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The notice acknowledged that “these subjects have caused animated discus-
sion among the alumni and other friends of the Seminary [and] it is felt that
the time has come for the leaders of the faculty and Board as a whole to
review the policies of the institution.? Professors Louis Ginzberg, Alexander
Marx, and Mordecai Kaplan, members of the senior faculty, received a special
invitation to the meeting for, as Weinstein has noted, “. . . [Finkelstein]
knew the effect that would be gained from having Kaplan {theologically left]
and Ginzberg [theologically right] present.” Also in attendance were Rabbis
David Aronson, Louis M. Epstein, and Leon Lang as representatives of the
Rabbinical Assembly, all of whom were familiar with the views which Gold-
man and Steinberg represented.

The meeting, called for 5:30 p-m., did not adjourn until 10;00 p.m.

With the presidency of Louis Finkelstein, many individuals in the Conser-
vative Movement hoped that the Seminary would become 2 more Conserva-
tive institution than it was perceived as being in the Adler cra. Finkelstcin,
however, believed that in order to foster an environment in which Jews and
Judaism could thrive, the Seminary had to concern itself with the role of relj-
gion and its ability to effect the quality of life in America. He maintained that
the Seminary had to expand outward to include programs which would pro-
mote group understanding and an understanding of Judaism so that Jews
and Judaism would be accepted in the non-Jewish world. Thus, when Finkel-
stein did not take steps to lead the Seminary in a more Conservative direction
and, on the contrary, championed an expansion of the Seminary’s mission,
which to a larger extent focused on the broader American community, fol-
lowers were deeply disappointed. The critics gave vent to that disappoint-
ment in one way or another.

The criticism emanated from any number of quarters. The Seminary fac-
ulty, while not vocal in their opposition to the Seminary’s expanded mission,
were, for the most part, indifferent to it. The laity of the Conservative Move.-
ment, that is, those Jews who were members of the Conservative synagogues,
shared in much of the criticism bei g voiced by their Rabbis.5 Indeed, it was
from the members of the Rabbinical Assembly that the strongest and most
vocal criticism came. Most of the critics were unhappy with the new direction
in which Finkelstein was leading the Seminary for the very reason Finkelstein
valued it, namely, its bread¢h. Rabbi Milton Steinberg, a member of the Rab-
binical Assembly and rabbi of a leading Conservative congregation in New
York, maintained that the Seminary had been “distracted” from its main mis-
sion. “. ., [Tlhe Seminary has allowed itself to be so terribly distracted, to

3 Ibid.

* Weinstein, pp. 44-45,

® Finkelstein, however, believed thar the laity were more interested in dealing with the
problems of the world than were the rabbis of their congregations, He also believed that since
the members of the Seminary’s Board were also Movement laity, and since they supported the
direction in which the Seminary was going 4.c.d. laity did support the Seminary’s mission.
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revolution in the attitude of future Jewish leadership. Just as the relationship
between the Seminary and the United Synagogue was characterized by bick-
ering and issnes of control, so too was Ramah’s relationship with the United
Synagogue. For example, when the first Ramah Camp was established in
1947, its own organizational history provided yet another glimpse into the
tensions and bureaucratic quagmire that characterized the Movement and
the Seminary’s relationship to the Movement.

When the first Ramah Camp was established in 1947, it received support
from the United Synagogue of America to acquire its grounds. Because of their
carly involvement in the creation of that first camp, the United Synagogue saw
itself as a key player in the Ramah Movement. Indeed, the letterhead of the
National Ramah Commission acknowledged that it was a commission “of the
United Synagogue of America in cooperation with the Teachers Institute, the
Jewish Theological Seminary of America.” Realistically, however, once the first
camp was launched, the United Synagogue had little to do with its operation
or development. On the contrary, it was the Seminary, because of its supervi-
sion of the programs and the staff, that set educational and religious policies of
its daily activities. In addition, the Seminary became financially involved in the
purchase and/or renovation of the camps. With this in mind, Abbell, as Presi-
dent of the National Ramah Commission, sought to reorganize it in such a
way as to enable the Seminary to take control over the entire Commission.
Abbell, convinced that a change was in order, had been engaged in a dialogue
with Sam Rothstein, then President of the United Synagogue, about the orga-
nizational control of the camps. The former acknowledged that the “, . . camp
idea originated in the United Synagogue™ and that it was the Chicago Council
of the United Synagogue that succeeded in raising its initial fiunds, but because
the staff was provided by the Teachers Institute of the Seminary, conduct of its
operations must be under the Seminary’s aegis.166 Abbell’s argument for
change was based on the simple fact that both the Connecticut and Poconos
camps were owned by a subsidiary corporation of the Seminary. The Seminary,
therefore, was entitled to be the key supervisor of the camps. Moreover, it was
the intention of the National Ramah Commission to transfer both the Wiscon-
sin and Los Angeles camps to a corporation controlled by the Seminary. Fur-
thermore, the Seminary, through its Teachers Institute, had made some very
substantive expenditures in connection with the camps. For Abbell, therefore,
Ramah should continue not solely as a United Synagogue function, but pri-
marily under the control of the Seminary.16? In his response, Rothstein argued
that, since both the Commission on Jewish Educaton and the National

166 In fact, according o Dr. Moshe Davis, another member of the Seminary administration
who was deeply involved from the beginning, Rothstein’s “recollection of the eardy history . . .
is not quite accurate.” Davis maintains that the Teachers Institute of the Seminary “planned its
future around Ramah?; that this was done with the full authorization of Finkelstein and the
Seminary Board. Furthermore, said Davis, the Seminary invested heavily in Ramah. Moshe
Davis to Maxwell Abbell, 11 April 1955.

167 Maxwecll Abbell to Sam Rothstein, 6 April 1955.
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Academy for Adult Jewish Studies were solely United Synagogue activities, so
should Ramah be. Abbell countered that the magnitude of the Ramah enter-
prise was already such that it simply could not remain solely a United Syna-
gogue program. Simon Greenberg best characterized the situation in a
response to Abbell. He expressed his gratefulness to Abbell for confronting
Rothstein and added:

We are wasting so much of our strength in bickering and in creating
organizational set-ups that are in many ways merely impedimenta [sic]
that we simply are putting stumbling blocks in our own way. What an
impossible job from an administration point of view it would be if
everyone of our enterprises were to be organized along the same lines
that Ramah is today organized. We simply could not begin to function
efficiendy . . . any one of our . . . other major projects.168

The National Ramah Commission was ultimately changed to reflect Semi-
nary control; however, the United Synagogue continued to participate in the
deliberations.

These two programs, but Camp Ramah in particular, provide two more
examples of the organizational tensions which existed between the Seminary
and the Conservative Movement. While both programs served the needs of
the Movement, which should have pleased the Movement, they were for the
most part controlled by the Seminary, which made some in the Movement
unhappy. Thus, even when the Seminary was making efforts to serve the
Movement, issues of power and turf surfaced to exacerbate the already exist-
ing tensions and to impede the likelihood of a closer working relationship
between the two groups.

m
The Conservative Movement Comes Together

Plan for Inter-Organizational Cooperation

Momentum was building towards a greater degree of unity among the orga-
nizations of the Conservative Movement. This momentum was due to a
number of different needs within the Movement. The Seminary needed to
raise more money to fund its ambitious mission. Both the Seminary and the
Rabbinical Assembly had been working for some time with the United Syna-
gogue to help it strengthen itself. And the call from rabbis and laity for
greater unity within the Movement had not ceased. In addition to these
needs, Finkelstein’s critics were growing ever more strident and the Seminary
needed to be at least somewhat responsive to their demands.

The development of a plan for inter-organizational cooperation was a major
first step towards the coming together of the Conservative Movement. Just as
the Seminary held conferences for the laity, it also brought the rabbis together

168 Simon Greenberg to Maxwell Abbell, 12 April 1955,
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for similar meetings. As a result of these rabbinical conferences, the Seminary
established an ongoing Institute on the Future of Judaism and asked Rabbi
Solomon Goldman of Chicago, Finkelstein’s erstwhile critic, to serve as its
director. At one of the meetings of the 1942 Institute, the body recommended
that yet another committee be established to study the relationship of the Sem-
inary, United Synagogue, and Rabbinical Assembly to one another. Rabbi Mil-
ton Steinberg of New York, another Finkelstein critic, was invited to serve on
this committee, which was asked to inquire into three areas:

1) What type of organization of our congregations would be most effec-
tive and most useful and would we seck to establish if we did not
already have certain institutional commitments in that direction?

2) To what extent do our present congregational organizations meet the
needs?

3) How can the situation now existing be remedied so as more nearly to
approach the ideal conditions described in reply to question 1162

What is noteworthy is that the issue of the relationship among the organiza-
tions in general, and the problems with the United Synagogue in particular,
were still around in 1943, three years into Finkelstein’s administration.

Indeed, the agenda for the 1943 Institute on the Future of Judaism
included as one of its items, “The Intensification of the Conservative Move-
ment Through the Seminary, the United Synagogue and the Rabbinical
Assembly.”170 This agenda is of interest for another reason as well, for it rep-
resented a joining of Finkelstein’s agenda and Goldman’s agenda. Finkelstein
wanted the institute to

. . concern itself with the problem of the post-war situation which
Judaism and the Jews will have to meet. . . . OQur men are entitled to a
cernain clarity with regard to the attitudes they ought to take as indi-
viduals and as a group in this discussion of the war and post-war situa-
tion of the Jews and indeed of the world.!71

Goldman, as we know from his criticism of Finkelstein and the Seminary
wanted Seminary affairs to be more Movement-oriented. Thus, the agenda
for the 1943 Institute included a topic on intensification of the Conservative
Movement which spoke to Goldman’s agenda for the Seminary, but also
included the topic “Judaism and the Contemporary Scene,” which dealt with
Finkelstein’s agenda.

This Institute succeeded in producing a detailed and comprehensive state-
ment which spelled out an arrangement for a working relationship between
the Seminary, the United Synagogue and the Rabbinical Assembly, which
included a plan for the integration of administrative and secretarial staff. The

169 1 ouis Finkelstein to Solomon Goldman, 11 December 1942,
178 Minutes of the Rabbinical Assembly Executive Council, 14 April 1943.
171 Tbid.
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plan also proposed a joint fund-raising campaign which was to benefit all
three organizations. At that time, each organization raised its own funds.
However, the Rabbinical Assembly, in addition to raising its own support
mostly from membership dues, was also assisting the Seminary with its fund-
raising efforts.

This plan for inter-organizational cooperation affirmed several key points
which had been and continued to be, long after the agreement was pro-
posed in 1943, defining characteristics of the Conservative Movement, orga-
nizationally speaking. Specifically, it acknowledged that cach of the three
organizations (the Seminary, the Rabbinical Assembly, and the United Syna-
gogue) was “mutually independent”; that each should continue to have
“complete autonomy” while minimizing friction, maximizing cooperation,
and relating to one another with mutual respect. Moreover, the proposal
reaffirmed both the Seminary’s place, as the institution of learning, at the
head of the Movement as well as its role in both “the general system of
American education” and the world of Jewish learning. The proposal also
made the very specific recommendation that the long time Executive Direc-
tor of the United Synagogue, Rabbi Sam Cohen, be given a leave of absence
and then permanently retired. Although this action had been under discus-
sion for several years, because the Seminary and the Rabbinical Assembly
saw Cohen as one of the obstacles to a better relationship with the United
Synagogue, the United Synagogue leadership had managed to sidestep it.}7
Recognizing that at that moment the relationships between the three orga-
nizations were strained and that these recommendations could be brought
to fruition only by means of a long process, the proposal stated that, if nec-
essary, the plan would be implemented between the Seminary and the Rab-
binical Assembly. In other words, if the United Synagogue did not accom-
modate itself to this proposal, the Seminary and the Rabbinical Assembly
would force its compliance. The entire proposal was the source of much dis-
cussion over the course of the next year.

In the meantime, lcaders such as Rabbi Louis Levitsky, who at the time
was president of the Rabbinical Assembly, continued to call for coordination
among the “arms” of the Movement, as the three organizations referred to
one another. At the 1944 convention of the Assembly, he acknowledged in
his presidential address that the process to improve relations was moving
slowly. However, he emphasized how essential it was to

172 For example, Rabbi Louis Levitsky, President of the Rabbinical Assembly wrote to Dr.
Finkelstein to report on a mecting he had with the President of the United Synagogne among
others. “I indicated to Mr. Rothstein [President of the United Synagogue] that one of the
terms of reference upon which those conversations [re: reorganization of the United Syna-
gogue] were predicated was that Dr. Samuel Cohen be retired. . . .” Levitsky to Finkelstein, 16
Junc 1944. At the same time, Rabbi Levitsky was quoted at a meeting of the Seminary’s Board
of Directors as having said: “. . . no cooperation with the United Synagogue would be possible
while the United Synagogue retained its present Executive Dircctor.” Minutes of Board of
Dircctors meeting, 22 June 1944,
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. . . face the American Jewish Community as a ‘United Conservative
Judaism’ with three coordinating branches, each functioning in an area
assigned to it by mutual agreement. . . . We must, [he implored] be
big enough to face [new situations and readjustments] for the good of
our common canse.!73

Similarly, two rabbis from Texas, who had been interviewed as part of a
fund-raising study for the Seminary (and, coincidentally, neither of whose
synagogues belonged to the United Synagogue), observed:

We see at the Seminary the beginning of a Movement which can
amount to a great deal in American Israel. The time is ripe for some-
thing to happen; it should start soon. There are a dozen avenues
where it can begin to work, not the least of which is the textbook
material. It is ime to show the congregations that the Conservative
Movement is alive.174

They also spoke eloquently for the need to strengthen the United Synagogue
so that it could be a more effective organization.

After almost a year of debate within and among the three organizations,
substantial progress had been made toward agreement on the 1943 proposal
for inter-organizational cooperation, particularly between the Seminary and
the United Synagogue. At a meetng of the Seminary Board, Judge Rifkind,
who had served as chairman of the Seminary’s committee in negotiations
with the United Synagogue, reported:

Since the United Synagogue and Seminary have many objectives in
common, it is advisable that both institutdons follow parallel courses;
and in order to achieve this and avoid duplication of effort and conflict
of purpose it is recommended that an inter-organization liaison com-
mittee be formed.175

It was also agreed at this meeting that there would be a joint fund-raising cam-
paign which would be called “Campaign for the Jewish Theological Seminary
in cooperation with the United Synagogue and the Rabbinical Assembly.” Fur-
thermore, in keeping with this desire for better inter-organizational relation-
ships, the Board of Directors of the Seminary voted to create a Board of Over-
seers of the Seminary, whose membership would be chosen from among Jews
in Conservative congregations in consultation with the Rabbinical Assembly.!7¢

173 Rabbinical Assembly Proceedings, 1944.

174 The rabbis interviewed were A H. Blumenthal and Sanders A. Tofield. Series of ten
interviews, May 1943,

175 Minutes of JTS Board of Dircctors, 29 November 1944. Rifkind was deeply involved in
the resolution of the United Synagogue problem. It was not unusual for him and Finkelstein to
mect on a Sunday to discuss the formulation of policy regarding this matter. Finkelstein to
Greenberg, 29 September 1944.

176. The creation of this Board of Overscers might well have been one of the ways in which
Finkelstein tried to quiet his critics. Steinberg in particular called for a larger role for the laity
within the Seminary (cf. p. 100). The creation of this board at least created the illusion that this
was now happening.
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The resolution of the “United Synagogue problem” was hailed by Rabbi Max
Arzt of the Seminary administration as “[a] step [that] means that our Move-
ment is facing a day of rejuvenation.”?7 The United Synagogue also greeted the
agreement enthusiastically, reporting the agreement in their internal newsletter
with the headline, “United Synagogue, Rabbinical Assembly and Seminary
implement their unity,” and comparing it in the story to the agreement of the
big three world powers at Yalta!!78 In general, the agreement was seen by most
in the Movement as an extremely positive sign which would now “. . . inaugurate
a new era in the development of Conservative Judaism in this country.”17®

This agreement was a turning point in the history of the Conservative
Movement. Notwithstanding the tensions which existed at the time of the
agreement, it launched a new period in the Movement because it brought
the three national arms closer together than they had been heretofore and,
more to the point, it deepened the connection between the Seminary and the
Movement. The agreement accomplished three things.

First, it served to further strengthen the role of the Seminary as the head of
the Movement by affirming its place, as the institution of learning, at the head
of the Movement. Second, it deepened the economic connection between the
Seminary and the Movement. The third accomplishment was a direct result of
the first two, particularly the second, and that was that it forced the Seminary
to become more deeply involved with the “affairs” of the Conservative Move-
ment, largely through the creation of a joint campaign which obligated the
Seminary to fund the Rabbinical Assembly and the United Synagogue. It was
from this point forward that the three national organizations put forth what
could appear to have been a unified public face. The agreement did one other
thing, and that was to raise expectations in the minds of Conservative Jews
about the sense of the Movement that would now prevail and about the effec-
tiveness of the United Synagogue organization which would materialize.

The new agreement would not, however, resolve quickly or easily the
problems which existed within the Movement at that time. The lack of a
clearly defined ideology, the lack of a strong sense of Movement, and the
organizational tensions were all deeply seeded and firmly rooted in a differ-
ence of philosophy vis-@-vis the establishment of modern traditional Judaism
in America. Yet, because the adoption of the agreement did raise expecta-
tions for many Conservative Jews, it was as if the Movement had to make up
years of lost opportunity virmally overnight.18¢

Liaison Committee

As a result of this agreement to bring the three organizations closer together,
which called for the creation of a joint fund-raising campaign to support all

177 Max Arzt to Chaplain Brill, 27 December 1944.
178 “News of the United Synagogue,” March 1945.
17 Robert Gordis to Joel Geffen, 16 January 1945.
1280 Rabbinical Assembly Proceedings, 1945.
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three, a committee called the Liaison Committee was formed in 1946. This
committee, which existed in one form or another for over 20 years, was made
up of the top leadership of each of the three constituent organizations. The
" Seminary was represented by its top administrative and board people, includ-
ing Dr. Louis Finkelstein and Mr. Alan Stroock, Chairman of the Board.!8!
Shortly after its establishment, the R.A. noted that its work had yielded “cor-
dial relations among the leadership of the three organizations and increased
interest in the United Synagogue work on the part of our colleagues.”182

The committee provided these three organizations with the opportunity
to see themselves as a unified body representative of the Conservative Move-
ment. In the course of their work, they considered such ideas as the coordi-
nation of personnel practices of the organizations; having the salaries of the
United Synagogue regional directors paid directly by the Liaison Committee
rather than the United Synagogue; the establishment of a joint press; the
possibility of opening a midtown office of the three organizations, as well as
launching a national publication. Given that each organization was often sub-
ject to pressures to undertake various and sundry projects—all of which were
deemed urgent by someone—the committee agreed that it would hear the
merits of various-proposals and weigh them in relation to the projected activi-
ties of each of the organizations. It was agreed that if any of these projects
proved profitable, the profits would not be kept by the organization, but
would instead go into the general campaign fund.183 In short, the Liaison
Committee tried to function as a clearinghouse and kind of managing part-
ner of the Movement. To this end, it issued a memorandum in which it tried
to clarify to the national organizations the relationship between the branch or
regional offices of each of the national organizations, and especially to define
better that relationship in matters involving money.18¢

But the work of this committee did not go smoothly, for the organizational

tensions which existed prior to the agreement persisted. Thus, when the Liai-

son Committee considered the establishment of a joint field service, that is,
field offices around the country which would represent the interests of all three
organizations, Rabbi Albert Gordon, who had succeeded Rabbi Sam Cohen as
Executive Director of the United Synagogue, objected.!®s He believed that as
the idea was proposed, the Seminary’s campaign would be the staff’s first prior-
ity, and that the needs of the United Synagogue would therefore not be well
served.186 In fact, the whole idea of the establishment of field offices, particu-
larly in Chicago, became such a source of tension that the Liaison Committee

181 Minutes of Liaison Committee, 28 August 1946.

18 Rabbinical Asembly Proceedings, 1945, p. 39.

182 Minutes of Liaison Committee, 17 February 1948.

184 Internal memo, 8 July 1947.

185 In cadier discussions within the Liaison Committee, it had been suggested that ideally
three men would be needed in cach office, with each having one of the following arcas as his
major concern: Seminary, United Synagogue, Education. Minutes of Inner Committee, 22
May 1947.

186 Rabbi Albert Gordon to Max Arzt, 18 June 1948.

Michael B. Greenbaum 47

appointed a separate sub-committee to discuss the relationship of the con-
stituent agencies of the campaign within the various communities.18”

When the United Synagogue proposed the creation of a National Com-
mission on Conservative Judaism, the Seminary objected, arguing that the
leadership of the Movement must follow the direction of the scholars,
namely, the Seminary. It was agreed that before the idea would be consid-
ered further, Dr. Finkelstein would discuss it with the president of the Rab-
binical Assembly and the Executive Director of the United Synagogue.!88
However, a year later, Dr. Finkelstein proposed the creation of a somewhat
similar Council of Presidents of United Synagogue Congregations, to be
administered by the Seminary’s campaign department. Rabbi Albert Gordon
bristled at the idea that a lay group would be controlled by anyone other
than the United Synagogue:

The task of building the United Synagogue on a solid organizational
foundation cannot be done successfully if the campaign department
[of the Seminary] enters into territorics and takes over any part of the
work that should be done by the United Synagogue.189

Hlustrative of the organizational politics which characterized these rela-
tonships was the action taken by the United Synagogue’s Executive Director
regarding issues of rabbinic placement. At the very time that he was objecting
to the Seminary entering his “territories,” he had instructed the United Syna-
gogue field staff to bring to him all matters regarding rabbinic placement
within the congregatons—an area which was clearly identified as the “terri-
tory” of the Rabbinical Assembly. This act forced the Executive Vice Presi-
dent of the Rabbinical Assembly to write to him, pointing out that there was
in fact a joint placement commission which included representatives of the
United Synagogue and, moreover, that said commission was under the aus-
pices of the Rabbinical Assermbly.190

Recognizing that tensions continued to exist, even with the 1944 agree-
ment which called for closer cooperation, the Liaison Committee produced a
“Proposed Outline for Principles Guiding the Organizational Relationship
Between the Seminary, the United Synagogue and the Rabbinical
Assembly.”'?! The document attempted to devise structures that would pro-
mote mutual understanding among the three organizations. For example, it
proposed that there should be unofficial represenmatives from each organiza-
tion on each other’s governing bodies. Such individuals would be intimately

187 Liaison Committec, 21 December 1948.

188 Minutes of Liaison Committee, 13 November 1947.

18 Rabbi Albert Gordon to Louis Finkelstein, 27 April 1948. The National Commission
on Conscrvative Judaism was not formed. The Council of Synagoguc Presidents was estab-
lished by the Liaison Committee. Louis Finkelstein to “Dear Friend,” 4 May 1948.

190 Bernard Scgal, Executive Vice President of the Rabbinical Assembly, to Max Arzt, Louis
Finkelstein, 9 June 1948.

191 Proposed Outline for Principles Guiding the Organizational Relationship Between the
Seminary, the United Synagoguc, and the Rabbinical Assembly, 1948—49.
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acquainted with their own organizadon’s thinking and workings, thereby
making them both effective representatives and intermediaries. They would
not, however, be official representatives of any organization.!*2 Not all orga-
nizations were represented appropriately, if at all, on each other’s governing
councils, so the proposal was seen as a way to rectify this situation.

There already existed, and the proposal proposed its continuation, an
Inner Administrative Staff Committee, which included as equal members the
executive heads of the Rabbinical Assembly and the United Synagogue as
well as a member of the Seminary administration. This body was to serve as a
constant liaison among the three groups, supplementing the work of the
Liaison Committee.

As a whole, the “Proposed Outline for Principles Guiding the Organiza-
tional Relationship Between the Seminary, the United Synagogue and The
Rabbinical Assembly” revolved around the joint campaign, “since all of our
activities are dependent upon the success of our fund raising effort.”193 194

Finkelstein’s first year in office (1940—41) was a difficult one financially.
For the first time in 13 years, the Seminary did not have sufficient scholarship
funds for all of its rabbinical students, and the year concluded with a budget
deficit of some $10,311.195

In fact, the Seminary continued to struggle for some time to meet its
annual budget. This continuing struggle produced frustration and strain
within the administration. And just as the Seminary’s relationship with the
Rabbinical Assembly was deeply influenced by its need for money, so too was
its relationship to the entire Conservative Movement characterized as much
by its economic needs as by a shared religious ideology and philosophy. For
all intents and purposes, the Seminary saw the Movement, its constituents,
and its constituent bodies primarily as sources of support. In an interview
with Dr. Finkelstein, I asked him if he ever wondered why the Movement
needed the United Synagogue? He responded, “No, we need them to raise
money for the Seminary!”196 In a subsequent interview he said that Schechter
only wanted the United Synagogue “as a base of financial support.”197

This very point was noted by Rabbi Israel Goldman, who was President of
the Rabbinical Assembly from 1946—48:

I think that the greatest achievement of Dr. Finkelstein and the men
surrounding him . . . was that they have discovered the Conservative

192 Tbid. At the time of this proposal, three members of the Seminary’s Board of Directors
were named by the Rabbinical Assembly while its Board of Overseers had 10 represcntatives
chosen by the Rabbinical Assembly and 15 chosen by the United Synagogue. The Seminary
had five representatives on United Synagogue’s 800-member Board of Directors.

193 Tbid.

194 The fund-raising cffort will be discussed in greater detail in the section on the campaign.

195 “First Report of the President of the JTSA for the Academic Year 194142 June(?)
1942. Louis Finkelstein to Sol Stroock, 10 December 1940.

19 1/3/83 interview.

197 2/14 /84 interview.
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congregation. . . . It occurred to Dr. Finkelstein that {they] w{ere] an
untapped reservoir, not only of income, but of strength; . . 198

The Seminary felt it deserved the Movement’s support because, for the
most part, it was its graduates who served the congregations identified with
the Movement. The Seminary regarded the Movement as a donor who gave
support but asked for little in return, rather than as a customer who paid for a
product and expected something back.!® As far as the Seminary was con-
cerned, its “customer” was the entire Jewish community, as well as the elites
of academia, government, and commerce. Ideally, the Seminary wanted full
financial support from the Movement without giving it or its component
parts much of a voice in Seminary affairs. In the words of one rabbi speaking
on behalf of his colleagues:

Many of us . . . are afraid of the very fertile mind of this man called
Louis Finkelstein. What will he think of next? Tomorrow’s newspaper
may bring us information about a new project which he has started—a
project which commits the Conservative Movement to a course of
action or to a specific goal, and for which we are expected to find the
funds! Even if the project is a perfect one, we wonder with varying
degrees of indignation why we were not consulted about it.200

The Seminary wanted the ability to carry out its mission with the unques-
tioning backing of the laity and rabbinate.

Thus, the joint campaign, which was part of the 1944 agreement to bring
the three organizations closer together, created yet another area of tension
between the Seminary and the Movement. This campaign, which was
launched in 1944, was a significant factor in unifying the Conservative Move-
ment in the minds of the Jewish community. For the first time, there would
be one approach, rather than multiple approaches, to raise funds for the Con-
servative Movement. Also, the campaign created the sense that the three
national organizations were working together cooperatively on behalf of the
same cause. Indicative of the ongoing tension between the three organiza-
tions, the proposal, almost half of which was devoted to details about the
campaign, called for audited statements and monthly accountings lest there
be any thought of dishonesty among the participants.20

198 Rablinical Assembly Proceedings, 1946, p. 214,

199 Board Chairman Alan M. Stroock acknowledged that it was often said that once the
Semninary graduates its rabbis, it has no contact with them other than to ask for money. By way
of explanation, Stroock related the comment of Seminary Professor Isracl Davidson in which he
described the annual Commencement Exercises as “a sort of mamiage ceremony between the
graduates and the Rabbinate. When they are handed their diplomas, the President [of the Semi-
nary] as much as says, ‘Do you, Mr. Candidate, take the rabbinate as your lifc long companion,
for better or for worse?” And when the candidates accept their diploma, they as much say, ‘We
do, until death do us part.” And, added Dr. Davidson, . . . ‘it is best to leave newly joined cou-
ples alone to work out their own salvation.”” Commencement Address, Alan Stroock, October
22,1944,

200 Rabbinical Assembly Proceedings, 1955, pp. 133, 134.

201 Institute on the Future of Judaism, Spring 1943.
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Although the campaign began strongly and continued to grow, it did not
achieve the lofty goals that had been set for it, because, according to Finkel-
stein, “the members of the R.A. are not giving sufficient support to the new
. . . expanded drive.”292 This was to become a recurrent theme over the next
several years. Nonetheless, all those concerned with the Movement saw great
potental for the growth of both the individual organizatons and the Move-
ment as a whole because, on the one hand, they had only begun to tap the
reservoir that was the Conservative congregations and, on the other hand,
Jews were already giving large sums to other Jewish chantable causes. But
these expectations met with only limited success.

Programmatic expansion and larger campaign goals did not of themselves
gnarantee positive results. There were still any number of problems with the
campaign. Among these problems, the campaign workers experienced diffi-
culty in obtaining congregational lists so necessary to do their work. They
also found that not enough of the rabbis were convincing their congrega-
tions of the importance of assuming responsibility for the Joint Campaign by
making it a regular part of the congregation’s business.203

The issue underlying these comments, that is, stronger rabbinical support,
was echoed by the United Synagogue Executive Director:

I believe . . . that if the Rabbinical Assembly {made] clear that the United
Synagogue is basic in the development of a Conservative Movement and
that its services are necessary toward the proper development of our con-
gregations and our organizations . . . funds will be forthcoming.20¢

By Spring 1947, the national chairman of the Rabbinical Assembly told
his colleagues that “if the present {financial] trend is not radically changed
soon our entire Movement will find itself in a perlous position.”205 How
unfortunate that would be, he reflected, given the fact that the United Syna-
gogue and the Rabbinical Assembly “are finally making themselves felt
throughout the land.”20 But the trend contnued with little change, so that
in 1956, the R.A. Chairman of the Campaign preached to his colleagues:

If we, the rabbis, are not willing to support the campaign which makes
our work possible, then we are really proclaiming to the world that we
are not interested in the Conservative Movement. What disturbs us
very much is the number of excuses and rationalizations which we hear
from our members about their failure to make even a token contribu-
tion. . . . I plead with you to rethink your position on this campaign.207

Notwithstanding the poor response from within the Conservatve Move-
ment, the Seminary continued to reach out often to it for fund-raising,.

202 Executive Council of the Rabbinical Assembly, 22 January 1946.
203 Ibid., p. 47.

204 Ibid., p. 362.

205 Max Klein to R-A. membership, April 1, 1947.

306 Jbid.

207 Rabbinical Asembly Proceedings, 1956, p. 82.
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Throughout this period, the Seminary’s relationship with the Conservative
Movement was strongly characterized by its economic needs. From the first
fund raising campaign in conjunction with the Rabbinical Assembly in 1939
up to 1955, the Seminary devoted enormous efforts and resources to raising
money from the constituents of the Movement. Even at the end of this
period, the Seminary entered into yet another fund-raising activity, con-
nected, perhaps more than all of its preceding ones, with the organizations
and individuals of the Movement. This effort, begun in 1955, was called the
National Enrollment Plan. The idea of this effort was that the Seminary
would collect a sum of money from every congregational member of each
United Synagogue congregation. In other words, the intent was to establish
a truly grassroots campaign on behalf of a “National Conservative Move-
ment.” In theory, the potential in financial terms was enormous—if it
worked. Although this campaign did raise some additional money, it, like vir-
tually all other Movement-related campaigns, fell short of its potential.

Finkelstein’s First Fifteen Years

After what seemed to be 15 years or so of endless bickering and politicking by
and among the organizations of the Conservative Movement, what, if anything,
changed? What did not change in any substantive way was the level of tension
within the Movement and among its organizational arms. Indeed, the very
issues and tensions which existed at the beginning of this study were just as visi-
ble at its close. Notwithstanding a more entwined relationship between the
Seminary and the Rabbinical Assembly and the United Synagogue, and the
campaign to raise funds for all three of them, they continued to lack sufficient
funds to accomplish their respective missions. The Movement was every bit as
unhappy with the Seminary’s outreach programs, including its radio and televi-
sion work as well as its interfaith activities, as it was at the time of their incorpo-
ration. The frustration over the lack of a well-developed philosophy of Conser-
vative Judaism was probably even greater at the end of this period than it was at
its beginning, and this was not for lack of attempts by the rabbis and others to
identify basic principles around which all Conservative Jews could unite. In the
Summer of 1947, for example, the United Synagogue published a paper by Dr.
Mordecai Kaplan entitled Unity and Diversity in the Conservative Movement, in
which Kaplan identified four unifying principles of Conservative Judaism:
importance of the land of Israel, commitment to Hebrew langunage, the scien-
tific approach to the study of Jewish texts, and the primacy of religion as the
expression of collective Jewish life. In this same paper, he acknowledged that
“Id]espite this underlying unity . . . {there are] three distinct groupings which
go to explain the definite evidence of diversity within the Movement.”208

The reality was that, at that time, Conservative Judaism was “both doctri-
nally and from the standpoint of practical directions . . . still inchoate and

08 Conserpative Judaism, Vol. IV, No. 1, October 1947, p. 2.
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amorphous.”® Dating from Finkelstein’s 1927 paper on Tke Things That
United Us to Greenberg’s paper on Standards for the Conservative Movement
in Judaism in the 1950’s, the Movement was characterized by the recogni-
tion that there was more than one approach to understanding Judaism, and
thus a sense of complete unity inevitably evaded it.

In addition to the dissatisfaction over the lack of a clear ideology, there
was also deep unhappiness over the continued lack of a complete commit-
ment to and involvement in the Movement and its work, particularly on the
part of the rabbinate and especially the laity. Organizational sensitivities, cer-
tainly on the part of the Rabbinical Assembly and the United Synagogue, as
regards the Seminary’s dominance of the Movement continued to exist. In
1955, one rabbi noted:

Our problems with the Seminary derive from three other matters, (1)
the fact that the Seminary is responsible for the raising of funds for our
Movement, (2) the public affairs activities of the Seminary and (3) the
suspicion that the Seminary’s officials strive to dominate the RA 210

However, despite the lack of Movement cohesiveness, the three organiza-
tions—Seminary, the Rabbinical Assembly, and the United Synagogue—did
manage from time to time to join together to act in a unified and coordi-
nated way on behalf of Conservative Judaism. For example, as early as 1940,
the United Synagogue and the Rabbinical Assembly formed a joint commis-
sion on Jewish education.2!! Several years later, these two organizations
formed the joint prayer book commission in order to publish liturgical texts
for the congregations of the Movement.212 Most significantly in this area, the
Seminary, at the behest of the Rabbinical Assembly, began the National
Academy of Adult Jewish studies in 1940 “. . . in answer to the need for a
broad yet cohesive program of adult education in America. . . .”213 Finkel-
stein believed that: .

a broad knowledge of historical Judaism will bring psychological reas-
surance to the Jew of today by showing him the present crisis in its
proper perspective. A study of the Bible, Talmud, medieval and mod-
ern Hebrew literature, will indicate the manner in which Judaism can
be saved in periods of crisis.214

09 Cmuarmnva ]udaum, Vol. IV No. 1, October 1947, p. 1.

210 Rabbini bly Py %1955 p. 133.

31 In 1947, the Teachers Institute of the Seminary was given three seats on the commis-
SlOn

212 Finkelstein reported to Seminary Board of Directors: “There is a good deal of confusion
and misunderstanding regarding the Jewish prayer book, simply because no authoritative edi-
tion and translation of the service has yet been published. After consultation with our facuity, I
have been able 10 obmin the cooperation of Dr. [Lonis] Ginzberg and Professor [Alexander]
Marx in the creation of a Prayer Book Commission, with Professor Ginzberg as Honorary
Chairman and myself as Chairman. We are discussing with the Rabbinical Assembly the manner
i which the body will cooperate with us.” Report to Board of Directors, 6 June 1941, p. 7.

213 Seminary Register, 194445, p. 39.

214 194041, Announcement for National Academy for Adult Jewish Studies.
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By 1948, 140 congregations had established at least a course of study, if not:
a complete institute, in conjunction with the Academy.2!5

In 1945, in keeping with the desire for the arms of the Movement to work
more closely together, the board of governors of the National Academy of
Adult Studijes was reorganized to include representatives of the other arms of
the Movement. In addition, the United Synagogue formed a committee of
adult Jewish education to facilitate the work of the Academy, although the
Academy itself remained under the auspices of the Seminary untl 1953216

Among the many changes that took place during this period, 1940-55,
was that.all of the organizations, individually, and the Movement as a whole
grew considerably. The Rabbinical Assembly had grown to 600 members;
the United Synagogue had now affiliated more than 600 congregations; sev-
eral new organizations had been created such, as the Cantors® Assembly,
which had a membership of 200, and an Educators Assembly of 80, as well as
an organization of synagogue administrators. The Seminary, notwithstanding
its financial woes, had grown on virtually all fronts. A number of joint com-
mittees and commissions, in addition to those previously mentioned, had
been created which, in addition to their substantive accomplishments, helped
to bring about considerable consultation between the organizations—far
more than had existed in 1940. And, of course, there was far greater funding
for the Movement and its arms than there had ever been collected previously.
The Conservative Movement had firmly established itself on the American
scene as a vital religious force. Indeed, Judaism and Jewish learning had been
integrated into mainstream America.

Understanding Finkelstein and the Seminary

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 that
he encountered, would it not have been easier, and perhaps more beneficial
financially, to have pursued a different path for the Seminary’s growth?
Clearly, the avenue that he chose only served to héighten the tension between
the values of the religious Movement and the values of the Academy. His
highly visible role in the American community and the institution’s broad out-
reach to men and women of different religions, races, academic disciplines,
and denominations only exacerbated this ténsion, one which is essentially
inherent in the life of virtually all institutions of theological education, given
their desire to be loyal both to the values of higher education and the beliefs
of the religious community with which they are associated.

To understand why Finkelstein pursued the path that he did, it would be

25 Seminary Register, 194849, p. 107.

216 By 1953, the Academy had fallc.n on hard tmes. It was being led by a part-time volun-
teer dircctor because there were no funds to pay a director. Rabbi Simon Noveck to Grecnberg,
23 June 1953.

e s 5




54 CONSERVATIVE JUDAISM

helpful now to look at both the early legacy of presidential leadership which
he inherited as well as the zeitgeist during that part of his administration
under study. We will also look at the Seminary’s mission and the institution’s
relationship to the Conservative Movement in the context of theological
higher education, asking specifically, whether the Seminary’s experience was
an anomaly, or similar to that of other theological institutions of its time.
Was the tension between it and its religious community inevitable, or could it
have been prevented?

The Schechter-Adler Legacy

Finkelstein took the helm of an institution that already had a rich history; an
institution whose basic ethos and values had been clearly articulated and
established at the very beginning of its reorganization in 1902. There were
four basic tenets which constituted a significant part of the legacy which
Finkelstein inherited and which guided him in his work:

1) the Seminary was not to embrace a particular faction of Judaism in
order that it might reach out to all Jews;

2) the Seminary must be a force for reconciliation and unity so that it did
not widen the already existing divisions within both the Jewish commu-
nity and the community-at-large;

3) the Torah must be at the center of any community of Jews.

4) the Seminary was to work to make Judaism and Jewish scholarship and
their contributions to Western civilization understood and acceptable
in the world at large;

Regarding the first tenet, the Seminary’s early founders and leaders con-
tinuously stressed their desire that the institution not be linked to a particular
faction or party of American Judaism. Although Solomon Schechter
acknowledged that the Seminary represented a “conservative position”2!7 and
that it was to operate “in the midst of many Movements,”218 he spoke of that
position as a “spirit™2!? spelling conservative with a small “c” rather than a
capital “C,” which would have placed the emphasis on the kind of Judaism
rather than on Judaism itself. Schechter did not want the Seminary to
“become partisan ground or a hotbed of polemics. . . .7220

When Cyrus Adler assumed the presidency of the Seminary upon
Schechter’s death, he remained loyal to this institutional philosophy, believ-
ing that since the Seminary was not the creation of any particular party in

Judaism, it ought to stay that way.22! In one of his addresses to the Rabbini-

217 Schechter, Addresses, p. X.
212 Ibid,, p. x.

29 Tbid., p. xiii.

120 Schechter, Addresses, p. 11.
211 Adler, 1933, p. 251.
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cal Assembly, he was asked to explain the Seminary’s position vis-d-vis Con-
servative Judaism. He remarked that he was not certain that he could do
what was asked of him “. . . since the parties named have never . . . absolutely
defined themselves.”?22 He referred to “Conservative” as “. . . a general term
which nearly everybody uses but which is, I believe, technically applied to
those congregations which have departed somewhat in practice from the
Orthodox, but not to any great extent in theory.” In that same speech, he
too acknowledged that the Seminary was cognizant of the divisions which
existed among American Jewry,

but recognizing all these possibilities of divergence, the Seminary still
aim[ed] to teach a form of Judaism to which all people could come so
far as fundamental values are concerned, . . . a common language, the
understanding of 2 common history and a common literature are the
strongest factors for keeping together the Synagogue—stronger in our
opinion than any set of resolutons or platforms. Short of the very sim-
ple words of our charter we have laid down no platform and adopted
no creed. . . 223

Thus, the mantle of leadership which Finkelstein inherited was one com-
mitted to keeping the Seminary above differing religious lines. Although the
institution was identified and infused with a “conservative spirit,” its leaders
were not to allow it to become the embodiment of that spirit, so that it
might continue to serve all of American Jewry. And so, even in terms of the
curriculum, Schechter saw the Seminary as graduating rabbis rather than
Conservative rabbis:

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 cer-
tain groove of thinking, or, rather, not thinking 22¢

He applied the same thinking to the creation of the United Synagogue—
the preamble to whose constitution reads, in part,

It shall be the aim of the United Synagogue, while not endorsing the
innovations introduced by any of its constituents, to embrace all ele-
ments essentially loyal to traditional Judaism. . . .225

Finkelstein remained loyal to that view, envisioning the Seminary as a place
that was to be welcoming to Jews of all beliefs.

“[The] strength of the Seminary in those days [1940’s-1950’s] was, we
could say, anybody belonged to us.”226 In this same interview, Finkelstein
explained that the Seminary always held out the hope of bringing Orthodoxy
under its wing, and “so [he counseled] let’s not be too Conservative; let’s not

22 Tbid.

123 Adler, 1933, p. 261.

224 Schechter, Addreses, p. 23.

225 Waxman, p. 145.

26 Interview with Dr. Louis Finkelstein, 2/14/84.
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prevent them [Orthodox Jews] from coming [over to us. It was] always our
hope that there would be a united Jewish community.”227 Accordingly, the
Seminary tried to position itself as the umbrella institution under which Amer-
ican Jewry would gather. It maintained this position, notwithstanding its hav-
ing become intimately involved with the general Conservative Movement.228

The second basic tenet in this legacy which Finkelstein inherited was
Schechter’s vision of the Seminary as a “force for reconciliation” within the
Jewish people. Schechter explained that, as far as he was concerned, “the ulti-
mate goal at which we are aiming is union and peace in American Israel.”229
Testimony to the importance of this concept in his thinking was the fact he
made it the topic of his address to the first graduating class of the Seminary in
1904. While Schechter accepted the reality of his day, namely, that there were
divisions and factions within American Judaism, his concern was that the Sem-
inary and its graduates not add to them: “I in no way wish you to constitute
yourselves into a sort of Synagoga Militans, and to widen the gap which is
already deep enough to divide Israel into regular sects.”?30 When Schechter
spoke of union, he did not mean “one of mere organization” but rather a
union “on principle and the recognition of vital facts, decisive in our past and
indispensable for our safety in the future. . . .”23! Therefore, he felt that for
“The Seminary to be really great [it] will have to be of a uniting nature.”232

This idea of “unity” was also carried forward into the Finkelstein adminis-
tration, as was illustrated by Dr. Greenberg in his inaugural address on the
occasion of his being named to the position of Provost. He used this idea of
reconciliation and unity as his theme, describing how the meaning of that
phrase needed to change with each generation.

Some sixty years ago when the Seminary first came into being, its role
as a factor making for “unity and reconciliation” was envisioned as

227 Ibid. In fact, in 1929, there were serious discussions between the Seminary leadership
and the lay leadership of Yeshiva University regarding the possibility of a merger. For detailed
exposition of this, sce Moore, Ar Home in America; Rothkoff, Bernard Revel; Nadell, Conser-
vative Judaism in America. In 1939, Dr. Finkelstein told Stroock that he was still “very much
in favor of trying to unite any effort upon which we might embark . . . and a vast majority of
the Jews . . . would profoundly welcome a display of unity on the part of the religious groups.
Louis Finkelstein to Sol Stroock, 19 June 1939. Also in 1951-52, there were discussions
between Orthodox leaders and the Seminary re: establishing a Joint Court of Law. Minutes of
Steering Committee of Joint Conference on Law, 17 January 1955.

228 The Seminary maintained its independence from mainstream Conservative Judaism in
any numbcr of ways. For example, the Seminary synagogue was not typical of the Conservative
synagogue in the suburbs; rather, it was more typical of an Orthodox synagogue. Within the
Conservative Movement, the rabbi of cach synagogue was recognized as that synagogue’s spiri-
tual leader and religious decisor, and within the broad platform of Conservative Judaism, was
free to sct the pattern of observance for that synagogue. In order to attract all elements of wadi-
tional Jewry, the Seminary insisted on maintaining a synagogue with a significant dlt to the
right.

229 Schechter, Addresses, p. xiii.

230 Ibid., p. 76.

231 Tbid., p. xiv.

23 Greenberg, 1947, p. 4.
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referring exclusively to the religious life of Israel whose unity was
being threatened by a rising wave of sects and parties. Today [1947]
that role must be envisioned in broader outline. . . . To be a factor for
unity and reconciliation within the ranks of Israel, between Israel and
mankind and among the peoples of the world, that must be our Semi-
nary’s goal today.233

Even this “broader outline” to which Greenberg referred had its roots in
the belief of the early Seminary leaders, for the Board of the Seminary told
Adler that there were certain “principles or beliefs which they believe[d] to
be true and important in relation to the position of the Seminary,” and one
of those principles was that:

The dissemination of traditional Judaism can be one of the most
important, if not the most important, factor in making for understand-
ing between Jews and others, and for alleviating the difficulties which
beset Jews everywhere.234

Similarly, Louis Marshall, Schechter’s Board Chairman, had written in
1924 that the essence of the Seminary’s mission was the “perpetuation of
Judaism as a living religion and as a great influence upon civilization.” 238

With regard to the third basic tenet in this legacy, Schechter was adamant
that, since Judaism was rooted in Torah and learning, only an academic inst-
tution and its leaders could properly serve as the guiding force of the Move-
ment. He articulated this basic belief succinctly: “Any attempt to place the
centre of gravity outside of the Torah must end in disaster.”236 One’s life
must be guided by the teachings of the Torah and not any other philosophi-
cal system, whether ancient or contemporary. Accordingly, only those who
are fully acquainted with these teachings might serve as leaders of the com-
munity and, in this case, those individuals were the faculty of the Seminary.
Finkelstein translated Schechter’s belief more blundy: “[You] can’t [sic] be at
the mercy of people who know nothing.”?% It was due largely to this basic
tenet that the Seminary saw itself as the spiritual fountainhead of the Conser-
vative Movement. Its application was strengthened by the reality that the
Seminary was the oldest and strongest organization within the Movement.

The fourth tenet that constituted this historical legacy was a commitment
to see to it that:

Jewish learning and Jewish scholarship and the knowledge of
Judaism’s literature . . . become recognized factors in the march of
human intellect [and that] Jewish science should occupy a position
among other sciences worthy of its long history and its influence upon
mankind, holding an independent resting place, resting on its own

33 Greenberg, 1947, p. 5.

23 Memo from Development Committee to Cyrus Adler, May 1938 (?).
235 Marshall, Selecred Papers, p. 884.

236 Schechter, Addreses, p. 25.

237 Finkelstein interview, 1/3/83.
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merits, free from all patronage of malicious theologians and sulky
divines.238

Thus, Finkelstein inherited a legacy laid down by Schechter and perpetuated
by Adler, which neither achieved totally, but which both Schechter and Adler
used effectively to shape the Seminary’s mission. All that Finkelstein did can
be traced back to these four founding tenets. For example, his insistence on
the Seminary being the fountainhead of the Movement is directly tied to the
third tenet; the creation of the Institute for Religious and Social Studies and
the Conference on Science, Philosophy, and Religion is directly ted to the
fourth tenet; the creation of the Eternal Light Radio and Television pro-
grams and the building-up of the Library are directly tied to the second tenet
and the seemingly non-denominational character of the Rabbinical School
curriculum, as well as the projection of the Seminary’s image to the public,
are directly tied to the first tenet. In short, he embraced these four basic prin-
ciples and built upon them to create his own set of goals, which he thought
best snited the times in which he was leading the Seminary:

1) to strengthen among the Jews themselves the concept of Judaism as a
religion;

2) to enhance cooperation between Jews and other religious groups in
order to strengthen the religious consciousness of the naton as a whole,
and the importance to democracy of the Judeo-Christian traditon;

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

scientific, philosophic, and religious] to preserve civilized life in our
generation.2%9

Accordingly, the expansion program which Finkelstein created was very
much in character with the culture of the institution and bespoke the values
by which its founders and early leaders shaped it.

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 very
foundations [italics mine] of peace and understanding people who are
different, encouraging differences and being grateful for differences.240

But this historical legacy which Finkelstein inherited had another piece
which also proved to have a profound impact on the development of the Semi-

238 Schechter, Addresses, p. 2.

239 Louis Finkelstein to Sol Stroock, December 4, 1940. As a result of the capital campaign
feasibility study, the John Price Jones Company recommended that the case for the Seminary to
the public be based, inzer alia, on the Institute for Religious Studies and group tensions, and

explaining to Jews and Christians the meaning of Judaism. John Price Jones to JTS Board of
Trustees, 7 June 1943.

40 Rabbinical Assembly Proceedings, 1945.
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its relationship with the Movement: the creation of the Ur?xtcd Syna-
g:guzngfllt\smcrica. IusiD as Schechter and Adler haﬁi l:)id the found‘anon for d‘xc
way in which Finkelstein shaped the Scminar)."s mission, so too did they sc; in
motion a relationship with the Movement which 'would only ﬁ1thc.:r exacerbate
the tension between the Movement and the Seminary over its mission.

By creating the United Synagogue to assure the support of those ?y:ha
gogues served by Seminary graduates, Sc}'lechter sowed the seeds 0 N ;:1
dependent relationship between the Seminary and the .Movemcm w ;;
came to fruition during Finkelstein’s administration. Ir.l doing so, he gave e
Movement reason to believe, at least implicitly, t.hat it shquld have a say u}
Seminary affairs. If Schechter established this'rclanonshxp with the .crcafuk)ln ﬂt))
United Synagogue, Finkelstein perpetuated it a.nd cnlargec% upo,n it wit aue
creation of the Joint Campaign in 1944, and with t‘hc Scmmafy s continu Z;
increasing reliance on the rabbis to raise funds for it. In creating the Uptc
Synagogue out of a need to add a base of supporters for the S'cmmaz,
Schechter himself actually veered from his own basic tenet. According to his
biographer, Schechter was committed to the idea that the

. . irely

i should be endowed in such a way as to make it entire
i[rii:;::z]nt of all outside opinion, so that it could pursue its way on
lines mapped out for it, without any fear of interference.24!

Schechter took exception to what he thought was thf: rcpr(.)acixful att.ltud‘c
towards the Seminary’s inability to “form large constituencies.” For in his
mind, “no institution of higher learning could ever Fxpch the support of ;hcf
people.”*4 Thus “an appeal to the public at larzie is of little use. . . . Relie

ected from the trustees. . . .” o

N 'V;;I::z:ng;tl::c:igr strayed from that idea of indgpcndcncc, Finkelstein vir-
tually tossed it aside by creating both a large constituency and brfoad-rangmg
appeal to the public at large. It was, therefore, th.c hm1tc.d financial rcsosurce:s
in the administrations of Schechter, Adler, and kaf:lstf:m tha}t led the Semi-
nary to do the very things it refrained from SiflCC its inception, mm;z; to
identify with any particular segment of the Jewmh p'opul.auon and to ik 1tsf
success to its support. In so doing, the Seminary rclmqms_hcd a g(?od deal o

the independence it held so dear and heightened the conflict over its mlssmnc.i

The Seminary’s Board of Directors accepted tkvlc lcga‘Ey of §chcchtcr an
Adler and had no difficulty, therefore, in giving kaclstm‘n tht?u' full S}Jppt(l):i't
as he guided the Seminary in accord with th‘at. legacy. 'lec Finkelstein, this
board was also the subject of considerable criticism by his c.ictractors. In keep-
ing with their desire that the Seminary be the very embodiment of C9nserva-
tive Judaism, they complained that there were virtally no Conservative ]l:,ws
on the board. On the contrary, they argued that most of the board members

241 Bentwich, p. 194-
42 Tbid.
243 Tbid., p. 195.
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were Reform Jews with little or no attachment to Conservative Judaism.
There are those who had argued that a board of this kind served merely as a
“rubber stamp” for whatever Finkelstein wanted to do, and such a board
would certainly not encourage him to bring the Seminary closer to the Con-
servative Movement. Most of the board members in Finkelstein’s administra-
tion, and certainly in Schechter’s time, were enamored with the outward-
looking approach and the desire to establish Judaism and Jews within the
mainstream. “Judaism,” wrote board member Judge Rifkind,

has at least this obligation to the American people: to make an affirma-
tive contribution 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 devel-
opment of conservative [sic] Judaism than the ritual problems upon
which it appears to be engaged.2#4

Stroock, too, looked with favor on Finkelstein’s loyalty to the Schechter tenets.
In a Commencement address, he touted the Seminary’s prowess as the
institution to lead the Jewish community and noted that one of the things
that qualified it for that role was the fact that “among all the intellectual divi-
sions, subdivisions and opposing forces which [were] to be found among Jews
. . . the Seminary alone ha[d] at all times refused to follow a party line.”248
Stroock was proud of the fact, therefore, that the Seminary had been, and was
being, “sponsored by men and women of varied degrees of adherence to tradi-
tional Jewish practices and the widest variety of synagogue affiliation.”?46 Finkel-
stein was no less taken with this reality. The fact that the Seminary’s Board of
Directors included such diversity of men and women was a further indication of
the support for the Seminary’s mission within the Jewish community.
When Finkelstein became the head of the Jewish Theological Seminary, he
entered into the presidency of an institution, the parameters of whose mis-
sion had been relatively well demarcated by his predecessors. As a product of
the Seminary, first as a student, then as a member of the faculty and adminis-
tration, Finkelstein was no doubt accepting of the basic tenets promulgated
by Schechter and Adler. To Finkelstein, the destiny of the Seminary and Jew-
ish learning were inextricably linked more with the fate of Judaism and the
Jewish people than with the development of the Conservative Movement.
Accordingly, he had little difficulty building his presidency and the program
of the Seminary around the Schechter-Adler legacy, which called for the
Seminary to be an institution that transcended denominationalism, that
strove to be a force for reconciliation between the Jewish and non-Jewish
communities, that was committed to making Judaism and Jewish scholarship
acceptable in the larger world, and that saw itself, and all institutions of Jew-
ish learning, as having to be the center of any Jewish community.

4 Judge Rifkind to Louis Finkelstein, 4 January 1947.
%#5 Commencement address, Alan Stroock, October 22, 1944.
246 Ihid.
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Understanding the Critics and the Criticism

So why the criticism of the Seminary’s mission? Why the unhappiness with
Finkelstein’s leadership and the dominant role of the Seminary within the
Movement? The answer is deceptively simple. It is because the Movement’s
organizations, most particularly the Rabbinical Assembly and the United
Synagogue, and their leaders, really never accepted these comerstone tenets
as guiding principles for either the Seminary or the Movement. Because of
the Seminary’s dominant stature dating from 1902, these organizations and
their leaders were never able to do anything about those beliefs other than
to be critical of what they led to, namely, the mission of the Seminary and
the organizational structure of the Movement. The Seminary was the leader
of the Movement, but not necessarily by anyone’s choice other than its own.
The reality was that the Movement was being led by a leader in the form of
both a person (Finkelstein) and an institution (the Seminary) that was, at
best, only begrudgingly accepted as such. To make matters worse, the Semi-
nary embraced different values and.sought to accomplish different goals
than did its critics. There simply were different images and, therefore, differ-
ent expectations of both the Movement and the Seminary.247 Whenever
such a situation exists, discord and lack of unity are inevitable. While 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 Movement
leaders.

While critics like Solomon Goldman and Milton Steinberg wanted the Sem-
inary to embrace and favor the synagogue and its leaders—the Seminary under
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 as being between intensification and
expansion. Was the Seminary to intensify its work internally? That is, was it to
concentrate on the Conservative Movement, or was it to concentrate on
expansion outward toward the entire Jewish community? More 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 commu-
nity over the more limited congregation, for expansion over intensification, for
concern about the core of Jewish life over a concemn for the status, of the orga-
nizations of the Conservative Movement. Finkelstein believed that “You- can’t
have a little Seminary and do anything to save American Judaism.”248 His crit-
ics, however, were not interested so much in saving American Judaism as they

247 Bruning, 1975, p. 47. It is not necessarily unusual for various constituent groups to
have differing perceptions of the goals, purposes and philosophy of the institution. In a study of
18 Lutheran Colleges, it was also shown that “constituency groups vary not only in the degree
to which they desire certain goals, but also in their perception of how well their expectations
are being met.” Morton P. Strommen, Research Report to the Joint Committee of the Division
for Mission in North America and the Council of LCA Colleges on A Survey of Images and
Expectations of LCA Colleges (Lutheran Church in America, 1976), p. 198.

248 Rabbinical Assembly Proceedings, 1946, p. 230.
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were in developing the Conservative Movement and defining Conservative
Judaism in the process.

Although the differences between Finkelstein and his critics centered
around Seminary goals, Finkelstein tended to minimize the substantive
nature of these differences, labeling them instead as “misunderstandings and
confusions” which could be ameliorated by better communication.

. .. I look out and find that among the many misunderstandings and
confusions in Jewish life, there is none greater than the misunder-
standings and confusion of what we are trying to do at this institution.
... Maybe we have done an injustice to our fellow Jews in not getting
them to understand what it is that we are trying to do. You cannot be
too far ahead of your Army or your lines of communication will be
snapped. . . . So, I think that one of the first things that we must think
of in the years ahead of us is this business of communication between
ourselves and the fountain from which we have sprung.248

In truth, however, Finkelstein’s idea of communication was not necessarily a
dynamic one. Rather, he understood communication to mean that he just
had not had ample opportunity to convince you of his thinking. He was con-
vinced that unless the Seminary could continue to function “as a religious
and educational institution above all political commitments . . . it w[ould]
lose its value not only as an institution of learning, but as a bulwark of
Judaism, the religion.” 250

That thinking included an understanding of the Jewish tradition that was
different from the way in which his critics understood Judaism. To Finkel-
stein, Judaism was a way of life that looked outward, believing that Jews had
an obligation to be a part of the society in which they lived, while bringing to
bear on that society the spiritual and moral tradition that is unique to
Judaism.

The time will come [said Kaplan] when Jewry will be grateful to Dr.
Finkelstein for having widened the horizons of Jewish life in the coun-
try, and having taught the Jewish people to realize that it must serve
the general community and bring to bear the best in its tradition upon
the development of the general life about us. . . 251

a7
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 consciously
choose to do or not to do.252

Either you make up your mind that Jews won’t survive the exile or
you make up your mind they are going to survive in a ghetto or they

249 Tbid., 1945.

280 ] guis Finkelstein to Arthur Sulzberger, 12 February 1945.

351 Rabbinical Asembly Proceedings, 1945, p. 202,

252 ] thank Ms. Jessica Feingold, an aide to Dr. Finkelstein for more than 30 years, for this
insight. Interview, 1/6/92.
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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 sur-
vive in a locked room or it is going to survive 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. T begin with the assumption that we don’t want Judaism to perish.
Therefore, we must find the way in which Judaism can live outside.253

To be a Jew was to be concerned with democratic values, as Finkelstein
was; to be a Jew meant to be concerned about the moral fabric of society, as
Finkelstein was; to be a Jew meant to be troubled over the level of group
tensions that existed in Finkelstein’s time, as he also was.

1 have always felt 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 advancement of civilization. 254

Just as Finkelstein differed from his critics over their understanding of the
Jewish tradition, so too did they differ over the nature of the Seminary’s pur-
pose. While each chose to describe the institution as an “academic institu-
tion,”?55 they defined the term in very different ways. For the Seminary,
being an academic institution meant loyalty to the time-honored higher edu-
cation principle of academic freedom. Indeed, Finkelstein was quite proud of
the wide diversity of views which characterized the Seminary’s faculty, and he
attributed the institution’s ability to sustain that diversity to the principle of
academic freedom. However, some of the Seminary’s critics were unhappy
with the appearance of the institution’s neutrality, which was a natural out-
come of its adherence to academic freedom. Goldman, for example, was
quite critical of a speech given by Chairman Stroock for implying that the
Semninary was a neutral institution. In his speech, Stroock had merely reiter-
ated the founding beliefs of Schechter and Adler to the effect that the Semi-
nary refused to follow a party line or to align itself with “political ideologies”™
or assimilationist doctrines.256 In his reply to Goldman, Finkelstein said,
“[Stroock] did not say or imply that the Seminary was a “neutral” institution.
What he did say was that it is an academic institution, which is precisely the
view you took. . . .”257 Goldman and others understood the Seminary to be
an academy, not in the sense of the western university with itsgdherence to
academic freedom and dispassionate objective scholarship, but rather as what
Cunnigim described as the “embodying college,” that is, an institution
whose primary allegiance was to the tenets of its church rather than the

253 Rabbinical Assembly Proceedings, 1946, p. 232.

254 Louis Finkelstein to Judge Proskauer, 20 October 1943, in which Finkelstein resigns
from the American Jewish Comminee.

255 Louis Finkelstein to Rabbi Mordecai Brill, 4 January 1943.

256 Alan Stroock commencement address, 22 October 1944,

257 I ouis Finkelstein to Solomon Goldman, 4 December 1944.
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norms of higher education. For critics like Goldman, the Seminary was seen
as an end in itself. It only had to mirror the beliefs and practices of the Move-
ment and train its leaders. For Finkelstein, the Seminary was closer to what
Cunnigim called the “consonant” college; that is, one that “affirms its
church-relatedness quality as an unassertive ally would do;"?58 not an end in
itself, but rather a vehicle for preserving Judaism and improving society.

Finkelstein was as committed as his critics to the development and perpet-
uation of a Judaism that was at once traditional and modern. However, what
separated them from him was a considerable difference of opinion over how
that was to be achieved. As indicated, his critics believed that the way to
accomplish the goal was to look inward, devoting all energies and resources
to the strengthening of the Movement. But Finkelstein understood that (a)
the chances of building the Conservative Movement and disseminating Con-
servative Judaism would be greatly enhanced if the surrounding culture was
one that was hospitable to religion in general and to Judaism in particular?s9
and (b) that there was little point in trying to save American Judaism as long
as there were strong societal forces working to destroy the very values that
were necessary for the free exercise of religious beliefs. Wherever men dif-
fered widely, he wanted to bring them together to exchange ideas, informa-
tion, and opinions, and above all, to learn from one another. Finkelstein
believed that the Seminary was well-suited to play such a catalytic role.260
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 which allowed for the free exercise of
religion. This was to be done not at the expense of the Conservative Move-
ment, but ultimately for its good.

The critics, however, were myopic in their thinking and failed to see the
conriection between what they wanted and what the Seminary was doing. To
Finkelstein, the growth of Judaism, of any kind, and the survival of the Jews
was part of a larger problem, namely, the nature of the society in which Jews
and Judaism had to live. He believed that the canse of Judaism and the cause
of the Western world, particularly America as a free people, were identical.
Certainly, by the early 1950, he felt that the Jews were no longer a perse-
cuted minority, but rather a part of the imperiled majority. He was, there-
fore, disturbed by individuals and instffutions who “concentrate[d] attention
on the supetficial, and overlook[ed] that which [was] permanent and signifi-
cant.”2¢! He wanted Jews and Jewish institutions to look beyond themselves.
He acknowledged that that would “be difficult to achieve because all who
serve institutions tend to think of them as goals rather then as means.” In
what would seem to be a clear reference to his colleagues in the Conservative

288 Qp, cit., p. 3.

259 Finkelstein, The Jews, Vol. 1, p. xxx. “For the disappearance of anti-Semitism, Judaism
{ooks to a world in which religion will have been vindicated.”

260 Report to Board of Directors, June 6, 1941.

261 Finkelstein, May 1950, p. 3.
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Movement, among others, he went on to say, “The waste of effort, the fric-
tion, and the controversies which this institutionalism involves are doubtless
one of the most serious social problems of our age. . . .”262 This notion of the
importance of looking beyond one’s immediate needs received affirmation
from the Seminary’s board.

Finkelstein and his critics simply had different images of the Seminary and
of its relationship to 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 and critical of the
institution.

The Zeitgeist: 1940-55

Finkelstein assumed the Presidency of the Seminary in 1940, as the nation was
beginning to emerge from the drought of the 1930’s. The chief topic of dis-
cussion among Jews and non-Jews in the opening years of the 1940’s was the
question of war and peace. The question that everyone was trying to under-
stand was, what would be the complexion of the world after the war, and for
Jews, their place in it? Because the future was so unclear and because civiliza-
tion seemed to be crumbling in Europe, the first few years of the decade were
trying times. The post-war upturn in ecclesiastical prosperity that was to occur
later in the decade was not yet apparent. To the contrary, Jewish leaders
thought that the interest of Jews in Judaism was most unsatisfactory. This was
no doubt due to the carryover of the assimilationist and disaffiliation trends of
the 1930’s. Accordingly, Jewish life in the early 1940’s was still characterized
by a pervasive lack of religious observance, a lack of synagogue attendance,
and diminishing enrollment in religious schools. In sum, all signs pointed to a
general apathy to religion. Finkelstein was moved to comment “that the reli-
gious aspect of our youth is such that many of our young people are neither
good Jews nor loyal to democratic traditions.”?63 He bemoaned the fact that
during the interim of the two world wars, the Jews,

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 permitted
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 Jewish training, or to the community at large 264

Some even thought that the rabbinate itself lacked religious feeling and
fervor. One Conservative rabbi wrote Finkelstein to say that “I believe it is

362 Jbid.

263 Louis Finkelstein to Abraham Mcyers, 8 August 1946.

36+ “Preparing for the Post-War Situation of American Jews,” draft of Finkelstein speech,
1943.
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time to say that we have a major problem of making those people who
preach religion get some of it themselves.”265

By the mid-1940’s, however, signs of ecclesiastical as well as economic
prosperity became noticeable.26¢ The tax situation was such that it helped to
spur that prosperity. Because of the 15 percent personal, and 5 percent cor-
porate exemptions for charities, many people were scarching for causes to be
included among their benefactions.26? Glazer called the upturn in religion
“The Jewish Revival.”26% Indeed, the post-war revival which continued into
the mid-1950°s 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 during the first three decades of the 20th century as
among the Eastern European Jews. . . .28

None of the other major faith communities experienced the kind of signifi-
cant “increase in formal religious identification and institutional support like
that which characterized the American Jewish community.”270 It was in this
very period that the Seminary launched its Ten-Year Plan to Reclaim Jewish
Youth because it recognized that there never was a time when religion had
more public respect. Accordingly, it realized that that was the moment to
capture and hold the increased spiritual awareness that was momentarily
observed among the Jews.

The 1940°s and early 1950°s saw the migration of Jews from the inner
cities to the suburbs and small towns, placing Jews in closer proximity to their
non-Jewish brethren than they had ever been accustomed. These new rela-
tionships sensitized Jews to more than the differences or similarities in material
possessions. It also sensitized them to their Jewish identity. “The religious
behavior of the Christdan neighbor began to impinge on the consciousness
and conduct of the Jewish suburbanite . . . forcing them to become self-con-
scious about religion.”?7! “A national public opinion poll showed that 18% of
the Jews attended services once a month, as against 65 percent of the Protes-
tant respondents and 85 percent of the Roman Catholics.”?72 “Emulation,
thus [was] at least one factor in the revival.”?73 Hence, the Jews of the 1940°s
were ripe for nurturing, but that nurture 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 made
them very self-conscious about their Jewishness, to the point where they were

265 Chaplain Isaac Klein to Louis Finkelstein, 16 July 1943.
26 Allen, p. 167.

267 1946 undated campaign material.

28 Glazer, p. 106.

269 Ahistrom, p. 980.

270 Ibid.

7! Louis Finkelstein to list of individuals, August 1944.

372 Ahlstrom, p. 981.

73 Ibid.
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not ready to display their Jewishness in a highly visible way. Thus Finkelstein’s
vision, which was a dnal approach to both the Jewish and non-Jewish commu-
nities. With programs such as the Eternal Light radio and television show, he
reached out to non-Jews with messages concerning Jewish history and culrure
and those eternal values which were of significance to the spiritual and moral
development of the non-Jew and Jew alike. Finkelstein felt that Judaism was
the “unknown religion of [that] time.”274

Thus, with the creation of the Eternal Light radio and television pro-
grams, he helped the non-Jew better understand the Jewish religion, while at
the same time introducing Jews to their own heritage. By appealing to both
groups simultaneously, he was accomplishing two of his basic goals, while
simultaneously serving as a catalyst for religious dialogue between the non-
Jew and his Jewish neighbors. These programs resulted in a Seminary activity
enhancing the dignity of Judaism in the eyes of all people.

While the post-war years were ones of religious ferment, this period was
not entirely positive, for immediately upon the defeat of Hitler and Japan
came the Soviet Union bent on world conquest, and with it the beginning of
the Cold War. By 1950, the United States was forced to hold off a Commu-
nist attack against South Korea which ultimately led to war a few years later.
So “. . . dreams of victorious relaxation ended almost as soon as they
began.”?s Between the Cold War, the threat of atomic attack, and the United
States’ newfound role as chief guardian of the non-Communist world, the
stress and anxiety for Americans increased significantly, leading them to feel
that something was missing in their lives. In addition, there was the added
stress of a new post-war culture: fascination with the automobile and the
greater mobility it made possible, and a love affair with the all new so-called
modern conveniences resulting from the new technological age. Taken
together, all of this produced a moral climate that bordered on despair.

Moreover, the new suburban life-style put a strain on the democratic val-
ues of tolerance and brotherhood. As a result of the shift from homogeneous
communities to heterogeneous ones, in which ethnic groups and later racial
groups were mixed, group tensions within the country were exacerbated.
Thus, there emerged a resurgence of obscurantism and anti-Semitism which
invaded many a suburban community. In 1951, Walter H. Wheeler, Jr. said
at a meeting of the Waldorf Round Table that “we are ‘depleting’ and living
off inherited spiritual capital, to put it in business language.”??¢ Indeed, there
was a pervasive sense of drift; traditional values were said to be deteriorating.
Group tensions thus became a concem to many groups, but most certainly to
the Jews.?”7 Finkelstein certainly believed it was the most urgent problem of

274 Finkelstein, 1960, p. xoovi.
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post-war America.2’8 And he believed that the best way of attacking the ten-
sions between Jews and non-Jews was through religion—specifically through
helping people achieve a better understanding of Judaism.

Men who are ignorant 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.?”?

This was the zeitgeist in which Finkelstein led the Seminary and the Con-
servative Movement for the first 15 years (1940-55) of his administration.
The notion, put forth by his critics, that the Seminary should be identified
more closely with the Conservatve Movement, that it should help define
Conservative Judaism, thereby exacerbating existing group tensions within
the Jewish community, and that it should abstain from its outreach to the
public, was reflective of a “head in the sand” mentality. With a dominant cul-
ture racked by group tension, the last thing a leader would want to do at that
time was emphasize group individualness. On the contrary, Finkelstein
wanted to transcend the divisions which already existed within the Jewish
community and emphasize the positive, that is, what they all shared in com-
mon, rather than emphasize their differences. Kaplan articulated that position
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.”280
Greenberg concurred:

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 Seminary bring to our people than
that of being a mighty symbol and a powerful factor for a renewed
sense of unity in Israel. . . 28!

And yet the annals of the Conservative Movement during this period,
most particularly the Proceedings of the Rabbinical Assembly, are filled with
debate around this tension and its offshoots. Indeed, the record reflects a vir-
tual preoccupation with such questions as: Who should lead the Conservative
Movement? Is there a Movement? Should the Movement define itself? Or,
put slightly differently, exactly what does Conservative Judaism stand for and
believe in? These issues were the subject of major convention debates among
the rabbis on several occasions during the course of this same period. The
anthology, Tradition and Change: The Development of Conservative Judaism,
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 section
which contains these six addresses also contains a seventh one: Finkelstein’s
1927 address entitled, “The Things That Unite Us.”

278 Louis Finkelstein to Mrs. Warburg, 6 January 1944.
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The years between 1940 and 1955 were years of change for both the Jew-
ish and general community in America. Virtually all religious leadership was
challenged to recapture the allegiance of their people and to assure a place for
religion in the secular society. Jewish leaders, such as Finkelstein, shared this
challenge with their Christian counterparts, recognizing that without the re-
establishment of the role of religion in society, Judaism would not take hold
within the Jewish community. Secular leaders were faced with the strengthen-
ing of democratic values and the building of a strong America amidst an eth-
nically diverse population. This diversity of America’ citizenry presented both
religious and secular leaders with the challenge of breaking down the tensions
which existed between groups, and which often precluded their inculcating in
the citizenry a loyalty to brotherhood and the belief that the naton stood
strong only if its citizens were able to transcend their group differences.

That the differences between the Movement and the Seminary were not
overcome during all these years is made understandable by a 1968 study,
University Goals and Academic Power. 282 That study showed that institutions
like JTS,—that is, institutions which are concerned with prestige in the aca-
demic community and with an emphasis on graduate students,

fnalﬁfcst an elitist pattern of perceived goals: they emphasize develop-
ing the student’s intellectual and scholarly qualities; they carry on pure
scholarship; they see themselves as centets for disseminating ideas and
preserving the cultural heritage 283

These qualities certainly describe JTS. Thus, the study would seem to sup-
port the idea that the institution’s behavior was very much in keeping with its
founding beliefs. The Seminary’s critics, however, would have preferred an
institution that was more oriented to serving the needs of the Movement.
According to this same study, institutions which manifest such a “service”
orientation in their perceived goal structure are ones which are relatively
unproductive, low in prestige, and lacking strong emphasis on graduate
work.2# In other words, an entirely different kind of institution would have
been needed to meet the demands of the critics.

This same study also helped to explain the tension which existed between
the Seminary and the organizations of the Movement. This study of JTS has
shown that the leadership of the Seminary set for itself a set of goals to which,
for the most part, the leadership of the Movement did not subscribe. There
was, in other words, a significant difference between the goals the Seminary
perceived for itself and those of the Movement. This study of university goals
reveals that as regards to the relations berween power structure (Seminary)
and goal emphasis, the dichotomy that emerges is one not between adminis-
tration and its internal groups such as faculty, but rather between Seminary

32 Edward Gross and Paul V. Grambsch, University Goals and Academic P ‘Washing-
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leadership and outsiders, in this case, the Movement. Here again, it is the dis-
sonance between the elitist goals of the Seminary and the “service” goals of
the Movement that emerges as the underlying basis for tensions which existed
between the Conservative Movement and the Seminary.283

Thus, it would scem that for the Seminary to have satisfied the needs of

the Movement as the Movement perceived them would have required that
the Seminary abandon the very beliefs on which it was founded; it would
have had to be a very different institution. Short of such an institutional
transformation, the tensions and ambiguities described above would, accord-
ing to that study, seem to have been inevitable.

Indeed, “when what s differs markedly from what [it is] fe{lt] should be, a
state of dissatisfaction, tension and even conflict will exist.”286 In the case of
the Seminary and the Conservative Movement, that is precisely what hap-
pened. Usually, however, in such instances “there is an underlying assump-
tion . . . that when a person feels great frustration and dissatisfaction because
of goal incongruence, he will move to another institution. . . .7287 However,
in this particular case, there was no other institution to move to for, as
explained earlier, the Seminary was the only training institution for Conserva-
tive rabbis in existence at that time.

Another study, Church and College: A Vital Partnership, has observed that
there exist a number of constituent elements which characterize an effective
and successfal relationship between an academy and the religious body with
which it is affiliated or closely identified.288 These constituent elements include:

1) a common history,

2) agreement of theological answers to basic human questions,

3) a respect for the different roles and responsibilitics of the other group,
4)-a desire among both groups to work together,

5) close personal relationships between leaders in each group.

6) a sense of ownership on the part of key persons in each group,

7) formal channels for developing concepts, policies, and understandings

and for changing these,
8) a mechanism for agreements and decision making on issues affecting
the relationship,
9) money, of some amount, given by the religious group to the Academy,
10) an understanding of the way in which various groups of persons can
provide links between the two groups,
11) a common concern about the future.

5 Ibid., p. 115.

286 Gross and Grambsch, p. 36.

287 Gross and Grambsch, p. 37. )

288 Dan C. West, “Effective Church-College Relationships and How They Are Made,” in
Church and College: A Vital Partnership, Vol. 2: Mission—A Shared Vision of Educational Pur-

posc, pp- 12911,
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These elements, however, assume the existence of a certain equality of posi-
tion between the church and the Academy. This was not the case with the
Jewish Theological Seminary and the Conservative Movement, and would not
be the case as long as the Academy believed that, by virtue of being the
Academy, it must be at least first among equals, if not completely in charge.

Clearly, some of the above elements characterized the relationship between
the Seminary and the Conservative Movement, while others of them were con-
spicuously missing. For example, there was certainly a common history between
the two entities. On the other hand, there was also absent a respect for the dif-
ferent roles and responsibilities of the other group(s). While each paid lip service
to the other’s role and each spoke of the desire to work together, there were fre-
quent incursions by one group into program areas of the other, and frequent
examples of a group working independently of the other(s).

Accordingly, one could not say that there was a mutual desire among the
three groups to work together—certainly not toward the same end(s). Of
course, the Seminary wanted to work with the Rabbinical Assembly or the
National Women’s League on Seminary fund-raising, but it had little desire
to work with the United Synagogue on programs for the Movement.

Although the leadership of the organizations worked somewhat closely
together, it could not be said that there ever existed close personal relation-
ships between the elected leaders of the constituent organizations. In fact,
one would have to conclude that the relationship between the Seminary and
the Movement manifested few of these 11 elements. Granted that there were
“channels for developing policies” and mechanisms, of a sort, for making
agreements, they were, however, cumbersome and so tinged with mistrust
and tension as to be of only limited effectiveness.

Perhaps most significant was the absence of a common concern about the
future, the 11th of these elements. Finkelstein and the Seminary were con-
cerned about the future of western civilization, while their critics were more
narrowly preoccupied with the future of the Conservative Movement. The
absence of this one element, perhaps more than all of the others, is further tes-
timony to what has been described in this study, namely, a less-than-effective
Academy-Movement relationship.

The Bridge Builder

If there is a single phrase with which to describe Finkelstein and the Semi-
nary, it is a term which he himself often used: “bridge builder.” Virtually
every one of his initiatives was driven by the desire to build bridges in order
to reduce tension, ignorance, hate, confusion; in order to fashion better
human beings and through them to bring about a better society, all of which
would only more likely enhance the perpetuation and survival of Judaism. In
a letter to a member of the Board of Directors, he wrote:

We are training a group of men who will, I think, prove effective
spokesmen for Judaism, and as effective spokesmen for Judaism, will
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also prove helpful in building bridges [italics mine] across all kinds of
differences in the world.28?

Jews have a job to do in this world—and the job is to act as bridgers
[italics mine] and conciliators.290

When dealing with the threat of the Rabbinical Assembly vis-d-vis the han-
dling of Jewish law, Finkelstein commented that:

just as [the men of the Great Assembly] built the bridge between Bible
and Talmud, so [we] . . . given sufficient and effective guidance, can
build the &ridge [italics mine] between Talmudic and future Judaism.29!

When the Seminary opened its College of Jewish Music—Cantors Insti-
tute, Stroock proclaimed in his convocation address that “the Seminary now
turns its energies and its resources toward building yet another bridge [italics
mine] of spiritual communication, a bridge [italics mine] of music.”292

Upon his return from one of his customary summers in England and
Israel, Finkelstein spoke of

. . . the great need in the world to discover new bridges [italics mine]
of spiritual communication among men [for] if ideas are to be a unify-
ing force rather than a divisive force, they must be freely exchanged
among men.2%3

And so Finkelstein shaped a Seminary in the tradition of his predecessors
which sought to build bridges throughout the world community. His emis-
saries in that undertaking were to be the graduate rabbis who were trained
not as salesmen to scll a particular brand of Judaism, but as “bridge builders”
between disparate elements in the general American community.

In the words of one rabbi who recalled Schechter’s call for the Seminary
to be a reconciling influence in American Jewry, setting itself against those
tendencies that make for disunion, for divisiveness, for separation,

I have tried, in my humble way, to act up to that role, and to perform
the function which I conceive to be the role and function of every true
and loyal Seminary man. And so, I did organize the Rabbinical Associ-
ation of Boston. . . . we [Seminary graduates] s[a]t around the table
with the graduates of Yeshivas, the Orthodox men and the graduates
of the two Reform schools and together we deliberate[d] and we
work[ed] for the advancement of the cause of Judaism.2%4

Knowledge was Finkelstein’s main building material in the construction of his
“bridges.” Accordingly, building the Seminary as a center of scholarship and
Jewish learning was what essentially motivated all that Finkelstein attempted

289 ouis Finkelstein to Mrs. Warburg, 18 September 1945.

290 Cincinnati Engusrer, Tune 24, 1945.

291 Louis Finkelstein to Max Davidson (Law Committee Chair), 17 June 1952.
292 Alan M. Stroock at Seminary convocation, September 14, 1952.

293 TTS press release, August 4, 1952,

2% Rabbinical Assembly Proceedings, 1947, p. 386.
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to do. With the destruction of the major European centers of Jewish learning,
the Seminary was destined to be the continuing link in the pursuit of Jewish
knowledge and the training of Jewish scholars and religious leaders.

Finkelstein accomplished all that he did, according to Kaplan, “in a more
strenuous time and under more difficult conditions than those with which
Dr. Schechter had to cope.”% Schechter maintained that “amid all these
Judaisms and no Judaisms, my colleagues and I are called upon to create a
theological seminary which should be all things to all men, reconciling all
parties and appealing to all aspects of the community.” It is exactly this, “the
reconciling of all parties and appealing to all aspects of the community that,”
Kaplan said, “Finkelstein had accomplished. . . .”29

Professor Salo Baron, the Dean of American Jewish historians, remarked
in the early 1940°s that

If ever . . . the Jewish people has been in need of a farsighted and
courageous leadership, it is in these days of great crisis. If the leaders,
in particular of American Jewry, equipped with the knowledge fur-
nished them by the methods of modern social and historical sciences
and imbued with the accumulated wisdom of the ages of rabbis and
thinkers, will undertake to look courageously into the realities as they
are and to adopt measures which they will consider best . . . then they
may yet be destined to render a historical service. . . 297

Finkelstein brought to bear that farsighted and courageous leadership dur-
ing this period (1940-55) of his presidency of the Jewish Theological Semi-
nary and, in so doing, rendered that “historical service.”

Finkelstein continued to serve as the head of the Jewish Theological Semi-
nary for another 17 years, resigning in 1972. As indicated above, this study
covered only the first 15 years of his tenure because, for the most part,
Finkelstein’s greatest accomplishments had been achieved during that period.
As the head of the Seminary, and the titular head of the Conservative Move-
ment, he transformed the Seminary from a local rabbinical school into a
major institution of Jewish scholarship, professional training, and communal
outreach.

In the process, he became recognized and respected as the spokesman for
Judaism in America. Indeed, he was a charismatic figure, admired by all who
knew him. During his tenure, the Conservative Movement became the
largest Jewish denomination in the United States. In 1986, the Seminary
renamed the Institute for Religious and Social Studies, Finkelstein’s beloved
vehicle of ecumenism, the Louis Finkelstein Institute.

Amazingly, during the period under study, Finkelstein was also able to
compile a prodigious bibliography of articles and scholarly publications—in

295 Ibid., 1945.
296 Ibid.
27 Baron, p. 15.
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excess of 258.298 It was this deep and prolific scholarship which powered his
public leadership 299 After stepping down as the head of the Seminary, he
continued to pursue his passion for scholarship, publishing additional schol-
arly works. He died in 1991 at the age of 96.

CONCLUSION

Deriving conclusions from this study is made difficult by the fact that the Jew-
ish Theological Seminary was then, as institutions of theological education go,
sui generis. What distinguished it at the time from its Christdan counterparts
was the fact that it both trained and ordained its students. Hence, it fulfilled
the role of both academy and “church,” which would be the two institutions
which would fulfill these roles in virtually all mainstream Christian denomina-
tions. What separated JTS from virtually all of its Christian counterparts was
the fact that it was also the sole training institution within the Conservative
Movement. There was simply nowhere else in the world that one could be
ordained as a Conservative rabbi. When a denomination has more than one
training institution, it is possible for each one of them to cultivate a unique
emphasis, with one, perhaps, favoring rigorous academic training and another
emphasizing spiritual development and pastoral preparation. Notwithstanding
its early Jewish and interdenominational mission, the Seminary, by virtue of
being the only academic instituion serving the Movement, had to be all of
these things to all who were members of that Movement.

Even among Jewish institutions of theological education, the Seminary
remained sui generis. While some other institudons also trained and ordained
their clergy, as did JTS, they were dissimilar in other ways. For example, in
the Orthodox community there were many different yeshivot, each of which
granted ordination, whereas JTS was the sole ordaining institution in the
Conservative Movement. Furthermore, whereas the Reform lay synagogal
body founded Hebrew Union College, the Seminary, on the other hand,
established its own lay group and was therefore, not subordinate to it.

Notwithstanding the JTS’s uniqueness, certain conclusions may be drawn
from its history and experience between the years of 1902-1955. The found-
ing tenets on which the Seminary was reorganized in 1902, and their contin-
ued underlying role in the institution’s evolving mission, called for the institu-
tion to work on several different levels simultaneously. On the one hand, it
was an academy, and within that construct of mission tried to function eon at

least two levels: pure scholarship and intellectual activism. On the other hand,
it established for itself the role of fountainhead for a specific religious group.
Here, too, it attempted to perform on at least two different levels: that of the

398 A Bibliography of the Writings of Louis Finkelstein.
2% Scminary Chancellor Ismar Schorsch to Seminary Professor Menahem Schmelzer,
3/2/93.
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Conservative Movement and that of the broader, general society.:Wio:
all four levels simultaneously exacerbated the ambignity and tensionz
already existed inside and outside the institution. While this ‘broad; flui
ambiguous positioning of the Seminary was, in some ways, a key to ity
and success, working on all those fronts simultaneously resulted in-a
understanding for the work of the institution, for as Lindbeck, in his-analysiss
of university-related divinity schools, once observed, “the range of subjects
dealt with may not have to be reduced, but it may have to be integrated byss
defensible raison d’étre.”300
There was no better example of Lindbeck’s conclusion than Finkelstein’s
leadership of the Seminary. He attempted to have an academic institution
serve as the fountainhead of a religions Movement, while simultaneously
maintaining a sct of institutional values which were sufficiently separate and
apart from that Movement—at best, a difficult and taxing challenge. One
must remember that Finkelstein was not terribly threatened by the criticism
or the tensions which were generated by the Seminary’s critics. On the conx
trary, he told me in a 1989 interview that the tension between the congrega-
tional rabbis and the Seminary “was healthy.”301 Is it possible to convince:all
concerned parties that the ambiguity and tensions, which existed then and
continue today, are really quite normal, given the ethos of this Academyg
and, therefore, not to be taken so seriously? Obviously, for Finkelstein; itwas
possible; for all other concerned parties, it was not. Nevertheless, the ideal
goal would be to achieve a solid understanding between the leadership ofthe
Academy and the Movement which it represents. e e
Finkelstein’s tenure also shows the observer that a leader in a similar sitnation
must (a) be strong and (b) have a clear sense of direction. I believe that Finkel-
stein was able to accomplish as much as he did, and serve as long as' he-did;
because he was both forceful and resilient; that is to say, his thinking was ~no;
casily swayed by the demands of his critics nor did he allow himself to-be-con- »
sumed by any momentary fad. On the contrary, he was clear in his owr mind
about what he wanted to accomplish and was armed with the determination-to
see his plan through to completion. This study proves that Finkelstein was:not
the originator of the conflicts within the Conservative Movement, but-rather i
that they were endemic to the very nature of the institution. Thus, what Finkel-
stein’s tenure illustrates is how one mediates such conflicts: at times successfully,
at other times not. To aid him in his effort toward building a consensus among’
the various organizations of the Movement, as well as within the Seminary itself,
were such men as Greenberg, Arzt, Geflen, Davis, and later Mandelbaum.
Even when Finkelstein may have been the cause of the some of the con-

300 Lindbeck, 1976, p. 5.
301 Interview with Finkelstcin, January 4, 1989, “that is the way it must be because those
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flicts, he always resisted further exacerbating them. One can only imagine
what the state of the Seminary would have been had he acted in a more
authoritarian fashion. Accordingly, today’s leaders need to exercise a similar
mediating style of leadership, constantly rising above the petulant arguments
of their critics, in order to maintain a sense of organizational cohesion and
respectful leadership. Indeed, such leadership qualities are needed, not only
for the Seminary to remain viable, but also for the Movement to survive into
the 21st century for, in truth, I do not believe that either can survive without
the other.

Accordingly, the chasm between the Seminary and the Movement should
never again be as wide as it was in Finkelstein’s time. Finkelstein, the “bridge
builder,” was single-minded in bridging group differences in virtually all areas
except one—the entire Conservative Movement itself. Greater effort needed
to be expended on the part of the Seminary to integrate the parts of the
Movement for purposes other than fund-raising. It was unrealistic then, and
it is even more unrealistic today, for the Seminary to depend on the con-
stituents of the Movement for support without sufficiently “servicing them.”
Finkelstein did, indeed, begin to develop a role for the Seminary as “broker”
for the broader community, but he did not carry it far enough; that is, he did
not successfully achieve the bridging of authentic scholarship with the needs
of the people—at least not with those people who themselves constituted the
Conservative Movement. Finkelstein’s Seminary simply did not reach out to
mainstream Conservative Jews with its unique, albeit complex, message or
with the message of Conservative Judaism. Granted that in the period under
study, a denominational message was not a desideratum for a number of rea-
sons, that was probably not the case in the second half of Finkelstein’s presi-
dency, and it certainly is not so today. A more direct, systematic, and inte-
_grated appeal to the members of the Conservative Movement is critical in

order to mediate the sense of ambiguity and mission conflict that continues
within the Movement today. [The ideology and underlying philosophy that
are Conservative Judaism is itself fraught with ambiguity and creatve ten-
sions.] Thus, if Conservative Judaism is to be understood by the members of
the Movement in a way that enables them to feel connected to it, and as a
result to feel a sense of commitment and loyalty to the Seminary and the
Movement’s other national organizations, then the religious and philosophi-
cal meaning of Conservative Judaism must emanate from the Movement’s
fountainhead, clearly, forcefully, and most important, frequently. Indeed, if
the Seminary is to remain viable into the next century, it will have to take the
Movement more seriously than did Finkelstein.

Whether the Seminary can do so successfully, while still maintaining its elitist
image as a premier academic institution, remains a question. In truth, it is really
several questions, for implicit in this larger query is the question of whether or
not the Seminary dhould strive to maintain the image of an elite Academy, or
instead should it change its image to serve the Movement through the profes-
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sional training of religious and educational leaders? If the Seminary desires to
remain a premier graduate school, then the question is whether it possesses, or
can acquire, the resources and the determination to sustain that goal while
simultaneously expanding its outreach to the Movement.

However, the Seminary is not the only catalyst for change within the Con-
servative Movement, for, in truth, it matters little what the Seminary and its
leadership desire if the Movement and its leaders are not prepared to accept
and support the Seminary and its Chancellor as the head of the Movement.
The Seminary cannot be a successful leader of the Movement unless and untl
the Movement is prepared to accept them wholeheartedly as such. As long as
there is a power struggle between the Rabbinical Assembly and/or the
United Synagogue with the Seminary for the right to be the leader of the
entire Movement, the institution’s ability to lead, regardless of the best of its
intentions, is doomed to failure.

One conclusion that emerges from this study is that at the root of the ten-
sions between the Seminary and the Movement lies the desire for power.
When one strips away the debate over denominationalism versus non-
denominationalism, between having or not having a clear definition of Con-
servative Judaism, the Seminary being an academy of independent thinkers or
an academy where the Jewish message and life-style are hammered out in
direct confrontation with the secular world, one is left with three organiza-
tions fighting for power—the power to be the leader of the Conservative
Movement. While this desire for power is predicated on a belief held by each
of these organizations that it has a rightful claim to be the leader of the
Movement, whether it be as perceived builders of the Movement (the Rab-
binate), or the body politic of the Movement (the laity and their congrega-
tions), the struggle with the Seminary comes down, nonetheless, to a thirst
to control the Movement and direct its course. Obviously, Schechter’s
founding tenet, that only an academy of Torah scholars could be the head of
a Jewish community, was never accepted by the rest of the Movement. Until
it is accepted, or until there is unanimity among the participants as to who or
what organization should be the Movement’s leader, there will be no real
unity in the Movement, and any efforts made to achieve it will amount to lit-
tle more than tilting at windmills. Until this critical issue is resolved, leader-
ship of the Movement will be at best symbolic, and therefore, ineffective.

Finkelstein understood clearly that the Seminary gua Academy was not in
and of itself a viable commodity because too few in the community could
understand, let alone appreciate, why the scholarship of its faculty was so
important. Furthermore, the Seminary, as a school training religious func-
tionaries, was also of limited salability within the community when there were
other institutions which trained rabbis and cantors, even if they were not of
the Conservative persuasion. Accordingly, Finkelstein realized that in order
to support both pure scholarship and professional training, there must be a
third element which would bring the institution to the attention of the com-




"~ pinity-in ways that it could understand its mission and find it exciting. It

was fere that Finkelstein placed much of his effort creating new and provoca-
tive outreach programs, which served to promote, in the public eye, both
himself and the institution. The need for this third element, if you will, is as
necessary today as it was then. It calls for an imaginative linking of the Semi-
nary’s scholarship and training mission to the issues of the day, thereby
demonstrating that the Seminary and Conservative Judaism have something
meaningful to say about society’s problems and challenges.

Dr. Michael B. Greenbaum is Vice Chancellor of the Jewish Theological Seminary and its Chief
Administrative Officer. He is also Assistant Professor of Educational Administration in the Semi-
nary’s Department of Jewish Education.

My Father, Louis Finkelstein

Hadassah Davis

I

Louis Finkelstein loved to tell stories. My son Ernie writes:

Grandpa was the most wonderful storyteller I have known. When 1
was small the stories were about Nurdunk the elephant, Purdink the
Lion and me. A few years later, I remember, he told enthrallingly the
tale of Elijah the Prophet. But the great days of storytelling came
when I was an adult. Particularly at a Shabbat lunch, with just the fam-
ily, he would start, and story would follow story. Stories about his
family, especially his father; of his colleagues; of his experiences in the
Bronx and at the Seminary; of his encounters with famous people; of
the early beginning of the century in Brownsville; of the great rabbis
of Eastern Europe and of America. . . . Over the years I must have
heard thousands.

Ernie not only listened to my father’s stories; he wrote many of them
down. One story takes us back several generations.

When Grandpa’s father was in his last illness at the hospital, Grandpa was
visiting him and thought to cheer him up by asking him to tell a story of
Rabbi Israel Salanter. [Isracl Lipkin known as Salanter, (1810-1883) was
both a student of ethics and an exemplar. He founded a moral movement
based on the study of traditional ethical literature, and when cholera swept
Vilna in 1848, he worked in all the most dangerous relief activities. When the
Day of Atonement fell during the epidemic, he ordered the congregation to
partake of food, and he set the example by publicly eating. ]

Grandpa’s father told the following story: Once Rabbi Israel Salanter was
in the middle of giving a talk when his favorite student, Rav Isaac walked in.
Salanter said “Rav [2’], you’re late”, and then continued with his talk.

Shortly after, Grandpa’s father died.
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