educational engineering.
In the meantime the curriculum work of the Commission and
its Committee on Objectives continued.

On March 12, 195~

Huffman's outline for junior high was discussed.
to Hum.ash -

His approach

that of Hebrew selections plus content in English -

was endorsed.

Derby objected to the alternative course in

history for Grade 4 (junior high 1) on migrations on the ground
that such a course was not suitable for eleven year olds.
Ruffman countered that the course was based on personal experience with children of that age level.

The course was retain-

ed in both the 1951 (pp. 25-28) and 1959 (pp. 254-59) editions.
No sooner was the junior high division done than a revision
of the elementary section started.

On November 30, 1952, the

objectives Committee devoted part of its meeting to the follow-

-::

ing discussion.
Second Year Hebrew.
Rabbi Ende urged that the second year of the
elementary school anticipate the usual plateau
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which develops during that year.

The second year
should therefore aim at thoroughness. Fortification rather than coverage should be the major goal.
He also urged that in the area of mechanical reading fortification should be a major aim of the second year and that the approach to the achievement
of thia s eal be ~pelled ~1t. These suggestions were
adopted.
Third Year Hebrew.
.
Mr . Huffman pointed out that_ the collateral Hebrew
reading as recommended in the third year of the curriculum Outline is premature. The curriculum should
include guidance for silent reading with special attention to the more promising students . Mr . Huffman
therefore moved that the curriculum should provide
for one period weekly to be devoted to cursory reading and silent reading, and that such materials as
the Sippurim Yafim and parallel Hebrew texts be recommended. The motion was carried .
Rabbi Ende urged that during the third year prepara•
tion for the study of Humash should be given special
emphasis . The curriculum emphasizes this element but
it does not spell it out sufficiently . The curriculum should also provide for the teaching of a few
small selections from Genesis , such as Vayekulu.
Rabbi Ende also urged. that the curriculum contain a
stronger statement on the necessity of accelerating
the reading skills .
Rabbi Shoop suggested that it might prove practical
to recommend using Divinsky's Mavo at the end of the
third year, and start with thetwelfth chapter of
Genesis in the first year of the junior High School
Department. Rabbi Derby disagreed with th~s approach.
Since the first chapter of Genesis is of such central
importance that it must not be eliminated or even
abridged.

This excerpt from the minutes shows that attention was given
to technical aspects of curriculum development and that some
rabbis were quite vociferous and insistent on their views.
Then for several years activity slackened , until a June 23,
1955 meeting was confronted with this agenda of curriculum revision problems:
1 . Is the time ripe for a revision in the structure of the congregational school? Shall we advance
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the start of the elementary dep a rtment to the
age of seven instead of eight?
2 . How can we provide for better teachi ng of
faith in God , ethical living, and religious ob servances?
3 . How can we provide for greater emphasis on
parent education and on parent involvement in the
school program?
A clear consciousness of the nee d for teaching faith in God
and o ther Jewish values is evident from this set of questions .
~hether this was provided for in the 1959 revision will be
discussed later on .

-

On November 15 , 1956 the Commission ac -

cepted a recommendation to change the six "year to a five-year
curriculum in order thereby to retain more children in the
high school department.

On February 3 , 1958 only three per-

s ons in addition to Ruffman were present at a meeting of the
Objectives committee to study his first draft of the revised
curriculum .

Questions were raised concerning the teaching of

values , group survival , ability grouping within grades .

It

appears that on the whole there was comparatively little delib eration on the 1959 revision .
The objectives .

However, considerable work was d one on re-

vising the Objectives and Standards .

The general study of the

several revisions of this document was given in Chapter III
above .

We reserved a discussion of the section on content of

the curriculum for this chapter , where it properl y belongs .
We also found in the minutes two revised drafts of this section
that were prepared in 1955 .

Since the printed revisions of

the Objectives and Standards are easily available we shall not
dwell so much on comparing t heir texts, as on a comparison of
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the 1958 edition with the two unpublished first and second
drafts of 1955.

Perhaps we shall thereby gain insights into

the development of official thought on curriculum.
The section on content in the 1958 revision was completely
different from its predecessor.
provided in the 1952 edition:

Four instructional areas were
1. religious convictions and

observances, 2. the Hebrew language, 3. the Torah, and 4. history of the Jewish people and its literature .
The 1955 drafts also provided for four areas:

Torah, Hebrew

language, Jewish living, and the Jewish people .
lished revision had only

The final pub,
~
three areas by combi:qg Torah and HebA

rew language into one area, since the new plan provided for
Hebrew only on the elementary level, to be replaced for the
majorit .r of students by Humash only in the junior high
division.
The first 1955 draft was not as detailed as the second on
the contents of the Humash course or of Hebrew .

Nor did it

have paragraphs on the synagogue or participation in Jewish
community life in the area on Jewish living .

Instead there

was a paragraph on personal participation in religious Jewish
life, which included the habit of worship -

daily and on

holidays.
The final 1958 revision was as detailed as the second draft.
It differed, however, in a number of ways .

The following sen-

tences were omitted from the introductory section.
While the content to be covered in all subjects
will reflect the wide variety of interests
characterizing Jewish life, all areas of instruction will be pervaded by the ideals, practices and
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beliefs of the Jewish religion, which have been
its noblest achievements.
The Jewish school should educate our children to
become ethical Jewish personalities, rooted in an
abiding faith in God, finding their greatest joy
and self-fulfillment in ordering their lives in
accordance with the living tradition of Judaism.
This purpose must necessarily permeate all of the
school's activities.
A paragraph was added in this introductory part on the need
"to encourage Jewish patterns of living at home."

This state-

ment replaced a paragraph on the home in the second draft under Jewish living.
The two descriptions of the Hebrew language as 1} "the
language of the renascent Jewish life in Eretz Yisrel 11 and 2)
"the language of the Bible the Siddur and the Mahzor," which
appeared in that order in all previous editions, was reversed,
probably to accentuate the primacy of the Hebrew of the Siddur
over conversational Hebrew.
From the area of Hebrew this was deleted in the latest
edition:
Pupils who show little aptitude for language
should be given a knowledge of Hebrew sufficient
to participate in the religious services, to comprehend the contents of the most widely used
prayers, and to recognize the Hebraic terms most
frequently associated with Jewish religious life
and practice.
This idea of special classes for those with low linguistic
aptitude was thus abandoned in favor of ability groupings within classes with provisions for enrichment of the program for
the more able.
The first paragraph in the area of Jewish living has instead of "attitudes necessary for daily Jewish living" the
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substitute phnaaes "for ethical living, for daily observance
of Mitzvot . 11 And then , right after the first paragraph on
prayer and worship, was added the statement on teaching "b asio
Jewish tenets, particularly those relating to God and the
Mitzvot . 11
-

Thus there was an increasing emphasis on religion, ethics,

and Mitzvot .

The shift from attitudes and knowledge to modes

of behavior via Mit zvot is especially to be noted .
The Syllabi.

We shall now briefly examine the syllabi for

the first four years prepared by George Ende and the one for
the first year by Elijah Bortniker .

In an interview on October

29 , 1959 Ende stated that his syllabi were prepared largely on
the basis of previ ously published curricular aids .

These are

listed in his introduction to the first year and in the bibliographies for teachers , and need not be repeated here .
de signed to spell out in greater detail units - the curriculum prepared by Ruffman .

It was

in the form of
The syllabus for

the fir s t year was done seriatim in eight monthly units .
was later revised to form the course for the year.
three were done as complete units , not in parts .

It

The other
The first

three were tried out by teachers; discussions with them resulted in revisions .

The first year course was rewritten four

times , the second three times, the third twice .

The achieve -

ment goals set for the year were designed as r ealistic objectives for the cooperating Queens schools .

As the syllabi were

tested, it was found that the first and second year goals
could be attained , whereas the third was t oo ambitious .
fourth was not tes t ed in classrooms under his guidance .

The
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Metropolitan Principals Council.

We know little of the

curricular activities of individual principals of Conservative
schools or of their regional associations, whether in Long
Island, Philadelphia, Chicago or elsewhere.

We could not ob-

tain all the minutes of the New York Metropolitan Principals
eouncil of the United Synagogue for all the years of its work
on curriculum under the leadership of JEC ideological consultants .

First L . Ruffman acted in that capacity, then Elijah

Bortniker for two years, and for the past six years Samuel
Dinsky has done this work.

We saw at the Jewish Education

Committee the minutes of two years only, 1958 and 1959.
Ruffman's curricula of the forties and Bortniker ' s syllabus
for grade one (1957) are outgrowths of this work .

Dinsky's

curriculum committee worked on the second and third years fairly intensively and had begun work on the upper grades.
Bortniker submitted a syllabus also for the second year which
was adopted by the group.
The most striking fact about the work of the principals 1
curriculum committee is the total absence of philosophical
discussions.

The principals themselves would probably disavow

any inclination to ideological problem solving .
much immediate practical work to be done .

Th.ere is too

Besides, the prin-

cipals, by and large, are technicians, not theoreticians.
The same observation might incidentally be made for most
of the supervisors and curriculum writers.

The empiricism of

Conservatism as a whole, which shies away from philosophy,
extends particularly to its professional school leadership.
Conservative ideology is still too nebulous for conversion into
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a guide for daily routine.

We find 1therefore, throughout the

minutes miscellaneous suggestions for changing a technique
here, scope and sequence there, but no fundamental issues of
educational or religious philosophy.
One experience of the curriculum committee of the Metropoli~an Principals Council, however, deserves to be noted.

In

planning for syllabi the principals aimed at producing directions for classroom instruction that would be uniformly applied
in the New York Conservative schools.

To ascertain existing

practices, a questionaire was first circulated in 1958 concerning practices in the third grade.

The responses brought to the

surface the startling, though generally suspected, rainbow-like
pattern of practices.
Hebrew texts used.
in use.

In 25 schools there were 24 different

Seven different textbooks in history were

Thirteen schools employed a mixed method of teaching

Hebrew, nine -

Ivrit B'ivrit, and seven the translation method.

In general it appeared that the schools followed curricula and
syllabi more in the breach than in observance.

We doubt that

this great diversity of practices is due in any appreciable
manner to differences in ideology.
due to negligence and ignorance.

In part it is certainly
How to raise standards in

schools each of which is a law unto itself remains a cardinal
issue in Jewish education.
Surveys.

We have not come across any specialized surveys,

either national, regional or local, of the curricular practices
of Conservative schools.

Yet a responsible agency should not

seek to legislate for its constituents before it finds out how
much the traffic will bear.

The experience of the Metropolitan

Principals Council, just cited, is a case in point.

All talk
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of uniform requirements ceased when the survey showed the extreme variety of praetiees.

Without a survey the curriculum

writer cannot know the areas that require particular care and
correction.

It is argued, of course, that the school consul-

tants who write eurrieula and syllabi know the situation from
direc t ahd intimate observation and eontaet.

Still, these are

impressions, not scientifically gath ered facts that lend themselves to interpretation by other educators as well.

It is

true that some of the published eurrieula have had a salutary
effect by their mere presentation of standards to be emulated.
All these considerations notwithstanding, we feel that prior
to launching its next curriculum revision effort, which may
not occur for a long time, the Commission should ' effect surveys of curricular practices in Conservative schools.

More-

over, along with that a survey should be made of the sociology
and philosophy involved.

The sociological study would address

itself in part to the existing state of religious practices
and cultural needs of Conse~vative Jewry.

The philosophical

survey would probe the aims that scholars, philosophers,
rabbis, principals, teachers, parents and students set for
the Conservative school.

The results of such studies would

aid in producing a realistic curriculum.
Is there anything in the general surveys of Jewish education made in recent years that bears upon our problem?
little.

We refer to the New York and national surveys.

The Survey of

Very
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Jewish Education in Greater New York, 1951-52, Qualitative
Studies , published in 1959, has several pages (12-15} that examine the aims of instruction .

Schools were asked to indicate

the rank order of seven stated aims .

The Conservative weekday

afternoon school heads ranked the aims in the following order
of importance:

1. favorable attitudes towards Jewishness; 2.

observance of Jewish practices; 3 . self-identification with
things Jewish; 4 . knowledge of subject matter; 5 . participation
in Jewish communal life; 6 . personality development; 7 . ethical
behavior with one's fellow men (Table Vb) .
The tables do not reveal how many Conservative schools res ponded .

The reliability of the instrument may be questioned

on the basis that no explanatory paragraphs were attached to
e a ch aim to elaborate on its precise meaning; no two respondents may have interpreted the particular aim in s i milar manner.
The meaning of the findings must therefore be taken with
reservations .
We shall now compare the Conservative schools with the other
ideologies .

Only the Reform Sunday school placed favorable at-

titudes first.

The Orthodox ranked observance first .

Self-

i dentification appears close to the bottom with the Orthodox,
i n second rank with Reform and first among Yiddish schools.
Knowledge was second with the Orthodox , next to last with
Yiddish and Reform .
How interpret these findings?
by Ruffman, states: "The attitude/

The accompanying text, written
of the Conservative group

✓

of schools is evidently affected by the wide range of practice
and attitude prevalent among the Conservative group with respect
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to religious observance" (p. 13).
is Orthodox practice and attitude?

We might ask:

how uniform

Moreover, maybe attitude is

primary with the Conservative, irrespective of diversification
in practice?
We are on firmer grounds as regards actual practices .

Con-

cerning subjects taught we read:
The curricula of Orthodox and Conservative congregational Weekday schools were basically very
similar. The differences that were revealed were
minor in character. Hebrew was more consistently
a major subject of instruction in the Conservative
schools than in the Orthodox schools, particularly
in the upper grades, where the offering of Hebrew
language diminished as the educational level rose.
Bible - Humash occupied the same relative position
in both groups of schools . In each case it received
increasing emphasis from the third year up . BibleProphets was offered rarely in the Conservative
group and infrequently in the Orthodox group of
schools .
A similar pattern regarding time allotment was
shown both by the Conservative and Orthodox sponsored schools . The only significant differences
revealed was that more time seemed to be allotted
to Bible-Humash among the Orthodox group than in
the Conservative group. This would correspond with
the greater degree of frequency with which the
Hebrew language is used in the Conservative schools
as compared to the Orthodox schools . As far as
language is concerned, the same situation exists in
both types of schools with English and the combination of English-Hebrew serving as the prevailing
language media for both schools.
It seems fair to conclude that the curricula of the
Orthodox and Conservative schools resemble each
other quite closely in respect to the subjects offered, the frequency with which they are offered
at the several ele_m entary school levels, the relative time devoted to the subjects and the language
of instruction that is used(p . 28) .
In the balance of the report written by Isaac Levitats we
find only one pertinent statement .

It is based on uniform

tests administered in schools and reads:
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The Orthodox Non-Congregational schools do best
in Hebrew; the Orthodox Congregational make the
best showing in Holidays; the Conservative rank
first in History; and the most intensive h o~e enN
vironment is found among pupils in the Orthodox
schools(p . 45) .
The fact that the Conservative schools excel in history is
perhaps due to the high rank assigned to peoplehood in the Conservative movement .
The National Study conducted by

u. z.

Engelman ana written

by A. Dushkin 109 also has little specialized information on

Conservative schools .

They are lumped together with other

congregational establishments . Nonetheless , we do find several
i nteresting and highly instructive items .

First , several in-

struments were used in polling opinions of 8 , 000 persons on
aims and objectives .
aims scale .
ies .

Teachers answered the New York seven

These seven were reclassified into four categor-

Three hundred sixty-two Conservative teachers ranked

these as follows: l . (highest rank) knowledge (so did the Orthod ox and community Hebrew teachers); 2½ , beliefs and values

(also community Hebrew teachers); 2½ , (same rank) self- identification; 4 . practices and participation .

Although the Reform

r a nked beliefs and values first , they had in common the last
rank for practices and participation (p . 24) .

We may have to

correct the prevailing impression that most Conservative teachers are Orthodox , for in teaching aims they seem to tend to
Reform attitudes .
Dushkin and Engelman arrive at this illuminating conclusi en
109
Jewish Education in the United States (1959) .
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from this first opinioh poll of its kind:
If then American Jewish parents, community
leaders, teachers and adolescent youths really
do consider Jewish knowledge, in its various
components, to be their prime desideratum, however vaguely, several important implications
seem to follow. The first is that American Jews
apparently continue our deeply ingrained classic
tradition in defining Judaism not primarily as a
system of beliefs and concepts, nor even primar~
ily as a set of practices, but rather as Torah,
classic knowledge; both in its differentiated
specific forms and in its most general form daath Elohim - knowledge of God. It is amazing
to find this classic insight and outlook in a general sampling of pa.rents from all types of Jewish
schooling. Apparently, American Jews of all orientations and outlooks have this basic view and con•
viction in common - that both the sources and the
purposes of Jewish education are to be found in
study, in the knowledge of our literary historic
materials, biblical and post-biblical, from the
ancient to the modern; these record and exemplify
knowledge, and are also the materials for teaching the other aims of Jewish education. This is
also in line with the classic Jewish tradition,
which in the quest for the Unknown, included what
other traditions considered separate: both relig•
ious and ethnic culture. It would seem tha.tthis
fundamental approach still functions vitally among
American Jews, and probably determines in no small
measure the unique place of Judaism in the American
religious cultural pluralism (p. 26).
Another very striking comparison (Table IV) of parellel
aims of official Orthodox, Conservative and Reform curricula
leads Dushkin to the unmistakable conclusion that "there seems
to be very little indeed in the statements of one group that
the others object to" (p. 32) ; in other words there is simi•
la.rity in basic aims.
A closer look, however, may reveal a number of important
dissimilarities not noted by Dushkin.

The Conservative "ethi-

cal sensitivity" of the second aim (p. 35) is not really paralleled by the • ther two denominations.

As to the sixth aim

282

(p. 36), we find the Conservative stress on communal responsibilities neither among the Orthodox who make apologies for
"galut life," nor among the Reform who emphasize philanthropy .
Finally, whereas the Conservative, in the seventh objective,
seek "reciprocal influence" between "the teachings of Judaism
and the ideals of American democracy" (p . 37), the Orthodox
merely accept the law of the land, dina di malkhuta, and the
Reform extend "the universal ideals of Israel's prophets and
sages" to a "dynamic involvement in service for · freedom,
brotherhood and peace."

We may note that the hedonistic ele-

ment in observance creeps into all three religious groups, as
they speak of "joyous meaningful observances," "joyous participation", and "happy experiences" (objective number 3,
pp . 35f . ) .
Table XXX (p . 79) highlights the very remarkable finding of
the study that a great majority of children, including the
Conservative, have a positive attitude toward the Jewish school,
especially those who attend weekday classes, rather than
Sunday only •
The Conservative schools attach great importance to Hebrew
and devote to it more time than the Reform (pp. 183f.) .

Con-

servative schools score lower in a test on Hebrew fundamentals
than noncongregational weekday schools (p . 207 ), but ably -

remark-

"the selected pupils who stay in school long enough to

reach the top grade in these intensive Weekday schools may
scor•e better in Hebrew fundamentals than pupils in the corres-
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ponding grades of the Day schools" (p. 207) .

110

A comparison of prevailing practices leads to the conclusion that "the curricula of Orthodox and Conservative Weekday
schools resemble each other quite closely at the elementary
level 11 (p. 245) .
The major recommendation that resulted from the study to
establish a National Curriculum Institute (pp . 25lf . ) is to
be congratulated .

It seems to be the best remedy for deepen-

ing the stream of Jewish education in America which at present
is

11

a monstrous big river -

a mile wide and an inch deep"

(p . 4) •

EXAMINATION OF CONSERVATIVE CURRICULA
Landesman, 1922
One opens a curriculum written some forty years ago with a
g ood deal of condescension ~ After all, what did they know
then, what kind of schools did they have, where was the Conservative movement\

But as one turns the pages of Landesman's

Curriculum for Jewish Religious Schools the realization gradually dawns that they were not as backward as we assume .

In

fact, the underlying conceptions have changed very little .
Then the most puzzling question of all arises: if they knew
the why and how, what was the reason for the barrenness of
Jewish education all these years?

And most painful of all:

What guarantee is there that the allegedly good curriculum we
110
A glance at Table 6, New York Qualitative Survey, p.51
does not bear out this sweeping conclusion . The skewed curve
for the congregational schools is almost certainly due to
selection . See comments, op . cit ., p . 53 .
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have today will produce a good school tomorrow?
there is none.
other factors -

Patently,

Besides philosophy and method there are clearly
sociological, we presume -

difference between good and bad schools.

which make the

However, since that

is not the subject under study , we shall return to the conte nt
of Landesman 1 s curriculum and the motivation behind it.

But

first a few re~arks as to the structure of the book.
There are outlines for four types of courses:

A -

six-year

course of 6½ hours of instruction in five days a week; B - six
years of 4½ hours in three times a week; 6 -

two years of six

hours per week for students who start at age eleven; and D - six
years of two hours on Sundays only.

These were the realities

of the time.
The schedule of course A on pp. 28f. is strikingly similar
to today ' s offerings: modern Hebrew, the prayer book, Bible in
Hebrew and English, hero stories in the first two grades and a
chronological treatment in the other four grades, with America
and Palestine in the sixth; principles and practices of Judaism
in the home, the synagogue, other lands, the calendar, ethics,
Hebrew terms for specifically Jewish concepts (pp. 94, 99, 112,
120f.); folk and liturgical music; extra-classroom activities
such as Sabbath services, assemblies, holiday entertainments,
social service .
Course B (pp. 172f . ) which is two hours less a week reduces
the amount of modern Hebrew studied as well as of the Hebrew
selections from the Bible.

The other subjects are similar to A.

This outline is sufficient for our purpose.
advert to courses C and D.

We shall not

The arrangement of Course A is by
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subject, not by grades, just like Ruffman's 1959 revision, except that there is no division into elementary and junior high
departments.

Our analysis is based on eourse A.

In appraising this curriculum we shall follow the outline
of topics in their alphabetical enumeration in our schedule or
check list (below pp .

;17-3t).

A. Conservative Philosophy .

There is not a word to indicate

that there is such a thing as a distinct Conservative philosophy.

Organizational ties with the United Synagogue are acknow-

ledged in the foreword. and preface, as well as in connection
with the graduation examinations prepared by the Committee on
Education ofl that body (p. 17) .
culum is "Jewish . "

But ideologically the curri-

There is not a hint that there are several

kinds of Jews with di"ITerse points of view.
B.

Educational Philosophy .

This is not stated in any par-

ticular section; it has to be inferred from the entire presentation.
There is mention on several occasions (pp . 1 , 8) of the
needs of the child, but the content and methods are definitely
subject-centered .

There is no recognition of individual dif-

ferences or of the need for ability grouping or for a Hebraic
fare for the gifted and content subjects for the less able.
There is a recognition of the need to stress a balance of knowledge, attitudes, and behavior .
C.

Religious Beliefs.

For the sixth grade a broad and

sympathetic view of the principles and practices of Judaism is
recommended (pp. 116f} .

The main beliefs of Judaism are out-

lined as: 1 . belief in one God as revealed by justice and
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truth; 2. revelation of the divine will to the prophets; 3 freedom of will; 4. future life, reward and punishment; 5 . election of Israel and messianic hope .

We may remark that only

articles 1 and 3 would find fairly wide acceptance in Conservative circles today .

We need

The beliefs are followed by practices (pp . 117ff .).

only note that divine sanctions for non-observance, implied in
the above article 4 are omitted and replaced by the ethnic
meaning of the precepts .

Moreover, elsewhere there are direct

instructions to the teacher not to arouse fear in children by
holding out the threat of divine punishment {p . 62) .

If all

other curricula maintain the same line, as no doubt they do,
then this represents a major departure from traditional ,
theistic Judaism .

Preservation of the Jewish people , ethics

and the joy of divine Mitzvot seem to be the foundations of
religi ous behavior in Landesman .

D.

Subject Aims .

The author is careful to state the gen-

eral aims of a particular subject as well as the specific aims
for a particular grade.
He has this to say on Hebrew:
To impress the child with the i~nortance of Hebrew
in Jewish life because it has ever been the language of Prayer, the language of the great products
of Jewish literature and is again becoming a living
language in the land of our ancestors. We should,
therefore, aim in this course .

1) To enable pupils to read and understand most of
the Pentateuch and the historical sections of the
other books of the Bible, and the important prayers;
2)
To enable pupils to read and understand simple
modern Hebrew and to recite or carry on an easy
conversation.
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3) To enable pupils to write a paragraph of about
ten or fifteen lines of simple Hebrew free from
misspelled words and common grammatical errors
(p. 31).

The Aim of Teaching Bible.
1) To impress the children with the belief in
the divine origin and the binding authority of
the Bible as conceived by the Jewish people;
2) To impress upon the children the fact that
the Bible is not one book but a literature representing a development of a thousand years.
"This literature relates the religious experiences of the Jewish people, their conceptions of
God and duty, their ideals of conduct, and the
divine help given them in their struggle for holiness and perfection";
3) To give to the children the ability to handle
the Bible, i . e. the ability to find book, chapter,
and verse which they may need;
4} To supply to the pupils such knowledge of the
background of the Biblical narratives as will enable them to understand and appreciate more fully
the"tr teachings;
5} To bring the children to such familiarity with
and love for this literature as shall lead them
to a desire to live the life of the Torah, and to
continue the study and reading of the Bible in
later years (p. 71) .
Landesman seems to object to reinterpretation.
The teacher must try to avoid the danger of wresting texts from their contexts, and placing upon
them constructions they were never intended to bear.
The Bible is not a collection of copybook maxims, a
sort of "sacred scrapbook . " The Bible gives us
the attitude of the Jewish people toward their own
past. We must therefore not only give 11 a Jewish
moral to each episode in the Biblical narrative but
we must give the child the specific moral that the
Bible itself attaches to that episode" (p . 73) .
In some respects the view of the Bible is extremely liberal.
The teacher should answer questions with frankness and honesty
(p . 76); the Bible took 1,000 years to write (p. 85).
It is interesting to note that the idea of selections from
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the original text of the Humash based on ideas and connected
narrative is already expressed, albeit weakly, in this first
Conservative curriculum.
The purpose of the prayer course is:
1 . To help the children cultivate and cherish
the habit of prayer as one of life ' s supreme privileges. To give the child an idea of prayer, a
love for prayer, and a desire to pray is one of
the most important tasks of the religious school .
2 . To impress upon the child not only the importance of private devotion, but also of public worship as one of the most potent influences in the
preservation of Judaism . By attending the synagogue and joining in its service the Jew proclaims
his attachment to Judaism and his loyalty to his
people . It is also a powerful incentive towards
arousing rel:tgious emotion and devoutness in prayer.
3 . To impress upon the child the importance of
Hebrew as the language of prayer, as the tie that
unites us with millions of o ther worshippers who
are our brethren {p . 58) .
It is remarkable how many of the "modern" ideas of the
latest curriculum are already contained in the first one .

For

example, teach the meaning of a prayer before reading it (p . 59);
have a classroom service (p . 60) .
In the other domains of Jewish life there is emphasis on
home observances (pp . 93ff . ) , the synagogue, the calendar and
holidays .

Not f ound in other curricula are lessons in morals

and manners (pp . 90f . ), and Jews in many lands (pp. lOlff . )
recommended by Landesman to be taught in specified grades.
There is also mention of communal institutions (p . 115) .
The purpose of the history course is
To instil in the child a love for his people and
a pride in its history . It should give him a
clear and unbroken view of the development of the
Jewish people from its beginnings until the present
time. "The central idea which the teacher is to
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impress upon the child is the attempt on the
part of the Jewish people to fashion and preserve its individuality and its distinctive institutions. The pupil must become· aware that this
feat was not accomplished without a conscious
struggle, a struggle against all kinds of disintegrating influences and detrimental forces. The
boy or girl should be made to realize that this
struggle has been carried on successfully only be•
cause the Jewish pe ople has never in the course of
its long history been ready to yield to its environment. It has been willing to adjust itself to
change, but unwilling in this process of change to
surrender one iota of its historic continuity.
Lastly, the pupil is to become conscious that facing the problems of the present and of the future,
the Jewish people must preserve this same attitude
of continuity and change" (Leo L. Honor: The Teaching of Jewish History in the 11 Jewish Teacher,"
May 1917.) (p. 122).

E-F

Outcomes and Behavior.

The outcomes in the main sub-

jects are very similar to those in the 1959 revision by Ruffman.
The vaunted expansion of the curriculum has really not occurred
in the past forty years.

In some respects Landesman expected

more: certain Piyutim were to be covered in the Mahzor (pp.69f.);
1,000 Biblical verses were to be mastered in the sixth grade

(p. 86).

The major innovation perhaps consists in Ruffman at-

tempting in three days what Landesman had proposed for five
days.
As was noted above, desired behavior includes also general
morals and manners; there is the erudite observation that these
are best learned by example,

Teaching of home practices is de-

signed for the first grade (pp. 95ff.); of the synagogue in the
second g~ade (pp. 99f,).
There is a little more stress than in Ruffman on Kashrut ,
such as the laws of Kashering meat (p. 118);

11

Zizit" {p. 96)

is probably an anachronism for a Conservative curriculum.
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mh
~.ere i s not as much stress on holiday observances in school,
possibly because there was morB of it in the home then; but
the evidence in inconclusive.

The questi on of how much of

Jewish law is to be maintained is not discussed at all.
G. Co-Curriculum.

One might expect the widest expansion in

recent decades in the area of co-curriculum.

Actually, there

has only been some change in terminology and perfection of
some methods.

Junior services (p. 131), a school paper (p.33),

music (pp. 14,28), library (p. 17), Hebrew literary society
(p. 33) and holiday entertainments (p. 28) are expressly mentioned, whereas arts and crafts, dance and dram~ are implied.
There may not have been as much consciousness forty years ago
of the values of an informal program in Jewish education, but
in actual practice the congested neighborhoods of that day
certainly produced much more social activity in or around the
school than in the scattered suburbs of today.
Summary.

For a first one-man effort in Conservative curri-

culum making Landesman has produced a remarkable document.
Only 1,000 copies of the book were printed.

Though it is out

of print now, it seems to have had extremely limited circulation and very little real influence on the Conservative school.
It was not the fault of the conception of curriculum in this
book; the r easons for decline and stagnation in the Conservative school for several decades lay elsewhereJ

111

Cohen, 1932
Earlier in the present study we had occasion to quote the
111some of the reasons are outlined in
Hebrew Education in America (1947)

u.z.

Engelman,
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statement of Samuel M. Cohen's aims in his The Progressive
Jewish School as well ass. Dinin's angry denunciation of this
retrogressive composition which breathes only religious devotion without sound education (above, p. /.r-1) .
A reading of the book soon convinces one that it is highly
academic and impractical, hot a curriculum tested and tried in
a sc~ool .

The style is highbrow, a strange mixture of psycho-

logy and Midrash, modern educational theories and Jewish religion .
W&

At best this essay can have only a historical interest.

shall the1 efot·e rlffl:kc ear swImra1 y vei'y brief.

Cohen starts out with an exposition of recent scientific
studies of character .

He proceeds quite unexpectedly to ex-

trapolate this scientific research into the realm of religious
education by proceeding from classroom to home, synagogue and
the cosmos .

His main purpose is to get away from the subject-

centered school to one that builds attitudes, character traits,
such as "pride in the Jewish past and ••• hope for its future"
(p . 108) •

There is not the slightest notion that Conservatism may
s tand for anything distinctive .

It is simply "Jewish. 11

There

is much talk of God and the Divine as expressed in holidays
and observances .

No dogmas are mentioned and no attempt is

made to clothe the abstractions with exact meaning.
Cohen stresses the emotional tone of the learning process
as more important for character development than information.
He therefore objects to pl acing informal activities into the
extra-curriculum.

To him they are the essence.

Lessons are

therefore to be motivated through and introduced by class com-
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mittees.
days.

Skills are to be taught in connection with the holi-

"The subject matter of History, religion, prayer book,

Bible, Jews in Other Lands, Music and Palestinian Geography
are integrated with school activities" (p . 122) .

Every class

elects a health commissioner; "judges a.re elected by the children from among those who are able to pass an examination on
Exodus 18. 13-27" (p . 24) and similar Biblical selections .
There is a gymnasium; tournaments and contests are arranged

{p . 27) .

Financial administration, dramatics, assemblies, so-

cial service, festive celebrations, synagogue worship are some
of the other activities .

Worship exercises for the home are

detailed (pp . 77-88) .
The appendix contains model constitutions for a school and
a class .

All in all, it is not a professional curriculum by

a trained educator .

The basic fallacy is the idea that intro-

ducing a program or lesson through a "governing council" of
students is all that is necessary for creating proper attitudes.
Lang, 1951
Leon

s.

Lang's Curriculum for the Congregational School

stands out as a well-conceived instrument that was tested in
the classroom.

How intensive or successful that testing was,

it is not revealed .

It is much more ponderous than Ruffman • s

and therefore could not command as much popularity .

It is not

a guide or an outline but a fully developed curriculum centered around units of study and activity .

It also claims the un-

ique distinction of presenting a Conservative view of life for
curricular purposes .

It therefore deserves careful scrutiny.

The first striking thing is the plan of organization .

It
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provides for a Hebrew kindergarten for ages five to seven, a
primary department for ages eight and n:tne {Mekhinah Aleph and
Bet ) , an elementary department for ages ten through thirteen
{Mahlakot Aleph throQgh Dalet), and a Hebrew High school fourteen through sixteen.

A note on p. 23 suggests that the

last three years of the Mahlakot may be designated Junior High,
in which case the two Mekhinot and Mahlakah Aleph would constitute the elementary department.

This corresponds to Ruffman•~

designations .
The underlying idea is that

11

the first two years are needed

for the primary or preparatory steps towards the child ' s developing motivati~ interests in Jewish study" (p . 169) .

We

do not know on what basis the author decided that two instead
of three preparatory years are needed .

The facile manner in

which an alternative division is suggested seems to indicate
that, like most other pan~ceas in Jewish education, the decision is arbitrary, not based on scientific studies .
all, these divisions only tend to confuse .

All in

We shall therefore

designate, as does the author, the six years of "Hebrew school"
as first year, second year, etc .

Incidentally , the provision

for three years of Hebrew kindergarten prior to Hebrew school
must be peculiar to certain schools in Philadelphi~ since
most other Conservative schools have for ages five through
seven classes in English only .
Only the first three years are detailed (pp . 41-220) .

The

last three years and the high school are given in brief outline (pp. 223-38) and were to be published in a second volume,
which never materialized.

The two mimeographed experimental
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volumes of the same work, which appeared earlier, contained
the first and second year only.
A. Conservative Philosophy.

We are most interested in

Lang's singular statement on the educational affirmations of
Conservative Judaism (pp. 10-15).

The first impression is that

the statement lacks a review of the thinking of Conservative
philosophers.

There is no mention of any of the contemporary

thinkers or their ideas on theology.

Conservatism seems to be

conceived as Jewish scholarship and law rather than the broad
gamut of other issues agitating the modern Jew.

There is an

indication of the shadings of opinion from Orthodoxy to Reconstructionism but no outline of issues .

God is mentioned only

once; the God idea, however, is not explored .

Judaism is com•

prised mainly of Mitzvot Maasiyot, practices rather than beliefs.

We shall see later in what elementary form the God

idea appears in the text.
A glance at our checklist to assess Lang's statement on
Conservative philosophy will show that the elements of rabbinism, tolerance and the outer limits of forbidden thought or
action are absent .

All three may have been implied though not

explicitly stated.
A further glance at the checklist under United Synagogue
constitution shows that most of the elements of that document
are present in Lang, except for Kashrut, which is mentioned
in passing on p. 233 for inclusion in the sixth year.

How

strange that it was not deemed of sufficient importance to be
included in a curriculum which lays primary stress on Mitzvot
Maasiyot.

Home observances will have to await discussion in
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the sequel.
There certainly is no mention of any of the controversial
issues in Conservative thought.
B.

Educational Philosophy.

Lang is careful to present a

meticulously precise statement of his educational philosophy
which he dubs a "special approach."

The primary aim is "the

optimum growth and development of a young Jewish personality"
(p . 3) .

To achieve this purpose one must affirm that a pattern

of Jewish living must embrace "the totality of Jewish relationships" as well as "the cultural and spiritual needs of the
Jewish child" (p . 5) .

The result must be a curriculum not of

subjects but of four areas of study and activity: Judaism,
Israel , Torah, Hebrew (pp . 15f . ) .

The areas are further divi-

ded into units that have coherent integration, proper motivation and progressive continuit, (p . 27) .

Fourteen such units

are provided for each year, each lasting several weeks .

They

are built around. the succession of holidays and the Hebrew
texts .
Lang thus follows the same philosophy as Ruffman in seeking
a child~ community centered curriculum .

And although

Ruffman speaks of instructional integration and areas of study,
his outline by and large follows a subject curriculum .

Lang

outlines his units with considerable care in order not to deviate into a subject apnroach .
Attitudes and behavior are primary desired outcomes of
education.

Knowledge and understanding are needed to achieve

a Jewish pattern of living.
The autho1, does not provide for individual differences .
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There is no mention of homogeneous or heterogeneous groupings.
Nor is there discussion of differentiating between pupils who
have linguistic ability and those who do not .

A point is made

by Lang of the fact that 1 unlike others, this curriculum does
not indulge in too many "subjects . "

Yet one wonders whether

the individual differences among teachers do not call for the
type of resource units that provide a sufficient variety of
activities and approaches to choose from .

Ruffman is much

more colorful in that respect.
C.
book.

Religious Beliefs .

In vain do we seek a theology in the

The sparse references to God are on such an elementary

and simplified level that one wonders whether the author sought
to descend to the child ' s level or, as we surmise , he himself
has given little thought as to how to teach the God idea .
a few samples .

Just

Every observant Jew is "to believe that there

i s only One God" (p . 48) .

Idols are no gods (p . 126 ).

"Where

1s God? ••• God is everywhere, and yet He cannot be seen with
human eyes.

God's voice may be heard in one's thoughts , yet

one cannot see Him speak" {p . 138) .
Lang uses Greenberg ' s Hebrew text Hayehudi Harishon, the
central idea of which is that an idol is not a God.
sues the same line .

Lang pur-

One wonders whether the time has not ar-

rived for us to discuss the God idea with children on a higher
level.

.P.

Probably even T¢rah knew that the statue is inanimate .

Animism certainly is not an issue in our day.

Why belabor it?

Both Greenberg and Lang would grant that there are theological
issues that are more pertinent to the thinking of the presentday Jewish child .
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There is no hint as to the other Jewish beliefs included
on our check list.

The only reference that touches upon reve-

lation is one concerning Moses who "followed what his conscienqe
told him and what he heard through God's voice" (p. 148).
We find a similar situation with regard to supernaturalism.
Biblical literalism is facilely dispelled by rationalizations
and homiletics.

Creation in six days?

thousand years (p. 219).

God's day may be a

We must distinguish between legend

and Biblical history, the author tells us (p. 145).
E.

Outcomes.

It is difficult to detail precisely what out-

comes Lang expects, since he covers only the first three grades.
Here Hebrew reading is taught by the phonetic method and there
is no special emphasis on conversational Hebrew.

Rather, there

is emphasis on reading and comprehension in preparat ion for
Humash study in the fourth year.
As to values, we find a list of social ideals in the Bible
in simplified language (p. 204).
ever, lacking.

A system of values is, how-

The ideational element, though present

throughout, is too elementary for the sophisticated child of
today; it lacks challenge and contemporaneity.

The problems

that currently agitate Jewish minds are not treated.
F.

Behavior -

Hedonistic Religion.

The Jewish educator

is confronted by conflicting choices as to the rationale for ,
religious behavior.
the Lord".
hedonism.

n

The traditionalists speak of the fear of

As we shall see, Lang advocates a spiritual
Heschel argues in favor of ecstacy in awe of God.

Other philosophers suggest identification with the Jewish
people.

We ourselves submit that love of tradition might be
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the answer.
The most striking impression one gains from the reasons
given by Lang for observance of Mitzvot, including the Sabbath,
is that they all stress the hedonistic element of pleasure and
joy.

11

Mitzvah should be explained as a commandment of the

Torah which if followed will bring a.bout the happier way of
living together" (p. 152).
(p. 64) •

The Sabbath is a day of delight

"The Sabb a th is a day of peace and unity, for on

this day we do those things that help to create a spirit of
calm, of peacefulness of the spirit and that which brings Jews,
in a family or in a community, into a happy relationship,
through the observance of Judaism 11

(

p. 118) •

"To learn that

to live Jewishly, as the Sabbath inspires us to do, can give
us much satisfaction and pleasure 11 {p. 179).
this add up to if not hedonism?

What does all

Delight, happiness, satisfac-

tion, pleasure.
It seems to us that this is a revolutionary shift in rationale.

The old-type Orthodox Jew observed Mitzvot because

they were God's commandments; non-observance was punishable
by either worldly

OP

heavenly sanctions.

wisdom is fear of the lord."

"The beginning of

All religion, it is claimed by

Heschel, has an element of fear in it. 112
abs ent in Conservative educational thought.

This is totally
Not fear of the

Lord but spiritual pleasure has become the keystone.

Even

within the Conservative movement those with more traditional
leafnings , like Schechter and Heschel, objected to this
hedonism.

Schechter 1 s· emphasis on Simha Shel Mitzvah, joy in

1 12 A. J. Heschel Man Is Not Alone, p.56; Man 's Quest for
Q..QQ, p. 113.
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doing God's work, or Hasidic Hedvah and Rinnah, ecstacy and
song, were to be a by-product of faith, of a sense of the
transcendence of God, "rejoicing more in giving than in acquiring, more in believing than in perceiving. 11113
writes:

And Heschel

"But since when has esthetics become the supreme au-

thority in matters of religion?
enchanting, playful .

Customs, ceremonies are fine,

But is Judaism a religion of play? 11 11 4

It is clear from the above that within Conservatism there
are differences of opinion on the hedonistic approach between
the humanists and the traditionalists.

It will probably be

argued that the esthetics of observance has relevance in our
day more to peoplehood than to God; that the very contribution
of Conservatism to religious thought consists in relating the
individual to Klal Yisrael, to the Jewish people past and present .

The individual who lights Hanukah candles out of an

awareness of performing an act of being united in spirit with
all his brethren who at that moment act likewise, as well as
with the Maccabees who lit the first torch of freedom, might
have cause enough to have a sense of ecstacy and exultation.
But then what is the meaning of the blessing over these candles
"Blessed art thou O Lord our God who sanctified us by His
commandments?"

If it implies a dedication to the ideals of

freedom, a readiness to lay down life for the preservation of
Judaism, where does the' command to do so, the moral imperative,
emanate from?

In our opinion the answer might be simple; from

113Heschel, Man Is Not Alone, p . 94 .
114

Heschel Man's Quest for God , p . 113 .
follow relate to our subject .

The pages that
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love, from the traditions transmitted to us by parents and
teachers.
G.

'I't-i-ab- e:we.P@ness e cllld @uffico for t:a.e me.~ses.

Co-Curriculum.

Out of a conviction that the Jewish

school has spread itself too thin by attempting too much in the
short time at its disposal, Lang makes no special effort to detail the co-curriculum, especially since activity is the very
warp and woof of his conception of curriculum .

Also, he treats

only the lower grades; there is less opportunity there to formalize certain segments of these activities .
His plan for terminal ceremonies departs from accepted custom and deserves to be noted.

He proposes a confirmation cere-

mony at age fifteen or sixteen for which there should be minimum requirements of three years of study.

Graduation he post-

pones till after completion of Hebrew High school .

This may

be the custom in Philadelphia .
Ruffman's Curricula.
Louis L . Ruffman's earlier curricula, one for the elementary division\ (1948), the other for Junior high (1951), were
expanded to form the latest 1959 revised edition entitled
115
Curriculum Outline for the Congregational School .
It is heralded in A. E . Milgram's preface to it as a new
work by virtue of the following features:

1 ) it takes into

consideration the social and curricular developments in the
115 The first editions are reviewed by: W. B . Lakritz,
"Congregational School Curricula - An Evaluation" Syy, XIII
(March 1955), 3-14; R . Resnik and M. Krug , Ibid, XI September
1952) 19-25; G. Ende, Ibid, XI (November 19'51TT'"; 23-26. The
later revision: D. Bridger, JE, XXX (Fall 1959), 69-72. Our
ensuing discussion had the benefit of an interview with L .
Ruffman on December 11, 1959.
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past decade; 2) the organization of content is no longer by
grade but by subject areas in three-year blocks; 3) a complete
revamping and enrichment of content to make it a true curriculum guide with ample suggestions as to materials, devices and
curricular approaches .
The author himself acknowledges the assistance of Abraham
Segal who edited and expanded the entire manuscript especially
on classroom procedure and method .

Both Ruffman and Segal are

past masters in simplicity and lucidity of style.

The product,

while rooted in advanced thinking on Judaism and progressive
education, is extremely popular in presentation .
The first question that suggests itself is:
culum designed for Conservative schools only?
it would seem that it is not .

Is this curriOn the surface

Like all other curricula or

s yllabi produced by the United Synagogue the term Conservative
is lacking in the title .
terminate reference to

11

Throughout the text there are indethe Synagogue schooln (p . 9), "Jewish

conception" (p. 13), "school program of the American Jewish
community" (p.xx), all without the adjective "Conservative".
It would thus seem that there is an intention to offer the
book for use by Orthodox and other schools as well .

Although

we do find two references to "Conservative congregational
schools" (pp . 103,189) and one to "United Synagogue schools"

(p. 3) there is no reason why any afternoon school of like organization could not use it ,

Although it is based on the phi-

losophy enunciated in the Objectives adopted by the Commission,
the general tone is broadly Jewish, not denominational.

More-

over, even the appe la tion "religious'' appears very sparingly
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in this curriculum that is designed for congregational schools.
(We found references to religion only on pages 191, 198, 215·,
(t}l.LJL.V

and 218ff.)

True, one of the three r, is designated "Jewish

Life and Religious Practices" instead of the former usage of
customs, ceremonies or observances.

The content stresses

mainly ethical and social concepts.
Despite all this there is no doubt that the 1959 revision
is undoubtedly grounded in the experience of the Conservative
congregational afternoon school.

While some of the source

material cited is still of Orthodox, Reform or community vintage, the social, ideological and organiz ati onal realities of
the Conservative movement are clearly reflected in the contents.
How Much Philosophy Is There?

Only the scattered paragraphs

on the aims of teaching particular subjects and lists of values (pp . 133, 137, 163, 178, 197, 221, 225, 227ff ., 249, 262ff.)
contain references of a philosophical nature.

Everything else

is not Why but How; that is, the book deals mainly with method.
The fact that philosophy is the special domain of a separate
publication, the Objectives, is certainly a good enough excuse
for not reiterating it here.

Besides, the authors are techni-

cians, not philosophers: they are concerned almost exclusively
with techniques and practices.

Their guide, furthermore, is

meant for teachers and principals who are also technicians,
nofphilosophers, by and large.

There seems to be a conscious

attempt to avoid theoretical discussions.
Yet, a ph ilosophy is implicit . in the presentation.

At every

step a stand is taken on the meaning of Judaism and on an educational philosophy.

It will therefore be up to us to discover

that philosophy which is implicit in the body of the presen-
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tat ion .
The introduction , however, d oes outline several guiding
principles.

The first posits a child - and community~centered

school, one that meets both the developmental needs of the
child, as well as the requirements of adult society.
The second principle is expansion of the curriculum beyond
the academic subjects into "the total Jewish environment in
which the child lives" (p . 8) .

The suggestions for a number

of co-curricular activities are admirable and are all based on
tested experience .
The third principle refers to the teaching of religious and
ethical values.

These are defined as 1'the child's ability to

make sound value judgments and to base his daily actions on
cor,..ect choices between right and wrong" (p . 13) .

The avowed

stress thus is on teaching behavior rather than on teaching
ideas.

The inclusion of vicarious experiences with value - sit-

ua tions through stories and legends is especially noteworthy .
Thus, whereas again the stress is o~ techniques on which
there is much sound advice, the philosophical foundations are
not elaborated upon .

We must remark, however, that unlike the

body of the book , t ~e introduction does stress s ome religi ous
values.
To aid us further in our search for the philosophical underpinnings of Huffman ' s curriculum we shall now follow the check
list contained in the instrument we prepared for our analysis
(pp .317-3( below) .
A. Conservative Philosophy .

Does Huffman reflect the basic

tenets of Conservative philosophy as we ascertained them?
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We already mentioned above that there is nowhere in the
book a statement of the fundamentals of Conservatism.

Rele-

gation of that aspect to the official Objectives may be justified, but we do not even have the author's indication as to
the extent to which these Objectives were used or the problems
he encountered in adapting the curricular materials to that
official philosophy.

We must therefore conclude that the

author avoided controversial or unresolved matters by stating
ideological problems in a most general and non-committal
manner.

It was done because of the conviction that the Jewish

teacher needed method more than anything else .

That is why all

references to values or theology were phrased to include "the
Jewish view" rather than the Conservative view .

These sections

are therefore so innocuous as to belong equally in Orthodox or
Reform curricula.

Perhaps there was the feeling also that Con-

servatism does stand for a more all-embracing ideology, which
is universally Jewish rather than for a particularistic approach.
Our basic finding that Conservatism embraces a wide range
of ideologies and therefore stands for Jewish pluralism is nowhere expressed.

There is no indication as to the several

possible interpretations on any subject .

The references in

the bibliography do contain some items (p . 39) that range from
a Reconstructionist viewpoint (e . g . Jack Cohen ' s) to a theistic outlook (e.g . Simon Greenberg ' s) .

Yet nowhere is the read-

er told that one may interpret the Bible or prayers in a variety
of ways, ranging the entire gamut of the theological and ideological diversity that prevails in the movement .

To leave it
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to each teacher, rabbi and principal to work out his own point
of view, or to shut one's eyes to the wide diversity of views
is hardly helpful .

A curriculum guide for Jewish schools must

not fail to offer guidance on the most confusing problem in
teaching a faith and a way of life that is being racked by so
many conflicting and diametrically opposed interpretations.
If the Conservative movement has deliberately eschewed adopting a unified platform, its sch ools are at least entitled to
know the outer limits of possible points of view .

If the pri n -

ciple of ideological autonomy bids the movement as a whole to
allow the free play of ideas, the school too must know how far
it may go in interpreting our tradition.

When a teacher is

asked by a child whether a certain miracle is true, the teacher
must have an official guide if not to one answer hardly possible among Conservatives the several possible answers .

which is

at least as to what are

If the Conservative school is

expected to teach religion, what is that religion?
Moreover, if we posit pluralism as a Conservative characteristic, the principle of tolerance necessarily follows .

That

is, teachers who have a variety of backgrounds must be told
clearly the extent to which they are free to experiment in the
realm of ideas .

Orthodox fundamentalism is still too entren-

ched and too intolerant.

All of the other more liberal and

more modern views of Judaism are therefore kept under-ground.
Can not the teacher be told forthrightly:

You are free - free

to think, to explore, and to lead your children on the path to
intellectual freedom?

Unless the curriculum makes that crystal

clear, it is failing in the most important contribution of
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Conservatism to Jewish religious thought; that curriculum is
not Conservative.

There is no clear statement as to what the

dynamic principle of an evolving religion implies in the classroom.

To merely make references to the Sabbath or Kashruth

without spelling out the contemporary debates as to the permissibility of riding to synagogue on Saturday or the survival
values -

as against ancient taboos -

is ostrich-like procedure.

of Kashruth, for example,

Possibly more observance can be at-

tained by a more permissive and lenient interpretation of laws
of Jewish religious practice than by the fear of supernatural
sanctions for non-observance.

Such an approach may make it im-

possible for many Orthodox teachers to work in Conservative
schools.

But unless Conservatism means what it stands for.:...

change, adaptation spirit.

This is particularly imperative in the education of

children.
life.

it will not raise a generation in its own

There can be no equivocation in teaching a way of

It is not enough to be all things to all men; Conserva-

tism must provide specific and detailed guide lines for behavior, at least within a certain range of permissibility .

The

present domination of Orthodox approaches within a non-observing community results in avoiding the basic issues and in im~
mobilization.

There are so many things hardly anyone dares

voice a candid opinion on, that the ideological atmosphere of
the school is reduced to the most unenlightened lowe st common
denominator.

Where the teachers fail to speak out on God, the

Sabbath and Kashrut for fear of offending someone's sensibilities, the children formulate their views on things from anti•
quated notions -

such as anthropomorphism from the Bible -

or
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from their home o~ Christian neighbors.
No, the element of change has not even been mentioned , let
alone spelled out, in the present curriculum.

This is a very

serious shortcoming .
Finally, there is an area of Conservative foundations of
thought, of which there is hardly any awareness at all .

It is

certainly not elaborated in the curriculum. under review .

We

refer to the Conservative reaffirmation of rabbinism in the
face of the return of classical Reform to the Bible as the
only valid source of Judaism.

r

Ruffman has an out~line of the

essential tenets of the Bible (pp. 197f . , 215-22) , but nowhere
do we find an affirmation of the long chain of rabbinic tradition .

True, legends are mentioned (e.g. p . 197 ) but the world

view of rabbinic piety and Halakha is totally forgotten.
without such affirmation there is no Conservatism.

Yet

A movement

which started out as a Historical School cannot afford to maintain a school system whose curriculum has no mention of the
Talmud, or of the Shulhan

Arukh as a guide of faith and prac-

tice .

Of late even the Reform movement has begun a return to
116
rabbinism;
Conservatism cannot deny its heritage . In this
too the latest offering of the United Synagogue finds itself
very far away from the fountain of Judaism.
The over-all conclusion must therefore be that we do not
C

yet have a Conservative curriculum that guides to a Conservative way of life.

And unles s such a curriculum is produced

there can be no claim to having come of age, of having attained
116

Doppelt F. and Polish D. A Guide for Reform Jews
(1957),!JD41-47, C CAR 68 (1958), 246 - 54 .
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ideological maturity.

All the techniques in the present curri-

culum are valueless unless they lead to a clearly defined set
of guides for conduct.

A religious school wastes its e~fort

if it does not teach how to live, how to behave being, as a Jew, as a Conservative Jew.

as a human

Jewish religious edu-

cation must produce men and women who have acquired Jewish
habits of living and of thinking about life.
produced a Shulham Arukh.

Rabbinic Judaism

Without a similar code of conduct

for the modern age for Conservative Jews much of the learning
that goes on in Conservative schools fails in its true purpose.
It might be argued -

and justly so -

that one cannot ex-

pect the school to solve a problem -- that of formulating
rule s for a way of life -

that the adult community finds in-

soluble at the present time.

That realization makes the task

of Conservative philosophers and law-givers even more urgent .
If the present generation of parents who still imbibed their
. Jewishness from their own parents and grandparents through
home influence flocked to Conservative temples, their children,
whose homes are largely devoid of Jewish patterns of behavior,
may turn the tide into uncharted and possibly unwholesome directions.

Now in the flush of prosperity and triumphant advance

i n numbers and edifices -

now is the time to concentrate on

quality rather than quantity, and on content that will enrich
the lives of the next generation.
Compared to USy Constitution.

In our checklist we have a

section on the United Synagogue constitution.

We skipped it

for the other curricula, because it would have involved a de•
parture from the topical treatment (that is, by items, not by
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a particular document, such as the constitution just mentioned).
However , we deem it worthwhile to pause here and look into the
implications of that document for curriculum building .

There

is no doubt that this preamble to the constitution must be
viewed mainly as of historical import rather than as a legally
binding instrument.

Yet a comparison of its charted goals with

what we now teach Conservative children will throw light both
on the charter and on the present stage of development .

We

shall follow the numbers assigned to each item on our checklist .
1.

Advance cause of Judaism .

This is so general and common to all positive Jews as

to

be of universal application to all Jewish groups, not just the
Conservative .

There is no doubt that Judaism was empl oyed in

its religious connotation .

The main goal thus was to advance

the cause of the Jewish religion .

Certainly the present curri-

culum fully subscribes to such an aim .
2.

Maintain Jewish tradition in its historic continuity .

This precept is the most fundamental article of faith of
Conservatism.

It affirms the validity of Jewish law and be-

liefs as they evolved throughout the ages; it also implies .....
albeit quite imperceptibly -

that there has been a historical

development of tradition; that is , that the passing ages
caused change .
We saw above that Ruffman has some traditi on , but the element of change is even more imperceptible in his blueprint for
the Conservative school than it is in the preamble to the
United Synagogue constitution .
3.

Loyalty to Torah and its historical exposition.
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Here again we have two contrasting provisions.

On the one

hand there is a declaration of fealty to the Bible and to sacred Hebrew literature in general; on the other, the observation that

that lore should be studied with the modern tools

of scholarship.
Loyalty to Torah is definitely provided for in the 1959
revision.
is absent.

Historical or scientific commentary on that Torah
It may be sagacious for a widely used document not

to tread on dangerously controversial ground, but it is not
good forthri ght Conservative education.

In fact, the time has

come to declare boldly in the classroom that we know so much
more in our day about the origin and historical development of
the Bible and of our other national and religious literature
than did preceding generations , and yet we love that literature, respect it, and cherish it no less.

And to deny our

children all that knowledge for fear of some fanatical fundamentalists in our midst is, to say the least, bad education.
If Schechter and Ginzberg did not hesitate to put on paper
their modernist approaches to our literary treasures , why
should we, nearly half a century later, hesitate and conceal?
4.

Observance of the Sabbath and of the dietary laws.

Observance of the Sabbath and of dietary laws are the only
two Mitzvot specifically mentioned in the organic law of the
Conservatives.
guess.

Why these two were singled out we can only

Probably it was due to the fact that these observances

have, in addition to their religious origins, also survival or
national value in setting the Jew off from the other nationalities and religions.

Perhaps, too, they are the last line of
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defense.
What of the curriculum?

The Sabbath is mentioned frequently

(e.g. p. vii, 133, 141-45), laws of diet only twice (p.11, 232).
There is no hint, however, as to what Sabbath observance entails, or whether children should be taught that the Maccabees
were ready to lay down their lives rather than eat a ham sandwich .

If the latter point is not to be taught, as under pre-

sent circumstances it cannot, what shall we teach?

Or should

we perhaps teach the historical fac t concerning the Maccabees
and point out to the children that conditions have changed and
some Jews nowadays do eat ham?

Is lighting candles and making

Kiddush, eating Hallah and singing Zmirot sufficient?
does resting on the Sabbath mean?

What

Is watching a football game

or going bowling a proper way of relaxing from the week's toil?
The point is again that merely prescribing "proper observance"
without spelling out what that means is tantamount to the
blind -

albeit well-intentioned -

leading the blind.

And

children crave guidance; they want to be told what to do .
Is this challenge to curriculum builders unfair, since we
are

asking them to turn lawgivers?

The challenge clearly is

both to the Committee on Law of the Rabbinical Assembly, the
USCJE and the lay leadership to take note of the seriousness
of the situation.

The remark in the introduction to the cur-

riculum that children must not be expected to reform their
homes is very sound.

Yet the school cannot shirk all respons-

ibility and leave it all to the parents.

Nor can the adult

curriculum makers overlook their responsibility to seek joint
action with the other Conservative bodies in producing a modern
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edition of a Shulhan Arukh, at least for school children .
We are fully aware of the fact that modern man will not
tolerate detailed prescription and regulation of the domain of
the private; that he will resist the invasion of his private
life by both state and church; that this is a fundamental aspect of the battle for human liberty .

This , however, does not

absolve the religious school from teaching a way of life, nor
the Jewish school from teaching the Jewish way of life .

If it

did , its main reason for existence would fall away .
Two additional points must be made .

We are not pleading for

a unitary code of behavior , but rather for one that allows for
the latitude that is inherent in the Conservative philosophy
of Jewish life .

Secondly, we are not advocating blind obedi-

ence to prescription .

Rather , we insist on critical thinking

that would illumine every act and would allow for an ongoing
reconstruction of Jewish experience .
5.

Retain in the service references to Israel ' s past and

hopes for restoration .
It must be noted that this was not a Zionist declaration .
The purpose was merely to dissociate Conservatism from the
Reform practice .

Yet by the same token the implications were

far-~eaching, since by this reaffirmation the founding fathers
clearly aligned themselves in the nationalist ranks .
In this respect the curriculum seems to be fully in line
with the preamble .

There are ample provisions for activities

on Israel and indications as to the use of the prayer book for
nationalist aspirations (pp . 164, 174, 184, 259 etc.).
6.

Liturgy to be traditional and in Hebrew .
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On this, too, the curriculum is fully in accord with the
preamble. Services are shortened by necessity, but the principle is there.
7.

Traditional observances in the home .

While there is considerable attention paid to home observances (especially pp. lOff.), the very essence is lacking,
namely a list of specific Mitzvot .

We find benedictions,

home prayers, and general statements about home observances.
If lighting candles and similar minima are satisfactory in the
Conservative view, that is alright.

But if more is expected,

it should be spelled out in detail.
We have now come to the end of our appraisal of Huffman's
latest curriculum in the light of Conservative thought .

Two

conclusions seem to be in order:
1.

On the one hand, the curriculum contains the positive

imperatives of the movement built into the program by means of
broad provisions for progressive educational approaches in
giving knowledge, skills, a value-system and patterns of informal co-curricular activities designed to produce a positive
Jew .
2.

On the other hand, the curriculum fails to spell out

the range of Conservative phil osophical thought, to provide
for differences of opinion, to present a code of behavior and
of values more in keeping with the fluid state of Conservative
thought and behavior .
Perhaps this generation is not yet ready for the second
type of approach.
B-C.

Nature of Judaism and Theology.

The author has this
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to say on the nature of Judaism.
The Jewish conception of what is desirable in the
realm of human behavior is rooted in an awareness
of God as the primary force in the universe shaping and guiding the life and destiny of man . The
concept of God is made a concrete and living power
in the life of the Jew through its organic association with the ,eople of Israel . Through the Jewish historical experience, a general concept of
ethical monotheism has been transformed into a living reality expressed in the daily life of the individual who lives as a Jew. The integral association between God and Israel is further fortified
through their organic relationship with the Torah,
which records the experiences of the Jewish people
as they are inseparably related to God . Specifically, Jewish religious values can be identified
as such as they emerge out of the recognition of
God, Israel and Torah as the indivisible founda tions of the Jewish faith and way of life (pp . 13f.) .
In relation to the teaching of history the following
"important and still operative Jewish concepts" are stressed:
a . Monotheism. The long self - struggle of the Hebrew people to accept, clarify, and purify the concept of One .God, exclusive, all powerful and
universal .
b . Ethical monotheism . The developing concept of
God as granting and demanding freedom, justice,
and love .
c.

The Covenant idea. The unique relationship
between God and the Jewish people as embodied
and renewed in the patriarchal covenants , the
Ten Commandments, Josiah's reading of the new found Book of Deuteronomy , and the convocation
of Ezra and Nehemiah .

d . The Torah. The specific collection of writings
comprising the earliest literature of the Jews,
and the broader concept of Torah implying a whole
way of life based on learning, teaching and deliberate effort to fulfill the Covenant.
e.

The specific expressions in modern Jewish life
of all the foregoing concepts; worship; the
holidays; Sabbath; etc . , as originating in the
experiences and strivings of our ancestors .

f. Th~ n~ophetic tradit ion . Nationalism and unive~sali m: ceremonialism and ethical practice;
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history as having purpose and the future as a
measuring rod for the present (pp. 178f.).
All that can be said about this conception has already been
pointed out in our previous discussion.

It is so general and

universally Jewish as to have nothing specifically Conservative about it.

There is no attempt to grapple with the pon-

derous problems of revelation, reward and punishment or the
election of Israel (though the Chosen People is mentioned on
p. 229), let alone the questions of a personal Messiah or resurrection .
matters .

Yet children will ask questions on all these

There should at least be a listing of the several

points of view that prevail on these issues as well as literature to gu de the teacher.

It is clear that we find little

provision for critical thinking by students and teachers.
D.

Subject Aims .

We shall now examine in as much detail

as necessary the aims of teaching the several subjects as
stated and provided for in the curriculum, and will compare
it with the aims stated in the Objectives as well as, in less
thorough manner, with the aims outlined by a variety of authorities in an earlier section of this chapter.
Fi!•st as to the range of subjects.
is divided into three areas -

While the curriculum

Hebrew language or Torah, Jew-

ish Life and Religious Practices, and the Jewish People - the
number of subjects is larger, since Jewish Life includes the
Siddur, holidays, the calendar and the synagogue; and the
Jewish People is divided into history, Israel, America, Jewish
community life and current events.

.

Characteristically, reli-

gion, which is listed in the Objectives, does not appear as a
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separate subject in the curriculum.
Hebrew and Torah or Bible are lumped together because Hebrew
is to be taught exclusively in the three elementary grades and
Torah in the three Junior high grades.

This highlights the

fact that Hebrew is taught mainly as a religious subject in
preparation for Humash or to understand the Siddur.

Neverthe-

less there is an effort to employ the natural method wherever
possible and to provide for collateral Hebrew reading, especially for the brighter students .

Study of conversational Heb-

rew as a means of contact with modern Israel is underplayed.
Despite all the varied and high-sounding aims of Hebrew
study outlined earlier in the quotations from authorities on
the subject, it seems to us that the Talmud Torah had basically experimented with only two major goals within the past
half a century .

One was conversational Hebrew, the other -

preparation for Bible study.

Proponents of the first goal

attempted to introduce the Ivrit B' ivrit method in order to
produce a Hebrew-speaking generation .

It should be pointed

out here that the Hebrew language then was a primary sanctum
for the pioneers of Ivrit B'ivrit.

The very idea of Hebrew as

a subject of study was an innovation of the Reder Metukkan and
of renascent nationalism .

It was a major curricular departure

from the old-type Reder where Humash was the primary subject .
Now the clock has been turned back at least half way .

The

congregational school has relegated Hebrew to a secondary place
in the curriculum; Humash is primary .

There is also reconcil-

iation to the translation method which has preempted the field.
Although the Objectives (p . 10) provide that "wherever possible,
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Hebrew should be the medium of instruction," and that only pupils that are inadequately prepared linguistically should engage in translation, the curriculum (p . 200) reckons with
realities and admits that "the average congregational school"
will rely on translation .
Thus the congreg ational school cannot have both worlds:
the nationalism of Hebrew and the s a credness of the Bible .
This is not merely because of lack of time, but to a large extent also due to the recent emphasis on the content, the ideas
and values contained in the Bible.

What influence the exist-

ence of the State of Israel will have on Hebrew instruction in
America i t is yet difficult to foresee .

If the two communities

of Israel and America are to maintain vital cultural conta cts s
it must be through the medium of Hebrew.

The perennia l prob-

lem of a rich heritage and of little time in which to master
it is thus with us and appears insoluble .

The issue before

the Conservative movement is this : if both Hebrew as a spoken
language and the Bible as a source of values are indispensable
ingredients of a school program, perhaps it is time to revise
upward the time requirements for a ~ewish education .
Torah .

The curriculum makes it crystal clear that the aim

is to teach both content and linguistics.

To provide for con-

tent it is recommended to make selections based on a number of
criteria, the most inclusive criterion being "selections reflecting the basic religious, social , and ethical ideals cons tituting Judaism" (p. 198) .

There is a major departure from

Louis L . Kaplan's plan of covering several verses from each
Sidrah .

Instead-, selections are suggested largely from the
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easier narrative portions, such as the Joseph story (p. 205)
or a thematic approach through selections reflecting Jewish
religious and social values (pp. 218f.) .

Study of certain He-

brew verses is to be interpolated by cursory reading in Hebrew
for bright classes or by pupil reading or teacher narration in
English for average classes .

That the teaching of Bible for

content is still in its infancy in Conservative schools is evident from the paragraphs on introducing the study of Hum.ash
(pp . 204f) .

Some of the suggested activities are quite helpful,

but in order properly to equip the child to study Bible for
content and meaning there is need for much more elaborate orientation period in which the child is afforded a taste of the
vast treasures -

literary, theological, artistic and so forth~

that have accumulated around the Bible in world culture .

For

orientation purposes some children should follow their Humash
study by consulting the commentary of J . H. Hertz, former
chief rabbi of the British Empire; others should specialize
on maps of Bible lands; still others should concentrate on illustrations, legends, archeology, film productions and a host
of other ways of looking at the Bible .

It will then be poss-

ible to have these specializations and insights accompany the
entire three years of Bible study as associated learning .

In

the high school the Bible can be reviewed in a systematic
course.

Surely no true appreciation of the Bible is possible

without placing it within the context of world literature and
culture.

Use of the Bible in English, in addition to a study

of Hebrew selections, must become a part of every Bible course.
Otherwise the People of the Book will know less of its own
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Bible than its gentile neighbors.

In providing for individual

differences ·and iilteres ts in the course of three years of study
it is inadmissible to limit it to narrowly Jewish concepts and
experiences .

The Dead sea Scrolls , Nelson Glueck ' s and other

excavations, and many other aspects of Bible study will enhance
children ' s interest in the subject.

Children who live in two

civilizations must achieve integration between their most
prized possession and the s urrounding culture .
We can learn many things from laying side by side Huffman ' s
goals of Bible instruction and those enumerated above by the
several authorities (pp :;2._/7 -.)_ .S-) .
al of them .

We shall s t ate only sever-

First, Huffman selects only a part of those goals.

It stands to reason that future Conservative curriculum builders should at least survey the omitted aims and test the practicability of including them .

Secondly, M. Kaplan ' s idea of

the need for reconciling the Bible and modern scientism is as
v alid for the school as it is for adults .
The Siddur .

In general, the recommendations concerning

prayer teaching are very helpful .

On the one hand, teach

prayer through classroom or synagogue worship service; on the
other , explain as much of the meaning as possible (pp . 133ff . ,
225ff . ) .

This is a tremendous advance over the erstwhile prae -

tice of mechanical reading of the Siddur .
Yet we must question a number of incidental remarks and ass umptions .

We wonder first of all how traditionally Jewish

is the suggestion to encourage students "to compose original
prayers related to some special occasion" (p . 137) .

We know

of course that all of Piyut in the Mahzor and much of the Siddur
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originated in prayers composed by individuals.
be expected from children?

But is it to

Somehow there is much more to

Jewish prayer than a mere verbal outpouring of the heart.

It

is the ancient symbols in which these prayers are expressed,
the mystical, devotional, poetical allusions to a world of
thought of generations past; in other words, it is not enough
for the Jew to pray alone, with his own heart; he must relate
himself in prayer through the spectrum of past yearnings and
stirrings of the heart of his people.
further elucidation.

This issue requires

For the past generations of Orthodox Jews

prayer consisted of communion with God through the routine repetition of accepted formulas; understanding the prayers was
not of the essence.

The very idea that one needs to under-

stand what he prays is a recent development within emancipated
and enlightene_d Jewry.

It is becoming even more establish d

as a result of the English translations that accompany the
commonly used prayerbooks, as well as due to the inability of
most people to understand the Hebrew.
To what extent can the content of prayers really be taught
to children?

After all, much of the English translation\ is

just as much a"'enigma to both child and adult as is the Hebrew original .

It seems evident that verbatim translations

are not liable to give much meaning to prayers.

Nor is even

a summary in simple words capable of evoking a proper religious
mood.

We must conclude, therefore, that in prayer, even more

than in Bible study, there is need for re-interpretation.
A corollary idea relates to Simon Greenberg's insistence on
individual as against public prayer ( above p .J.::2.6).

There is
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no doubt that prayers like Modeh Ani, the bed-time Shema,
benedictions over food, and similar prayers should serve the
child as a means of personal communion with God in the privacy
of his home.

A school that succeeds in inculcating such home

and private habits ted -

an attainable goal, if properly motiva-

has by that small contribution already justified its

existence.

To provide the human being with a light that

guides and consoles at opening and closing one's eyes is a
most precious gift .
The curriculum should therefore build into the school program an all-out effort to attain this goal.
The Synagogue.

The procedure recommended {pp. 15lff.,

233ff.) is to have a unit on the synagogue in one of the grades
of both the elementary and Junior high division.
ques are good.

The techni-

Especially helpful will be the several recent

texts and resource units on the synagogue.

A congregational

school should certainly bring its charges to feel perfectly
at home in the synagogue, as well as to possess a sense of awe
in God's presence.

Such a sense of divine presence should be

inculcated through the habit of meaningful prayer.
The Community.

On the whole the aims and devices outlined

for teaching community (pp. 165f., 177f., 182f., 267-71} are
sufficiently varied for a rich program, wherever such instruction is feasible.

We should merely like to make one point.

If the Conservative movement is not to stop its development
at the doors of its synagogues and is to go out, meet and become part o f ~ Yisrael, it must start in its schools.

An

American Jewry divided into several denominations, t'f!\UCh like
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the Protestants, will be a denial of a basic Conservative tenet
of the unity of the Jewish people.
Unity means becoming part of a whole, and recognizing one's
place in that larger unit which is the Jewish communitJ.

Al-

though such a view may be read into the broad statements of
the curriculum, it is not brought to the surface at all .

It

may be too much to expect in the present flush of ascendancy
and expansion to ask the Conservative group to realize that in
addition to synagogue they owe fealty also to the larger community.

But a closer look, grounded in our historic experience,

will show that precisely today is the time for Conservatives
who are invading suburbia to begin building the larger community .

With growing maturity such an approach may yet come .

Holiday s .

On teaching holidays (pp . 141 - 5, 153f, 157f .,

239, 241) sufficient experience has accumulated in the congregational school .

The provision is for a more or less special

course in grade one, review and fortification in the following
two grades and expansion into less known areas such as Rosh
Hodesh , Shabbat Shkalim and the calendar generally in the upper
grades.

The two basic learning tools are stories and obser-

vance in both school and at home .
Tzdakah .

Contributions through a Keren Ami fund, study of

various charitable causes and allocations by students are recommended .
The Jewish People .

In the Objectives the area of Jewish

Beople is divided into history , Israel, American community and
current events .

The same pattern is followed by Ruffman.

fact, in each grade there is provision for both Israel and

In

323

America in addition to whatever else is recommended for history.
There are of course many other instances where the same topic
may be treated in correlation with any one of the three subject;
but the Jewish community is the only one that apprears separately in two areas: Life and People ; in the former as participation, in the latter as history.

In this respect, then, the

curriculum seems to attribute more importance to community than
we were willing to grant before.
The choice of two approaches in history ological -

cycle and chron-

and ·concentration on personalities in grades 1 and

2, as well as the several choices in the upper grades, relate

to method rather than philosophy, and do not concern us here.
Although Honor's and Pessin's idea on the role of memory in
history ( above pp .l.Jor ) are not echoed in the curriculum,
their basic notion that the value of history teaching resides
in its meaning for the present generation is indeed reflected.
The presentation is very solid.
without comment.
F.

Outcomes.

A good student of a good school would, ac-

cording to Ruffman, after six years, know the following:
The content of the Humash as well as parts of the early
prophets and several Megillot; to translate 1,500 verses of
the Bible (p. 20• ; stories and legends from the rabbis; to
read easy Hebrew prose and to converse in simple Hebrew; the
order of Sabbath, weekday and festival prayers; the ability
to take part in a service, both in singing and in reading; the
Jewish calendar; how to observe the Sabbath and festivals; the
past and present of the Jewish people, of Israel and of
American Jewry, its institutions and philanthropic agencies;
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the cardinal social, ethical and religious beliefs of the Jews.
The graduate, in addi t ion, will understand: selected prayers,
the why and how of festivals, the relation of democracy to Judiasm, the meaning of God and other basic Jewish tenets.
He will also have developed wholesome attitudes to the above
knowledges and understanding~ he will have an emotional attachment to the Siddur; trust in God will serve as a basis for his
prayers.

His values will center around God, Israel and Torah

as a way of life.
It will be seen at a glance that such outcome differ radically from most parents ' and students ' goals which center
around Bar-Bat Mitzvah or other ceremonies.

In other words,

while the clientele seeks its reward in the social sphere, the
educator has his eye on growth of the whole child as a person,
as a Jew .

Above (p • .1.g/

) we discussed Dushkin ' s conclusion

that the Jewish public wants knowledge .

That may be a true or

a forced interpretation of uncertain data bearing on a deeper
probe of attitudes.

The popular conception, hevertheless,

centers almost exclusively on a terminal ceremony .

Dushkin's

data may indicate, however, that the community is ready for a
new and more wholesome approach to Jewish education, if properly guided.
Ruffman's ultimate goals for elementary Jewish education
are on the whole unattainable for most schools under present
conditions.
The low scholastic achievements both in the country as a
117
whole and in New York City fully support this assertion.
117Dushkin and Engelman, Jewish Education in the United
States, pp. 177-220; Survev of Jewish Education in Greater
New York, Qualitative Studies (1959), pp. 39- 71 .
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Although these goals are far ahead of prevailing practice,
they are worthwhile aims to strive for.
school can attain them .

Only the exceptional

These better congregational schools

are the best argument for concentrating on quality within the
coming years.
F.

Behavior.

In addition to knowledge and understanding,

the school advocated by Ruffman will inculcate certain habits
of Jewish conduct at school, synagogue and home .

The follow-

ing list of customs and modes of behavior is certainly not
meant to be exhaustive, since Ruffman did not set out to write
a detailed Shulhan Arukh .

The list is merely suggestive of

the type of desirable behavior recommended .
The graduate feels at home in the synagogue .

He not only

is able to participate freely in a religious service; he is
also able to lead it, if so inclined .
At home the child recites personal prayers at rising and at
bedtime, makes blessings over food, chants the Kiddush on
Friday night, lights the candles, observes the Sabbath and
holidays, sings Zmirot after meals on festive occasions, sees
a HavdoJah service at a school -sponsored Oneg Shabbat in his
home, and is generally aware of the laws of Kashrut and other
more intensive forms of Jewish living .

This inventory of

Jewish practices is of course much too limited.

In line with

our previous discussion we advocate the creation of a new
Shulhan Arukh for school use .

re

would have to be the product

of cooperative work by rabbis, educators,

scholars and laymen.

A Jewish school must teach a way of life; that way of life
must be spelled out, while at the same time permitting suffi-
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cient latitude in the domain of private observance.
G.

The Co-Curriculum .

On our checklist we note the acti-

vities mentioned in the curriculum.

We found in Ruffman the

following co-curricular activities: junior congregation
(pp . 9, 243f . ), arts and crafts, drama, music (p . 29), Keren
Ami (p . 159 and passim), Siyum, assemblies (p . 9), Hug Lvri,
holiday celebrations, and the terminal ceremonies of Bar
Mitzvah and graduation from junior high school .
There are many other activities suggested .

They are not

designed to suplant formal study, but rather to supplement
it .
Conclusion .
curricula .

This completes our review of Conservative

Perhaps more than any other group , the Conserva-

tives have been receptive to new ideas .

The result has been

a fruitful , rich harvest of techniques and activities .
work , however, is still only beginning .

The

More than anything,

the Conservative school needs to be guided as to the paths
to be explored in the realms of thought and of conduct .
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CHECKLIST FOR CURRICULA
Practices and Ideas Recommended in Conservative Curricula

Items.

A. Conservative Philosophy

•

•

1. Consensus
Statement of Con. Philosophy

X

Pluralism

X

Tolerance
Outer limits
Continuity and change.

X

Bible and Rabbinism, Modernism

X

2 . USy Constitution

Advance cause of Judaism

X

X

Maintain Jewish tradition

X

X

Loyalty to Torah

X

X

Observance of the Sabbath

X

X

Observance of dietary laws

X

Refer to Israel's past in the service
Hopes for restoration in the service
Liturgy to be traditional
Hebrew as the language of prayer

X

Traditional observances in the home
B. Educational Philosophy; choice between
a:b
a.
b.
Literary for able:
for all
X
Culture
child
xx
Hebrew
content
X
Community
child
xx

.

X
X

X

X

xx
xx
xx

xx
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B . Educational Philosophy
Knowledge
Attitudes
Ideas
Behavior
Instructional
integration
Variety of Jewish interests
Individual differences
Units

c.

Reli8ious Beliefs
General conception
God
Revelation
Future life
Reward and punishment
Election
Personal Messiah
Resurrection

D. Subject Aims
(historic
(Bible
Hebrew (prayer book
(Israel
Torah

(Hebrew language
(ethical, religious values
(historical experiences

Siddur
History
Israel
Community life
Religion
Current events
Calendar
Home
Synagogue
Morals and manners
Jews in Many Lands
Holidays
E . Outcomes
1 . Knowledge
Content of Bible selections
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X
X
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X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
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X

X

X

X
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X
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X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X
X
X
X

X

X
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Items.

E. Outcomes
•
Ill
1. Knowledge
Translate easy Bible portions
X
Early prophets and Megilot
Rabbinic excerpts to enrich Bible
X
Read easy Hebrew prose
X
Collateral Hebrew reading
X
Converse simple Hebrew
X
Reading prayers
X
Order of prayers
X
Creative experiences in worship
X
Personalities, events
Jewish festivals
X
X
Israel-Zionism
American Jewish community
X
Current Jewish problems
X
Cardinal ethical principles
Communal institutions
X
Philanthropic agencies
X
Liturgical singing
X
Secular
X
Chant Haftorah
X
Familiarity with Jewish literature~

,0

X

X
X

X

•

C)

X

•

'O

Q)

X

X
X

X
X

.x

X

X
X

X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

2 . Understanding
Selected prayers
x
Meaning of God
x
Relation of democracy to religion x
Why and how of festivals
x
Basic tenets
x

X

X
X
X

X

X

X
X
X
X
X

3 . Attitudes
Emotional attachment to Siddur
Trust in God as basis of prayer
Values
F . Behavior: Synagogue
Torah blessings, participation
Junior congregation
Friday and Saturday service
Use of Tefilin

X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X

X
X
X

Home

Cnant

Kiddush
Food blessings
Eat Kosher

X
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Q)

F . Behavior
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s::
as

H

Home

•

as

Daily observances of Mitzvot
Proper observance of holidays
Lighting candles
Prayer morning and evening
Havdalah
Zmirot after dinner
Pesach Seder
Pesach diet
Acquire ceremonial objects
Tsitsit
Support charities
Jewish patterns of living
Do it through parents

X
X
X
X
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X
X

X

X
X
X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X

X

X

X
X

School
Holidays and festivals
Support charities
Experiences in Jewish community life

X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

G. Co-Curriculum
1 . General Aims
To reach beyond classroom
Informal children's community
Integrate with curriculum
Reach beyond synagogue
2.

X
X

X
X
X

X
X

X

Activities
Junior congregation
Student Council
School Paper
Arts and Crafts
Dramatics
Music
Keren Ami-Public Welfare
Dance
Social clubs
Young Judea
Athletics
Scouts
Special interest groups
Siywn
Assemblies
Library

X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X
X
X
X

X

X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X
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Chapter V

SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This final chapter presents a brief summary of our findings,
followed by our recommendations.

We have reviewed the histor-

ical and sociological foundations of the Conservative movement
in the first introductory chapter.

In the next three chapters

we studied in detail the Conservative philosophy of Jewish
life, philosophy of Jewish education, and how these two philosophies are reflected in the curricula of Conservative schools.
I Findings
History.

The Conservative trend dates back to the Positive

Historical school in Germany whose leader was Zechariah Frankel.
In 1845 Frankel walked out of a conference of Reform rabbis in
protest against their decision that it was not necessary to retain Hebrew in the religious service.
The Positive Historical school in turn was nurtured by the
Science of Judaism represented by scholars like Zunz, Krochmal,
and Graetz who applied modern methods of historical research
to the Jewish past .

This research concluded that Judaism was

not merely a theology; that it was the Jewish people that had
been the bearer of the religion, law and national aspirations.
Another European antecedent of Conservatism is to be found
in Ab.ad Haam's spiritual Zi onism which, too, placed the Jewish
people and its culture as central in an interpretation of
Judaism.
In America, too, the West European Orthodox rabbis first
favored moderate reform.

Isaac Leeser was the leader of the

Historical School (1840-1855), which in 1885 broke with Reform
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when t hey adopted the Pit t sburgh Platform.

In the same year

the Jewish Theological Seminary was founded.
Th e traditional period ( 1900-1930) was repres e nted by four
leaders.

Schechter and Ginzberg delved deeply into the Jewish

past and studied it with the modern tools of scholarship, yet
they remained steadfast in their loyalty to tradition.

In

fact, Schechter ' s ideal of Catholic Judaism referred to the
body of Jews throughout the ages who were loyal to tradition.
He faintly suggested the need for change in Jewish law , but
never stated clearly how it should be done .

Ginzberg resisted

all change in Jewish law .
Friedlaender introduced Ahad Haam ' s ideas on cultural nationalism .

Adler was a practitioner , not a philosopher .

All

four were determined to keep Conservatism within traditional
lines .

In fact, the Seminary became the bulwark of tradi-

tionalism .
In the course of the years the Seminary expanded to include not only a rabbinical school but many other activities
for the propagation of Jewish scholarship and of the Jewish
faith.

The United Synagogue of America, comprising Conserva-

tive congregations, was founded in 1913 .

In 1919 the alumni

of the Seminary founded the Rabbinical Assembly.

Other na-

tional lay organizations were formed in quick succession .
Locally the movement grew from eleven congregations in 1885
to sixteen in 1913, 110 in 1919, and about 700 with a membership of one million at the present time.
Sociological Aspects.

The Conservative movement began

thriving when the sons of the immigrant generation moved to
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the third area of Jewish settlement , mainly the ,$uburbs .

Here

they found a largely Protestant population of middle class
status.

A process of acculturation set in: an adjustment of

their religious life to the mores of western culture and to
the secular forms of Jewish living.

The synagogue expanded

its functions to include all that is Jewish and human.

The

religious service was modified, women were permitted to occupy
family pews, the base of lay rule of synagogue affairs was
broadened .

These laymen operate largely on an empirical level;

they evince little interest in ideology .
Reconstructionism .

When Kaplan arrived at the conclusion

i n 1909 that "the focal point in Judaism was not its theology
but the Jewish People", a revolution in Jewish religious
thought was set in motion .

His new ideas became public with

the ~ppearance of his epoch- making Judaism As A Civilization
in 1934 .
Kaplan launched a complete revaluation of values .

He re-

jected the supernaturalism of Orthodoxy, its belief in the
miracles of the Bible and in revelation .

He advocated a na-

turalist reinterpretation of Scriptures as the depository of
the Jewish genius in religious and ethical matters.

Judaism

is an evolving religious civilization; its key concept is
peoplehood .

God is the power that makes f or salvation, for

human self- fulfillment .
Jewish people .

Torah is the way of life of the

The rabbinic laws are to be regarded as folk-

ways or usages that may be abrogated where necessary and
should simultaneously be strengthened and expanded to insure
survival .

Organic communities should be fostered in AAmerica.
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Eretz Yisrael must remain the heart of Jewry.

World Jewry

should enter into a covenant solemnizing the unity of the Jewish people.
Steinberg, Kohn, Eisenstein, Cohen and many others expanded
or interpreted Kaplan's ideas.

Rejected by Orthodoxy, Recon-

structionism greatly influenced the thinking of both the Conservative and Reform persuasi~ns.
Theists.

The majority of Conservative thinkers, however,

remained theists who believe that God was transcendental, and
that the Torah was revealed.

Gordis, Greenberg, Finkelstein,

Kadushin, Goldman and Agus, among others, belong in this
group.

They differ from each other on many points, especially

on the meaning of revelation, the God idea, and the immutability of Jewish law.
Heschel stands apart as a neo-Hasid and existentialist who
;uJiw
~not on reason but on pre-symbolic, pre-o6nceptual awareness.
Philosophy of Jewish Law.

The gravest issue facing the

movement is that of Jewish law.
Right Wing -

On the one hand there is the

men like Epstein, B. Cohen, Klein -

who insist

on the authority of Halakha and would institute change only
in accordance with the hermeneutic rules for interpretation
provided in that very law.
Wing -

To the other extreme is the Left

Kaplan, Greenfeld, J. Cohen -

who are prepared for

a complete revision of Halakha by shifting authority from hermeneutics to modern conceptions of law involving a consideration of existing condition3 and letting a body of rabbinic
and lay leaders promulgate new laws.

At present there is still

an impasse between t hese two polar views, because the Center
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party in this triple coalition is not yet prepared to tip the
scale appreciably in either direction.
Consensus.

The official bodies of the moi:rement have stud-

iously avoided formal decisions on some basic controversial
issues.

Nor has any kind of platform on philosophical, reli-

gious or legal matters been adopted, except for the preamble
to the constitution of the United Synagogue of America.

De-

spite an extremely wide range of interpretation, there seems
to be agreement on the following five principles.
1.

Religion.

Whether Judaism is conceived as a religious

civilization or as a civilizational religion1 there is a con-

✓

sensus on the primacy of religion as the expression of collective Jewish life .
2.

Peoplehood.

A recognition of the unity of the Jewish

people, past, present and future.

This posits the will to

assure continuity of the Jewish people, the will to remain a Jew and to bring up one ' s children as Jews .

The practical

tasks involve working toward strong Jewish community life in
America, a virile center in Israel and j Olidarity with world
Jewry .

Democracy should be fostered within the Jewish commun-

ity, in America and in the world .
3.

Torah.

The Jewish spirit is embedded in a vast liter-

ature that is an expression of a way of life.

That literature

embraces the Bible, all rabbinic sources and the prayer book.
The Jewish way of life comprises both the rules of daily living, of ethical and religi ous behavior, as well as artistic
expression through song, dance and other esthetic means.

The

Hebrew language is the cement that binds all elements of the
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Torah, past and present.
and acquired.

This Torah must therefore be studied

In Jewish higher learning the scientific approach

must be encouraged.
4.

Tradition and Change.

A positive attitude to Jewish

tradition of the past coupled with a recognition of the need
for change in Jewish law, usage and ceremonial.

Observance of

the Sabbath, holidays and the dietary laws in the home, the
synagogue and at school.

A reconciliation of Judaism with mod-

ernism by finding valid criteria for changing Jewish law.
5.

Pluralism.

Recognize and sanction the fact that Con-

servatism embraces a wide range of beliefs and practices.

This

ideological diversity must provide sufficient latitude to embrace everything that is positively Jewish.

A spirit of tol-

erance and democracy must not demand of them to think alike
and aet alike.

Nevertheless there are certain attitudes and

actions that are out of bounds for a Conservative Jew; they
are a denial of and especially active antagonism toward any
one of the first four principles stated above.
Educational System.

The number of schools rose from 24 in

1914 to 650 in 1957; the enrollment 213,719.

from 4,481 pupils to

Nationally matters were first handled by a committee

on education of the United Synagogue .

The latter, together

with the Rabbinical Assembly, formed a Joint Comn1ission on
Jewish Education in 1938 and seven years later an educational
director was appointed.

The name was soon changed to United

Synagogue Commission on Jewish Education.

The major activities

were publication of textbooks and magazines, placement, adoption of a set of educational objectives and approval of a cur-

338

riculum.
Educational Philosophy.

Although Conservative educators

still operate largely on an empirical level, some thought
has been given to the pure science of education by men within or close to the movement.

Philosophers like Kallen and

Berkson remained outside due to their secularism .
We identified four schools of educational thought, -ihe
perennialists -

Heschel, Agus, Greenberg, Engelman, Goldin -

are mostly theists or neo-scholastics who counsel an emphasis
on our classical sources.
Lang, Dushkin, Pilch progressives -

The essentialists -

Scharfstein,

stress the more recent past .

Golub, Nudelman, Rappaport, Berkson -

The
range

from an emphasis on the here and now and on the child to stress
of community aspects.

The Reconstructionists -

Kaplan, Dinin,

J . Cohen, Ben-Horin -

combine experimentalism with humanism

and look into the future .
Notions on Structure.

The dissatisfaction with the Sunday

school and afternoon weekday school caused a search for the
best type of structure.

The Ladder of Jewish Education which

was finally adopted provided for nursery school, foundation
school, primary, elementary, junior and senior high levels as
well as adv~cacy of the all - day school.

The Conservative

school structure thus stands in the middle -

between the Or-

thodox all-day school and the Reform Sunday school.
Official Objectives.

The educational objectives first

adopted in 1946 and periodically revised thereafter, finally
comprised the following:

1) love of God through prayer and

observance; 2) spiritual and ethical sensitivity; 3) Mitzvot
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at home, synagogue and school; 4) Hebrew -

classical and mod-

ern; 5) Jewish history, literature and culture; 6) identification with Jewish community life in America, Israel and the
world over; 7) Judaism in its relation to American democracy;
8) Torah as a life-long pursuit.
Content of the Curriculum.

The reasons advanced for teach-

ing Hebrew, Bible, prayer s , history, Israel, holidays and observances were examined.

It was found that thus far Conserva-

tive educators have not critically studied the curriculum content inherited from the Talmud Torah.

In addition to the more

traditional subjects there has occurred an unprecedented ex~
pansion of the curriculum to include ethics, current problems,
civics and co-curricular activities such as Keren Ami, art,
drama and singing .
History of the Curriculum .
a) General.

Until 1910 there were only programs prepared

by individual schools.

The the New York Bureau of

Jewish Education prompted a flurry of experimentation
which in the early forties yielded a rich harvest of

f

curricula produced by groups and individuals .

b) Conservative.

In 1918 Conservative rabbis were urged

to begin work on school programs.

In 1922 Landesman

published his book, followed bys . M. Cohen, in 1932,
tentative drafts in the forties by the Commission,
Lang ' s in 1951 and the revised edition of Huffman ' s
curriculum in 1959.

Syllabi for the first four years

were also prepared.
Some Characteristics .

Notwiths t anding some attempts in re-
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cent years to organize curriculU!11 workshops by teachers, to
promote discussion by principals and to involve the Commission,
each one of the curricula and syllabi is the product largely
of one man's mind and one man's experience .

No specialized

surveys were made of existing practices , nor were the proposed
programs experimentally tested in the classrooms.
The first Conservative curriculum, that of Landesman, is
subject-centered, advocates leniency on Mitzvot, views the
Bible as man-made, emphasizes the teaching of ideas in prayer
and Humash, and is generally quite advanced in many respects.
Cohen's attempt to couple religion with progressivism altogether miscarried.

Lang produced a reputable instrument that

is distinguished by a statement on the educational affirmati ons of Conservative Judaism, provisions for areas of study
and activity in place of subjects, and hedonistic justification of Mitzvot.

The religious concepts to be taught to

children are, however, on a very crude level.
Ruffman ' s Curriculum.

The eurriculum officially adopted

by the CorrLmission, that of Ruffman, is rich in techniques but
poor in theory .

It makes broad provisions for progressive

educational approaches in giving knowledge, skills, a valuesystem and patterns of informal co-cur ricular activities designed to produce a positive Jew .

It is child -

and -

community centered.
However, it does not provide a guide as to how a Conservative Jew should think or behave .

It outlines the elements of

tradition but fails to specify the elements of change, i . e.
of the results of the studies of the past by the scientific
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method.

Th.ere is no indication that Conservatism is plural-

istic, that it admits a variety of viewpoints, invites freedom
of thought and advocates a democratic toleration of differences
Nor is there a guide to a code of religious behavior for
school children.
II Recommendations .
1.

Create A Conservative Curriculum.

The Conservative

movement has made great strides in a short time in evolving a
good program for its schools.

This has been due in the main

to the attraction of the most creative minds in this country
to the task .
However, the great contributions Conservatism has made in
the realm of ideas and guides for action have not yet been incorporated into the curriculum, largely perhaps due to the indeterminacy and pluralistic nature of its philosophy.

It is

therefore necessary, in the next stage of development, to work
on a curricu urn that would be Conservative.
A Conservative curriculum does not carry the implication
that the school would produce a special kind of Jew who would
be Conservative and who would be set apart f~om Jews of the
other persuasions.

On the contrary , the conviction of Klal

Yisrael, of identifying oneself with a united Jewish people,
is deep-seated among Conservatives.

All it implies is that

within an orchestration of -differences, the Conservative group
should play its instrument well; that is, it should train its
children in the light of its own most advanced thinking.
2.

The Pluralistic Approach .

If anything at all was learn-

ed from our present inquiry it is that there is no one Conser-
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vative ideology: that it rather embraces a wide variety of
outlooks; and that in this pluralism lies its strength.
This fact must be reflected in the classroom on the basis
of freedom of thought, and of inquiry .

It is not suggested

here that the classroom he turned into a battleground for
notions that are still nebulous even among the adults .

Rather,

it should guide the students along the path of accommodation,
tolerance and a respect for differences.

Supernaturalism and

naturalism, the two polar choices, must be equally accessible
to the child to enable him eventually to make his own choice.
3.

A Code of Behavior .

In addition to guiding the child

along the path of making intelligent choices within a value
system, the Conservative school must offer guides to conduct,
a code of Jewish behavior .

Since there is no consensus among

adults as to what constitutes proper religious behavior, the
following procedure might perhaps be adopted.

First work out

a set of minima upon which there is fairly general agreement.
Then offer choices extending all the way t o strict Orthodoxy.
Finally, enlist the creative energies of the movement in
evolving new patterns of Jewish living in keeping with the
challenges of modern life .

These efforts must involve not

only the school and the synagogue, but the home as well .
4.

Everybody's Task .

The school must do its share toward

a reconstruction of society, although it cannot be a prime
mover .

Curriculum planning is therefore dependent upon the

interaction of all the forces that shape the Conservative
movement .

In the first instance the initiative must come fr-om

the professional workers: supervisors, principals, teachers,

343

rabbis.

The lay community must also be involved: the leader-

ship , the parents, the students .

In fact, not until there is

a meeting of minds on ultimate goals between the professionals
and the laymen will an effective curriculum emerge .
5.

The Scientific Method.

Advanced scientific tools and

proc edures have been developed in general education on curriculum construction and planning .
the Jewish field .

These should be utilized in

Surveys of existing curricular practices,

inventories of existing and desirable modes of Jewish behavior,
as well as many other scientific techniques should be employed .
The latest methods in group dynamics should be utilized in
i nvolving all elements that can make a contribution t oward a
b etter curriculum .

Specialized personnel should l ead princi-

pals , teachers and laymen in workshops and classroom activi ties that would yield ever better curricular practices .
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