The Conservative Rabbi—*“Dissatisfied
But Not Unhappy”

Abrabam ]. Karp

This essay on the Conservative rabbinate deals with its birth and early
growth in the first two decades of the current century, followed by an
account of how the rabbis established a functional definition of their
vocation in the period between the world wars, and concludes with an
examination of the twin tensions which affected the rabbis’ percep-
tion of self and vocation: the tension of serving a movement which
lacked a defined ideology and was marked by an ambivalent attitude
toward Jewish law; and the tensions inherent in a vocation which is
both a calling and a profession.

For this study the definition of rabbi is limited to congregational
rabbi, though the Rabbinical Assembly’s roster lists many academi-
cians and communal servants, a good number of marked distinction.
It does not deal with the Conservative rabbi as a national figure,
though such names as Mordecai M. Kaplan, Jacob Kohn, Elias Solo-
mon, Louis Finkelstein, Solomon Goldman, Israel Goldstein, Simon
Greenberg, Morris Adler, Max Arzt, and Arthur I. Hertzberg come to
mind; nor does it discuss the contribution of the Conservative rabbi-
nate to Jewish learning and religious thought through such men as
Louis Epstein, Milton Steinberg, Max Kadushin, Robert Gordis, Ja-
cob B. Agus, Ben Zion Bokser, Isaac Klein, Harold M. Schulweis, and
Samuel H. Dresner, congregational rabbis all, who have produced an
impressive corpus of literature.

In a word, the theme of the essay limits itself to the Conservative
rabbinate as a vocation serving the cause of Judaism and the Jew
through spiritual leadership within the congregation: the challenges
faced, the tensions perceived, and the responses to them.

Because it deals with an articulate body of men, and because it
dwells on how they perceived the demands and the anomalies of their
vocation, wherever possible their words are cited rather than
paraphrased.
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Preface: A Conservative Congregation Seeks a Rabbi—r1976

In 1976, a leading Conservative congregation was in the process of
seeking a rabbi. Its rabbinic search committee, as the chairman report-
ed, recognized that the procedure “is not easy and the responsibility is
tremendous. Upon the decision of a relatively small group of people
will depend the religious health of many.”" It therefore undertook a
“program of self-education,” the first step of which was the drawing
up of twelve characteristics “which might be important in a rabbi.”
The congregation had been founded in 1915 by a group of ten men
who left the leading Orthodox synagogue to form a Conservative con-
gregation which they felt would better serve their spiritual needs as
acculturated American Jews, placing its emphasis on family worship
and the religious education of their children. In sixty years, the congre-
gation had been served by six graduates of the Jewish Theological
Seminary, so that the characteristics which were chosen for a “Rab-
binic Profile” were descriptive of what a Conservative congregation
had come to expect of its rabbi.
The dozen points were:

1. Scholarship: depth of knowledge on Jewish matters.

2. Youth: appeal to and personal relationships with this group of
the congregation.

3. Pastoral activities: fulfillment of duties such as counseling, hos-
pital visits, and shiva calls.

4. Sermons: ability in both sermons and public speaking on other
occasions (such as weddings, funerals, etc.), both speaking abil-
ity and content of message.

5. Wife-supportive: attitude of wife whether she is supportive of
his rabbinical role. This includes an understanding of the time
requirements of his position and the demands on his personal
life because of his leadership position.

6. Experience in being the primary professional in a congregation
with a wide scope of activities such as school, youth, adult edu-
cation, sisterhood, etc.

7. Educator: skill as an educator or teacher in a classroom situa-
tion having more than ten students.

8. Executive leadership: possession of qualities needed in dealing
with both staff and laity.
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9. Programming skills, creativity, originality of ideas in program-
ming, and ability to function as a resource person.

10. Community involvement, in both the Jewish and general com-
munity.

11. Wife’s involvement in congregational activities such as sister-
hood, adult education, attendance at services, etc.

12. Importance of age: a question raised relative to some of the
other listed characteristics, assuming the rabbi is between thir-
ty-five and fifty years old.

The characteristics are listed in descending order of importance, but
their very listing as considerations by the search committee indicate
them to be the legitimate expectations which a Conservative congre-
gation may have of its rabbi: that he be scholar, pastor, youth worker,
preacher, educator, executive, and creative program initiator; and that
he have had the wisdom (and good fortune) to have married a woman
who would share him with the congregational family and aid him in
his work.

Roots of the Conservative Rabbinate

Conservative Judaism has three main institutional components. The
oldest of these is the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, located
in New York City, which trains its rabbis, teachers, and cantors. The
thousand-odd Conservative congregations in the United States are or-
ganized in the United Synagogue of America. The movement’s rabbis
comprise the membership of the Rabbinical Assembly of America.
The Jewish Theological Seminary Association was organized in
1886 for “the preservation in America of the knowledge and practice
of historical Judaism,” and its Seminary was formally opened on Janu-
ary 2, 1887. It was reorganized in 1902 under its present name. The
United Synagogue of America was founded in 1913, Dr. Solomon
Schechter, president of the JTSA, serving as its first president (1902~
1915). An Alumni Association of the Jewish Theological Seminary
was organized in 1901. In 1918 it took on the more adequately de-
scriptive name The Rabbinical Assembly of the Jewish Theological
Seminary. In the 1930’, in recognition of the growing number of non-
JTSA graduates on its lists, and in order to establish its position of
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institutional independence and parity in the triad of Conservative Ju-
daism, it changed the designation from “of the Jewish Theological
Seminary” to “of America.”

As early as 1866 Jonas Bondi, rabbi, publisher, and editor, noted
that there had developed in American Jewish religious life a “golden
middle way” which was termed “orthodox” by the left and “re-
formed” by the right, and which was apparently making such progress
that it is “hated -on both sides.” He identified this movement with
“positive historical Judaism . . . [which] contains all the ideas of the
development of Judaism.”* James Parton also noted the tripartite divi-
sion of American Israel, but as he described it, “Perhaps one third of
the Jews are still orthodox, another third neglect religion except on the
greatest days of the religious year . . . another third are in various
stages of Reform.”

W. M. Rosenblatt observed the threefold division in 1872: “I shall
call the first the Radicals and the others the Orthodox; and between
the two are what I shall term the Conservatives.” As an avowed as-
similationist, he consigned “Dr. Wise of Cincinnati, Dr. Lilienthal of
the same city . . . Dr. Huebsch of the Bohemian Synagogue in New
York . .. [and] Dr. Mielziner of Norfolk Street Synagogue” to the
Conservatives.

Three religious tendencies, not yet movements, existed in the late
sixties and seventies of the nineteenth century, the composition of each
determined by the religious outlook of the perceiver. Thus Simon
Wolf, after worshipping in Rodef Shalom, Philadelphia, during the
High Holy Days of 1869, was surprised that its rabbi, Dr. Marcus
Jastrow, was called Orthodox: “To say that the Rev. Jastrow is Ortho-
dox was doing him a great injustice, for a minister who is in favor of a
temple, an organ, pews. . . cannot be considered as reflecting the ideas
of the past.”¢ Mr. Wolf would fully agree with the unanimous designa-
tion of Jastrow’s Philadelphia colleague, the Reverend Sabato Morais
of K. K. Mikveh Israel, as Orthodox. Yet in the early 1870’ Morais
put forth this plan for the ritual and liturgy of the American syna-
gogue:

The badge we all should have proudly worn is that of “American Jews” . . .
(not Portuguese and German, Polish and Hollander) . . . signifying that the
circumstances which had given origin to marked differences in the ritual had
ceased to exist, and that the necessity for reconstructing another . . . more
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conformable to our changed condition had arrived. . . .

The demand is for a simpler prayer-book. . . . Expurge, then, what relates to
the ordinances followed by the ancients in the performances of sacrificial rites;
strike out what belongs to Mishnic and Talmudic lore . . . avoid, as far as
practical, the reiterating of supplication, confession or sacred song . . . compare
long-established Rituals . . . select what is more chaste in style, more exalting in
ideas. . . . Then endeavor to fill up a portion of the space made empty by the
expurgatory process with compositions suited to our existing wants, the print-
ed and unedited writings of our philosophers and poets can supply a vast deal,
the learning of our modern Rabbis may also be of service.”

Morais, expounding a centrist position, was attacked from both
sides. Reform leaders criticized his meekness, the Orthodox his devia-
tion from tradition. But what he proposed was the way to be pursued
by those neither Orthodox nor Reform; what he laid out was the
direction for Conservative Judaism. Already in the 1870’ and more
pronouncedly in the 1880’s, some leading rabbis identified as Reform
or Orthodox were becoming increasingly uncomfortable in Reform
and Orthodoxy. The former, Rabbis Marcus Jastrow, Benjamin Szold,
Alexander Kohut, and Aaron Wise, would not associate themselves
with the thrust to Radical Reform as indicated by the platform
adopted at the Philadelphia Conference in 1869 and even more so by
the Pittsburgh Platform of 1885. Rabbis Sabato Morais, H. Pereira
Mendes, Henry Schneeberger, and Bernard Drachman were not at
home in the East European Orthodoxy which was then establishing
itself as the “true” traditional Judaism, nor could the immigrant com-
munity accept them as their rabbonim. The religious radicalization of
Reform and the growing insularity of Orthodoxy brought those with
centrist tendencies together. Those from the right brought with them a
commitment to Jewish law and its ritual and the synagogal mode of
westernized traditional Jews, decorum, the sermon, the use of the ver-
nacular; those from the left, an ideology expressive of the Positive-
Historical Judaism of Zechariah Frankel, principal of the Jewish The-
ological Seminary at Breslau, of which Solomon Schechter wrote:

The historical school has never, to my knowledge, offered to the world a
theological program of its own. . . . On the whole, its attitude toward religion
may be defined as an enlightened skepticism combined with a staunch conser-
vatism which is not even wholly devoid of a certain mystical touch, . . . It is not
the mere revealed Bible that is of first importance to the Jew, but the Bible as it
repeats itself in history . . . asit is interpreted in Tradition. . . . Since the interpre-
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tation of Scripture or the Secondary Meaning is mainly the product of changing
historical influences it follows that the centre of authority is actually removed
from the Bible and placed in some living body, 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 Second Meaning.

It would follow then that what was needed in America was a body
of individuals possessed of a knowledge of the total Jewish historical
experience, committed to its traditions, and conversant with the needs
of the age. The mandate to both the traditionalists and those of the
historical school was clear: the establishment of a rabbinical seminary
to train such a rabbinate.

In 1886 Judah D. Eisenstein, a leader of the Orthodox East Europe-
an Jewish immigrant community, wrote in the New Yorker Yiddische
Zeitung on “The Founding of the Seminary.”

Judaism in America is divided into three factions or parties: Orthodox, Con-
servative and Radical. . . . Those who are called Conservative, or “middle of the
roaders,” wish to go in both directions. . . . The Conservative, like the radical,
has no authority, since he does not rely on the Shulban Aruch except for a small
fraction of his ministry. . . .

There is a world of difference between the Radical and Conservative stu-
dents; the Torah that the Radical studies was superficial in comparison with the
Torah of a Conservative rabbinical student. To the Radical, secular knowledge
is paramount. . . . The Conservative.. . . looks upon Hebrew literature as of first
importance and constantly immerses himself in it.*

Eisenstein’s characterization of the Conservative student was not
description but mandate. Unless the students of the proposed Conser-
vative Seminary, he warns, are taught by teachers who are strictly
observant, unless the studies are conducted with “covered heads” and
are in strict accord with the Shulhan Aruch, and unless their training
begins at an early age and continues in a Jewish all-day school in
which the language of instruction is English but the secular studies are
accorded a secondary position, “there will be no difference between
the seminary which they contemplate establishing and the College in
Cincinnati.” Eisenstein had little faith in the new Seminary and be-
came a leader in the enterprise of bringing a chief rabbi for New York’s
Orthodox Jewish community a year after the Seminary was estab-
lished.” Two years earlier nineteen rabbis had met in conference in
Pittsburgh, adopting a platform for Reform Judaism. In the year be-
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1886, the Jewish Theological Seminary was established. In the space
of three years the three tendencies within American Judaism had be-
come institutionalized as religious movements.

The Jewish Theological Seminary of America

The Conservative rabbinate in America had its inception in the vestry
room of Congregation Shearith Israel, New York, on Monday, Janu-
ary 3, 1887. On that day the preparatory class of the newly founded
Jewish Theological Seminary of America held its first session. “Ten
pupils were enrolled in the class,” the Honorable Joseph Blumenthal,
president of the Jewish Theological Seminary Association, reported to
its first biennial convention, “and the tuition was for time imparted by
the various members of the Advisory Board. This arrangement was,
however, in the nature of things, only temporary, and on the first of
February the class was placed in charge of Rev. B. Drachman as pre-
ceptor.”® He further reported to the thirty-one delegates, representing
twenty-four congregations in New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore,
New Haven, Pittsburgh, Galveston, and San Francisco, that:

During the year many applications for admission to the Seminary were re-
ceived from students whose attainments were in advance of the studies pursued
in the preparatory class. . . . The services of Dr. G. Lieberman were secured as
preceptor, and the junior class organized. . . . The pupils of both classes.. .. tenin
the preparatory class, and four in the junior class . . . are prosecuting their
studies diligently and earnestly, and are giving promise that our most ardent
anticipations will be realized.

The composition of both the Advisory Board of Ministers and the
“conservatives entitled to representation” point to the coalition nature
of the constitutency which founded the Jewish Theological Seminary
as a

seminary where the Bible shall be impartially taught and rabbinical literature
faithfully expounded, and more especially where youths, desirous of entering
the ministry, may be thoroughly grounded in Jewish knowledge and inspired by
the precept and the example of their instructors with the love of the Hebrew
language, and a spirit of fidelity and devotion of the Jewish law."
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Of the rabbis, five—Sabato Morais (president of the faculty),
Henry P. Mendes, Bernard Drachman, Henry W. Schneeberger, and
Abraham P. Mendes—were traditionalists who comfortably termed
themselves Orthodox; and five—Alexander Kohut, Marcus Jastrow,
Henry S. Jacobs, Frederick De Sola Mendes, and Aaron Wise—had
broken with traditional Judaism and were considered by their congre-
gations and themselves as adherents of Historical Judaism at the bor-
der (which side of the border is open to dispute) of Reform Judaism."
The congregations ranged all the way from the Beth Hamedrash Ha-
gadol of New York, the first and leading East European Orthodox
synagogue, to the Sefardi Shearith Israel of New York, officially Or-
thodox, formally traditional, to Ahawath Chesed, Rodef Sholom and
Shaarey Tefila of New York, then and now in the Reform camp. Of the
founding congregations only B’nai Jeshurun of New York and Chizuk
Amuno of Baltimore have been and are today Conservative congrega-
tions.

What influenced these disparate individuals and congregations to
join together to establish a new seminary?

The immediate impetus came from a recognition of the radical na-
ture of American Reform expressed in the platform adopted by the
nineteen leading Reform rabbis who met in Pittsburgh in 1885. That
Dr. Isaac M. Wise, president of Hebrew Union College, presided at
this conference led to the realization that the existing seminary, the
Hebrew Union College, which had from its inception indicated respect
for, if not adherence to, traditional Judaism, had now turned to Radi-
cal Reform. What better proof of this than the total disregard of
kashrut at the banquet celebrating the first ordination exercises of the
College. The shellfish served was not only an affront to Jewish tradi-
tion, but also a betrayal of the traditional Jews who had served the
College, Sabato Morais among them.' Such a seminary would not
produce a rabbinate which would be “reverent, thoughtful, and ready
to lend its aid to the moral elevation of millions among our co-reli-
gionists who do need refining influences and a soul-inspiring exam-
ple,”" as Morais expressed it to Kaufmann Kohler. Nor did Morais
think that the needful co-religionists could do it for themselves. Re-
sponding to an inquiring reporter of the New York Herald about Rab-
bi Jacob Joseph of Vilna, who was being brought to serve as chief
rabbi of the Association of the American Orthodox Congregations, he
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stated: “I never before heard of Rabbi Joseph. [ am familiar with the
manner in which the Hebrews in the place whence he comes are edu-
cated, and I know he is not a cultured man. He does not possess the
knowledge nor the literary attainments which a rabbi should pos-
sess.” 18

The coalition was based on a dissociation from both Radical Re-
form and East European Orthodoxy. The former was dangerous to
Judaism, the latter inimical to America. The rapidly growing Ameri-
can Jewish community would need rabbis who would be true to the
traditions of Judaism and fully at home in the culture of America. The
new seminary was founded to fashion such a rabbinate.

Of the ten students in the preparatory class, four had been born in
New York, three in Hungary, and three in Russia. Those born in New
York and two from Hungary were attending City College of New
York; the others, recent arrivals, were in public school. Their average
age was fifteen. All four in the junior class—aged seventeen, nineteen,
twenty-five, and twenty-seven—had recently arrived from Russia and
were still in public school. Of the fourteen students only one remained
till ordination, Joseph Herman Hertz, who rose to the position of
Chief Rabbi of the British Empire. One reason for the wide defection
was the nature of the rabbinic positions that awaited a Seminary-
ordained rabbi, described by Joseph Blumental in his presidential ad-
dress:

This. . . is more urgent than the training of silver-tongued and golden-priced
orators for city pulpits. In little places where the congregations are supported
by only a handful of members, but one congregational officer can be afforded,
and that is usually and natually a chazan. We hope to give these places in one
person a reader and as well—a preacher.”

If the spirits of prospective rabbis were cast down by the candid
appraisal of Blumenthal, they should have been stirred by the chal-
lenge of Morais:

Well-meaning, but unwise orthodoxy, tells us that by keeping altogether
aloof from “Reformers” . . . we will guard our children from the effects of
teaching subversive of Holy Writ. . . . Isolation is an impossibility. It would be
inadvisable if it were possible. . . .

This is the laboratory in which we try to mould the minds of men who will
thus mightily battle for the religion hallowed by the suffering of ages. . . . By the
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the moral force of our disciples, synagogues will be stripped of meretricious
garments, and will put on the vesture given by Ezra and the Sages; pulpits now
converted into a nursery for the propagation of heresies, will become strong-
holds of the written and oral law.?

Of the members of the Advisory Board of Ministers (to which Rab-
bis Benjamin Szold and Aaron Bettelheim were added), not one was
succeeded by a graduate of the Seminary he had helped found and
maintain. It is surprising that the Seminary survived into the twentieth
century. It lacked the ingredients which gave life and strength to its
elder sister institution, Hebrew Union College: a natural constituency,
an ideology which served the felt needs of that constituency, and a
charismatic, energetic leader.

The German-Jewish immigrant community had established its syn-
agogues in the middle of the nineteenth century as sanctuaries of the
faith and portals to America. In an America which accepted the syna-
gogue as a component of the American religious landscape and the
rabbi as colleague to the minister, synagogues were built and main-
tained and rabbis elected and respected as an expression of civic pride
and responsibility. In the last decades of the century the Hebrew
Union College was needed to provide English-speaking rabbis for the
second generation of German Jews, which had rapidly Americanized
and was well along a total emancipatory process. The Pittsburgh Plat-
form, with its expression of broad religious universalism, its rejection
of a ritual which insulates and religious observance which isolates,
gave ideological underpinning and religious sanction to national, cul-
tural, and religious assimilation. Isaac Mayer Wise, who intuited the
felt needs of that community and had the imagination, skills, and ener-
gy to fashion institutions to meet them, succeeded in a quarter of a
century in enlisting almost every major congregation in America in the
Union of American Hebrew Congregations. They then provided ready
pulpits for graduates of his Hebrew Union College. The Seminary
could provide neither constituency nor ideology nor a charismatic
leader.

The group which would become its natural constituency, composed
of acculturated East European immigrants and their children, had not
yet come into being. The immigrants came, transplanted their
shtiblach, and appointed cantors and traditionally ordained rabbis
who eked out a living largely through kashrut supervision. English-
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speaking rabbis were viewed as a threat to the sanctity of the syna-
gogue, which was a fortress against an America bent on the destruc-
tion of the ancestral faith. Judaism could only be preserved through
hermetic insulation which assured the continuity of the language, the
ritual, and the synagogue ways and mores of the Old World. These
had been tried and tested. They had survived and saved. Why change
them now? The Seminary and the rabbis it produced or was about to
produce would expose Judaism and the faithful Jews to influences
which would destroy both, the leaders of the East European religious
community inveighed.

Nor did the Seminary have the appropriate leaders to appeal to the
East European immigrant, who would hardly respond to a Sefardi
hazzan or a Central European—trained moderate Reform rabbi. As for
ideology—the lack thereof was an embarrassment then, as it would be
for a long time to come. Morais felt the need to refer to this at the
opening of his Report of the President of the Faculty in 1888: “The
opponents of the Jewish Theological Seminary still clamor for a defi-
nition of that purpose, ignoring the fact that the institution has set it
forth unequivocally.” But the definition which he offered was one that
would hardly lure gifted young men into its student body, or congrega-
tions into its ranks.

Morais recognized the need for a charismatic leader, and as early as
1890 he chose the man. Dr. Solomon Solis-Cohen of Philadelphia re-
ported that “in the year 1890, I had the privilege of bearing a message
from Sabato Morais and his colleagues of the Jewish Theological Sem-
inary . . . asking Schechter to consider the possibility of joining the
teaching staff of that institution.”

For a dozen years thereafter, sporadic attempts were made, largely
by a group of intellectual Jews in Philadelphia, to bring Dr. Solomon
Schechter to America. Cyrus Adler, Judge Mayer Sulzberger, and Solo-
mon Solis-Cohen corresponded with him, and brought him for a series
of lectures at the newly established Gratz College in 1895. With the
passing of Alexander Kohut in 1894 and Sabato Morais in 1897, the
Seminary was left with neither an intellectual leader nor an adminis-
trative head. Bernard Drachman, as dean of faculty, aided by the Rab-
binic Advisory Board, carried on as best he could, but the Seminary
was neither an institution of higher learning nor a functioning rab-
binic seminary. By the end of the century it had produced less than a
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minyan of graduates. The rabbinic board was interested in it as an
institution for the training of an American rabbinate; the Philadelphia
lay leaders looked to it as a potential center of Jewish scholarship. To
them Schechter was the one person who could accomplish both. His
scholarly reputation was solid, based on East European grounding in
traditional studies, and training in the scientific method in two West
European institutes of higher learning in Vienna and Berlin. He was
now a reader in rabbinics at Cambridge University, turning out schol-
arly works in a readable elegant English, and what was more, he was a
man of great energy and unmistakable charisma.

The Schechter Era

It was during the incumbency of Solomon Schechter as president of the
Jewish Theological Seminary, 1902—1915, that the Conservative rab-
binate took shape and became a factor in the religious life of American
Jewry. In 1901, when the Alumni Association of the Jewish Theologi-
cal Seminary was organized, there were only fifteen graduates and
former students who were considered eligible for membership.? By
1916, the Alumni Association’s membership had grown to sixty-one
rabbis occupying pulpits or engaged in associated activities. One
could go clear across the continent and find Conservative rabbis in
New York, Boston, Syracuse, Rochester, Buffalo, Toledo, Columbus,
Detroit, Chicago, Minneapolis, Sioux City, Denver, and Spokane, and
returning by a more southern route, meet them in Dallas and Beau-
mont, Texas, in Kansas City and Joplin, Missouri, in Montgomery,
Alabama, in Louisville, Greensboro, Pittsburgh, Altoona, Baltimore,
and Newark. Colleagues in Kingston, Jamaica, in Montreal and Ham-
ilton, Canada, and in the seat of Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew
Congregations of the British Empire gave the association an interna-
tional constituency

Prior to coming to America, Schechter had viewed the presidency of
the Seminary as an opportunity for “founding a school on a scientific
basis.”? “In your country,” he wrote to Sulzberger, “I can hope to
‘make school’ and to leave students which may prove useful to the
cause of Judaism as well as that of Jewish scholarship.”* Equally im-
portant, he realized, was to make the Seminary an institution for the
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training of a scholarly rabbinate. In his Inaugural Address, he outlined
a broad program:

We all agree that the office of a Jewish minister is to teach Judaism; he should
accordingly receive such a training as to enable him to say: “I regard nothing
Jewish as foreign to me.” He should know everything Jewish—Bible, Talmud,
Midrash, Liturgy, Jewish ethics and Jewish philosophy; Jewish history and
Jewish mysticism, and even Jewish folklore.?

In what must have been an oblique critique of the rabbis whom the
other seminary was ordaining, he stated: “It is hardly necessary to
remark that the Jewish ministry and Jewish scholarship are not irrec-
oncilable. The usefulness of a minister does not increase in an inverse
ratio to his knowledge.”*

What we also find here is the intimation that in the modern rabbi-
nate, alas, that formula is often true—the demands of the rabbinate
leave little time and energy for scholarship. Itis a prejudice which was
present in all Jewish institutions of higher learning, East European
yeshivot (oder a lamdon, oder a rov) and Western seminaries equally.
It persisted in the Seminary which Schechter built, in large measure
because of the scholarly distinction of the faculty he appointed.

The course of study reflected Schechter’s pledge to draw up “the
curriculum of the studies for the classes, in such a way as to include in
it almost every branch of Jewish literature.”

1. The Bible . . . grammar of Hebrew and Biblical Aramaic... a
thorough acquaintance with the ancient and modern commenta-
ries . . . Biblical Archaeology.

2. Talmud of Babylon and Jerusalem . . . taught on philological and
critical lines . . . the Mekilta, Sifri and Sifra, the Midrash Rabba
... Codes of Maimonides, R. Jacob b. Asher, R. Joseph Caro, R.
Abraham Danzig. . . .

3. Jewish History and the History of Jewish Literature. . . .

4. Theology and Catechism . . . Jewish philosophy and ethics, the
Jewish liturgies. . . .

5. Homiletics, including a proper training in Elocution and Pasto-
ral Work . . . the initiation of the student in the profession of
teaching . . . visiting the poor, ministering to the sick and dying
. .. preparation for the practical part of the minister’s vocation.

Hazanuth . . . optional with the students of the Senior Class.
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The requirements for ordination called for the successful comple-
tion of four years of postgraduate studies, and the admission require-
ments, in addition to “the Degree of Bachelor of Arts . . . from a
university or college of good standing,” included knowledge of the
Hebrew language, the ability to translate and interpret at sight any
portion of the Pentateuch and stated selections from the books of
Judges, Isaiah, the Psalms, and Daniel, most of the Seder Moed of the
Mishnah, the first thirteen pages of Gemara, Berakoth, and a general
acquaintance with the prayerbook and Jewish history.

Schechter asked for more than a learned clergy (which the require-
ments listed above were fashioned to provide): he called for a rabbi-
nate committed to the disciplines of Judaism, but open to its multifac-
eted ideological composition.

Judaism demands control over all your actions, and interferes even with your
menu. It sanctifies the seasons and regulates your history. . . . It teaches that
disobedience is the strength of sin. It insists upon the observance both of the
spirit and of the letter.

And yet,

You must not think that our intention is to convert this school of learning into
a drill ground where young men will be forced into a certain groove of thinking,
o, rather not thinking; and after being equipped with a few devotional texts,
and supplied with certain catchwords, will be let loose upon an unsuspecting
public to proclaim their own virtues and the infallibility of their masters. . . .1
would consider my work . . . a complete failure if this institution would not in
the future produce such extremes as on the one side a roving mystic who would
denounce me as a sober Philistine; on the other side, an advanced critic, who
would rail at me as a narrow minded fanatic, while a third devotee of strict
orthodoxy would raise protest against any critical views I may entertain.?”

Schechter thus drew what became the hallmark of the Conservative
rabbinate, commitment to the disciplines of Judaism and wide latitude
for one’s theological beliefs and ideological stance. He thus laid the
foundation for the ideological diversity which has marked the Conser-
vative rabbinate, bound together more by institutional loyalty than
ideological agreement. This diversity became evident in the different
kinds of pulpits which the rabbis occupied, and in the beginnings of an
ideological cleavage between colleagues which recreated the diversity
in thought and practice that had marked the group of rabbis who
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joined to found the Seminary in 1886.

Schechter’s expectation that the Seminary would produce religious
diversity was fulfilled in his own lifetime. Mordecai M. Kaplan,
Charles I. Hoffman, Jacob Kohn, and Eugene Kohn were among the
first of the “advanced critics” which the Seminary produced in good
numbers, and C. E. Hillel Kauvar and Herman Abramowitz were
among the early graduates who called themselves Orthodox.

Seminary-ordained Paul Chertoff was rabbi of Congregation Beth
Israel, Rochester, New York, an Orthodox synagogue, which had sep-
arate seating of men and women, fully traditional Sabbath and week-
day services, a cantor facing the ark, an all-male choir. It was the chief
support of the Vaad Hakashrut, and recognized as its rabbinic author-
ity the Orthodox “Chief Rabbi” Solomon Sadowsky. Contemporary
and colleague Herman H. Rubenovitz introduced the use of the organ
and a mixed choir to his conservative congregation, Mishkan Tefila,
Boston.

What did the Seminary graduate face? Newly ordained Rabbi Her-
man H. Rubenovitz describes what he found:

I arrived in Boston in the fall of 1910. . . . Assimilation was rampant, and its
leading exponent was. . . the Rabbi of Reform Temple Israel, the wealthiest and
most socially prominent Jewish congregation in New England. Hebrew had
been practically eliminated from its service. . . the traditional Sabbath had been
made secondary to the Sunday service. Even intermarriage between Jew and
gentile was openly advocated. But what was even more menacing to the future
of Judaism hereabouts, was the fact that by far the greater part of the Sunday
morning Congregation which Rabbi Charles Fleischer? addressed, was made
up of the sons and daughters of orthodox Jewish parents. The Orthodox . . .
synagogue worship . . . was, with few exceptions, utterly devoid of decorum,
and its spiritnal quality all too often lost in noise and confusion . . . alienated the
youth, When . . . these young people purchased seats for the High Holidays,
they saw little of the interior of the synagogue, but instead mostly congregated
‘on the sidewalk outside. . . . Religious instruction of the boys—the girls were
completely neglected—was conducted in dark and dingy vestries, or by
itinerant rabbis . . . teaching the Bar Mitzvah chant and the Kaddish prayer.

Little congregations sprang up like mushrooms. . . . Every other day the com-
munity was rocked by some new scandal connected with the administration of
Kashrut.®

Rubenovitz saw the Jews of Boston as “hopelessly divided into two
hostile camps . . . a stagnant Orthodoxy on the one hand and a mili-
tant, radical Reform Judaism on the other.” His was a “long and bitter
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struggle to establish the Conservative view. I not only had to overcome
the inertia in my own congregation, the very human tendency to cling
to the old familiar ways, but I also had to face the denunciations of
those in the Orthodox camp who branded me a heretic and reform-
er.” ¥

The natural constituency for the Conservative rabbi were the sons
and daughters of the East European immigrant community, some of
whom Rubenovitz saw either filling the pews at the Sunday services of
the Reform temple or socializing in front of the Orthodox synagogues
on the holiest days, but with the majority turning away from all reli-
gious mooring. Rubenovitz reminisced: “Wherever I went I appealed
to the younger generation to accept a new synthesis of tradition and
modern spirit; to provide well-housed and properly graded Hebrew
schools; to participate actively in the upbuilding of Zion; to create a
comprehensive program of adult education.”

Rabbi Rubenovitz remained at Mishkan Tefila for the remainder of
his life and saw it become the leading Conservative congregation in
New England. More typical of the challenges facing a Seminary grad-
uate in the early years of the twentieth century was the tenure of Rabbi
Paul Chertoff at Congregation Beth Israel.

Founded in 1874 as an Orthodox synagogue for Rochester’s grow-
ing community of East European immigrants, it was forced by its
younger, more acculturated members to engage Seminary-ordained
Nathan Blechman in 1906 as “Preacher and Teacher.” The title rabbi
was reserved by the congregation for the communal Orthodox rabbi,
and they referred to their “preacher” as “our Rev. Dr. Blechman.”? He
was succeeded by Dr. Jacob Lauterbach, and in 1911, Seminary-or-
dained Paul Chertoff was elected to serve as preacher “to deliver lec-
tures and teach in daily school at a salary of $1,200, for one year trial
by a vote of 35—16.”% Preaching duties were divided between Rabbi
Chertoff and the Orthodox communal rov, Solomon Sadowsky. “The
Preacher will lecture the first day of Rosh Hashanah and after Musaf
on Yom Kippur in English: Rabbi Sadowsky will deliver a sermon on
the second day of Rosh Hashanah and Shabbat Shuva in Yiddish,” the
minutes of the congregation’s board of directors specify.** The Conser-
vative congregational rabbi was designated “Preacher” or “Rever-
end”; he was not accorded the rabbinic status which was reserved only
for the Orthodox communal rov.
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gation had assumed a double burden of financial support, its tradi-
tional participation in maintaining a communal 7ov, and the salary of
its own preacher. Before the year was over, the board, though recog-
nizing the need for a “Preacher and Teacher,” claimed that the congre-
gation did not have sufficient income to pay his salary. It requested the
board of education (largely comprising younger members) to do what
ithad done in the past, i.e., to solicit special pledges beyond the regular
dues with which to pay the salary of the preacher. Rabbi Chertoff had
apparently done a splendid job in organizing and running the congre-
gational schools, so the money was raised and the preacher reelected,
but this time by the close margin of 29—23.* The congregation was in
constant financial difficulties, and it was split by the issue of priority
of rov vs. preacher, which was but an indication of a more deeply
rooted division between adherence to Orthodoxy and a growing ten-
dency toward Conservative Judaism, especially among the younger
members. Rabbi Chertoff encouraged the latter, a group of whom left
in 1915 to organize a Conservative congregation, Beth El. The best
young leaders gone, Rabbi Chertoff left a year later.

During his tenure he instituted a broad program of education
through the congregational schools and youth clubs, and turned the
congregation toward the newly organized United Synagogue of Amer-
ica.’

As indicated by the case of Rabbi Chertoff, many of the early gradu-
ates of the Seminary were faced with the problem of serving in congre-
gations which did not accord them full rabbinic status (whether in title
or in fact) and which were almost always in financial straits as well as
ideological conflict. Clearly, what was needed, a growing number of
rabbis felt, was a national organization of like-minded congregations
which would recognize the rabbinic status of Seminary ordination,
help strengthen the individual congregations through programmatic
aid, and help fashion the ideological stance of Conservative Judaism.

In the fall of 1909, Rabbi Rubenovitz suggested to Rabbi Charles I.
Hoffman, president of the Alumni Association of the Jewish Theologi-
cal Seminary, that the graduates of the Seminary take the lead “in the
establishment of a union of conservative forces in America.” At its
annual meeting the Alumni Association, after a “lively discussion,”
voted unanimously to sponsor the launching of “a Union of Conserva-
tive Congregations.” Some of the purposes of such a union would be
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“to print an inexpensive prayerbook; to prevent the isolated man [i.e.,
rabbi] from being swallowed up; to prevent the isolated synagogue
from being swallowed up; to see that our views are fairly represented
in the Jewish press; to have a regular traveling representation; to have
a Sabbath observance department.”? The leaders of the Alumni Asso-
ciation urged that the organization be a union of Conservative congre-
gations, but the more traditionally oriented rabbis and the leaders of
the Seminary insisted that it be directed, as Cyrus Adler expressed it,
to “the 1600 congregations remaining outside the fold of Reform.” Dr.
Schechter urged that, traditionalist and liberal forces having joined to
found the Seminary, the same should obtain in establishing the union
of congregations, which took the name of the United Synagogue of
America.* “This United Synagogue,” he stated at the founding con-
vention, “has not been called into life with any purpose of creating a
new division.” He spoke of “this Conservative, or if you prefer to call
it, this Orthodox tendency.” The rabbis of liberal orientation,
though unhappy with Schechter’s stance, accepted it as a needed com-
promise for the time. The traditionalist rabbis could continue to call
themselves Orthodox. The ferment within the congregations could
continue, and the rabbis would be at the vortex of forces within their
congregations, pulling to the right or to the left. It made their daily
lives all the more difficult, but it afforded them the opportunity to
exert greatinfluence on the direction which their congregations would
take. A rabbi of deep ideological commitment possessed of leadership
abilities could be a “spiritual leader” (as rabbis came to be called) of
considerable significance.

The Conservative rabbi in the first decades of the century perceived
himself as standing in confrontation with Orthodoxy, whether he was
a liberal like Rabbi Rubenovitz, in conflict with members of his con-
gregation opposed to his program of changes in synagogue ritual, or a
traditionalist like Rabbi Chertoff, chafing at the denial of rabbinic
status by the Orthodox communal rov and his followers. Schechter
saw differently. To him the confrontation was with Reform, which
asserted “that the destruction of the Law is its fulfilment.” The danger
to the Conservative rabbi lay not in combative congregants or imperi-
ous rabbis; the danger lay in themselves, in their perception of what
the rabbinate demanded and in what constituted success in the calling.
He feared that the Conservative rabbi would be tempted to emulate
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his visibly successful Reform colleague. In jeopardy were the quintes-
sential qualities which the rabbinate as a calling demanded: scholar-
ship, sacrifice, humility, and authenticity.

“It is hardly necessary to remark,” he noted in his Inaugural Ad-
dress in 1902, “that the Jewish ministry and Jewish scholarship are
not irreconcilable.” He observed, however, that in the American rab-
binate scholarship and success were not synonymous, so he urged his
graduating students six years later, “It would not even injure the Rabbi
if he should from time to time engage in some scientific work, publish-
ing occasionally a learned article.”* He inveighed against “the Rabbi
who will use his freedom of interpretation to explain the laws regard-
ing the Sabbath in such a way that they should not interfere with his
own pleasures and comfort.”! In obvious reference to Reform’s “mis-
sion idea” he asked:

We constantly speak of ourselves as a nation of priests and a people with a
mission. . . . Where are our Parishes profiting from our priestly calling? And
where are the converts giving evidence of our missionary activity? . . . We want
teachers for our own youth. . . . We want students who will continue the work of
the old Yeshibot in a new country . . . with more scientific discipline.*

“The office of rabbi,” he reminded his students-disciples, “means
service, not mastery and dominion. ... Humility . . . the very calling of
Moses . . . is the suppression of our ego, which does not know when it
shines.”® And lest the pulpit become empty of Jewish content, as he
had observed in the temples about him, he warned, “Do not deceive
yourself that you will help Judaism much by becoming exponents of
topics belonging more to the Lyceum than to the synagogue.”* Only
when the synagogue retains its distinctiveness will its message contain
authenticity. And commenting on the “successful” rabbis about him,
Schechter stated, “It is not the highest praise for a rabbi that he is
invited to preach in some church, or that he has succeeded in pro-
curing some high ecclesiastic or statesman to preach in the synagogue.
... It does not help Judaism. . . . It rather reflects upon our sense of
religious delicacy, upon our confidence in our own cause, or even self-
respect.”*

Schechter was impressed by the native ability of his students but
looked with some trepidation at their driving ambition. He saw the
day when they would be the spiritual heads of congregations of size
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and influence, when they would be looked to as spokesmen for au-
thentic Judaism. He looked to that day with soaring hope and sober
concern.

The “Between Wars™ Era

Schechter had charged the Conservative rabbinate with the task “to
organize new congregations and to raise the old ones from the sloth of
indifference and the vice of strife into which they have fallen.”* The
generation of rabbis which issued from what was now called “Schech-
ter’s Seminary”¥ now set itself to this task. In the process the rabbis
fashioned a new syngogue for America, differing substantially both
from the radical Reform temple and from the East European shul.

Both temple and shul were responses to the melting-pot image of
America, which the immigrant understood as permitting religious ex-
pression but demanding cultural and ethnic assimilation. Reform syn-
agogue and rabbi had yielded to such an America, temples taking on
aspects of the “American” Protestant church, such as Sunday worship
in the vernacular sans headcovering or tallit, and the rabbi becoming
preeminently a pastor and preacher like his Protestant colleague. Or-
thodoxy withdrew from such an America, insulating itself from its
influences in shtiblach where Hebrew was the sole language of wor-
ship and Yiddish the language of discourse, with rabbis striving val-
iantly to retain the East European pattern of the rabbinate, the com-
munal rov as scholar, judge, and ritual arbiter. The Conservative rab-
bi, who in his ministry associated with both Reform and Orthodoxy,
felt called upon to assume the rabbinic obligations delineated by both.

The post—World War I American scene was marked by a turning
from the melting-pot image to that of cultural pluralism. Within the
American rabbinate, the Conservative rabbis became its most pro-
nounced adherents, and Dr. Mordecai M. Kaplan its most influential
ideologist. He and his colleagues structured their synagogues to meet
the needs of an American Jewry which defined its Jewishness in the
broadest terms—cultural, religious, ethnic—but which recognized
that the climate of America would most readily and comfortably ac-
cept its institutionalization as a religious community, with the syna-
gogue as its central institution.
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The challenge and opportunity for Conservative Judaism in the
Midwest is described by Cleveland-born Rabbi Abraham Burstein:

In the great midwest section . . . there are over a million Jews. . .. Fully three-
quarters are of decidedly conservative sympathies in matters Jewish. Yet they
have been largely beyond the reach of any united Jewish influence that stresses
that type of Judaism to which they would prefer to be faithful. Either they have
been beyond the reach of any influence at all, or they have succumbed to a
denatured kind of Judaism which is but a temporary halt in the process of
assimilation. In the large centers there have existed the same faults that have

beset traditional Judaism everywhere in this country. . . . Customs retained by
immigrant groups have driven our young far from the observances of their
elders.*

The pages of the United Synagogue Recorder for the years 1921—
1929 contain numerous descriptions of the activities of the Conserva-
tive synagogues in communities large and small. They range from dai-
ly services to Sabbath and holiday worship to schools, youth clubs,
adult education, forums, dramatic groups, athletic activities, and
more.

As Schechter demanded, new congregations were established and
old altered, the rabbi serving as initiator, as maintainer, and, when and
where necessary, as reviver, as the following reports indicate. In the
spring of 1923

Temple Israel, of Scranton [Pa.], is one of the newest synagogues in the Unit-
ed States . . . founded only one year and a half ago by the leading Jews of
Scranton. . . . The first service held was the High Holy days in 1921 under the
leadership of Rabbi A. H. Kohn who received the call to take charge of building
up this new conservative synagogue. . . . Under the ministry of Rabbi Kohn
[Temple Israel] has made very rapid progress. . . and has already won a reputa-
tion among the conservative Jewish synagogues of U.S.A. . .. Services are held
three times daily, and on Sabbaths, festivals and holidays you always find a
large congregation of worshippers. At the late Friday night Services . . . visiting
speakers from New York were delighted to find such a large turn-out consider-
ing the location of the Temple, being in the non-Jewish section of the city. . . .

The following are the activities built up by the untiring efforts of the Rabbi:

1. Educational. A Hebrew School . . . over 100 children attending daily. . ..
The religious school meets every Sunday morning and the children are
taught the elements of Jewish ethics, ceremonies and Jewish history.

2. Social and Communal Activities. Boy Scout Troop . . . second leading
troop in the city. . . . Girl Scout Troup . . . carried away all the prizes for
scout work. . . . Both troops go to summer camp. . . .

3. The Ham-Zam-Rim Society . . . the musical glee club of the Junior congre-
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gation . . . only boys of musical and vocal talents are accepted. . . .

4. The Zadik-Zadik Club of the Junior Auxiliary look after the social pro-
grams. . . .

5. Junior Menorah Society high school boys and girls meets weekly for dis-
cussion . . . and papers are read by members. . . .

6. The Progress Club, consists of older sons and daughters of members . . .
organized by the Rabbi. . . . They are now beginning to function more
Jewishly.

A Bible class has been organized by the Rabbi, which is patronized by a good

number of the Sisterhood.

Temple Israel has already outgrown its seating capacity and a building com-

mittee has been appointed . . . for the construction of a new temple.®

Far more challenging was the enterprise of turning Anshe Emet into
the Cleveland Jewish Center. “Like a good many Jewish congregations
in America,” Martha Marks reported, “it was founded some fifty-five
years ago [i.e., 1870] by a number of men who wanted a minyan.” A
quarter of a century later, when Anshe Emet built its synagogue, the
bimah was removed from the center and the curtain from the gallery.
Later it merged with another synagogue, extending a call to Rabbi
Solomon Goldman, who was serving a Conservative congregation in
Cleveland. He set about turning the center Conservative, the first step
of which was to allow men and women to sit together in the syna-
gogue. Twelve members brought the congregation to court, accusing
its rabbi of seeking to introduce Conservative Judaism, “which is det-
rimental to and disruptive of orthodox Judaism.” The congregation
had overextended itself and had to pay off a debt of $17 5,000 besides
meeting an annual budget of $90,000, a large sum in 192.5. The afore-
mentioned chronicler reported: “It is unfortunate that hundreds of
well-to-do families in the vicinity of the Center, who have benefited
from the Center—sent the children to the Athletic Department . . .
come to all services . . . were satisfied to allow the ‘rich men of the
Jewish Center’ to bear the burden.”

The chief burden in such situations, and they seem to have been
endemic to the emerging Conservative congregations, was borne by
the rabbi. He had to keep the congregation viable, financially and
programmatically, and to bear the brunt of defamation by those who
accused him of being a “destroyer of Judaism.” Goldman’s great tal-
ents and boundless energy could cope with it all.

A gifted orator, he attracted record congregations to the late Friday
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night, Sabbath, and holiday services. He found it necessary to press
upon his congregation the importance of decorum. “Worship without
decorum is unworthy of an intelligent congregation,” declared a card
signed by the rabbi, given to each entering worshipper. He emphasized
education, and could point to a Hebrew school of six hundred and a
religious school of one thousand. “The High School was founded by
Rabbi Goldman three years ago,” the chronicler reported, “and we
feel amply rewarded for all the efforts that we have put into it.” At that
time the rabbi also founded the Center Forum, featuring leading lec-
turers. Despite the warning of Dr. Schechter, the platform was given to
such as H. A. Overstreet, Bruce Bliven, Sherwood Anderson, and Nor-
man Thomas. Apparently apologetically it was stated that “an effort
is made to make this program Jewish.”

Courses in the Bible, the Hebrew language, Jewish history, philoso-
phy, religion, etc., were offered, with the promise, “For next year a
much more elaborate program is planned to include a number of secu-
lar courses, which will be given by members of college faculties.”
Among the fifty-nine clubs meeting in the building, one, the Deoth
Club, is singled out for “particular mention.” “It is a group of young
men, college graduates, most of them Phi Beta Kappas from Harvard,
Columbia, Ohio State, Michigan and Western Reserve meeting fort-
nightly under the leadership of Rabbi Goldman for the study of civili-
zation.”

The center hosted “one of the finest congregational libraries in the
country” and ambitious programs of social and athletic activities. The
building was used by many organizations, and the chronicler boasted
especially that all important Zionist meetings were held there. And she
emphasized that Rabbi Goldman had from the start attempted to in-
volve gifted young men and young women in the work of the institu-
tion.

The Center Forum is headed by a Michigan and Columbia graduate. . . . The
Religious School is under the leadership of . . . a Harvard B.A. and LL.B., Phi
Beta Kappa, possessor of several prizes in English and Menorah prize. . . . The
principal of the High School . . . is a B.A. and M.S. Phi Beta Kappa from
Harvard.’

Those financing the Seminary hoped that the Seminary’s graduates
would “civilize” and Americanize the sons and daughters of the East
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European immigrants.’ The graduates of the Seminary aspired to edu-
cate Jewishly and attract to synagogue activities the most gifted of
them, and thus to demonstrate that the Jewish cultural heritage could
capture the interest of the most academically accomplished. The Con-
servative rabbis’ allegiance to Positive-Historical Judaism was rooted
in the conviction that the historical Jewish spiritual experience was of
more than historical interest. They felt obligated to prove that to edu-
cated young Jews, upon whom the future of the Jewish community in
America depended, the Jewish heritage, sympathetically absorbed and
understood, could offer meaning and direction in life. The Conserva-
tive rabbi apparently needed constant self-reassurance that the Juda-
ism he espoused was not only deep in roots but promising in flower.
Hence the inordinate emphasis on Jewish education by the Conserva-
tive rabbinate, education of self and of those about them, and the
ongoing agonizing search for a coherent ideology.

More typical than the experience of Rabbi Solomon Goldman was
that of Rabbi Harry R. Goldberger at the Sinai Israel Congregation,
Steubenville, Ohio.

Since the arrival of our worthy rabbi, much work was accomplished for the
cause of Judaism in our community. . . . Friday evening services. . . are attended
by many young and old. . . . The children of the city attend every Saturday
morning their own services at which the Rabbi delivers a sermon.

The Hebrew School meets every day, and about seventy-five children are
receiving a modern Hebrew education conducted by the Rabbi. The Sunday
School has an attendance of one hundred and thirty children. . . . A play was
presented Purim at the local High School by Young Judean Club under the
supervision of the Rabbi. . . . The Bible Class for adults owes much to our
Rabbi. . .. Our women are always ready to help our Rabbi in all his undertak-
ings.*

Most rabbis found that most of their time and energy had to be
given to the management of struggling synagogues rather than to intel-
lectual creativity. And this is what the board of the Seminary seems to
have expected of them. The appointment in 1924 of Dr. Cyrus Adler as
president of the Seminary, rather than a leading Jewish scholar, seems
to have signaled this. Much as the Seminary graduates might have
disliked the managerial role, they recognized its need. No long-estab-
lished, well-endowed, socially prestigious congregations were their
lot. They had to create or recreate young, frail, struggling synagogues,
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fill their membership rolls, establish their schools, create their activi-
ties, secure their budgets, build their buildings, and worry lest the
leaders of the congregation decide that a new building needed a new

rabbi.
Rabbi Ralph Simon described his five-year tenure at Rodef Sholom,
Johnstown, Pennsylvania, his first congregation:

This congregation was a traditional Orthodox synagogue which was found-
ed by East European immigrants about the year 1885. I was the first Seminary
rabbi to serve them. . . . the decision to invite a Conservative rabbi came as a
result of the insistence of a younger group who correctly believed that the next
generation would join the Reform temple unless the synagogue was modern-
ized. The older generation was suspicious of innovations. . . . The rabbi had to
walk a narrow line in order to remain on good terms with the elders as well as to
satisfy the rebellious young people. . . . Very few changes [were made] in the
Sabbath and holidays Synagogue service. It was only in Friday evening late
service that changes could be made, since the leaders of the older group did not
attend and did not recognize it as an authentic service. The major changes were
sermons in English, insistence on decorum and interpretation of the liturgy.
One activity which won the elders over to a trust in the new rabbi was the
formation of a Talmud study group.

The major area of change was in the cultural and social program. All the
activities envisioned in the synagogue-center program of Dr. Kaplan were intro-
duced. Adult education classes were organized. A good Hebrew school was
conducted. There was an active Men’s Club, Sisterhood and Youth Group.
There were frequent programs of music, a new choir, dramatic presentations
and guest speakers.

The unique aspect of the new Conservative rabbi was his multifaceted role.
He was the preacher, pastor, teacher, executive and communal figure. . . . One
activity of the rabbi was received with great approval by practically the entire
Jewish community, He began to appear before church and civic groups who
welcomed an erudite Jewish spokesman. As the rabbi became popular with the
non-Jewish community, his popularity increased with the Jewish community.*

Rabbi Jacob Kraft spoke of his duties as rabbi in the Beth Shalom
Congregation, Wilmington, Delaware, in the 1930’s:

This rabbi acted as a kol bo [all-purpose functionary], taking charge of the
services, preaching weekly, explaining Torah portion on Sabbath morning. He
supervised the school, taught, took care of assemblies, visited the sick several
times a week, the hospitals, visited the home during shivab period and con-
ducted services, taught some converts to Judaism (about 3 or so during the 30’}
etc., etc.®*

What kept rabbinic morale alive was the recognition that “manag-
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ing” a synagogue called for a high order of creativity. What they were
fashioning was something that had not been, and whatever they added
to the institution they served was an act of creativity. They also knew
that what they were engaged in was of signal importance. The future
of the Jewish community, American Israel, was in their trust. For
many, Dr. Mordecai M. Kaplan provided an ideology which was for
the moment satisfying and for the future promising. And more, he set
the example, when he created the Jewish Center, his own congrega-
tion, of what a modern American synagogue should be.

Others, attracted to the Seminary by a faculty unequaled in the
realm of Jewish learning, found spiritual support for their tradition-
alist tendencies in the towering scholarship of Professor Louis Ginz-
berg, who served as a living example of the salutory results of the
wedding of traditionalist commitments to Western critical modes of
scholarship. To the Seminary student, Ginzberg was the “absolute
fullest embodiment of the totality of Jewish learning in all history,”ss
while Kaplan provided the challenge and stimulation of discovering
(to use his own favored phrase) a new “universe of discourse.” Rabbi
Eli Bohnen recalled: “His influence was great; I came from an ortho-
dox background and he opened a new world for me.”*¢ Rabbi Elias
Charry concurs: “He taught us not to be afraid to think, to question,
and to reconsider. He was a hard taskmaster and we responded by
opening up a new area of concern. Dr. Kaplan was indeed a crusader,
an activist, an innovator.”’ _

Ginzberg provided his students, the rabbis, with solid roots; Kaplan
gave them wings. The roots provided mooring in an uncertain and
sometimes hostile environment; the wings permitted them to soar
above the ordinary, the commonplace, the everyday managerial rou-
tine.

The majority of Seminary graduates during this period were Euro-
pean-born, but almost all were graduates of American universities. Of
the three graduates in 1923, one was American-born, a graduate of
Columbia. The others were born in Russia and Hungary, came to
America at an early age, and received their degrees from New York
University and CCNY. In 1925, the graduates numbered seventeen, of
whom four were American-born. Seven had received their degrees at
CCNY, two at Columbia, two at Penn, the others at Rutgers, NYU,
Chicago, Haverford, Boston, and Wurttemberg universities; and they
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set forth to serve congregations in Houston, Lincoln, Fall River, Phila-
delphia, Allentown, Wilmington, Staten Island, Binghamton, Stam-
ford, the Bronx, Sioux City, Waterbury, and Toronto. One “returned
to Germany to enter the rabbinate there.” The number of graduates in
1928 fell to eight, of whom three were American-born, and six had
received their degrees at CCNY.5

By that year membership in the Rabbinical Assembly had grown to
203. Its membership was a diverse group of rabbis. Herbert S. Gold-
stein served the Orthodox Institutional Synagogue, while his Manhat-
tan neighbor, Israel Goldstein, served Congregation B’nai Jeshurun, at
that time just this side of Reform; in Philadelphia, Leon H. Elmaleh,
serving Mikveh Israel, which clung to its full Sefardi tradition, was
colleague to Max D. Klein, whose Adath Jeshurun had long since
departed from traditionalism in liturgy and congregational ritual; and
in Chicago RA member Morris Teller served the fully traditional B’nai
Bezalel, while RA member Gerson B. Levi was rabbi of a Reform
congregation, Temple Isaiah-Israel.

Such was the ideological division within the Rabbinical Assembly
that Rabbi Louis Finkelstein, president-elect, felt impelled to present a
paper on “The Things That Unite Us,” citing the conception of God
and attitudes toward Torah, changes in ceremonial, Israel, Palestine,
the Hebrew language, and the Seminary. The discussion which fol-
lowed indicated that some of the “things” suggested as unifying actu-
ally divided, the Rabbinical Assembly retaining the dual components
of traditionalists and progressives in the Conservative rabbinate. But
there were, of course, basic “similarities and likenesses” in the mem-
bers of the Conservative rabbinate, the most pronounced of which
was that, in the words of Rabbi Finkelstein, “Through [the Seminary]
we became not only comrades in arms, but also brothers . . . we are all
of us Seminary men.”** The tie that bound was not so much ideological
as institutional, which is what Dr. Schechter had anticipated when he
took the helm of the Seminary and the movement,

As the 1920’s came to an end, the Rabbinical Assembly’s concerns
included Jewish life in America and in other parts of the world, chal-
lenges facing Conservative Judaism, and problems plaguing the Con-
servative rabbi.® The more candid discussions, those between friends
and colleagues touching on a rabbi’s concerns, fears, hopes, aspira-
tions, frustrations, rarely get recorded. It is to the credit of Rabbi
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Philip R. Alstat that he spoke publicly at the 1929 conference what
most rabbis would state only in private conversations. It is worth
quoting at length.

Of what avail is it to discuss the relationship of “Traditional Judaism and
Modern Life . . . ” or to analyze the “Spiritual Elements in Judaism,” or to
ascertain the “Abiding value of the Belief in Resurrection” unless the exponents
of Judaism are invested with dignity and armed with authority? The rich “all-
right-nickes” inwardly despise the rabbi because he is poor in worldly goods
and economic security. . .. How much respect can they have for the authority of
their spiritual leader whose position is precarious, whose bread and butter they
control, whose brief tenure of office and fear of the annual re-election make
him the football of contending factions, an impotent creature whom they can
bully, intimidate and abuse with impunity? The Jewish intellectuals . . . despise
the rabbi because, they charge, he is poor intellectually and spiritually, that he
has no message for them . . . no solution for any of our vexing problems . . . that
he is not a thinker or spiritual leader, but a maker of empty phrases. . . .

The Yiddish-speaking orthodoxy also despises the modern rabbi . . . because
in their opinion, he is poor in Jewish scholarship and is poor in unquestioning
loyalty to the letter of the Shulchan Aruch. All of them together agree that he is
poor in sincerity of principle and constancy of policy, except in his coarse op-
portunism . . . and in his unsatiable hunger and vulgar striving for publicity. . . .

The rabbi’s advice is rarely listened to in the councils of the congregation. . . .
His views are not sought by lay leaders of Jewish education and philanthropy.
... When I tried to persuade the promising sons of wealthy traditional Jews to
enter the Jewish ministry, I was rewarded for my efforts with polite scorn. The
parents, remembering how they regarded and treated their own rabbi, resented
the suggestion that their sons voluntarily condemn themselves to lifelong mar-
tyrdom,

Rabbi Alstat’s views stemmed, as he states, from his experiences
and observations in New York City. The situation was better outside
the metropolis. Rabbis Herman Abramowitz in Montreal, C. E. Hillel
Kauvar in Denver, Charles 1. Hoffman in Newark, Herman H. Ru-
benovitz and Louis Epstein in Boston, Abraham Hershman in Detroit,
Abraham A. Neuman and Simon Greenberg in Philadelphia, Solomon
Goldman in Chicago, Abraham E. Halpern in St. Louis, Louis Fein-
berg in Cincinnati, David Aronson in Minneapolis, Gershon Hadas in
Kansas City, Max Arzt in Scranton, Louis Levitsky in Wilkes-Barre,
and Morris Silverman in Hartford were men of prominence and influ-
ence in their communities. And in New York City itself Rabbis Morde-
cai M. Kaplan, Israel Levinthal, Elias L. Solomon, Israel Goldstein,
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and Louis Finkelstein were rabbinic personalities whose advice was
listened to and whose views were sought by lay leaders.

When the Rabbinical Assembly® met for its fortieth annual conven-
tion, held in Detroit in June 1940, its membership had grown to 282,
an increase of about 40 percent during the preceding decade. Its place-
ment committee reported that forty placements had been made during
the year, that the committee was in negotiation with thirty-three other
positions, but that thirty-three members were without positions, six of
whom “are this year’s graduates.” The committee on Jewish law had
considered such questions as the legality of the use of an organ at
Sabbath and festival services; whether it is permissible to eat cooked
vegetables and broiled fish in nonkosher restaurants; the Jewish atti-
tude toward autopsies; the validity of civil marriages; the attitude
toward birth control; the legality of burying a person in a crypt or
mausoleum; whether a physician may act as a mobel; and the question
of relief for the agunah (a woman whose husband has disappeared or
abandoned her without having granted her a Jewish divorce), a prob-
lem which has agitated the assembly throughout its existence. There
were also reports by the committees on adult education, elementary
education, social justice, and the Seminary campaign; and statements
on chaplaincy, interrabbinical cooperation, Jewish students, activi-
ties, Palestine, and the pension fund.®

The Rabbinical Assembly had become a functioning professional
organization, operating on the volunteer labors of its members, on a
total annual budget of $4,430. For the first time it had ventured be-
yond the eastern seaboard to dispel, in the words of its president,
Rabbi Max Arzt, “the mistaken impression that Conservative judaism
is, in the main, an Eastern movement limiting its influence to the Hud-
son River Valley.”*

The convention’s theme was the rabbinate itself, and introspective
self-examination. Rabbi Morris Adler of host Congregation Shaare
Zedek reminded his colleagues:

As our teacher, the late Professor Davidson, once pointed out, whereas in our
day of specialization every profession has contracted the area of its intensive
study and operation, the office of the rabbi has, on the contrary, assumed new
and multiple duties. . . . He is, or is expected to be, at once scholar, teacher,
priest, pastor, preacher, administrator, communal-leader, social worker and
ambassador of good-will. To him come many and diverse appeals for assist-
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ance, for counsel, for . . . leadership. . . . In the brief span of a fortnight a rabbi,
to give a concrete example, has been approached on behalf of the Yiddish Scien-
tific Institute, the Zionist Organization, the publication of a Biblical encyclope-
dia, a B’nai B’rith project, the Federation of Polish Jews and the Agudath Israel.
Nor is the appeal exclusively for financial aid. The rabbi is urged to take part in
the leadership of these numerous causes.*

Adler argued that the rabbi cannot remain aloof from “the multitu-
dinous manifestations of Jewish life in the community” nor “from the
social and cultural movements of American society. . .. In the desire to
preserve the character and strength of the synagogue [the rabbi] must
seek to guide, to channel and inform with something of his spirit, the
streams of Jewish life that course outside of the synagogue.”¢¢

A discussion of “The Rabbi and the Inter-faith Movement” dis-
closes differing views on the value and effectiveness of specific facets
of the enterprise, but there is full agreement that a rabbi is not free to
desist from participation in it. Papers and discussions on the relation-
ship between synagogues and Jewish community centers, the conflicts
between them, and “the function of the rabbi in such institutions,”
“Preaching Modern Religion,” “Vitalizing Public Worship,” “Reli-
gion and the Home”—all elaborate on Morris Adler’s description of
the gamut of rabbinic duties. Dr. Mordecai Kaplan urged a broaden-
ing of the functional definition of the modern American rabbi.

It will not be possible for the rabbi, whose official duties bind him to the
synagogue, to keep up with the growing needs of Jewish life. . . . The principle of
division of labor would have to be applied to the function of the rabbi. Some
rabbis would serve congregations, others would specialize in educational work,
and still others in the various types of communal endeavor. . . . It will be neces-
sary for men with a rabbinic training and outlook to serve in administrative
capacities in every phase of Jewish activity. . . . When Jewish institutions come
to prefer as administrators those who have had an intensive Jewish training, the
entire trend of Jewish life will be transformed from one of decline to one of
ascent.”

The convention was met in a world at war. As American Jewish
spiritual leaders, its members unanimously adopted a statement,
which they had printed and widely circulated.

These are days when all thoughtful minds and sensitive hearts are burdened
by the overwhelming present tragedy and its terrifying implications for the
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future. . . . Millions of men, women, and children have lost either life, sanity, or
home. ... We.. .. avoid the sinful error of disassociating ourselves from any
share in the responsibility for our present woes. . . . We were all too willing to
compromise with evil and to benefit from the spoils which its deprivations
could put at our disposal. . . . We condemned only with our lips the rape of
Ethiopia, China, Austria and Czechoslovakia and the cold-blooded, systematic
annihilation of almost a million Jews in Central Europe. . . . We believe that
every necessary measure should at once be taken to defend our country from its
enemies both within and without. . . .

The greatest tragedy of all would be if we, in our hysterical haste to resist the
enemy, would use his weapons of persecution, injustice, oppression, and group
hatreds. . .. The extent and depth of the calamity which has overtaken all of our
brethren on the European continent cannot be exaggerated. . . . Thank God that
we in this land are a numerous community enjoying the blessings of freedom
and equality. . . . American Israel is today the “head of the household” of Israel
...tosave what can be saved.. . . and to protect what can be protected. . .. The
community in Palestine must be given increasing support. . .. Those who can be
saved . .. from the hate surrounding them on the European continent must be
saved.®

As Jews, as Americans, as sensitive spiritual leaders, the rabbis re-
turned to their communities fired by these words of contrition, con-
cern, and resolve. As Conservative rabbis to whom congregation after
congregation had turned because of the implied promise that it was
they and the Judaism they espoused which would secure the coming
generation for the ancestral faith, the words which disturbed and chal-
lenged them most were these by Rabbi Louis Katzoff:

A survey was made by the American Council on Education in 1938 on the
activities and attitudes of the youth of America. In this volume called “Youth
Tell Their Story” a chapter is devoted to the religious attitudes of youth, and it
was amazing to discover the strong attachment of Christian youth to the church
in contrast to our Jewish youth. Whereas 8% of the Catholic youth and 65%
of the Protestant youth attend their church services at least once a month, only
15% of our Jewish youth come to the synagogue that often.®

In “The Land of the Three Great Faiths”

In his address at the first postwar commencement exercises of the
Jewish Theological Seminary,” Judge Simon H. Rifkind observed
that, whereas in Europe the rabbis were the products of the communi-
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ty they served, in America the community is shaped by the rabbis who
serve it. The newly ordained rabbis accepted the judge’s observation
as issuing a challenge and pointing to an opportunity.” A new Ameri-
can Jewish community would be fashioned in the decades ahead, and
the rabbis would be its architects. As Conservative rabbis their antici-
pation was even more pronounced, because Conservative Judaism
seemed uniquely positioned to avail itself of the cultural and religious
climate of postwar America.

Its definition of Judaism as “the evolving religious civilization of the
Jewish people”?? fit in well with culturally pluralistic America turning
toward “ethnic assimilation and religious differentiation.” The em-
phasis on “civilization” pleased those (mainly of the older generation)
still clinging to cultural pluralism; the underscoring of “religious” as
the core feature of the civilization attracted those (mainly of the
younger generation) who preferred an imaging of America as “The
Land of the Three Great Faiths,”” for it lifted America’s Jews from
minority status to one-third of America. :

The Conservative synagogue, which by the late 1930’s had become
a “synagogue center” offering religious, cultural, and social program-
ming “for every member of every family,” was the institution most
appropriate for the rapidly growing suburban communities. Its mode
of worship was the one which the returning serviceman had experi-
enced in the armed forces, and it was most readily acceptable to young
families coming from a wide variety of religious (or nonreligious)
backgrounds. As the religious movement which had had the longest
and strongest identification with Zionism,” the movement and its
congregations benefited most from American Jewry’s turning toward
Zionism and its identification with the State of Israel.

Almost the entire generation of young Conservative rabbis served as
chaplains in the armed forces. They returned from the wars with
heightened knowledge of the spiritual and existential needs of the
young Jews they had served, who would form the bulk of the member-
ship of their synagogues, and they looked forward to a continued
relationship in civilian life not unlike the officer—enlisted man rela-
tionship they had enjoyed in the army. For the veterans and their
wives, new immigrants to suburbia, the synagogue served the function
which it had a century earlier performed for the West European Jewish
immigrants to America, as the institution which would aid their inte-
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gration into their new environment. It was to be their tie to the old and
portal to the new. But unlike the synagogue of the second half of the
nineteenth century, which responded to the real or imagined demands
of melting-pot America—ethnic and cultural assimilation—the syna-
gogue of mid-twentieth-century America responded to the mandate of
cultural pluralism to retain, maintain, and expand ethnic and cultural
distinctiveness. The suburban synagogue saw as its role to provide a
“total Jewish experience” to its members, while relating itself to its
neighboring churches as partners in concern for the spiritual, moral,
and ethical life of the community and the nation.

At the first postwar convention of the Rabbinical Assembly, the
rabbis turned their attention to Conservative Judaism and Zionism:
“The Rabbinical Assembly reaffirms its support of the ideal of a Jew-
ish commonwealth in Palestine . . . a democratic state in which the
Jews, by virtue of their numbers, will never be in danger of losing their
political or social rights”;”* to personal guidance by the rabbi: “I
would like to underscore the function of counseling as one of the most
essential in the rabbinate. Unfortunately, neither the Seminary nor the
Rabbinical Assembly . . . have given any real treatment to the entire
field”;” to the rabbi as preacher: “The synagogue was primarily a
schoolhouse, where the congregants received instruction”;” to the
rabbi in education: “Our schools will be failures if we do not produce
God-fearing human beings, God-fearing Jews”;” to “the manner in
which the rabbi can fortify the democratic way of life through inter-
faith activity”;” and to the rabbi as administrator: “the Rabbi today is
more than scholar and teacher, pastor and preacher, communal work-
er and civic leader. . . . All the congregational activities such as Sister-
hood, the Brotherhood, the Alumni, the Youth Groups, the School, the
Parents-Teachers Association, the Study Courses, the discussion
groups, the literary and dramatic units, the lecture and Forum Pro-
grams, are all placed, and rightly so, under his general charge and
direction. He has to organize and inspire them, guide them, regulate
them and manage them.”®

There was little hesitation about what the rabbi’s work would be,
and little apprehension about any untoward difficulties. The Conser-
vative rabbi felt himself in a situation of great promise for the move-
ment and his rabbinic career. The membership of the Rabbinical As-
sembly had risen to 389, and the Seminary was able to choose its
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students from a large pool of applicants.

The sharing of rabbinic experiences at the 1949 convention pro-
vides us with a view of the rabbinate in the small and large communi-
ties—their labors, achievements, and problems. Thus Rabbi Louis
Levitsky of Wilkes-Barre and Newark reports:

When [ was in a smaller community, I was an integral part of every Jewish
agency. I served on every board, attended every meeting, and exercised very
directly whatever influence I possessed on every activity: fund raising, policy,
Talmud Torah, women’s organizations, etc. . . . In this large community . . . I
soon learned to restrict my active participation to the Jewish Education Associ-
ation and to the Jewish Community Center. . . . In this large community, I find it
possible to make of the synagogue the center of genuine spiritual fellowship. . ..
A large community affords the rabbi the opportunity of influencing and direct-
ing a large number of people to serve the great variety of causes—local, nation-
al, and overseas.®

Rabbi Elliot Burstein, on his experience in San Francisco:

In the larger community one could easily expend all his energies on outside
activities . . . but the results are not worth it. To keep our own congregations
going and growing is a full-time job in itself. . . . To assure a consistently large
Friday evening attendance, we have discovered that all that is necessary is to
invite a different local organization or group to sponsor the service.”

Rabbi Eli A. Bohnen of Providence, Rhode Island:

Our sermons must be planned in such a way that we shall always be a channel
through which the wisdom of our sages may reach the congregation. . . . the
burden of what I was saying had most meaning when it was not L, but the sages
of Israel, who were really speaking. . . .

I have found no satisfaction to equal that which comes through teaching
adults. . . .

If the rabbi can . . . appear not only as a friend, but as a Jewish friend, he will
feel that the time and effort expended on pastoral visiting are indeed worth
while. . . . I have found that the person consulting me accepts what I have to
offer with greater confidence when I can point out that what 1 am saying comes
from the vast experience of Judaism.* '

Rabbi S. Gershon Levi argues that “a direct, personal relationship
to the school of his synagogue is the duty, rather than the option, of
every rabbi. . . . He should observe classroom teaching . . . make a
practice of having pupils visit his study for short chats.”s*

“The rabbi in the small comunity can be as busy as in the larger
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community,” Rabbi Reuben J. Magil of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, a
community of 3,500 Jews, maintains, “and his activities are far more
fruitful in terms of Jewish spiritual achievement.” His congregation,
Temple Beth El, holds services daily, morning and evening, Sabbaths
and holidays, conducts Hebrew and Sunday schools, and has the usual
gamut of congregational activities. The rabbi has had to be innovative
and creative in maintaining and fostering all. Thus, to help assure a
minyan each morning, breakfast is served after the service, but still
members need to be drafted by the brotherhood’s minyan committee.
The Saturday morning service has an abridged musaf; the introduc-
tion of the triennial cycle for the Torah reading is being considered;
and the junior congregation is brought in for the musaf service. The
Confirmation service was moved to Sunday or Friday evening because
“businessmen would not leave their business on Shavuot morning.”
Simhat Torah was revived by the introduction of a consecration serv-
ice for children beginning their Hebrew studies. To assure a respect-
able attendance at the Megillah reading, a “sort of supper and carni-
val, the Annual Family party,” is to be introduced. And, again, for an
increase in attendance, the Hebrew school graduation has been moved
from Sunday to the final “Friday evening sermon service.”

The raising of the Confirmation age from thirteen and one-half to
fourteen and one-half was accomplished only after a “gruelling bat-
tle,” and the same seems to be in store for the phasing out of the
Sunday school in favor of the three-day Hebrew school. Rabbi Eliezer
A. Levireported that in his Youngstown, Ohio, congregation, when all
children aged eight and up had to attend weekday Hebrew school
rather than Sunday school, “in the first two years of operation of this
system, we had about 9o resignations from the congregation who
joined the Reform congregation up the street whose rabbi campaigned
on the platform, ‘Come one day a week to us, and they will be just as
good Jews.” 7%

Rabbi Magil further reports that he greets each member as he leaves
the Friday evening services, that the rabbi is expected to remain at
weddings and other simchas “to participate in the festivities as an
honored member of the family,” that the small-town rabbi must be a
member of at least one service club and “he must be ready to speak in
and out of season at community functions.”*¢

And there is a soul-searching uneasiness in the discussion, suggest-
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ing that some rabbis suspect that their great busyness and their crea-
tive innovations to bolster attendance—breakfasts after services,
Oneg Shabbat collations, and the rest—keep them from addressing
the question whether all of this is advancing Judaism, fashioning the
“God-fearing Jews” Simon Greenberg seeks. Rabbi Hyman Rabino-
witz, who fashioned an exemplary Jewish community in Sioux City,
Iowa, commented with humor on the “creative innovations,” and
questioned in seriousness, “In Sioux City, we found that the best atten-
dance we have is on Yom Kippur. . . . I don’t know what you call good
attendance or bad attendance, but after you get the people into the
synagogue, how do you get them to pray? . . . Even the English read-
ings are so mechanical and so dull. .. there is no emotional response at
all. . . . How can you make them pray?”¥

The area of greatest congregational growth was in the suburbs of
the major cities. Rabbi Max Gelb of White Plains, New York, saw his
congregation grow fourfold. “I have had to adjust myself to a new
' congregation . . . every few years.”* What is more disturbing to him is
the impress of the suburban environment. “The pull of the Christian
environment is very powerful. Every Christmas presents a crisis in our
school. There are scores of homes in which children experience a
Christmas tree and parent arguing with the rabbi whether it is a na-
tional or religious holiday.”

No less a problem are the secular forces which “tend to secularize
your activities even within the congregation—the emphasis on the
social.”® For many years the congregation was housed in a very small
building which limited its activities. Now a section of a new building
has been completed, “costing to date about a half million dollars. That
took years of effort, and the rabbi was very much involved in it . . .
neglecting some very important duties.” Now that the new building is
completed, making possible the extension of the program of congrega-
tional activities “to introduce the many aspects of a cultural and reli-
gious nature which I find essential,” Rabbi Gelb finds that the solution
of the old problem has created a new one. “The leadership thinks . . .
of the new building fund.. . . and itis difficult to get them to accept the
budget for personnel.”*® This was a plaint heard again and again in the
1950’s and 1960’s, the period in which American Jewry was smitten,
as a wit had it, with an “edifice complex.” This particularly was heard
from Conservative rabbis, since the great majority of congregations
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organized in the suburbs were Conservative. Many reported that the
same people who labored with devotion and contributed with great
generosity to the building of the synagogue facilities suddenly became
depleted of time, energy, and interest when it came to use them. It was
far easier to build a synagogue than to fill it with worshippers.

A survey on synagogue attendance in Conservative congregations in
1950° disclosed that of two hundred congregations queried, 95 per-
cent scheduled late Friday night services, and that in the great majority
of congregations it was considered the main Sabbath service; over half
the services were attended by less than one hundred worshippers, and
only 10 percent had an attendance of over three hundred.”? As for
Sabbath morning services, only 11 percent claimed two hundred or
more worshippers, 57 percent reporting only fifty. Only 20 percent of
the members of congregational boards, i.e., the lay leaders of the con-
gregations, attended services regularly.” The survey’s evaluation of
Friday night services: “The Friday night service is in the majority of
our congregations the main service of the week. Attendance at this
main service is at an appalling disproportion with the congregational
membership.””* Of the Sabbath morning service: “It appears that a
Saturday morning service has fallen into widespread neglect or even
has been given up as a lost cause—except of course in those congrega-
tions where the main service is held on Saturday morning.”**

One can readily imagine what such lack of response did to the mo-
rale of rabbis who declared the synagogue central to Judaism and the
Sabbath service central to the synagogue. What may have been even
more devastating to rabbinic morale was the survey’s disclosure that,
in the opinion of congregational lay leaders, the “interest in religion
which is manifested by young people” was: great, 8 percent; moder-
ate, 30 percent; small, 48 percent; none, 2 percent; no answer, 12
percent. But most rabbis must have agreed with the survey’s comment:
“It is a highly optimistic indication that only 2% are reported as hav-
ing no interest whatever. It is obvious the interest is there in varying
degrees and remains to be intensified and cultivated.”*

“Must have agreed” because there was remarkably little defection
from the Conservative rabbinate to other pursuits. But there was con-
stant self-criticism and complaints against others: either a lashing out
against the laity or an agonizing critique of one’s own failure to live up
to the highest mandates of the calling, or both. Rabbi Sidney Riback
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turns on both laity and rabbinate in criticism and warning: “The ten-
dency of the laity nowadays is to distort the rabbi into their own image
... whether he is a ‘swell or regular guy.’. .. The deplorable part of it is
. . . that the rabbi often succumbs.””’

Rabbi Max Davidson in his president’s message at the 1952 RA
convention pleaded for his constituency:

I have referred on several other occasions to the helplessness and dependence
of many of our rabbis. . . .

We minister to people most of whom fully believe that they are wiser than we,
better than we, certainly richer than we.

When rabbis have attempted, e.g. to promote Sabbath observances, or to
campaign for Friday night closings, they were not fully supported by the lay-
men, . . . When rabbis attempted to protect Jewish self interest and dignity, or
their rights as American citizens in communities and schools with Christmas
and Easter celebrations, they were not wholeheartedly supported by their con-
gregations . . . community councils . . . defence agencies.”

The criticism was generally self-targeted. They called upon them-
selves and their colleagues to remain true to the mandate imposed by
their ordination as “Rabbi, Teacher and Preacher,”” with the last two
words as descriptive of the functions of the office, and the function of
the preacher understood to be not to exhort but to educate. Robert
Gordis reminded his colleagues in 1947, “I cannot conceive of any
more drastic decline than for the rabbi to cease being a teacher and to
become an ecclesiastical functionary. . . . Nor is it much better for the
rabbi to be a mere spellbinder.”*® But as we have noted, the cited
descriptions of the rabbi’s activities pointed to his role as a function-
ary. No rabbi missed the opportunity to proclaim his love of teaching
and the importance of the enterprise, but most also complained that
the call of other duties left little time and energy for the scholarship
and preparation that effective teaching demanded.

The rabbis would rather be in the prophetic tradition than in the
priestly, but Rabbi Nathan Barack outlined the dilemma: “On the one
hand, tremendous responsibility and opportunity to inspire faith in
God and His way of life, but with hardship and even loss of bread as a
possible price; on the other hand, retention of our comforts, but with
failure to come to grips with the moral crisis facing us, and thus failing
in our leadership.”""!

Sociologist Marshall Sklare and theologian Arthur Cohen pointed
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to factors in the training and role expectations of the Conservative
rabbi which are at the root of much of the unease with self and disaf-
fection with the calling. Sklare observes that the Seminary’s curricu-
lum, “centered about the study of the Jewish legalistic system,” would
be appropriate for the training of rabbis who would be serving congre-
gations made up of observant Jews, but is not relevant to the actual
situation in most Conservative congregations, as illustrated by the
following comment by a typical Conservative rabbi: “I receive practi-
cally no inquiries about ritual or legal problems. Only on one holiday
do people ask me a few questions—that’s Passover. A death in the fami-
ly may also provoke a query or two.”'®> Moreover, Sklare notes, such a
course of study is deficient in preparing the student for the multifac-
eted demands of his rabbinic office. It will leave him forever dissatis-
fied with those rabbinic functions which are not in the realm of hala-
chah, and disdainful of congregants whose attachment to Judaism is
an amalgam of culture, folkways, sentiments, ethnicity—the majority
of his congregation. The emphasis on halachah in his rabbinic training
apotheosizes a rabbinate of authority. How can a rabbi respect himself
as a rabbi in a world in which, as Sklare puts it, “The sanction of a
rabbi is no longer required for the correct practice of Judaism”?'

Rabbi Morris Adler spoke of the problem to his colleagues at the
1948 convention:

I need not tell you how untypical is the attitude of the professors toward
American Jewish life . . . and, I am sorry to say, towards the graduates of the
Seminary. How much of a gap there is between the way in which we approach
our problems and speak as if we possess authority, and the kind of feeling that
prevails among the revered scholars who were and are our teachers.!™

The fact that the Seminary professors were truly revered—most ad-
mired, some loved—by the graduates exacerbated the situation. It
made the rabbis ask more seriously, “For whom and for what do I
labor?”

Arthur Cohen speaks of “the desperate situation of the American
rabbinate.”' He does so with sympathy and offers “understanding
and counsel.” The seminaries offer “little formal assistance to rabbini-
cal students in search of spiritual direction.” The Jewish Theological
Seminary has never resolved the paradox of being an “academy for
higher Jewish learning . . . which must therefore encourage indepen-
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dence of inquiry and freedom of research,” and a rabbinical school,
which “needs, therefore, to be committed to a definite point of view.”
It is then left to the rabbis to work out the “issue of ideology and
commitment.” But the rabbis’ “efforts to create an authentic commu-
nity of responsive and serious Jews is handicapped when the rabbi is
burdened with enormous congregations, an insufficiency of staff, a
tremendous physical plant to manage, frequently uncooperative
boards. .. and when the rabbi is to be lecturer, book reviewer, ambas-
sador of good will . . . pastor on call, educator . . . and lastly . . . to be
what he has chosen to be: a student and teacher of Torah.”%

What the rabbi must do and what he has chosen to be stand in wide
divergence. In fact, the former militates against the latter. The rabbi
needs the reassurance by colleagues and observers that he labors under
this “handicap.” His spirits would be bolstered, his morale uplifted if
his revered teachers would indicate their sympathetic understanding.

Sympathy and understanding bring but a temporary respite. The
underlying unease persists. Now and again it was brought to the sur-
face, and it hurt most when this was done by thoughtful, sympathetic
friends. In 1955 it was Marshall Sklare’s Conservative Judaism, a soci-
ological study “which showed that what the rabbis think and say does
not matter much to their congregation; the rabbis had known this all
along, but to see it in print, documented and established, was chil-
ling.”'9” This was recalled by Milton Himmelfarb three years later, and
he asked in exasperation:

How are we to explain the Conservative rabbis’ readiness to put up with the
inconsistencies, contradictions, and ambiguities they have to live with? These
things hurt. One of the ways in which the rabbis try to soothe the hurt, unavail-
ing but revealing, is to change congregations; the Conservative rabbinate is a
restless body of men. . . . The average Conservative rabbi dislikes his job and
dislikes the intellectual muddle.'®

His characterization of the rabbis as restless men is documented and
underscored by Sklare, who wrote: “Itis highly significant that during
one year 40% of the rabbis who held Conservative pulpits applied to
the placement commission of the RA for recommendations for new
positions.”'*”

Restlessness in the rabbinate is not confined to the Conservative
rabbinate or to twentieth-century America. While many European
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rabbis in previous centuries held one or two rabbinic positions during
their lifetime, a goodly number, through personal preference or due to
conditions beyond their control, were “restless,” as were some leading
American rabbis of the nineteenth century, e.g., Bernard lllowy, who
served six congregations, and Isidor Kalisch, who from 1850 to 1875
served in eight communities.

The “restlessness™ of the European rabbis was due in large measure
to political upheavals and communal strife, and the moving about of
the American rabbis was often occasioned by the rapidly expanding
and changing American Jewish community and the confrontations
within the community between traditionalist and Reform elements.
Similar circumstances made for the high mobility in the postwar Con-
servative rabbinate. The generation of younger rabbis had been up-
rooted by the war, taken from their pulpits into the chaplaincy. When
they returned to their congregations, both had changed. Though
sometimes the adjustment was smooth and easy, often it presented
problems, and the rabbi sought relocation. Many new congregations
being organized in the suburbs sought rabbis, and their newness of-
fered the challenge and opportunity that young men sought. Estab-
lished congregations underwent a change in membership and leader-
ship as young war veterans affiliated, and thus at times made either
the rabbi or the congregation or both uneasy and desirous of change. It
was a time of flux in the American social and economic structure, a
time when change seemed right and good. By 1960, as Rabbi Albert
Gordon reminded his colleagues at the Rabbinical Assembly conven-
tion, “three million of America’s Jews now live in the suburbs.”!*°
America’s Conservative rabbis were following America’s Jews to the
greener grass of the suburbs. In that year, though Brooklyn’s one mil-
lion Jews made it by far the largest Jewish community, only thirty of
the RA’s 750 members were there, while the new communities of Long
Island had already attracted sixty-eight. It is not at all surprising that a
decade earlier, as the transition from urban to suburban life was taking
place, two-fifths of the Conservative rabbis were seeking relocation. It
should also be noted that a significant number of Conservative rabbis
have served in but one or two congregations during their entire minis-
try.

What is more significant than the “internal, inner movement” of the
Conservative rabbinate has been its stability as a profession. Professor
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Eli Ginzberg of Columbia University, a leading authority on manpow-
er, reported at the same convention on a series of studies he had con-
ducted on the manpower problems of Conservative Judaism. By 1957,
the Seminary had produced 615 rabbis, of whom only 6 percent were
in fields unrelated to the rabbinate. “I know of no other profession,
save medicine,” said Ginzberg, “where the losses to other fields are so
low. If you graduate from the Seminary you remain a rabbi.”"!

Milton Himmelfarb had asked “Why?” Why enter the rabbinate,
why remain in it? The first and simplest answer was the socioeconom-
ic one. Shortly before the war, in a study of applicants for the rabbi-
nate, ministry, and priesthood in New York City, Ginzberg found that
applicants for rabbinical training at the Seminary “came overwhelm-
ingly from the lower economic groups, primarily from the more recent
immigrant groups.”'? Men may have been entering the Conservative
rabbinate for social mobility and economic opportunity. The rabbi,
upon assuming office, entered the social class of the lay leaders of the
congregation, and was accorded a position in the Jewish community
which was reserved for the wealthy and distinguished. The income of a
rabbi was generally higher than that of salaried professionals in edu-
cation or social service, and though tenure in an individual congrega-
tion was not secure, the abundance of available positions in Conserva-
tive congregations (except during the Depression years) offered a high
degree of job security within the profession. It was the rare Conserva-
tive rabbi who was without a job. Some may have been attracted to the
Conservative rabbinate because of a prevalent perception in the Or-
thodox immigrant community of the economic well-being of Reform
and Conservative rabbis, a perception bolstered by the accusations
leveled by Orthodox rabbis that their heterodox colleagues had been
“seduced by the Golden Calf.”

The motivation to enter and the decision to remain in the rabbinate
went beyond that. Beyond the desire to make a living and to gain social
status and a measure of power was the drive to fashion a significant
life. The rabbinate offered the opportunity to serve the Jewish people,
not so much individual Jews as the Jewish people, and American Jew-
ry, which was destined to become the leading Jewish community in the
world. This prospect had lured Schechter to America, and it was this
which attracted many students to his Seminary.

Motivations are hard to discern. What weight can be given to the
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public claims of spiritual motivation by one who knows that spiritual-
ity is expected, even demanded, of him? Look then to the lives of the
rabbis, to the careers of those who were not touched by fame or good
fortune, but who eked out a meager livelihood as rabbis in small con-
gregations in small towns almost devoid of Jewishness, in positions
lacking security, fair game for congregational petty politicians, lack-
ing the communal stature of Reform colleagues or the respect accor-
ded the Orthodox rov, measuring accomplishment by a daily minyan
co-opted, a Bar Mitzvah Haftarah well-read by a young man they
would rarely later see, and all the many “inconsistencies, contradic-
tions and ambiguities.” Yet they persisted, going from job to job,
hopeful but realistic.

At a Seminary-sponsored conference on the moral implications of
the rabbinate, in September 1962," rabbis examined with creditable
candor the ethical problems which the rabbinate imposes, and the
spiritual dangers'* which inhere in the office.”* Rabbi Stephen Sch-
warzschild spoke of the anguish and the glory of a calling which is
incompatible with its worldly environment, and as if in answer to
Himmelfarb’s query, he said:

We know of ourselves that we are steeped in sin, beset by doubts and frustra-
tions, and mired in fruitless gropings. We know that the Jewish people is more
“hard-necked and narrow of spirit” than ever. We know that we have taken on
the fight against an entire world which is profoundly pagan. . . . Why then do
you want to be a rabbi? You don’t, but for the life of you, “here 1stand, 1 can do
no other,”"

Simon Greenberg proclaimed a more direct and functionally use-
fuled answer—a justification of the calling.

Despite all of the shortcomings of the rabbinate, however, it stands today . . .
between the hope for a possible renaissance of Judaism in America and the
certainty of its utter deterioration. . . . Within world Jewry today the rabbinate
is the only group in a position of leadership which treats the masses of our
people, not primarily as donors or recipients of philanthropy, but as bearers of a
great tradition. . . . The rabbi must be ready to talk with them, not only from the
pulpit or from behind the teacher’s desk, but at weddings and funerals, at Bar
Mitzvah parties and at the sick bed, at Israel Bond rallies and at Federation
dinners. And let him not be ashamed to admit and even announce. . . thatheisa
thousandfold more anxious to talk to them than they are to listen to him.

Greenberg knew full well that the role the rabbi is most satisfied
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with, indeed glories in, is that of teacher. Very well, he argued, wherev-
er one who wants to instruct and one who needs instruction meet, that
place can be a classroom. To make it so is “both his glory and his
burden.””” He continued:

A rabbi should be dissatisfied but not unhappy. He dare not ever be satisfied
with his achievements. , . . Unhappiness. . . reflects a lack of appreciation of the
blessings of devoting his life to the teaching of Torah and the service of God.!*

Dissatisfaction in the Conservative rabbinate was not so much with
self and career as with the “inconsistencies, contradictions, and ambi-
guities” in Conservative Judaism. Defining Judaism as “the evolving
religious civilization of the Jewish people” provides a felicitious char-
acterization, but it cannot serve as the unifying ideology which the
movement has seemingly been seeking from its inception. Already in
1911 Dr. Friedlaender wrote of “the difficulty in regard to formulat-
ing the definite theological credo of Conservative Judaism in distinc-
tion from Orthodox Judaism . . . and in distinction from Reform.” He
suggested that “at the present time . . . a general agreement as to
practical work”!® would be wisdom. And the Conservative rabbi in
1960 knew that what united the movement now as then was not a
definite theological credo, but “a general agreement as to practical
work.” '

In 1927, when Finkelstein put forth his “The Things That Unite
Us,” Eugene Kohn responded that “we should not delude ourselves
into imagining a consensus of opinion if none exists.”'* Two years
later Dr. Kaplan commented on three position papers presented to the
Rabbinical Assembly:

The mere fact that there can be three such different views as expressed by
Doctor Finkelstein, Rabbi Drob, and Rabbi Eugene Kohn, and that we can still
work together is evidence of the greatness of Shalom. . . . Doctor Finkelstein is
equidistant between Rabbi Drob and Rabbi Eugene Kohn.'*

The old two-pronged ideological coalition within the movement
had now become three, and Kaplan seemed to welcome it. This tripar-
tite division was accepted and institutionalized in the 19 50’s, when the
presidency of the Rabbinical Assembly, by common agreement, went
seriatim to a leftist, a centrist, and a rightist, until the far more numer-
ous centrists realized that undue weight of influence was being accor-
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ded to the right and to the left. But the legitimacy of diversity contin-
ued to be held sacred and useful. At the 1980 convention, both a
leftist, Reconstructionist Rabbi Alan W. Miller, and a rightist, Rabbi
Wilfred Shuchat, presented papers on “Toward a Philosophy of Con-
servative Judaism,”'?

The “contradictions” and “ambiguities” which hurt were in the
realm of the functional life within the movement. It had posited its
commitment to halachah, to the observance of the Sabbath and
kashrut, but all Conservative rabbis knew that in their congregations,
the observant Jew was the exception—in many congregations, the rare
lonely exception. The rabbi may also have felt apprehensive at the gap
which had developed within the Conservative rabbinate on the ques-
tion of halachah, which had come to a head at the 1958 convention,
and in the frustrations experienced by law committees in confronting
Jewish law from a Conservative stance, described by Rabbi Max J.
Routtenberg at the 1960 convention.

Rabbis Jack Cohen, Jacob Agus, and Isaac Klein presented papers
on “Theoretical Evolution of Jewish Law,” from the left, centrist, and
rightist positions respectively. Rabbi Cohen recommended that the
Rabbinical Assembly “declare publicly that ritual can no longer be a
matter of law” and that synagogue members be “encouraged to partic-
ipate in an effort to develop standards for the entire congregation.”'??
He thus advocated that “standards” replace laws, and that laymen,
learned or unlearned, committed or uncommitted to ritual observ-
ance, have a hand in the formulation of the standards. Rabbi Klein
reacted: “Rabbi Cohen’s paper is a philosophy of halachab to do away
with halachab. . . .1 cannot react to Rabbi Cohen, we do not stand on
the same ground. We have no common platform.”'

On the question of Jewish law, the Rabbinical Assembly had be-
come divided between adherents to a halachic Judaism and espousers
of a nonhalachic Judaism. Rabbi Agus attempted to weld both view-
points—halachah and standards—into an integrated whole, and Rab-
bi Ben Zion Bokser argued that “there is a greater measure of agree-
ment among us,” and the differences are a matter of emphasis; but the
basic divergence on the question of the authoritative nature of hala-
chah, which had long existed, had now openly and sharply been deli-
neated.

Conservative Judaism had been committed to Jewish law, and to the
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proposition that within the legal system itself there exists the mecha-
nism for adjustment, change, and development of the law. A Commit-
tee on the Interpretation of Jewish Law, established by the United
Synagogue in 1917, was presided over by Professor Louis Ginzberg,
who was recognized as the one and sole authority. Its decisions were
few and cautious. By 1927, the Rabbinical Assembly felt secure
enough to exert its rabbinic authority by establishing its own Commit-
tee on Jewish Law, which replaced the former but was little more
venturesome than its predecessor. Both committees adhered to the
principle of dealing with the law solely through the instrumentalities
provided by the law.

With the expansion of the movement and in response to a growing
segment of the assembly urging a liberalization of the process to afford
greater freedom to adjust and develop, the Rabbinical Assembly, at its
1948 convention, defeated a motion that the committee “hold itself
bound by the authority of Jewish law and within the frame of Jewish
law,” and formed a new Committee on Jewish Law and Standards
whose membership would represent the “varied and varying points of
view of the Rabbinical Assembly.”'* Its first chairman, Rabbi Morris
Adler, explained its purpose to the 1948 convention of the United
Synagogue:

We must face the truth that we have been halting between fear and danger;
fear of the Orthodox and the danger of Reform. We have set our watches by
their timepieces. The time has come for our emergence from the valley of indeci-
sion. We must move forward to a stage in which Conservative Judaism revolves
about an axis of positive and unambiguous affirmations. This will require a
measure of boldness and vision on our part which, as a movement, ] am sorry to
say, we have not thus far manifested.'

In 1960 most Conservative rabbis felt that a good measure of bold-
ness had been manifested in the dozen years past and that more and
greater was in store for the future. Not too many felt the “hurt” dis-
cerned by Milton Himmelfarb, not in the late fifties and early sixties,
when Conservative Judaism was thought by its rabbis to be the reli-
gious movement most vital, most creative, and if not yet the most
numerous, soon to become so.
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The Sixties and the Seventies

Most Conservative rabbis were far too busy to spare the time needed
to turn dissatisfaction into unhappiness. Consider the schedule of one
serving a large congregation in the Northeast in the year 1962.

Preacher. Two sermons weekly at the late Friday evening and the
Sabbath morning services, as well as at all holiday services.

Teacher. Mondays: men’s club downtown study group, at noon.
Subject: “The Living Talmud.”

Tuesdays: Confirmation class and post-Confirmation class. Sub-
jects: “Conservative Judaism”; “History of Religions.”

Wednesdays: Three six-week semesters of Adult Education Insti-
tute, two courses each session. Subjects: “The Legacy of Solomon
Schechter—Conservative Judaism”; “The Wisdom Literature of the
Bible.” '

Saturdays: Talmud study group, the tractate Berakhot. Monthly
young-marrieds discussion group; Jewish current events discussion
groups at Sunday morning postminyan breakfasts; biweekly Sabbath-
afternoon LTF study group.

Administrator. The congregation dedicated its new synagogue
building in June 1962 after four years of planning, fund raising, and
building, in all of which the rabbi participated. Attended meetings of
congregational board, ritual committee, school committee, adult edu-
cation committee. Conducted weekly staff meetings. Wrote weekly
column for congregational bulletin.

Ecclesiastical functionary. Officiated at forty-two weddings and
thirty-nine funerals, all in the congregational family. Premarital inter-
views; attendance at wedding receptions; visited with bereaved fami-
lies before funeral; officiated at one or more services at mourners’
home conducting a study session. Attended daily morning services on
Sunday, Monday, and Thursday mornings. Officiated at unveilings,
Brit Milah, and mezuzab ceremonies in new homes.

Jewish community activities. On boards of Jewish Community Fed-
eration, Jewish Family Service, Israel Bonds, Day School, Vaad Ha-
kashrut.

Community activities. Member, Mayor’s Advisory Board; Commit-
tee on Religion and Race; boards of Association for the United Na-
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tions, Friends of the Public Library.

National activities. Member Executive Council, Rabbinical Assem-
bly; Editorial Board, Conservative Judaism; Rabbinic Cabinet, Jewish
Theological Seminary; Executive Council, American Jewish Histori-
cal Society; Publications Committee, Jewish Publication Society.

Lecturer. Weekly radio program, From a Rabbi’s Study. Lectured to
ten local Jewish and Christian groups; and in three Florida and two
New England communities for the Jewish Theological Seminary. De-
livered one scholarly paper at annual meeting of a scholarly society.

Pastor. In answer to the question, “When you were at the Seminary
what did you think you would be doing as a rabbi, and how has it
actually worked out?” the rabbi wrote in the congregational bulletin:

In most areas I anticipated the demands of the calling. True, Dr. Mordecai M.
Kaplan, Professor of Homiletics, warned us that one sermon every two weeks is
as much as any man can properly do, yet I preach four times as many. I knew
that I would be devoting my time to teaching, congregational planning, com-
munity activities and too little time to study and writing. That was all expected.

What was unexpected was the time and emotional energy that a rabbi today
is called upon to give to counselling. There are weeks when half the time is spent
with people who have problems. One cannot help but become emotionally
involved, and when you see your rabbi with a sad burdened look, or seemingly
distracted, or even impatient, know that there are heavy problems on his frail
shoulders.

Problems there are of every kind: intermarriage, divorce, separation, chil-
dren who do not behave and parents who are bewildered; a man needing em-
ployment, and a woman who doesn’t know what to do with her time and
herself; a family beset by a serious illness and a couple who are “eating each
other up.”

Often, all that is needed is a sympathetic ear, or a bit of compassionate ad-
vice; sometimes the problems are rooted in deep psychological disorientation.
Too often, the rabbi seems to hear the implied challenge, “Solve my problem or
you have failed as our rabbi.”

I expect this, for what is more fraught with danger and personal pain than
counselling. I expect it, and I accept it for the compensations are very many.
What greater reward can life offer than the privilege to serve. To ease the pain of
one heart, to straighten out one youngster, to keep one family together.'?

?

The American rabbi had become an extraordinarily “busy man,’
particularly the Conservative rabbi, who felt impelled to match the
activities of his colleagues, Orthodox and Reform. The Orthodox rab-
bi preached on Saturday morning, the Reform on Friday, the Conser-
vative on both, for only in his congregation were both “major” serv-
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ices. The Orthodox rabbi dealt with B’nai Mitzvah, the Reform with
Confirmands, the Conservative with both. The Conservative rabbi
would meet his Orthodox colleague at meetings of the day school and
the Vaad ha-kashrut, but not the Reform, whom he would see at meet-
ings of the ministerial association and the committee on religion and
race, both of which were outside the realm of interest of the Ortho-
dox. The Conservative rabbi needed to work all the harder to retain
his status in the institutions serving the most “parochial” Jewish inter-
ests, where the credibility of his Orthodox colleague was not in ques-
tion, and had to strive all the harder for his acceptance as a significant
participant in interfaith activities, in which his Reform colleague had
long been the recognized spokesman for the Jewish community. He
strove harder to invite counseling opportunities, for he found in these
the vocational satisfaction which the Orthodox rabbi found in his self-
appointed role of “defender of the faith,” and the Reform rabbi expe-
rienced in his role as “ambassador to the community.”

The 1950’ and 1960’ were the “glory days” of the American rab-
binate. Religion was esteemed in America as a significant force whose
influence was growing,'”® and the Jews, as Maurice Samuel observed,
were “like everyone else, except more so.” The synagogue was univer-
sally recognized as the preeminent institution of the Jewish communi-
ty, and rabbis were accorded respect and exerted influence. Particular-
ly impressive during these decades was the growth of Conservative
Judaism. Marshall Sklare, who wrote the classic study of the move-
ment in the early 1950%,' took another look in the early 1970’s and
reported:'®

Conservative Judaism has flourished during the past two decades. . . . The
trend to Conservatism is particularly evident in the cities of substantial Jewish
population . . . a noticeable increase in the number of Conservative synagogues,
as well as a sharp rise in membership of those synagogues. . . . Reform and
Orthodoxy have come to look to Conservative models in fashioning their own
religious institutions.!?!

He noted that Conservative Judaism had become the “favored reli-
gious self-designation of the American Jew” and that the movement
had achieved “primacy on the American Jewish religious scene”; its
synagogues have become, particularly in suburban areas in the East,
“the leading congregations in their communities,” and there has
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emerged “a sense of constituting a movement—a sense of a shared
Conservatism on the part of the Conservative laity.”

Sklare concluded that “these developments appear to portend a
brilliant future for Conservatism.” But, he noted, “Despite brilliant
achievements and excellent prospects for future growth, the morale of
the Conservative movement is on the decline. . . . Doubts about the
movement are most frequently expressed by the rabbis.”

He cited an excerpt from Rabbi Max J. Routtenberg’s Presidential
Address at the 1965 convention of the Rabbinical Assembly:

During these past decades we have grown, we have prospered, we have be-
come a powerful religious establishment. I am, however, haunted by the fear
that somewhere along the way we have become lost; our direction is not clear,
and the many promises we made to ourselves and our people have not been
fulfilled. We are in danger of not having anything significant to say to our
congregants, to the best of our youth, to all those who are seeking a dynamic
adventurous faith that can elicit sacrifice and that can transform lives.??

One cause for the crisis of morale in the Conservative rabbinate,
Sklare suggested, was its misreading of the future of Orthodoxy in
America. Routtenberg spoke of why he and friends at the yeshivah
“decided to make the break and become Conservative.” It was because
they despaired that Orthodoxy could hold the next generation of Jews
to Judaism. “We loved the Jewish people and its heritage,” and seeing
“both threatened we set out to save them,” through Conservative Ju-
daism, the wave of the future. But the unanticipated resurgence of
Orthodoxy—the growth in the number of yeshivot, the establishment
of Orthodox congregations in middle- and upper-class areas, the at-
tractiveness of Orthodoxy to a small but significant number of seri-
ous, cultured Jews of Conservative and Reform background, and its
triumphalist elan—brought into question the old self-justification for
turning to Conservatism: to secure the future generations for Judaism.
“The ground was prepared,” Sklare wrote, “for the development of a
kind of Conservative anomie.”

The problem was particularly aggravated in the case of one segment of the
Conservative elite—the rabbis. Many rabbis had deep sympathy with Jewish
traditionalism. Thus on the one hand they admired and identified with the
Orthodox advance. But on the other hand they were filled with dismay and
hostility toward this totally unexpected development.'*
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Another cause for the crisis in morale, especially among the rabbis,
was what Sklare termed “Conservatism’s defeat on the ritual front
which can be demonstrated in almost every area of Jewish observ-
ance.” For documentation he cited that in “Conservative-dominated
Providence, Rhode Island, only 12% of those who/adesignate them-
selves as Conservative attend services once a week or more,” and the
attendance declined with every generation: 21 percent in the first,
only 2 percent in the third. The same generational decline obtained in
the observance of the Sabbath and kashrut. What was even more dis-
turbing was to find that in the Har Zion Congregation, Philadelphia,
which had long been considered the model Conservative congregation
in the nation, Sabbath candles were lit in only 52 percent of the house-
holds, only 41 percent bought kosher meat, and only 33 percent used
kosher dishes.”* There was little confidence among Conservative rab-
bis that this erosion of observance among Conservative Jews was re-
versible. They remembered the great campaign for the revitalization of
the Sabbath in the early 1950’s with embarrassment. Hopes had been
high, the cause noble, the campaign imaginative and painstaking, the
results nil.

Conservatism, Sklare further noted, “has lost its older confidence of
being in possession of a formula that can win the support of younger
Jews. . .. Many Conservative young people not only lack Jewish cul-
ture, but they have been influenced by youth culture—some are card-
carrying members of the Woodstock Nation, others are fellow travel-
ers, and still others have inchoate sympathies with the counter-cul-
ture.” We need add that the rabbis were accorded no small measure of
blame for the “loss of our youth.” When they implored their congre-
gants to give them their children three days a week instead of one for
religious instruction, did this not carry the promise of a generation of
Jews loyal to their faith and to the Jewish community ? Where was that
promised generation now, what had become of it?

Four rabbis and an educator offered “Reactions to a Critique of the
Conservative Movement,” which the editor of Conservative Judaism
titled “Morale and Commitment.”'*

There is general agreement with Sklare’s critique, and agreement
too that his critique is not general enough, that his strictures apply to
Orthodoxy and Reform as well as to Conservative Judaism. Rabbi
Stuart Rosenberg asks Sklare to view with favor the growth of Conser-
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vative membership, as it provides a larger number of Jews with “Jew-
ish associationalism,” which Sklare himself spoke of in positive terms,
for it gives “the survivalist the time which he needs and the public
which he requires in his attempt to change associational Jews to ideo-
logical Jews.” What Rosenberg is saying, not so much to Sklare as to
his colleagues in the Conservative rabbinate, is that they have been
granted an historic opportunity. For reasons historical or sociological
they have before them in their congregations Jews who have affiliated
because they need the company of fellow Jews. Theirs is now the chal-
lenge to make such Jews feel the need for Judaism.

Gilbert Rosenthal’s statement is both a confession of failure and a
call to the convinced to “rally round the flag.”

We have been hardest hit . . . because of the inherent problems of our move-
ment and the innate flaws in our ideology. . . .

Despite our movement’s official espousal of mitzvot . . . the pattern of per-
sonal observance among the bulk of our congregants is barely distinguishable
from that of their Reform neighbors. . . . We have missed the boat in not making
demands of our people. . . . Ideologically, we have followed the outmoded and
naive view of Schechter . . . that we must make a virtue of nonpartisanship. . ..
In the process, we have so blurred the borders [between Conservatism and the
other wings of Jewry] that we may have undermined our raison d’etre. . . . He
who seeks to be all things to all men, ends up being nothing to too many. . . .

The Conservative movement has done wonders. I believe it is the right ap-
proach to meaningful Jewish living and creative Jewish survival, Those of us
who have committed our lives and talents to the movement must help it move
forward into the future cognizant of its failings, but confident of its virtues, and
convinced that we are serving God, Torah and Israel."*

Jordan S. Ofseyer delineates the special problem of a centrist posi-
tion.

Many of our people have joined our synagogues . . . have become Conserva-
tive for reasons of compromise rather than conviction. Can we reasonably
expect them to evince excitement or enthusiasm? . . . Shall we then be surprised
that there exists a crisis of morale? ... Should we expect anything but a decline
in the level of observance when congregants are not asked to make any a priori
commitment to mitzvot upon joining the Conservative Congregation? . .. We
desperately require a comprehensive Conservative guide to halachab."’

Mordecai Waxman argues that what Sklare observed is not a “fail-
ure of morale, but a heightening of discontent.” No small cause for
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discontent is the common occurrence that after long years of laboring
with his congregation, building its facilities, establishing and develop-
ing its school, the rabbi is suddenly faced with a changing neighbor-
hood, a declining birthrate, a mobile population which may denude or
radically change the composition of the congregation, so that he is left
with the feeling “that he has been plowing water.” This, which is but a
minor point in Waxman’s essay, is an insightful grasp of a major cause
for discontent among rabbis, particularly Conservative rabbis of the
post—World War Il era. Because they had literally “built” their congre-
gations, they became so identified with them that they would judge
their vocational success by the current well-being of their particular
institution, rather than by what they had been able to contribute to the
furtherance of Judaism and the psychic and spiritual welfare of indi-
vidual Jews—wherever they might now reside.

But the discontent was far deeper, the special discontent of the Con-
servative rabbi. In preparation for a paper delivered at a Seminary and
Rabbinical Assembly conference on the rabbinate in 1970,** I solici-
ted the views of a number of highly respected rabbis, specifically about
their discontents as Conservative rabbis. A leading rabbi wrote:

Worship services which consist of a repetition of words which most of the
congregation cannot translate, and which are not in keeping any more with the
modern rabbi’s idea of God, raise serious questions in the mind of those of us
who want to be honest. Part of the problem of the modern rabbi is that he has to
push aside, continually, the disturbing self-questioning concerning the validity
of prayers which border on magical incantations when their content is not
understood, and which for him, who does understand them, have next to no
relevance to his theology.'”

Another wrote:

We [the Conservative rabbis] alone stand for sanity, for a genuinely consis-
tent combination of what is authentic and ancient on the one hand, and what
today demands of us intellectually and practically.

Now having saluted the flag, let me turn to the sadder side of the story. Both
the Orthodox and the Reform have a significant following, We don’t. How
come? Simple enough. The Orthodox rabbi leads a congregation that substan-
tially subscribes to Orthodoxy; lives by its laws or at least feels guilty for break-
ing them. On the Reform side, inasmuch as ritual and symbolic behavior is
optional, theory and practice are again dovetailed; non-observance wedded to
non-expectation. Ethical sensitivity is practiced, or at least courteously recog-
nized as deserving to be practiced, by rabbi and layman alike. But with our-
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selves? Whatever we say, there is a vast gap. We preach to congregants about
kashrut, Shabbat, balakhah in general, knowing that the vast majority neither
keeps them nor fee! any compunctions over ignoring these rules. The fraud is
open, mutually recognized, with all the implicit contempt and self-contempt it
engenders. Sorry about the rough words, but they are true, I think. The frustra-
tion, with Jewry and oneself, is therefore sharper in our own guild than in the
others.!*

The year 1975, the seventy-fifth-anniversary year of the Rabbinical
Assembly, was utilized by the Conservative rabbinate for self-apprais-
al. Rabbi Wolfe Kelman, who had served for almost a quarter of a
century as the assembly’s chief executive officer, urged an end to the
unwarranted self-flagellation which had characterized such undertak-
ings in the past. “I know of no other group in Jewish life,” he told his
colleagues in convention assembled, “which has developed such a ten-
dency to believe the best about others and the worst about them-
selves.” He was particularly exasperated by the “internal and external
chorus of anxiety and despair”'* which strangely had accompanied
the spectacular growth and rich achievements of the movement. In but
the past thirty years, the Rabbinical Assembly had grown from “ap-
proximately 300 rabbis serving primarily in Metropolitan synagogues
to a membership of over one thousand, more than sixty percent of
whom serve in Conservative synagogues . . . half [of which] had been
founded during these thirty years.”** And, he claimed, “no other
group of committed Jewish professionals in recent Jewish history has
been more successful in achieving those goals to which it has been
unequivocally committed, such as the cause of Israel, the plight of
Soviet Jewry, the civil rights movement (particularly when it was less
ambiguous), the cause of Jewish education.”** Kelman is, of course,
aware of the lingering problems in the area of halakhah, in which “we
have not as yet resolved all the ambiguities and contradictions,” but
“unlike other groups, we have at least grappled with them. . . . [But]
the task of reconciling halakhabh and a tradition which was shaped in
the pre-technological civilization, cannot be resolved even by a gener-
ation as gifted as ours at problem-solving.”* But it was specifically to
resolve this problem that Conservative Judaism had called itself into
being, and the Conservative rabbinate had promised to accomplish it.

Kelman’s insistent call “to dwell on what we have achieved” and not
constantly to proclaim what the Conservative rabbinate has failed to
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achieve or what “we are still trying to accomplish” has helped restore
some balance to an account which had become distorted by an almost
self-righteous publicly pronounced humility. His suggestion that the
incessant self-criticism may be the result of “a depression which can
afflict a person or a group, not when they are struggling but when they
have achieved the goal” may be right on target. But “the agony and the
anguish and the loneliness of the rabbis are very real,” and affect even
those most visibly successful, serving the movement’s leading congre-
gations. Rabbi Stanley Rabinowitz, the leading rabbinic personality in
our nation’s capital, president of the RA, spoke of “The Changing
Rabbinate.”'*

The expectations of the rabbi have changed. The rabbinic calling has been
trivialized. A massive horde of ribbon-cutting ceremonies. . . . The image of the
rabbi has changed. The pre-modern Jewish world defined the rabbi as a civil
servant, who was a teacher and a sage. The contemporary synagogue defines
him as an employee, who is a preacher and a pastor.**¢. . . The rabbi’s authority
in the synagogue today is only as strong as his hold on the people’s affection.'¥

Rabbi Wilfred Shuchat, rabbi of Canada’s leading congregation,
elaborated on the theme.'*

The rabbi can be most popular with the masses of congregational members,
but if he fails with the elite group (President, Officers and Board) he is ineffec-
tive in the congregation. Much of the rabbi’s efforts [and sometimes those of his
family] have to be oriented into [a] kind of public relations with all its many
stresses. . . . He receives his entire salary from the congregation. . . .

Many rabbis [most] receive an additional income from . . . weddings, funer-
als, etc. Very often this creates a customer-client relationship.

The irony of the situation is that the higher salaried a man is, the greater his
stake in these relationships and the deeper the tensions.'*

What makes for even deeper tensions is not so much that he often
has to cater to the elite group (other professions make similar de-
mands), or that he is financially dependent on the congregation (it
does, after all, pay his salary), but that “in many respects he is owned
by them, their possession. A member of a congregation will say, ‘he is
my rabbi.’ Very often unusual demands will be made by members
because, ‘he is my rabbi.’ 71

Simon Greenberg’s claim that the Conservative rabbi is dissatisfied
but not unhappy was borne out by the contents of a symposium titled
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“The Congregational Rabbi and the Conservative Synagogue,”
published in the Winter 1975 issue of Conservative Judaism."' Of the
ten questions posed, the first two and the last two touch upon our
subject.

1. How have your religious observance and your attitudes to-
wards God, revelation and Jewish law altered since you were
ordained?

2. What has given you most satisfaction in the congregational
rabbinate? What has given you least?

9. How satisfactory are your relationships with other Jewish reli-
gious leaders and with the philanthropic and defense organiza-
tions functioning in your community?

10. Have you found that your position as a congregational rabbi
has posed special problems with regard to your wife, your chil-
dren and your home life?

The conductor of the symposium, Rabbi Stephen C. Lerner, sums up

the responses to the first query.

A significant number of participants averred that they had become more
liberal both in attitude and in pattern of observance as a result of their contact
with their congregants over a period of years. And many did not apologize for
that admission but felt that they had developed a different kind of understand-
ing that was unavailable to the schoolmen in the various seminaries at which
they trained. . . . At the same time, another group of contributors moved to
greater traditionalism, feeling that the real need was not for a rational faith but
for the establishment of a more traditional pattern of living.!s?

A few responses:

The critical point in my own pattern of observance came at the time the
Responsum on the Sabbath was adopted by the Rabbinical Assembly Commit-
tee on Jewish Law and Standards in 1950. I favored the majority view [permit-
ting riding to synagogue on the Sabbath] and since then I have been observing
the Sabbath in keeping with the majority decision.’

Since my ordination my religious observances have deepened. Once . . . 1
began to realize how few religious observances my congregants kept . . . [this]
convinced me of the need to spend less time constructing super-sophisticated
systems of Conservative Jewish thought and more time teaching my people
Jewish behavioral skills,'s*

When [ was interviewed by the admissions committee of the Seminary, Dr.
Kaplan asked me whether I was not worried that the apikorsus (non-belief) I
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would learn at the Seminary would cause some problems. . .. Itold him that all
the apikorsus the Seminary could teach me I was already acquainted with. The
difference was that in the yeshivah there was not a soul with whom I could
discuss these problems.'*

I eat dairy foods in restaurants and in congregants’ homes. I do not ride on
the Sabbath, partly so that I have a sense of Sabbath (after all, I spend the
morning conducting instead of davening) and partly to retain credibility in the
eyes of my more traditionally-minded congregants. It makes my radical theo-
logical and liturgical suggestions more acceptable. . . . My theology has changed
more than my observance. [ have seen so much tragedy, officiated at so many
funerals, held the hands of so many suffering people that I can no longer affirm
that all that happens on earth is somehow part of God’s plan.'s¢

1 have moved toward a less rigid pattern of observance. . . . After leaving the
Seminary 1. . . began the process of selecting those aspects of Jewish tradition
which have greater meaning for me. My attitude toward revelation has not
altered, but my respect for Jewish law has considerably diminished.'’

My observance has become more traditional, mainly due to my children,
who attend an Orthodox yeshivah.'?®

In 1934 I came to a congregation determined to preach a doctrine of Judaism
liberal about God, revelation, and Jewish law and observance because tradi-
tional Jews were unenlightened and would lose their children unless I enlight-
ened them in these matters. During these forty years I have seen the American
Jewish community become so secularized, assimilated, non-believing and non-
practicing that I find myself pleading for an appreciation of and a return to
Jewish values, faith in God, loyalty to tradition and the beauty and worth of
observance for strengthening Jewish identity. I have turned around one hun-
dred percent.'?

There is fullest agreement, by both the older and younger men re-
sponding, with Agus’s statement: “My greatest satisfaction in the rab-
binate derives from the many opportunities to teach that are open to
me.” It is shared by Benjamin Englander, ordained in 1934, and Azriel
Fellner, ordained thirty-three years later. “In more recent years,” Elias
Charry reports, “counselling has taken second place only to teach-
ing.” For some of the younger men it is even a greater source of person-
al and vocational satisfaction. Preaching is enjoyed more by the older,
while among the younger, the opportunity to introduce congregants to
the joys and meaningfulness of Jewish living, to turn rites de passage
into moving religious experiences, is an achievement rich in reward.
David H. Lincoln writes:
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The main satisfaction lies in the possibility of touching people’s lives and
influencing them to a greater observance of Judaism as well as a wider Jewish
awareness. As an Orthodox rabbi in my native England I was certainly not able
to influence people in the same way as it is possible to do here.!s

Among the chief sources for dissatisfaction are “my apparently inef-
fective efforts to make the congregation more observant”; “the feeling
of emptiness and despair I experience when facing a congregation
made up of the invited friends and relatives of the bar mitzvah family”;
and “the traumatic experience of being hired and retained. I find it
enormously difficult to face the prospect of a group of people voting
on whether or not I have stroked them adequately.”

The majority of men report that their relationship with colleagues
Orthodox and Reform (with but rare exceptions) and with communal
organizations are good. The word “excellent” is used often. But, as
one rabbi reports, “major decision-making takes place in the councils
of the Jewish Community Federation, where rabbis and synagogues
are absent. The religious institutions are on the periphery.”*' Jacob B.
Agus reports that his relations with noncongregational institutions in
the community are very good, “but my greatest feelings of frustration
are in the realization that the ideals and values of our sacred tradition
are rarely honored in the community as a whole. The fund-raising
activities of our institutions belie at times the ideals that we repre-
sent.”!¢ :

The younger men complain about the deprivations members of a
rabbinic family suffer. “My irregular hours require my wife and chil-
dren’s generous understanding.”*®* “Shabbat is no Shabbat and the
hagim are not hagim for me. . . . A rabbi’s schedule raises havoc with
my home life.”*** “It is difficult for the family of a rabbi.”*** Rabbi
Albert L. Lewis, after twenty-seven years in the rabbinate, wrote:

It’s the same problem that afflicts any professional who is not bound to a
nine-to-five schedule. It affects physicians, attorneys, and men who are in top
administrative positions in industry. . .. Ido not regard the rabbinate as a job or
a profession: I regard it as a calling. . . . I feel that when a congregant has a
problem and calls upon me, I cannot refuse to listen. . . .

I’'m always on duty on Shabbat. As a result, the congregation has become my
children’s surrogate family. This situation has great positive features but also
negative ones. [ am very fortunate that my wife. . . shares my desire to help Jews
become more Jewish. . . . She has taken care of the home front and has utilized
our home as an adjunct to the synagogue. . . . Yet thisis a problem that has to be
resolved, for it is loaded with tension.!%
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Isaac Klein spoke from more than forty years of rabbinic experi-
ence.

Of course we had special problems but we met them squarely and no one in
my family has any scars. On the contrary, they show the advantages of living
and growing up in a beit harav (rabbinic home). . . . Your wife plays a very
important role as does your children’s opinion of you as a rabbi. . . . I have been
fortunate that it has been my rebbetzin who managed it so that no harm . . .
touched my family because of my rabbinate.'?’

Looking back at more than four decades in the same congregation,
Armand E. Cohen sees the benefits which accrue through life in a
rabbinic household.

My wife and children have enjoyed many benefits from my position as a

congregational rabbi . . . high standard of Jewish home life and practice . . .
doors of opportunity opened in forming friendships and pleasant social experi-
ences. . . .

The need for my children to maintain a high standard of personal and Jewish
conduct just because they are a rabbi’s children has been an enrichment to their
lives and not a penalty.'®

The general tone of the symposium is one of personal and vocation-
al satisfaction. There is a sober sense of personal shortcomings, limit-
ed accomplishments, nor is the chafing at unrealistic expectations and
pettiness on the part of congregations wanting. There is healthy com-
plaint against congregants, the movement, and self. But one hears only
echoes of the heretofore pervasive rabbinic questioning of the
worthwhileness of dedicating one’s life to a cause in which there is so
little response and a calling which can record so few lasting accom-
plishments. What is heard loud and clear is that the work engaged in is
eminently worthwhile, and that the achievements, which at the mo-
ment seem nebulous and tenuous, add up to a life well spent in service
of a cause greater than any man (“No other person has priority. Only
Judaism does,” a rabbi approvingly quotes his wife) and worthy of all
men.

Why the change? Why such a sense of unease and lack of accom-
plishment in earlier decades, and the apparent feeling of achievement
and satisfaction in the 1970’s? The answer may lie in the functional
redefinition of the office of the rabbi. Teaching continued to be listed
as the highest priority, but counseling replaced preaching as next in
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order—and in time expended and gratification received it may well
have risen to the top. This was particularly so for Conservative rabbis,
the majority of whom served in relatively new, suburban congrega-
tions, which the high and constant mobility in the Jewish community
filled with relocated nuclear families. In time of crisis, having no elder
member of the family available, they turned to their rabbi for guidance
or solace. For the rabbi such an occasion provided an opportunity for
imitatio dei (God is described in midrashic literature as counseling the
bereaved, etc.), vocational gratification, and service to the congrega-
tion. The focus of the rabbinic mandate was turning from preserving
the faith to serving the person. The rabbinate was becoming less a
religious calling and more a service profession. A calling must have
dissatisfaction as a constant component; can its practitioner ever be
satisfied that he has fulfilled even a discreet portion of its mandate? A
profession is less demanding. It requires but high competence and
serious devotion, and its achievements, dealing as it does with defined,
hence limited, projects, can be noted and enjoyed. It may well be that
rabbis turned from “preaching the faith” to counseling the individual
because the former was fraught with frustration while the latter
brought satisfaction.

Preservation of the faith had been both the promise and the pro-
gram of Conservative Judaism. The Conservative rabbinate remained
committed to it, but it had lost much of its earlier immediacy. The
demands for a “coherent ideology” and a “ritual guide” became less
insistent. Ad hoc decisions of the Committee on Law and Standards
were deemed sufficient. The very lack of a Conservative creed and
code made possible the change and growth in “attitudes to God and
revelation,” as well as in ritual observance, that so many symposium
participants endorsed. It enabled rabbis to engage in creative experi-
mentation in the liturgy and in the ritual, which they found exciting,
effective, and a source of great vocational satisfaction. Younger rabbis
asked for a comprehensive philosophy and a code of law; older col-
leagues advised that freedom for creativity, disciplined by commit-
ment to the preservation of the structure, the content, and the spirit of
the tradition, was the more authentic and healthier way. Thus, for
example, Rabbi Martin I. Sandberg, while yet a student, proposed in

1973
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amassive effort . .. by the Seminary, the Rabbinical Assembly and the United
Synagogue, to write out, in detail . . . a system . . . of laws and customs [which]
would be mandatory throughout Conservative Judaism . . . and to apply it
systematically to all areas of Jewish life.'®

The same issue of the Rabbinical Assembly Proceedings that
published the young rabbi’s proposal carried the “Report of the Blue
Ribbon Committee of the Rabbinical Assembly.” In summary conclu-
sion it argues the value of the diversity which the absence of a creed
and code permits.

The differences of opinion in our midst, whose waves are constantly surging
beneath the surface and which sometimes erupt in dissension, may be the sign of
a healthy movement, for we embrace many opposites. It is no small thing for a
movement to have developed diverse approaches and cultural heroes as diverse
in temperament and ideology as Ginzberg and Kaplan, Lieberman and Heschel,
Finkelstein and Cohen. It is to the credit of the movement that we encourage
religious creativity without threatening excommunication, and diversity with-
out falling victim to anarchy.'”

The same Blue Ribbon report discloses that its survey found that
“many rabbis are not happy with the role that congregations have
assigned to them . . . feel overworked by a multitude of tasks which
only minimally contribute to the realization of their personal and pro-
fessional goals.. . . [which] leaves meager time and energy for what was
once regarded as the primary function of the rabbinate: teaching and
studying.””! It speaks of “rabbinicburn out. .. a reversal of a process
that begins with high enthusiasm and dedication, but which ends in
depression and alienation.”'” In response to the self-posed question of
“what can the Rabbinical Assembly do to enhance the status of the
rabbi?” it cites such suggestions as an RA-sponsored educational pro-
gram to rekindle the “burned-out” rabbi; courses in arbitration and
mediation, with congregations informed that their rabbis are qualified
to act in arbitration situations; more seminars at conventions to deal
with the problems of the rabbinate; “the RA should distribute short
releases for use in synagogue bulletins which would be written in such
a way as to strengthen the status of the rabbi. . . and issue certificates
of recognition for achievements in various fields . . . to enhance the
image of the individual rabbi.”””* It concludes that “there is no ready
solution to enhancing the status of the rabbi.” If there is no solution,
there may, however, be guidance to the individual rabbi. It may be
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found in the response of Immanuel Lubliner to the question in the
above-mentioned symposium: “If you were given carte blanche, what
changes would you want to see implemented in your synagogue’s edu-
cational, religious, and youth programs?” Said Rabbi Lubliner, “May-
be all of us have carte blanche and we don’t even know it.”'”* If not
carte blanche, then certainly wide opportunities to serve and to con-
centrate one’s energies and talents on those aspects of the rabbinate
which one considers most important and most vocationally and per-
sonally satisfying.

The Conservative rabbinate had, after all, truly remarkable achieve-
ments to its credit. It had in but eighty years grown from less than a
minyan to twelve hundred in 1980, experiencing a fourfold increase in
the last three decades. During those thirty years, over six hundred
Orthodox and Reform rabbis applied for membership, while less than
ten left the RA for other rabbinic associations.'” Its attractiveness was
apparent, its ability to win loyalty, impressive. It had become an inter-
national organization with ninety-four members in Israel, twenty-nine
in Canada, eleven in Latin America, and seven in Europe. In the United
States it had spread from border to border and sea to sea, counting one
hundred members in California and fifty-one in Florida. (Only twen-
ty-two now remained in Brooklyn and six in the Bronx.) It was serving
the movement which had become the largest in numbers. Within the
movement it had risen to a position of centrality.'” It had given to
American Jewish life some of its most gifted organizational and intel-
lectual leaders, and within their respective communities Conservative
rabbis left permanent monuments of communal, congregational, and
educational achievements.

Yet discontent there was, due in the main to the twin tensions under
which the Conservative rabbi lived: the Conservative tension of recon-
ciling an ancient tradition and the modern world; and the rabbinic
tension of his ministry as both a calling untempered by compromise
and a profession demanding accommodation. He wanted to be the
prophet, “to pull down and to uproot. . . to build, to plant” (Jeremiah
1:10); his congregation needed a priest to officiate at its rites, to cele-
brate and to console.

His conception of his office and its mandates was formed by the
remembered roles and functions of his European predecessors: the
East European rov, expert in the tradition, his office invested with
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authority by his ordination, his influence commensurate with his
scholarship; the Hassidic rebbe, guide and counselor of his flock, de-
riving his authority from personal or inherited charisma; the West
European rabbiner, the man of wide Jewish and secular culture, bridge
to the outside world, introducing the Jew to the world and the world
to Judaism; and the American Protestant minister, pastor, preacher,
organizer, and missionary. The Conservative rabbi had to be all and
more, for in the free and open society which was America, he had to
win to Judaism each generation anew.

Memory became mandate, and the expectation of office became a
burden which was heavy on the spirit but apparently never crushed the
resolve. Defections were far fewer than in the ministry or priesthood,
and the Seminary did not lack for students.

It was a different kind of student who was entering the Seminary in
the 1970’s. Martin N. Levin of the class of 1969 reports that of a class
of thirty, only one of four had attended a day school through high
school, and he was the only one of the thirty to have attended a yeshi-
vah while in college. He found that his classmates were products of the
Ramah camps and “turn-ons from Hillel.” They were “virtually unfa-
miliar with the intensity of Jewish tradition, its complex web of law
and custom, its texts, its iconoclastic heroes, its intense tradition and
demanding values, until [they] reached the Seminary.”*” The rabbi
who emerged from the Seminary in the 1970’s, Levin claims, is going
in the opposite direction from his senior colleague.

His reach is toward tradition, his dream is to be immersed in Gemara. His
fight is not with a parochial God challenged by higher, more universal ideals; it
is with an anonymous purposeless modernity, carelessly strangling a cloudy
God and a nearly forgotten tradition. And so instead of Rosenzweig, he reads
the Jewish Catalogue and instead of a robe he is wrapped in a full-sized tallis. . . .
He calls for minyanim and spontaneity. His adult education courses speak not
of theology but of ritual, and he gives more “workshops” than lectures."”

Whether this “new piety” will remain strong, or whether it will be
tempered by the experiences of the rabbi as he confronts and serves his
secularized congregants, and what effect this confrontation will have
on his morale, a future observer will need to record and analyze. What
is happening to this generation of young rabbis is what happened to
their predecessors. They are responding to what they perceive to be the



255 American Jewish Archives

Jewish needs of their time. They will experiment with considerable
creativity in serving these needs in the context of the possibilities af-
forded by the social and cultural atmosphere in America. They will
feel dissatisfaction, they will experience frustration, and they will
adapt and persist as their senior colleagues have done before them.

It is appropriate that it was Louis Finkelstein, the acknowledged
head of the movement during its period of greatest growth, who best
expressed the basic sentiments of the Conservative rabbi, those which
sustained him when frustrations shook his morale and those which
drove him when opportunity beckoned. They were spoken in 1927,
when the Conservative rabbinate was beginning its ascent as a force in
Jewish life.

We are the only group in Israel who have a modern mind and a Jewish heart,
prophetic passion and western science. It is because we have all these that we see
Judaism so broadly. . . . And it is because we are alone in combining the two
elements that we can make a rational religion, that we may rest convinced that,
given due sacrifice and willingness on our part, the Judaism of the next genera-
tion will be saved by us. Certainly it can be saved by no other group. We have
then before us both the highest of challenges and the greatest of opportuni-
ties.'”

Abraham J. Karp is Professor of History and Religion and the Philip S.
Bernstein Professor of Jewish Studies at the University of Rochester.
His most recent book is To Give Life: The UJA in the Shaping of the
American Jewish Community, 1939—1978.
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