Leadership University Reprint

Reprinted f rom First Things: A Monthly Journal of Religion and Public Lif e¯ December 1992¯ Number 19

Reform Judaism: Undone by Revival

Jakob J. Petuchowski

In the1950s, onlysome fort y years ago, the voice of rejoicing and salvation could be heard in the tents of the righteous. Religion in America was celebrating a great comeback. Billboards invited usto attend the church of our choice. "The familythat prays together," we were informed,

"stays together." A President of theUnited States called upon the nation to "have faith in faith." It belonged to the bon ton of good citizenship, it was indeed a prerequisite for escaping thesuspicion that one harbored Communist sympathies, to be affiliated with one of the major religious denominations of America. In those days, the late Will

Herberg published hisnoteworthystudyin thesociol ogyof religion, Protestant, Catholic, Jew . Herberg argued that, in order to be recognized asa good American, onehad to bel ong to the American Religion, for that was thewa yin which Americanshad learned to identifythemselves. And that common American Religion was available in three equallyrecognized editions: a Protestant one, a Catholic one, and a Jewish one.

Judaism was, of course, part of the religious scene in those days; and it, too, reaped the benefits of theAmerican

"revival of faith." The move to the suburbs, in which Jews were heavilyinvolved, led to thebuilding of manynew synagogues and temples. Jews who, while living in theinner cityof NewYork, Chicago, or Los Angeles, might never have dreamed of bel onging to anyJewish religious congregation, nowexperienced thekind of peer pressure that made them join in the building of suburban synagogues and temples. Some of them did not even need anypeer pressure. However tenuous or nonexistent their own religious convictions might have been in the city, theydid want their children to knowsomething about their ancestral heritage. The onlywa ythis could be done in thesuburbs was byjoining a templeor synagogue, and byenrolling one’s children in theSundayand/or HebrewSchool.

Obviousl y, the type of person we have in mind˘the Labor

Zionist or other Jewish secularist from wayback˘had a preference for thenon˘Orthodox type of synagogue or temple; and all kinds of factors entered into the decision˘ making about whether it was going to be a Conservative or a

Reform one˘although strictly religious considerations may not necessarilyalwa ys have been in theforefront. The

Reconstructionistswere somewhat slowin getting

themselves "established" in the suburbs; and, where they did, it was liable to be as informal "fellowships," meeting at first in privatehomes. Yet once theydid get started, they exerted a natural influence on the Jewish secularists who sought some kind of Jewish affiliation. Most of the new affiliations, however, seem to have been with either Reform or Conservative suburban congregations.

And so, asnoted above, the voice of rejoicing and salvation was heard in thetentsof the righteous. The nonreligious

Jew, whose parentsmight have attended the infamous "Yom

Kippur Balls," which were held at thetime when religious

Jews attended Kol Nidre services on Atonement Eve; the ex˘Orthodox Jew, who had become a Marxist while attending rabbinic school; theReform Jewso "classical" that all that was left of Jewish observance was his annual attendance at theMemorial Service on the Dayof

Atonement (and that onlyout of filial piety); and the secular

Zionist, who had always regarded the Jewish religion as nothing but a mechanism "to keep the Jewish nation alive in

Exile," but as no longer needed nowthat the State of Israel had been created˘theyall swelled the ranks of Jewish congregations that had been founded with theavowed purpose of maintaining the Jewish religion . Obviousl y, the pious sawin thisa great movement of "return" to the ancestral faith, and a rejection of the "substitute religions" that had, until then, attracted an ever˘increasing number of

Jews awa yfrom theJewish religious Weltanschauung .

Whatever happened to thechildren of those secularist Jews, after their parentshad joined religious congregations, where they, the children, attended SundaySchool and/or Hebrew

School? Well, some of those who were children then are nowleading members of the congregations their parentshad joined. Some are in positionsof leadership in the national unions made up of various congregations. Some, and not an insignificant number of them, have even made it into the rabbinate. Apparentlynot a bad record˘or isit?

The fact of thematter isthat the secularist Jews who flocked to the synagogues and temples in the 1950s, far from seeking refuge there, as the old phrase has it, "under the wings of the Shekhinah ," have simplytaken over those religious bodies, and have made them over in their own image˘helping bytheir verypresence those alreadywithin the religious "establishment" who had all along aspired to a more secularist understanding of Judaism. Asan ancient

Roman once said in a somewhat different context: "The conquered have given thelaws to the conquerors." Religious

Jews in the fifties rejoiced too soon at thelarge influx of secularist Jews into the temples and synagogues. It is the temples and synagogues, not the secularists, that have been

"captured."

The degrees of takeover varyfrom one wing of American

Judaism to another. It is probabl ysa fe to assume that the least˘affected synagogues are those of the Orthodox persuasion, since, in the fifties, the least number of Jewish secularists would have affiliated with Orthodox synagogues.

Bythe same token, Reform Judaism, arguabl ythe main recipient of the secularist influx, is todayin the forefront of secularism in America, and is, in itsofficial pronouncements, veryoften indistinguishable from the

ACLUand the political left. It even maintainsa leftist political lobbyin Washington, D.C., camouflaging it under the name of " Religious Action Center." Conservative

Judaism, byand large, still manages to hold the religious line; but even here voices are occasionallybeing heard in support of radical leftism in politics. Even here, one can come across an occasional argument in favor of homosexual clergy, or a substitution of soci ologyfor theologyin the exposition of Judaism. As for Reconstructionist Judaism, it came into existence in the 1930s, based on a denial of the existence of a personal and supernatural God and the denial of theelection of Israel as God’s covenant people. No wonder, then, that it has, of late, been vying with Reform

Judaism in the championship of homosexualityand lesbianism in the clergy, in "innovative" and "non˘sexist" liturgy, in adopting a definition of Jewish personal status that differs radicallyfrom the definition accepted bythe rest of theworld’s religious Jews, and in identifying the religion of theHebrewprophets with thelatest demandsof leftist politicians. But it is a friendly competition between Reform

Judaism and Reconstructionist Judaism˘so friendly, in fact, that Reconstructionist Judaism has recentlybeen admitted to membership in theWorld Union for Progressive Judaism.

That organization, founded in the 1920s as an umbrella organization for the world’sliberal and Reform Jews, has, for thelast fewdecades, been functioning as the "State

Department" of theUnion of American Hebrew

Congregations, i.e., the headquarters of American Reform

Judaism.

There is also in existence an unabashedlyatheistic form of

"Judaism," sailing under theflag of "Humanistic Judaism."

Efforts arecurrentlybeing made bysome highlyplaced

Reform Jewish leaders to win membership in the Union of

American HebrewCongregationsfor the Cincinnati branch of that "HumanisticJudaism"˘a bodythat came into existence when some members of Cincinnati’svarious

Reform temples objected to the fact that God was worshipped in those temples.

When in the last centuryFelix Adler, the founder of the

Soci et yfor Ethical Culture and an erstwhile candidate for the Reform rabbinate, discovered that his nontheistic views did not correspond to those of Reform Judaism˘which, in those da ys, though weak on traditional observances, was ver ystrong on Ethical Monotheism˘he had the honestyand the decencyto decline the position of rabbi at Manhattan’s prestigious Temple Emanuel when it was offered to him. It mayserve as an indication of the distance that Reform

Judaism has traversed in the last one hundred years that toda ypeople of Felix Adler’s wayof thinking are not only urged to staywithin (or to rejoin) the Union of American

HebrewCongregations, but theyare even encouraged to enter the Reform seminaryfor the training of rabbis, where theywill be dulyordained.

The fact of thematter isthat Reform Judaism in America has, somewhere along the line, lost itsreligious moorings.

(The condition of Reform Judaism in other parts of the world is not necessarilyidentical with that obtaining in the

United States. But the financial dependence of Reform congregations elsewhere upon the largesse of American

Reform Judaism makes their disavowal of American

Reform policies and decisions somewhat muted.) Because

American Reform Judaism no longer finds it necessaryto justifyitself before God and theJewish religious tradition, its abject submissions˘both layand rabbinical˘to anyand all modern fads are boringlypredictable. Tell me what is going to be on theagenda of the Biennial of the Union of

American HebrewCongregationsor of a convention of

Reform Judaism’sCentral Conference of American Rabbis, and I will tell you˘even three years in advance˘what the outcome of the voting isgoing to be.

It was not always so. There was a time within living memorywhen the Union of American Hebrew

Congregationsactuallyissued a pamphlet glorying in the influence that Jewish teachings purportedlyexerted upon the founding of the American Republic. Todaythe leaders of the Union of American HebrewCongregationsare overjoyed at the fact that copies of the Ten Commandments have been torn off the wallsof Kentuckypublic schools by court order. Those leaders(and innumerable paid officials) can also be counted on to make common cause with the

ACLUand assorted atheists and secularistsin fighting for the removal of the last vestiges of the presence of religion in

American public life.

Their right to do so should, of course, not be curtailed.

What, after all, isa free societ yfor? But thetime maywell have come for the lawabout truth in advertising to be invoked. I recall one Sabbath some years back when I attended a Reform Jewish worship service. What therabbi said in hissermon I have long since forgotten. But I shall probabl yalwa ys remember the big displayin the temple’s foyer, urging me to write tomySenator with the plea that he block the appointment of Judge Bork to the United States

Supreme Court. Postcardsfor that purpose were supplied on the spot. So this is what Reform Judaism means by"the separation of Church and State," a cause that isso ver y much closer to itsheart than some of the provisions in the eighteenth chapter of the Book of Leviticus.

Yet the incongruitylies in the nomenclature alone. The recent doings of American Reform Judaism cause surprise onlyif one assumes that American Reform Judaism is a religious denomination. Those doingsdo not cause any surprise at all the moment one realizes that, whatever may have been thegoal that Reform Judaism set for itself in the nineteenth century, late˘twentieth˘centuryAmerican

Reform Judaism˘in spite of some half˘hearted attempts to retrieve a fewtraditional ceremonies that had been jettisoned in an earlier stage of Reform Judaism’s development˘isfirst and foremost a "Jewish" form of institutionalized secularism, the successor, as it were, of those Jewish groups of an earlier time that specialized in rejecting and fighting religion, not least the one theyhad inherited from their own ancestors. Among thesubstitute religionsthat those earlier groups put in the place of

Judaism, a radical form of socialism figured rather prominently. And so it does in the activities of Reform

Judaism’s so˘called "Religious" Action Center in our nation’scapital.

For a while, in the fifties or later, religionists were able to gloat because of all those secularistswho, in their thousands, had joined temples and synagogues. But it was, after all, onlya Pyrrhic victoryfor thepious. The conquered have since succeeded in laying down thelawto the conquerors.

Jakob J. Petuchowski, a Reform rabbi who died shortlyafter writing thisessa y, was the Sol and Arlene Bronstein

Professor of Judaeo˘Christian Studies and Research

Professor of Jewish Theologyand Liturgyat the Hebrew

Union College in Cincinnati. His article "ARabbi’s

Christmas" appeared in our last issue.

Copyright © 1992 by FIRST THINGS.

Copyright/Reproduction Limitations

This data file is the sole property of Leadership University. It may not be altered or editedinany way. It may be reproduced only inits entirety f or circulation as "f reeware," without charge. All reproductions of this data file must contain the copyright notice (i.e., "Copyright © 1998 by First Things") and this Copyright/Reproduction Limitations notice.

This data file may not beused without the permission of Leadership University f or resale or the enhancement of any other product sold.

FIRST THINGS

156 Fifth Avenue, Suite 400

NewYork, NY 10010

Phone: (212) 627-1985

Email:ft@firstthings.com

W eb: http://www.f irstthings.com

Leadership University

3440 Sojourn Driv e, Suit 200

Carrollton, TX 75006

Phone: (972) 713-7130

Fax: (972) 713-7670

Email: lu@leaderu.com

W eb: http://www.leaderu.com