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bership of 270 young people from fifty congregations. 160 Annual conferences were 

held at the Seminary in order to unify the organization. In addition, a monthly 

bulletin was started. Most significant was the announcement of the appointment of 

a full-time director in the fall of 1947. A year later, the fellowship included chapters 

in Philadelphia, Hartford, Chicago, Cleveland, New York, and at the newly estab­

lished University of Judaism in Los Angeles. With almost three years of activity 

completed, the Seminary's Teachers Institute was looking forward to increased 

enrollment from the graduates of this program. 

Perhaps the program's single biggest problem, however, was the lack of support 

for LTF by rabbis. In the fellowship's first three years, where local rabbis gave of 

their time to mentor enrolled students, the program was eminently successful. 

Unfortunately, too few rabbis were prepared to make this commitment, as was 

evident from the number of participating congregations compared with the total 

number of congregations in the movement. 161 

With these key initiatives and his aggressive approach to public relations, Finkel­

stein and his administration lifted the Seminary out of the malaise of the 1930S. His 

bold and imaginative expansion plans took the Seminary and the Conservative 

movement by storm and set their course for decades to come. Throughout the next 

two decades of the fifties and sixties, he strove to keep the Seminary at the forefront 

of the American Jewish community and society in general as the representative of 

AmericanJudaism. For example, the Seminary development plan proclaimed: 

The Seminary has been described by an outstanding American jurist as the one 
institution indispensable to the very existence and survival of Jewish life in 
America, an institution which has deeply and significantly affected the total 
structure of American Jewry. 162 

Continued Expansion 

Indeed, the decade of the fifties saw new growth in a variety of areas ranging from 

the establishment of the Cantors Institute in 1952 to the creation of the Lehman 

Institute of Ethics in 1958 and a marriage counseling clinic in 1959. Finkelstein was 

no less committed to outreach to the larger Jewish and general community in the 

1950S than he was in the 1940s. In announcing the establishment of the Herbert H. 

Lehman Institute of Ethics he noted: 

It is our hope that the faculty and students of the Herbert H. Lehman Institute 
of Ethics will be able to make the ethics of the Talmud available to all.... It is 
logical that Jews, who have received unprecedented opportunities in America, 
should contribute the universal values of their ethical tradition to the general 
welfare. 163 

Indeed, the importance of ethical values was a persistent theme of the Semi­

nary's programs and Finkelstein's public remarks. In 1950, for example, he created 



the Universal Brotherhood program which 

brought together laymen interested in inter­

preting the ethical implications of Judaism to 

the wider society. Finkelstein was enamored 

of the idea of applying the study of ethics and 
its results to the problems of the modern 

world. In 1956, the Seminary established the 

Institute on Ethics as part of the Institute for 

Religious Studies. This effort brought to­

gether noted scholars to consider "such con­

cepts as equal opportunity, the population 

explosion and manipulation of personality" 

with the emphasis being on the ethical impli­

cations of these issues. 164 A public relations 

proposal for the Seminary in 1956 was built 
around the creation of an Ethics Center: 

The proper assumption of world responsibility and the dynamic expression of 

the Seminary philosophy will perhaps be seen best in the establishment of the 

Ethics Center ... [it] will be a unique world institution, without precedent, 

arising from other inter-sectarian Seminary projects to give public expression 

to the themes of spiritual statesmanship that pervades all other JTS [sic] activ­

ities. 165 

Finkelstein's preoccupation with ethics as an outreach vehicle for the delivery of 

the Seminary's message was also expressed in an article entitled "The Business­

man's Moral Failure," published in Fortune 

Magazine for September 1958, in which he 
chastised American businessmen for "tend­

ring] to ignore ethical law."166 In 1959, the 
Fellows of the Conference on Science, Phi­

losophy, and Religion convened to discuss, 
"One World-One Ethics?" Finkelstein de­

voted much time to the creation of a World 

Academy of Ethics, corresponding with vari­

ous donors and, at one point, traveling to 

Israel, Italy, and England to promote it. 

Finkelstein made a point of including schol­

ars from the Far East in the ethics institute of 

the Institute for Religious and Social Studies. 

He also communicated with Moslem leaders 

in the hope of "opening the door to under­
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standing between two parts of the intellectual world that have been cut off from each 

other for centuries. "167 Finkelstein saw each of these individual efforts in the area of 

ethics as "pilot" projects for the World Academy: "Perhaps in time a whole series of 

institutes may be created each dealing with a given tradition, and the World Acad­

emy could then draw upon that experience and content."168 

Finkelstein seldom failed to maximize the benefits to be achieved from each new 

initiative. With the creation of the Lehman Institute of Ethics, which was to devote 
itself to research in Talmud, a select group of Rabbinical School students pursuing 

intensive studies in Talmud and Bible were groomed to fill the chairs of Jewish 

learning then being established on college campuses. 169 Similarly, Finkelstein 

created the category of Fellows of the Lehman Institute, enabling congregational 

rabbis to devote six weeks to intensive study under the guidance of Seminary fac­

ulty. Ever mindful that these rabbis were his vehicle for transmitting values he held 

dear, he expected Fellows to visit colleges and universities and familiarize people of 

all faiths with the ethical ideals of Judaism. In addition, he had planned to convene 
a conference onJewish Ethics in the year to come. 

Finkelstein's outreach extended not only to scholars from the Far East and the 

Moslem world but also to theJewish community of Israel. In the spring of 1957, the 

Seminary announced plans to construct a Seminary center in Israel and on 29 July 

1958, cornerstone-laying ceremonies took place in Jerusalem. Although the inten­
tion was to build a complex of three buildings to serve as home for rabbinical stu­

dents spending a year in Israel, a single building composed of residential facilities, a 

synagogue, and classrooms was eventually erected and dedicated in 1962.170 A few 

months earlier the Seminary had acquired the Schocken Institute for Jewish 

Research and its library, which was housed in a landmark building in one of 
Jerusalem's better neighborhoods. 

Whether in Israel, Europe, or the United States, Finkelstein's efforts were char­

acterized by his determination to bring people together and to transcend bound­

aries of faith, denomination, and academic discipline. His commitment to this goal 

and the various programmatic and public relations efforts used to give form to that 

commitment were highly regarded by Jews and non-Jews alike. When the Lehman 
Institute of Ethics was established, Governor Lehman observed: "As one who does 

not recognize the differences between the various kinds of Judaism I have always 

felt that we Jews, believing in one God, and in the universal brotherhood of man, 
have a very real mission in the world. "171 

These activities brought prominent individuals to JTS: in 1957, Supreme Court 

Justice Earl Warren participated in a three-day conference on "Law as a Moral 

Force," and in 1958 former President Harry S. Truman came to the Seminary to 
receive the Universal Brotherhood Award. Finkelstein worked to "create a public 

image of the Seminary as a fountainhead of spiritual statesmanship, not only for the 
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Jewish people but for the American and worldwide community."172 Accordingly, it 

was not at all unusual for dignitaries to visit the Seminary or to ask Finkelstein to 

represent the Jewish community at national and international events. 

During Finkelstein's last decade as head of the Seminary, President Dwight D. 
Eisenhower visited the Seminary, followed only a month later by Israeli Prime Min-. 

ister David Ben-Gurion. l73 Just a few years later President John F. Kennedy asked 

Finkelstein to be a United States delegate to the coronation of Pope Paul VI in 

Rome. 
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While these interactions were of utmost importance in creating a positive public 

image for the Seminary, Finkelstein was not distracted by them and kept his eye on 

the continued growth of the institution. In addition to the Seminary's augmented 

presence in Israel beginning in the early 1960s, expansion was also a subject of dis­

cussion in New York. In 1961, the Seminary acquired seventy-four acres in Nyack, 

New York, as the first step in the development of a country campus. Finkelstein had 

been expanding the size and number of programs based at the New York campus 

since his first days in office without any concomitant expansion of the physical 

plant. Furthermore, "the long felt need for... expansion ha[d] ... been intensified 

by the overall growth of the Conservative Movement, and the resulting need, not 

only for more rabbis and teachers to serve local communities, but also for more 
scholars and professors."174 

The original plans called for the Nyack site to be used immediately for another 

Ramah camp to absorb the overflow from the five existing Ramah camps. It was also 

hoped that the site could be developed into a year-round retreat center specifically 
for the Herbert H. Lehman Institute of Ethics and other Seminary programming. 

There was even a thought of moving "part of the Seminary's academic program to 

the new campus, so that students ... w[ould] have the opportunity to live with their 

fellows, and to enjoy the easy give and take with members of the faculty which can 
greatly enrich an educational experience. "[75 

The construction of a fourth building at the main campus that would complete 

the building plan designed by Cyrus Adler in the 1930S was discussed frequently in 

the 1960s. In 1964 the Seminary acquired the properties immediately adjacent to its 
present campus for the purpose of one day constructing a new building to house 

some of its major programs. Also, the National Women's League had been long 

desirous of erecting a residence hall for women, and in 1965, ground was broken for 
such a facility. 176 Just two years earlier across town, the Seminary had been able to 

double the exhibition space at its Jewish Museum thanks to a generous gift from 

Albert A. List, a Seminary board member, which provided for the addition of a new 
wing to the original Warburg mansion. 

The desire to expand, indeed the need to expand, became more pressing as a 

result of the tragic library fire in April 1966. The fire, of unknown origin, erupted in 

the Seminary tower which was then the repository for the library's holdings. While 

the fire gutted only three floors of the tower, the water damage had reduced the 

entire 15°,000 volumes stored in the tower to a soggy pulp. It first appeared that 
twenty-six separate library collections had been destroyed; however, it turned out 

that not all of those collections were stored in the tower and therefore remained safe. 

A restoration project, lasting three years, was undertaken out of a temporary pre­

fabricated structure that was immediately erected in the Seminary's courtyard. By 

1969, the Seminary was able once again to "point to a collection of Hebraica and 



Judaica unique in scope and distinction, a working library of immeasurable value to 

world scholarship and an on-going program of restoration, preservation and mod­

ernization that marde] the library one of the foremost in the world. "177 

The fire made it clear to the Seminary's leadership that a new facility to house 

what the Seminary believed to be the greatest collection of Hebraica and Judaica 

under one roof outside the State of Israel was badly needed. In the fall of 1967, the 

Seminary purchased from Columbia University practically the entire square block 

of buildings between Broadway and Amsterdam Avenue and 122nd and 123rd 

streets. Since only a few years earlier there had been some thought of the Seminary 

leaving Manhattan, this purchase underscored the Seminary's commitment to 

remaining on Morningside Heights. 

Expansion in the 1960s was not only physical but also programmatic. For exam­

ple, in 1960, Samuel and Florence Melton endowed the Melton Research Center in 

Jewish Education to devise new curricula and materials for Jewish education "and 

to recruit, train and retain professionals to implement a vital program."178This cen­

ter brought together leading scholars and education experts to think through the 

needs of Jewish young people and the kind of a curriculum that would best meet 

those needs. In its first decade of operation it published several pathbreaking works 

for young people on the study of the Books of Genesis and Exodus. 
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Finkelstein's interest in ethics also continued unabated. By mid-decade he was 

busy soliciting articles for a new journal devoted to the study of ethics. Finkelstein 

also inaugurated a trailblazing effort in 1959 to bring together the wisdom of rabbis, 

psychiatrists, and marriage counselors in an effort to assist rabbis in their counsel­

ing work. In fact, a marriage counseling bureau was established jointly with the 

Rabbinical Assembly. After eighteen months of work the results were deemed to be 

so significant that the Seminary expanded its rabbinical curriculum and required 

students to take a two-year course of study in human behavior rather than the one­

year program previously required. This new curriculum was institutionalized in 

1964, in the form of the Morris J. Bernstein Pastoral Psychiatry Center. The center 
brought together psychiatrists, social workers, and rabbinic counselors to operate as 

a team to help people handle disturbing personal problems. This center was 

launched not only as an outgrowth of the marriage counseling bureau but also out of 

the Seminary's pastoral psychiatry program begun in the mid 195os.179 

Just as these religio-psychiatric efforts were part of the Seminary's program of 

outreach so, too, was the establishment in 1968 of a school for Jewish chaplains. 

During World War II the Seminary had instituted an accelerated program for rab­

binical students to assure an adequate supply of chaplains. The war needs of the 

Vietnam era compelled Finkelstein to take action once again. "If young men in the 
armed forces are to be served by Jewish Chaplains, it was clear to us that someone 
had to take responsibility for providing these chaplains as equitably as possible."180 

In the fall of 1968 the New York State Board of Regents granted the Seminary a 
charter for the Institute for Advanced Studies in the Humanities (lASH). The cre­

ation of this school came about at a time when religiously affiliated schools, such as 

Fordham, were beginning to be successful in divesting themselves of their church 

affiliations sufficiently to qualify for government funds that would not have been 

available to them as religious institutions. For example, a headline in the New York 

Times read: "EndJesuit Rule, Fordham Advised-Study Outlines Steps to Put Lay­
men in Control and to Attract Non-Catholics."181 By the spring of 1970, the New 

York State Education Department had determined that schools such as Fordham, 

Manhattanville, and St. John Fisher were eligible for Bundy Aid from the State. 182 

The department explained that although these schools had been founded as Roman 

Catholic institutions they were no longer deemed to be under the control or direc­

tion of a religious denomination and they did not teach denominational tenets and 

doctrines. 183 The Seminary hoped to achieve a similar end through the creation of 

the Institute for Advanced Studies in the Humanities. It portrayed the school in 

keeping with "Solomon Schechter's aims to win recognition for the humanistic 

aspect of Jewish studies" and as a logical extension of the work the Seminary had 

started with the Institute for Religious and Social Studies and continued with the 

Conference on Science, Philosophy and Religion. 184 Moreover, the Seminary por­
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trayed lASH as the ideal home for its program to train scholars to fill the chairs of 

Judaica that were being created on college campuses. As Finkelstein noted: "More 

than one-half of the 90 odd teaching positions in these fields are now filled by Sem­

inary alumni. If we want our young scholars to stay here, we must train enough 

scholars so that Brown and Ohio State and Yale and all of the other universities will 

have competent faculty for their Judaica departments."18s 

While the original plans called for the Institute to have its own building, the hope 

was that it would come to include much of the Seminary and thus serve as a vehicle 

for funding large parts of the Seminary's program through government funds and 

monies from other non-Jewish private sources. 186 Thus, the Seminary tried to have 

it both ways: it created the semblance of a separate and legally independent institu­

tion (lASH) while actually including much of the Seminary in this new entity. 

We cannot establish it [lASH] as part of the Seminary, because this is the Jew­
ish Theological Seminary, and we think many students who might want to come 
to the Institute might be deflected by either theJewish or the Theological in the 
Seminary's name. We have therefore concluded that it must be an absolutely 
independent institution. Young men who wish to be rabbis will be able to study 
at the Institute, but they will take such specialized courses as theology at The 
Jewish Theological Seminary of America. Similarly, those who want to teach 
religion will take their humanities courses at the Institute, but certain sectarian 
religious courses at the [Seminary]."187 

The creation of the Institute for Advanced Studies in the Humanities was 

Finkelstein's last grand initiative before announcing his retirement in the fall of 

1971, effective 30June 1972. He entered office as a passionate spokesman for the role 

of religion and the critical need for dialogue among those with differing views, and 

left office thirty-two years later every bit as committed to these values. In his final 

commencement address, he observed: 

"Religion should unite men as its name implies but can do so only through 
acceptance of diversity of opinion and action [emphasizing that acceptance of 
diversity must not be passive, but must derive from a thorough and objective 
examination of variable alternatives, based on] the doctrine that one arrives at 
truth through reasoned agreement.,,188 

The Conservative Movement and Finkelstein's Critics 

Time magazine described the Seminary as "the citadel of Conservative Judaism."189 

Notwithstanding the Seminary's decades-old desire not to associate itself with any 

particular branch of Judaism, the Seminary's own press materials showed the 

United Synagogue and the Rabbinical Assembly as well as the Women's League and 

the Federation of Jewish Men's Clubs as integral parts of the Seminary program. 

Indeed, Seminary leaders acknowledged that members of the Conservative move­
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ment wanted "to look to the Seminary as the fountainhead of our movement, and as 

the embodiment of the ideals and goals of the movement."190 

Accordingly, with the death of Cyrus Adler, many who identified themselves 

with the Conservative movement hoped that the Seminary would draw closer to the 

movement than it had been during the administrations of Adler and Solomon 

Schechter. The essence of the criticism was that with Finkelstein's expanding 

activities, the Seminary had become preoccupied with external programs like the 

Institute for Religious and Social Studies, which were deemed by the critics to be 

tangential to the Seminary's main work-meeting the academic and spiritual needs 

of the Conservative movement. Implicit in this criticism was also the concern that 

Finkelstein was leading the Seminary away "from the conception of the Seminary 

as the Academy of Conservative Judaism and the institution of Conservative 

Judaism to a position of neutrality."191 

What the critics shared in common was a view of the Seminary as the fountain­

head of the Conservative movement and a deep concern that Finkelstein was pay­

ing scant attention to its needs. Among those perceived needs was the sense that 

Conservative Judaism needed to be given greater definition and clarity, namely an 

articulation of the philosophy of Conservative Judaism. 192 But, as noted above, this 

was something the Seminary was very much against because it felt that greater 

definition was likely only to exclude Reform and Orthodox Jews from the Semi­

nary's orbit. 

The criticism emanated from any number of quarters including rabbis, laity, and 

members of the Seminary's faculty. It stemmed as much from what the Seminary 

was doing through its dialogue with the non-Jewish community as it did from what 

the Seminary was not doing-embracing the Conservative movement and striving 

for denominational cohesiveness. While the brunt of this criticism occurred within 

the first five years of Finkelstein's presidency (1940-45), it continued throughout 

his tenure in office. For example, as late as 1970, the Seminary was criticized by a 

past president of the Rabbinical Assembly for its "inhibiting effect on the 

autonomous leadership of the R.A., and [for] den[ying] the validity of the [Conser­

vative Rabbinate's] capacity for religious leadership."193 

Although Finkelstein did deepen the connection between the Seminary and the 

other branches of the Conservative movement in many ways, including the creation 

of the Joint Campaign and the establishment of a liaison committee in which rep­

resentatives of all three organizations would deal with difficult issues facing the 

Conservative movement, the criticism against him and the Seminary never really 

abated. 

What was it that compelled Finkelstein to shape the Seminary's mission along 

the lines that he did? Given the severity and lasting nature of the criticism he 

encountered, would it not have been easier, and, perhaps, more beneficial financially 
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to the Seminary, for him to have pursued a different path for the Seminary's growth? 

Clearly, the avenue that he chose only served to heighten the tension between the 

values of the religious movement with which the Seminary was associated and the 

values of its academy. His highly visible role in the general American community, 

and the institution's broad outreach to men and women of different religions, races, 

academic disciplines, and denominations only exacerbated this tension. In fact, the 

desire to be loyal both to the values of higher education and the beliefs of the reli­

gious community with which they are connected is an inherent tension in virtually 

all institutions of theological education. 

One can gain a better appreciation of the direction in which Finkelstein guided 

the Seminary by understanding the legacy of the presidential leadership which he 

inherited, as well as the zeitgeist of the early years of his administration. The orien­

tation passed on to Finkelstein was one committed to keeping the Seminary above 

the denominational fray of Jewish life. 194 Although the institution was identified 

and infused with what Schechter had called a "conservative spirit," its leaders 

strove to tie the Seminary loosely to that spirit so thatJTS could serve all of Amer­

ican Jewry. Finkelstein remained loyal to that view, envisioning the Seminary as a 

place hospitable to Jews of all beliefs. "[The] strength of the Seminary in those days 

[1940s-1950s] was, we could say, anybody belonged to US."195 

Finkelstein even held out the hope of bringing Orthodoxy under the Seminary's 

wing, and "so [it was felt] let's not be too Conservative; let's not prevent them 

[Orthodox Jews] from coming [over to us. It was] always our hope that there would 

be a united Jewish community." 196 Accordingly, the Seminary tried to position itself 

as the umbrella institution under which all of AmericanJudaism would gather. The 

Seminary maintained this position, notwithstanding its having become involved 

with the other arms of the Conservative movement in a number of ways and had 

assumed responsibility for raising funds to support the United Synagogue of 

America and the Rabbinical Assembly.197 

That the Seminary should embrace all factions of American Jewry was only one 

of several tenets established by Schechter that shaped Finkelstein's view of his 

proper role. Schechter had asserted that the Seminary should be a force for recon­

ciliation and unity in both theJewish and Christian communities, that the Seminary 

was to work at making Judaism and Jewish scholarship's contributions to western 

civilization understandable and acceptable to the world at large, and that Torah 

must be at the center of any community of Jews. The Seminary understood that to 

mean that it was to be the spiritual fountainhead of American Jewry. Just as those 

foundational beliefs are apparent in activities such as the Institute for Religious and 

Social Studies and the Lehman Institute of Ethics, as well as in the curriculum of 

the Rabbinical School, so too are they present in the goals Finkelstein articulated 

early on for the Seminary: 
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I)	 to strengthen among the Jews themselves the concept of Judaism as a 

religion; 
2)	 to enhance cooperation between Jews and other non-Jewish religious 

groups in order to strengthen the religious consciousness of the nation as a 

whole, and the importance to democracy of the Judeo-Christian tradition; 

3) to stress the importance of combining all intellectual forces [literary, sci­

entific, philosophic, and religious] to preserve civilized life in our genera­

tion. '98 

In fact, in remarks to a group of Rabbinical Assembly rabbis, Finkelstein acknowl­

edged the critical role these foundational beliefs played in the work of the Seminary: 

I do not think it is an accident that the Seminary should find itself pushed, as it 

were, out of the Jewish scene and on the world scene. It did not do it out of 

choice. It was not that all of a sudden we got a brainstorm and decided we must 

go ahead and try to help build peace in the world. It is because the institution itself 

was built on these veryfoundations [emphasis added] of peace and understanding 

between people who are different, encouraging differences and being grateful 

for differences. 199 

But this legacy included another initiative that also proved to have a profound 

impact on the development of the Seminary and its relationship with the other 

branches of the Conservative movement: the creation of the United Synagogue of 

America. Just as Schechter and Adler had laid the foundation for the way in which 

Finkelstein shaped the Seminary's mission, so they also set in motion a relationship 

with the other branches of the Conservative movement that would only further 

exacerbate the tension between it and JTS over the Seminary's mission. 

By creating the United Synagogue to insure support from synagogues served by 

Seminary graduates, Schechter sowed the seeds of the dependent relationship 

between the Seminary and its affiliated organizations. In so doing, he veered from 

his own basic tenet that the Seminary should not embrace any particular branch of 

Judaism, and he gave the movement reason to believe, at least implicitly, that it 

should have a say in Seminary affairs.20o If Schechter established this relationship 

with the founding of United Synagogue, Finkelstein perpetuated it and enlarged 

upon it with the creation of the Joint Campaign and the Seminary's ever increasing 

reliance on the rabbis to raise funds for it. 

As he led the Seminary into its sixth decade, Finkelstein's embrace of these foun­

dational beliefs was given full support by the Seminary's Board of Directors. Like 

Finkelstein, this board was also the subject of considerable criticism by his detrac­

tors. In keeping with their desire that the Seminary serve as the embodiment of 

Conservative Judaism, they complained that there were virtually no Conservative 

Jews on the board. On the contrary, they argued that most of the board members 

were ReformJews with little or no attachment to ConservativeJudaism. There were 
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those who argued that a board of this kind served merely as a "rubber stamp" for 

whatever Finkelstein wanted to do, and it would certainly not encourage him to 

bring the Seminary closer to the other arms of the Conservative movement. Indeed, 

most of the board members in Finkelstein's administration were enamored with the 

Seminary's outward-looking approach and its desire to establish Judaism and Jews 

within the American mainstream. "Judaism," wrote board member Simon Rifkind, 

"has at least this obligation to the American people: to make an affirmative con­

tribution to the molding of character and shaping of conduct on the part of its 

adherents which would promote the whole nation's welfare.... To my mind this 

represents a more important avenue for the development of conservative [sic] 
Judaism than the ritual problems upon which it appears to be engaged."20l Simi­

larly, in a commencement address in 1944, board chairman Stroock touted the 

Seminary's prowess as the institution to lead theJewish community and noted one of 

the things that qualified it for that role, namely, "among all the intellectual divisions, 

subdivisions and opposing forces which [were] to be found amongJews ... the Sem­

inary alone ha[d] at all times refused to follow a party line."zo2 

Stroock was proud of the fact, therefore, that the Seminary had been "sponsored 

by men and women of varied degrees of adherence to traditional Jewish practices 

and the widest variety of synagogue affiliation."zo3 Finkelstein was no less taken 

with this reality. The fact that the Seminary's Board of Directors included such a 

diversity of men and women was a further indication of the support for the Semi­

nary's mission within theJewish community. Finkelstein was quick to point out that 

"the Seminary ... has always had on its Board of Directors leaders who were inter­

ested in it as an institution of learning and as a center for religious and spiritual 

influence transcending differences of attitudes in Judaism and also among different 

creeds. So it came about that men like Uacob Schiff], Louis Marshall, Irving 

Lehman, and others felt attached to the Seminary, though they did not altogether 

subscribe to the [traditional] mode of worship which we follow in our synagogue 
and in our daily life."zo4 

In addition to those foundational beliefs, Finkelstein's vision for the Seminary 

was deeply affected by the world problems of the 1930S and early 1940s. His partic­

ular intellectual approach to Jewish history, which acknowledged the impact of the 

secular world on the development ofJewish life, made him an astute observer of his 

own times as well as the relationship of Jews and Judaism to the issues of the day. 

Finkelstein assumed the presidency of the Seminary as the nation was beginning 

to emerge from the economic drought and religious malaise of the 1930S. The chief 

topic of discussion amongJews and non-Jews in the opening years of the 1940S was 

the question of war and peace. Everyone was trying to understand what the com­

plexion of the world would be after the war and what place the Jews would have in 

that world. Because the future was so unclear and because civilization seemed to be 
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crumbling in Europe, the first few years of the decade were, indeed, trying times. 

The postwar upturn in society's embrace of its different faiths, which would occur 

later in the decade, was not yet apparent. Hence, Jewish leaders thought that the 

interest of Jews in Judaism was still most unsatisfactory. This was no doubt the 

result of the assimilationist and disaffiliation trends of the 1930S. Accordingly, 

Jewish life in the early 1940S was still characterized by a pervasive lack of religious 

observance, a lack of synagogue attendance, and diminishing enrollment in reli­

gious schools. In sum, all signs pointed to a general apathy to religion. Finkelstein 

was moved to comment "that the religious aspect of our youth is such that many of 

our young people are neither good Jews nor loyal to democratic traditions."z05 He 

bemoaned the fact that between two world warsJews, "like all other religious groups 

... failed ... to stress sufficiently the spiritual problems of mankind, or of our own 

groups; we have failed to organize American Judaism on a religious basis; we have 

failed to meet the problem of religious education of our children; we have permit­

ted our synagogue to become weaker; we have done virtually nothing to explain 

Judaism either to those of our own people who have not received an intensive Jew­
ish training, or to the community at large."z06 

Some even thought that the rabbinate itself lacked religious feeling and fervor. 

One Conservative rabbi wrote to Finkelstein, "I believe it is time to say that we have 

a major problem of making those people who preach religion get some of it them­
selves. "Z07 

By the mid- 1940s, however, signs of ecclesiastical as well as economic prosperity 
became noticeable.Z08 Glazer called the upturn in religion "The Jewish Revival. "Z09 

Indeed, the postwar revival which continued into the mid-1950s probably had a 

"more marked effect on Judaism than on any other religious faith in America. 

Nowhere had disaffiliation and alienation been so prominent a religious trend dur­

ing the first three decades of the 20th century as among the Eastern European 

Jews," many of whom became totally disaffiliated. zlO 

None of the other major faith communities experienced an "increase in formal 

religious identification and institutional support like that which characterized the 

American Jewish community."zlI Accordingly, the Seminary seized the moment to 

launch its Ten-Year Plan to Reclaim Jewish Youth. The plan noted that "the war has 

brought into focus a definite change to deeper reverence for religious values. There 

is a notable resurgence of religious life among our Christian neighbors and among 
usJews as well."zlz 

The 1940S and early 1950S also saw the migration of Jews from the inner cities to 

the suburbs and small towns, placingJews in closer physical proximity to their non­

Jewish fellow citizens than ever before. These new relationships sensitized Jews to 

their Jewish identity. "The religious behavior of the Christian neighbor began to 

impinge on the consciousness and conduct of the Jewish suburbanite ... forcing 
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them [sic] to become self-conscious about religion."zI3 "A national public opinion 

poll showed that 18 percent of the Jews attended services once a month, as against 

65 percent of the Protestant respondents and 85 percent of the Roman 
Catholics."214 "Emulation, thus [was] at least one factor in the revival."215 Hence, the 

Jews of the 1940S were more receptive to aJewish message but, it was felt, that mes­
sage had to be subtle and unthreatening for they were coming to their Jewishness 

out of a background of ignorance and disaffiliation. Moreover, the Americanization 

trend of the 1930S, whereby Jews either diluted Jewish practice or abandoned it 

altogether in order to blend easily into the larger community, made them very self­

conscious about their Jewishness. 

Finkelstein's vision, therefore, included outreach efforts to both the Jewish and 

non-Jewish communities. With programs such as The Eternal Light radio and tele­

vision show, he broadcast messages to non-Jews concerning Jewish history and 

culture and those eternal values that were of significance to the spiritual and moral 

development of Jew and Gentile alike. Finkelstein felt that Judaism was the 
"unknown religion of [that] time."216 "Its adherents live," he said, 

in the same cities and houses as members of other creeds; they travel in the 
same subways and buses; they correspond, visit, converse, and do business 
with their fellow Americans of all groups. Jews may be loved as individuals and 
respected for their gifts. Their prophets are also the prophets of Christendom 
and Islam. The Holy Land is equally sacred to the members of the Jewish, 
Christian, and Islamic faiths. Neither Christian nor Moslem theology is intel­
ligible without a study of its Jewish antecedents. But only the rare American or 
European of any faith appreciates the character of the ancientJewish tradition, 
is aware of its distinctive teachings and nature, and seeks to understand the 
relation of the modern Jew to his predecessor of biblical and talmudic times. 
. . . [T]his lack of faith in Judaism as a contemporary and permanent factor in 
civilization carries over into Judaism itself. Its own children sometimes doubt 
its meaning and its future. 217 

Thus, with the creation of The Eternal Light radio and television programs, he 

helped non-Jews better understand the Jewish religion, while at the same time 

introducing many Jews to their own heritage. By appealing to Jews and Christians 

simultaneously, he was accomplishing two of his basic goals. In addition, these pro­

grams served as a catalyst for religious dialogue. These programs constituted a 

Seminary activity that enhanced the dignity of Judaism in the eyes of all people. 
While the postwar years were ones of religious ferment, they also were a period 

of political unease, for immediately after the defeat of Germany and Japan came the 

Soviet threat and the beginning of the Cold War. There were additional stresses cre­

ated by the numerous inventions and conveniences resulting from postwar technol­

ogy, not the least being the increased popularity of the automobile. The country fell 
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in love with it and with the greater mobility it made possible. Taken together, all of 

this produced a moral climate that bordered on despair. Moreover, the new subur­

ban life style put a strain on the democratic values of tolerance and brotherhood. 

While the heterogeneous neighborhoods of the new suburbs stimulated an ethnic, if 

not religious, awakening among Jews, they also tended to exacerbate group tensions 

within the country, especially as the ethnic and racial mix became more diverse. 

Thus, there emerged a resurgence of obscurantism and anti-Semitism which 

invaded many a suburban community. In 1951, one participant at a meeting of the 

Waldorf Round Table, a gathering of business and religious leaders, noted that "we 

are 'depleting' and living off inherited spiritual capital, to put it in business lan­
guage."218 Indeed, there was a pervasive sense of drift; traditional values were said to 

be deteriorating. Group tensions thus became a concern and especially to Jews. 219 

Finkelstein believed those tensions were the most urgent problem facing postwar 

America. 220 And he believed that the best way of attacking the tensions between 

Jews and non-Jews was through religion-specifically through helping people 
achieve a better understanding ofJudaism. "Men who are ignorant," he wrote, "are 

easily misled by those who are vicious; and it becomes the duty of any group which 

seeks to increase love in the world, to prevent misunderstanding of itself by offering 
correct information. "221 

Given his understanding of the religio-cultural scene, he could not subscribe to 
the views of his critics who wanted him to emphasize the denominational nature of 

the Seminary and to define Conservative Judaism more sharply. For him, such 

actions would only exacerbate the very group tensions among Jews and others that 

he was committed to ending. Indeed, the thrust of Finkelstein's work was focused 
on transcending the divisions that already existed within both the Jewish and Gen­

tile communities. Finkelstein believed that much would be gained by emphasizing 

what different groups share in common, rather than by emphasizing their 
differences. Mordecai Kaplan articulated it best: "There is nothing more dangerous 

for our people than to react to the antagonism of the outside world by closing itself 
up in its own shell."222 Simon Greenberg concurred that "This is not a time for 

mending denominational fences nor for stressing doctrinaire convictions which 

separate one Jewish group from another. What greater service can we of the Semi­

nary bring to our people than that of being a mighty symbol and a powerful factor 
for a renewed sense of unity in Israel."223 In fact, Finkelstein's direction was not 

dissimilar to that of other religious leaders, many of whom were also committed to 

breaking down group tensions, to strengthening democratic values, and to assuring 

a place for religion in secular society. 

So why the criticism of the Seminary's mission? Why the unhappiness with 

Finkelstein's leadership and the way he led the Seminary vis-a-vis the other arms of 

the Conservative movement? The answer is deceptively simple. It is because the 
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movement's organizations, most particularly the Rabbinical Assembly and the 

United Synagogue, and their leaders, really never accepted those foundational 

beliefs as guiding principles for either the Seminary or the Conservative movement. 

Because of the Seminary's dominant stature dating from 1902, neitherthese orga­

nizations nor their leaders played an active role in shaping those beliefs and the con­

sequent mission of the Seminary. The Seminary was the leader of the Conservative 

movement, but not necessarily by anyone's choice other than its own. In fact, the 

movement was led by both a person (Finkelstein) and an institution (the Seminary) 

that were, at best, only grudgingly accepted by the other arms of the Conservative 

movement. To make matters worse, the Seminary embraced different values and 

sought to accomplish different goals than did its critics.224 Whenever such a situa­

tion exists, discord is inevitable and lack of unity the result. Although the Seminary 

was aware of how it was perceived by its different constituencies, it was not prepared 

to redefine itself according to the terms of the leaders of the Conservative move­

ment. In short, the tension between Finkelstein and his critics was over conflicting 

models: the latter chose to embrace and favor the synagogue and its leadership, 

while Finkelstein chose to embrace the broader (not necessarily synagogue­

affiliated) community and its leadership. 

Dr. Mordecai Kaplan described the tension between the critics and the Seminary 

under Finkelstein as being that between "intensification and expansion." Was the 

Seminary only to intensify its work internally? Was it to concentrate on the Conser­

vative movement alone? Or was it to concentrate on expansion outward toward the 

entire Jewish community? Broadly expressed, was the Seminary to emphasize 

merely the Conservative movement, or rather the perpetuation of Judaism and the 

survival of the Jewish people in America? Clearly, Finkelstein and the Seminary 

opted for the broader community over the more limited congregation alone, for 

expansion over intensification, for concern about the core of Jewish life rather than 

a concern for the status of the organizations of the Conservative movement. Finkel­

stein believed that "you can't have a little Seminary and do anything to save 

American Judaism."225 His critics, however, were not interested so much in saving 

American Judaism as they were in developing and defining ConservativeJudaism in 

the process. 

Although on the surface the differences between Finkelstein and his critics 

centered around Seminary goals, those differences were really fed by different con­

ceptions of Judaism. To Finkelstein, Judaism was a way of life that looked outward. 

Jews had an obligation, he believed, to be a part of the society in which they lived, 

while bringing to bear on that society the spiritual and moral tradition so unique to 

Judaism. In other words, for Finkelstein, to engage in the larger world was central to 

being Jewish; it was not something that a Jew should have to choose to do.226 For 

him: 
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Either you make up your mind thatJews won't survive the exile, or you make up 
your mind they are going to survive in a ghetto or they are going to survive in 
close contact with their neighbors. There is nothing else. Either you expect 
Judaism to perish or it is going to survive in a locked room or it is going to sur­
vive in the open world. I begin with the assumption that we can't get the locked 
room, and even if we could get it, I don't know whether it would be good to get 
it. I begin with the assumption that we don't want Judaism to perish. There­
fore, we must find the way in which Judaism can live outside. 2Z7 

To be aJew was to be concerned with democratic values, as Finkelstein was; to be 

aJew meant to be concerned about the moral fabric of society, as Finkelstein was; to 

be aJew meant to be troubled over the level of group tensions that existed in Finkel­

stein's time. "I have always felt," he wrote, "that the primary contribution which the 

Jews, as a group, have to make ... is that of preserving their religious heritage, and 

indicating how that heritage could contribute, and is contributing, to the advance­

ment of civilization."228 Finkelstein looked upon his critics in the Conservative 

movement as "isolationists" because of their opposition to his open approach to 

society, which they thought was promoted at the expense of the Conservative move­

ment. He believed that "we just cannot be isolationists."Z29 

Not only did Finkelstein differ with his critics over his understanding of Jewish 

tradition, he also differed with them over the nature of the Seminary's purpose. 

While each chose to describe JTS as an "academic institution,"Z30 they defined the 

term in very different ways. For the Seminary, being an academic institution meant 

loyalty to the time-honored principle of academic freedom. Indeed, Finkelstein 

was quite proud of the wide diversity of views that characterized the Seminary's 

faculty, and he attributed the institution's ability to sustain that diversity to the prin­

ciple of academic freedom. However, some of the Seminary's critics were unhappy 

with the appearance of what they perceived to be the institution's neutrality vis-a­

vis the arms of the Conservative movement, which was a natural outcome of its 

principles of academic freedom. Z31 Their understanding of the Seminary as an 

academy was not that of a western university with its adherence to academic free­

dom and dispassionate objective scholarship, but rather as what has been described 

as the "embodying college," that is, an institution whose primary allegiance was to 

the tenets of its faith rather than the norms of higher education.232 For the critics, 

the Seminary was seen as an end in itself. It only had to mirror the beliefs and 

practices of the Conservative movement and train its leaders. For Finkelstein, the 

Seminary was closer to the "consonant" college, that is, one that "affirms its 

church-relatedness quality as an unassertive ally would do."233 

To be sure, Finkelstein was as committed to the development and perpetuation 

of the values of Conservative Judaism as were his critics. But Finkelstein under­

stood that (a) the chances of building the Conservative movement and disseminat­
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ing Conservative Judaism would be greatly enhanced if the surrounding culture 

was one that was hospitable to religion, in general, and to Judaism in particular234 

and (b) that there was little point in trying to save American Judaism or build the 

Conservative movement as long as there were strong societal forces working to 

destroy the very values that were necessary for the free exercise of religious beliefs. 

Hence, for Finkelstein, one's labors and concerns had to concentrate on the greater 

community and its quality of life, which included its spiritual and moral fiber and 

the democratic values that allowed for the free exercise of religion. This was to be 

achieved not at the expense of the Conservative movement but ultimately for its 

good. Our "interest in maintaining the tradition of Jewish scholarship does not free 

us from our responsibilities as citizens of the world," he wrote to his longtime 

friend and critic Solomon Goldman.235 Finkelstein saw an inextricable connection 

between religion and democratic values, for he believed that there could be no 

democracy without belief in God. He attributed Hitler's success in Europe to the 

absence of religion in the conquered countries. Accordingly, it was of paramount 

importance to restore the American people's belief in God in order to safeguard 
American democracy.236 

Finkelstein considered his critics myopic in their thinking, for they failed to see 

the connection between what they wanted and what the Seminary was doing. To 

Finkelstein, the growth of Judaism and the survival of the Jews was part of a larger 

problem, namely, the nature of the society in whichJews andJudaism were situated. 

He believed that the cause of Judaism and the cause of the Western world, particu­

larly America as a free country, were identical. Certainly, by the early 1950S, he felt 
that the Jews were no longer a persecuted minority, but rather a part of the imper­
iled majority. He was, therefore, disturbed by individuals and institutions who 

"concentrate attention on the superficial, and overlook that which [is] permanent 
and significant."237 He wanted Jews and Jewish institutions to look beyond them­

selves. He acknowledged that that would "be difficult to achieve because all who 

serve institutions tend to think of them as goals rather than as means." In what 

would seem to be a clear reference to his colleagues in the Conservative movement, 

among others, he went on to say; "The waste of effort, the friction, and the contro­
versies which this institutionalism involves are doubtless one of the most serious 
social problems of our age."238 

Finkelstein and his critics simply held different views of the Seminary and of its 

relationship to the other arms of the Conservative movement. Therefore, each of 
them evaluated all that the Seminary did by a different set of expectations, 

inevitably leaving the critics dissatisfied with Finkelstein's leadership of both the 

Seminary and the Conservative movement. 
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Conclusion 
The annals of the Conservative movement during this period, particularly in the 

Proceedings of the Rabbinical Assembly, are filled with ongoing debate about these 

very tensions and their consequences. The record reflects a virtual preoccupation 

with questions such as: Should the Seminary lead the Conservative movement? Is 

there really a Conservative movement and where does it stand? Why cannot the 

Seminary, the Rabbinical Assembly, and the United Synagogue work more closely 

together? Such issues were the subject of major convention debates among the 

Seminary graduates on several occasions during the course of the "Finkelstein 

years." The anthology, Tradition and Change: The Development of Conservative 

Judaism, for example, includes no less than six major addresses between 1941 and 

1952 that deal with these questions in one form or another. It is ironic that the sec­

tion which contains these six addresses also contains a seventh one: Finkelstein's 

address entitled, "The Things That Unite Us." When Finkelstein wrote this essay 

in 1927, he was attempting to bring the various wings of the fledgling Conservative 

movement together. He never again made a similar attempt to accomplish that end 
during his years in office. 

Consequently, it is noteworthy that these very same battles were still being waged 

at the close of Finkelstein's administration. The 1970 convention of the Rabbinical 

Assembly, two years before his retirement, devoted a session to the state of Conser­

vative Judaism. One rabbi remarked that "for many years now [these] same 
questio[ns], unsolved and unanswered, [have] been on the agenda of our Con­

ventions and we have left our deliberations no better off than when we began."239 

This was certainly true even though it was, ironically, during the Finkelstein years 

that the desire for self-definition and for a movement consciousness began to 
emerge.240 Indeed, one of the early conferences that Finkelstein ran was, in part, 

devoted to the topic "The Intensification of the Conservative Movement," during 

which it was said that the leadership of the movement must concentrate on 
"defining the platform of Conservative Judaism."241 One speaker noted that the 

"absence of clear lines of demarcation not only makes for confusion within our 

own ranks but also makes our philosophy in the eyes of Jewish laymen to appear as 

a vague 'middle of the road' stand. "242 The same sense of inadequacy that was felt 

at that 1943 conference was also apparent in the 1970 Rabbinical Assembly Con­
vention. A member of the Seminary's faculty at that event observed, "With respect 

to the definition of Conservative ideology, I suspect that we are not much more 
advanced in working out this problem."243 Another rabbi noted, "With the 

changes in Orthodoxy and in Reform, we have become less identifiable-our lives are 

blurred and our reason for existence has become dimmer. Unless [we] are prepared 

to make Conservative Judaism identifiable, our movement is destined to lose its 
force. "244 
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While even Finkelstein's critics acknowledged that during his years in office, the 

Conservative movement saw tremendous growth to the point where it could claim 
more adherents than either the Reform or Orthodox group, nonetheless there were 

many who believed that the very diversity that characterized the Conservative 
movement's ideology, which Finkelstein saw as a strength and which was a key ele­
ment of the Seminary's strategy, was a certifiable weakness that required immediate 

remedy. 
Reflecting on Finkelstein's leadership, one wonders whether his unwillingness to 

be more responsive to these cries for greater self-definition was wise. While there is 
much to support his nondenominational stance in the earlier years of his adminis­

tration, it is not at all clear that the zeitgeist of the 1960s warranted the unflinching 
adherence to that earlier position. The AmericanJewish community was becoming 
more polarized, which favored a more denominational approach to religion. The 
possibility for close cooperation with Orthodox Jews, which Finkelstein and his 
predecessors had hoped for, had long since passed. Notwithstanding its physical 
growth, the Conservative movement clearly needed attention-attention which 
only Finkelstein and the Seminary could provide, yet Finkelstein continued to fol­
low the path hewn in the very different world of the 1940s. Even a member of 
Finkelstein's faculty noted at the Rabbinical Assembly Convention of 1970 that 
"the Seminary is much more in need now of the Assembly's help and cooperation 
than it ever was in the past.... The Seminary needs the Assembly's experience in 
helping it set new directions for itself within the Jewish world. "245 It was, in good 
part, Finkelstein's failure to see the necessity of moving in new directions during 
the final decade of his service that left the movement with the feeling that its mes­
sage was no longer relevant and its rabbinical leadership questioning what it was 
they stood for or represented. One rabbi asked, perhaps rhetorically, whether the 
Seminary was preparing rabbis to meet the challenges of the seventies. That same 
question could well have been asked of the Seminary itself and, indeed, was asked 
by the Middle States Association of Colleges and Schools. 

Shortly after Gerson D. Cohen succeeded Finkelstein as the institution's fifth 
head, the Seminary was required to undergo a decennial review by the Middle 
States Association of Colleges and Schools for reaccreditation. The institution that 

was reviewed and evaluated by its visiting team in the early fall of 1974, was, for all 
intents and purposes, the Seminary that Cohen had inherited from Finkelstein. 
While Cohen was beginning to make changes and define his agenda, his initiatives, 
for the most part, were not yet in place. In fact, the visiting team noted in its report 
that "the timing of the Middle States Association Evaluation visit was fortuitous, 

since it came at a moment in the life of the institution when the long period of dis­
tinguished leadership under Dr. Louis Finkelstein had come to a close, and a new 
administration was seeking to meet the problems of the present, and to chart the 
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future. "246 Accordingly, the response of this visiting team of educators is particu­

larly apposite to an understanding of the state of the Seminary at the end of Finkel­

stein's tenure. 
While this report took note of the "enviable reputation" the Seminary had 

achieved as an academic institution and of the enormous impact it had on "the life 
ofJudaism and especially its Conservative constituency,"247 it set forth a plethora of 

criticisms that some considered embarrassing. So concerned was the visiting team 
about the state of affairs at the Seminary that the Commission on Higher Education 
of Middle States withheld action on the Seminary's accreditation until the follow­
ingJune pending a meeting between Middle States officials and key members of the 

Seminary's board and its new Chancellor.248 

Specifically, the Middle States team found serious inadequacies in several critical 
aspects of the Seminary, including its administration, its internal governance, its 
fiscal situation, and its curriculum. For example, the evaluation team believed that 
the Board of Directors needed "to become involved more deeply in the policy issues 
and academic decisions ... and to be prepared to accept responsibility for funding. 
these enterprises. Presently, [wrote the team chair], the organization of the Board 
does not lend itself to discharging these kinds of responsibilities."249 

One example cited was the absence of any trustee involvement in decisions 
having a budgetary impact. In the area of administration, the team noted that "the 
lines of responsibility are ... impossible to trace ... and suggested creating an orga­
nizational chart to clarify spheres of administrative responsibility. Moreover, it 
indicated the "urgent need" for the appointment of both a chief fiscal officer and a 
chief academic officer. 

The team found serious fault with the Seminary's curricula in that it identified a 
good deal of "curricular overlap" and the "inefficient use of instructional 
resources."250 Noting that the Seminary had paid insufficient attention to the cur­
ricular integrity of its degree programs, it claimed that "the graduate program in 
education was not sharply differentiated from the undergraduate," and that "the 
Masters' Degree programs ought to be worked through afresh." It also criticized 
the doctoral programs.251 

The team further noted that "the most serious problems facing the Seminary are 
financial" and criticized the leadership for depleting the Seminary's reserves by 

some $13 million in order to wipe out an accumulated deficit incurred during 
Finkelstein's administration. The Middle States team was also critical of the 
absence of a discernible budget, making "the budget itself a major problem."252 

Moreover, while this very comprehensive review revealed an academic institution in 
administrative disarray, it also noted, somewhat ironically, that a disproportionate 
amount of the Seminary's budget was being spent on administrative and auxiliary 
enterprises rather than on academic instruction! 
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Judging from this report, rendered by an impartial team of serious educators 

from a variety of academic institutions, Finkelstein had left his beloved Seminary 

with "serious problems at a crucial point in its history."253 Not only had Finkelstein 

failed to pursue new directions in responding to the calls from within the movement 

for greater ideological clarity, or with the Seminary's internal operations, he had 

refused to advance new initiatives to overcome the organizational morass that had 

characterized the Conservative movement from the early days of his presidency. 

The lack of progress in this area was also noted at the 1970 Rabbinical Assembly 

Convention where the question was again asked, somewhat rhetorically: "Is there 

an adequate reciprocal relationship and a proper understanding between the Semi­

nary, the Rabbinical Assembly and the United Synagogue? Is there real communi­
cation and dialogue between them?"254 

Despite various attempts to enhance these relationships, the coordination of 

activities and the goodwill and mutual respect between the arms of the Conservative 

movement did not improve substantially over the thirty-two years of Finkelstein's 

presidency. One wonders why a man who was the titular head of the Conservative 
movement and who characterized so much of what he did as the building of bridges 

between faiths, academic disciplines, historical periods, and even between cultures 

could not have built more durable and lasting bridges between the Seminary's 

constituencies without necessarily altering the Seminary's essential nature. 255 

Moreover, given the Seminary's financial dependency on the movement, it was in its 

self-interest to strengthen the ties with its constituent organizations, improve good­

will, and foster a positive feeling among rabbis and lay people about their religious 
movement. 

Instead, Finkelstein's legacy to his successor was a movement that, although 

larger in numbers than it was in 1940, had plateaued, was full of self-doubt, and was 
handicapped by severe internal dissonance. And the Seminary itself, although 

transformed from a local rabbinical school into a major institution of Jewish schol­

arship, professional training, and communal outreach was riddled with serious 
academic, organizational, and financial problems. 

This is not to suggest, however, that Finkelstein did not leave an enduring legacy. 

On the contrary, much that he did and believed in actually continued in the life of 

the Seminary, in the development of the Conservative movement, and in the lead­

ership of his successors. Specifically, his commitment to academic excellence in the 
transmission of the Jewish tradition and in the pursuit of textual study remained a 

defining characteristic of the Seminary's academic programs. Similarly, his belief in 

the importance of rigorous scholarship and original research by faculty who 

excelled in their respective fields also continued as a defining characteristic. Finkel­

stein's conviction that scholarship is vital for the survival of the Jewish people and 

the perpetuation of the Jewish tradition led to the establishment of post-doctoral 



programs in the Rabbinical School and, later, the creation of the Institute for the 

Advanced Studies in the Humanities. Although lASH did not survive, Finkelstein's 

goals were nevertheless eventually achieved when his immediate successor created 

the Graduate School which today boasts the largest doctoral program inJudaica in 

the western hemisphere. 

While the Institute for Religious and Social Studies, along with other outreach 

activities started by Finkelstein, either languished for years or came to an end, the 

Institute has since been renamed after Finkelstein and is again actively pursuing an 

agenda of outreach to the non-Jewish community. Furthermore, new programs at 

the Seminary, such as the Franz Rosenzweig Lehrhaus for adult study, serve as vehi­

cles for outreach to both the Jewish and Christian communities and thereby reflect 

its ongoing commitment to Finkelstein's vision. 

Finkelstein's dedication to working with both Jews and non-Jews, even if at the 

expense of harmonious relationships within the Conservative movement, contin­

ues to characterize the Seminary's agenda. 

Among those ideas and programs that have endured since his retirement is the 

Seminary's commitment to the State of Israel. Although Finkelstein's position on 

Zionism and the creation of a Jewish homeland was seen as ambivalent at best, he 

committed the Seminary to supporting the new state, integrating it into the Semi­

nary's academic and external activities in a variety of ways. And finally, Finkelstein 

left his successors the Ramah camping system which, in time, he came to believe in 

and to nurture, enabling it to become what has been described as the Conservative 

movement's most successful edu­

cational undertaking. 

Early in Finkelstein's presi­

dency, Mordecai Kaplan predict­

ed that "the time will come when 

Jewry will be grateful to [him] for 

having widened Jewish life in the 

country and having taught the 

Jewish people to realize that it 

must serve the general commu­

nity and bring to bear the best in 

its tradition upon the develop­

ment of the general life about 
us. "256 Finkelstein had a profound 

impact on the Seminary and pro­

vided a "historical service," as 

Salo Baron put it, to the American 

Jewish community.. On the other 
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side of the balance sheet is the relatively weak condition in which he left the Con­

servative movement and the Jewish Theological Seminary. 

FINKELSTEIN SPENT HIS LAST YEARS much as he had his early years-immersed 

in study. Even when his health began to worsen, he remarked how grateful he was 

that he was "dying from the feet up, and not from the head down," so that even in 

poor health he was able to continue studying. 257 Whether as a congregational rabbi 

in his early career or, later, as Seminary Chancellor, Finkelstein remained true to his 

first love-the study of classical Jewish texts. In the course of a demanding profes­

sionallife coupled with significant familial responsibilities, Finkelstein managed to 

publish some 337 works. 258 This commitment to Jewish scholarship continued well 

after he resigned as head of the Seminary and included the publication of an addi­

tional thirty-seven items, culminating in his life's work-a critical edition of the 
Sifra, a commentary on the Book of Leviticus. 259 
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