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ABSTRACT 
 

Standard accounts of twentieth century American Judaism have generally paid minimal 

attention to the inner dimensions of religious life, opting instead to explore major social 

and political phenomena. As such, most studies highlight the broad concerns of American 

Jewry, such as efforts to Americanize before World War II and attempts to secure Jewish 

continuity after the Holocaust. Based on an extensive review of manuscript collections 

from major Jewish institutions housed at the American Jewish Archives, this dissertation 

attempts to expand that historical narrative by considering ways in which American 

Jewish leaders have engaged with spirituality from the 1920s through the present day. 

Since the Archives are primarily a record of Reform institutions, this new data tells the 

story of Jewish spirituality as seen through the eyes of American Reform leadership. The 

first part of this dissertation therefore provides a decade-by-decade analysis of these 

findings to demonstrate that prominent figures were perennially occupied by spirituality, 

often interpreting more mundane concerns through that lens. The second part of this 

dissertation then turns to grassroots spiritual developments from the 1960s onward to 

consider the emergence of Neo-Hasidism and Jewish Renewal, as well as Jewish 

mindfulness and meditation, as manifestations of American Jewish spirituality from 

outside the mainstream. Ultimately, this dissertation offers an untold history of American 

Judaism’s longstanding and direct engagement with spirituality from the anxious rhetoric 

of the 1920s to the contemplative Judaism of the present day. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The Protestant theologian Paul Tillich wrote in his Dynamics of Faith about “concern” as a 

fundamental feature of religious life. He considered “vital concerns,” such as food and shelter 

alongside “spiritual concerns,” as well as cognitive, aesthetic, social, and political concerns.1 

Finally, he wrote that any of these can become an “ultimate concern” if “it demands the total 

surrender of him who accepts this claim, and it promises total fulfillment even if all other claims 

have to be subjected to it or rejected in its name.”2 Tillich’s notion of ultimate concern is useful 

for considering overarching theological preoccupations such as Buddhist efforts to relieve 

suffering or Christian attempts to secure salvation. However, his broader notion of concern holds 

potential as an analytical tool for plotting the changing aims of religious communities over time. 

In this dissertation, the notion of “concern” will aid us in considering the shifting aims of the 

American Jewish community over the past hundred years. 

 To begin, I will briefly trace the standard account of American Jewish life from 1920 

until today, though this information will be considered in greater detail throughout subsequent 

chapters. Against that backdrop, the bulk of this introduction will offer a review of the extant 

academic literature on spirituality, drawing on prominent works from both Religious Studies and 

Sociology, where the topic has been most thoroughly analyzed. Indeed, a sizable body of 

knowledge on spirituality has emerged over the past fifty years in which scholars have 

scrutinized spiritual seekers in order to better define, categorize, and understand such individuals 

and the trends they represent. This research will be set over and against the limited literature on 

Jewish spirituality in order to demonstrate the absence of and need for serious work on this topic 

from the perspective of Jewish Studies. Accordingly, this introduction seeks to highlight the 

                                                
1 Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith (New York: HarperOne, 2011), 1-2. 
2 Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith (New York: HarperOne, 2011), 1-2. 
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potential contributions of scholarship on spirituality to the study of American Jewry, as well as 

ways in which the American Jewish experience might bring new data to the conversation. 

Shifting concerns in Jewish life 
 
The story of American Jewish history begins in the wave of political emancipations which 

liberated Jews from the bonds of traditional communal life across Europe. Many newly-

emancipated Jews opted to leave Jewish enclaves to join the ranks of general society, and an 

array of Judaisms emerged in response, among them Reform Judaism, Orthodoxy, and Cultural 

Zionism.3 Each of these formulations was an attempt by a different sector of world Jewry to 

grapple with their newfound political and religious realities. As sociologist M. Herbert Danzger 

has written, “Political emancipation shook the walls of the ghetto, allowing Jews to begin 

entering the wider society, and eroded bonds that held the Jewish community together.”4 On 

American soil, the promise of emancipation took deep root, and faced with nativist anti-

Semitism in the early 1900s, a new generation of Jews strove to forget their parents’ immigrant 

heritage and to adopt American ways of life.5 

 Historian Jonathan Sarna has suggested that the 1885 Pittsburgh Platform, which served 

for fifty-two years as the nascent Reform movement’s statement of guiding principles, prefigured 

this trend among turn-of-the-century Jews who sought to confront modernity and Americanize.6 

Indeed, the Platform embraced the “modern discoveries of scientific researches,” scrapped ritual 

law as “not adapted to the views and habits of modern civilizations,” and rejected any semblance 

of dual loyalties: “We consider ourselves no longer a nation, but a religious community, and 

                                                
3 Arthur Green, “Introduction,” in Jewish Spirituality: From the Bible through the Middle Ages, Volume 
1, ed. Arthur Green (New York: Crossroad, 1987), xiii-xiv. 
4 M. Herbert Danzger, Returning to Tradition: The Contemporary Revival of Orthodox Judaism (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 13. 
5 Jacob Neusner, Israel in America: A Too-Comfortable Exile? (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985), 4-5. 
6 Jonathan Sarna, American Judaism: A History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 150. 
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therefore expect neither a return to Palestine, nor a sacrificial worship under the sons of Aaron, 

nor the restoration of any of the laws concerning the Jewish state.”7 The Pittsburgh Platform 

thereby demonstrated the total commitment of Reform Jews to the grand American sociopolitical 

experiment. This Americanization project continued over the next several decades through the 

work of settlement houses, men’s and women’s clubs, and other institutions of communal life 

which helped American Jews rid themselves of the “vestiges of their Old World cultures.”8 By 

the end of World War II, this project had largely succeeded, and American Jews were living with 

unprecedented levels of acceptance in the “triple melting pot” with Catholics and Protestants.9 

 In the postwar period, a focus on continuity eventually supplanted acculturation as 

American Jewry’s central concern, but this shift was not settled until the Six-Day War in 1967. 

Of the period between 1945 and 1967, the anthropologist Riv-Ellen Prell has written: 

Despite these shared attitudes, social class and patterns of Jewish life, the post-war period 
was as much about difference and conflict among Jews as it was about a shared 
consensus. A closer look at Jewish life certainly reveals optimism but also anxiety about 
an American Jewish future. Debates over how to shape that future are key to 
understanding Jewish life in America after the war. With Europe no longer the anchor of 
Jewish life, antisemitism no longer perceived as the ultimate barrier to acculturation, and 
the urban neighborhood no longer the primary address for Jewish life, what and who 
would be Jewish was at the center of a developing American Jewish culture. Jews 
disagreed as much as they agreed; their consensus was real, but at best partial.10 
 

American Jews were thus torn between competing impulses. On the one hand, they were 

experiencing unparalleled acceptance in their broader communities, consequent to the 

Americanizing efforts of their predecessors as well as generalized abhorrence of Hitler’s horrific 

                                                
7 Jewish Virtual Library, “Reform Judaism: The Pittsburgh Platform (November 1885),” 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-pittsburgh-platform. 
8 Seth Korelitz, “‘A Magnificent Piece of Work’: The Americanization Work of the National Council of 
Jewish Women,” American Jewish History 83.2 (June 1995): 177. 
9 Riv-Ellen Prell, “Triumph, Accommodation, and Resistance: American Jewish Life from the End of 
World War II to the Six-Day War,” in The Columbia History of Jews and Judaism in America, ed. Marc 
Lee Raphael (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 115-116. 
10 Prell, “Triumph, Accommodation, and Resistance,” 116.  
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efforts to exterminate the Jews.11 On the other hand, there seemed to be a growing recognition 

that Americanization came with a cost in terms of religious identity that was no longer bearable 

given the loss of European Jewry. It was this realization that drove American Jews, newly moved 

to the suburbs, to build houses of worship on an unprecedented scale.12 These suburban 

synagogues were criticized as “purveying ‘country club Judaism’ or ‘pediatric Judaism,’” but the 

postwar generation sought in synagogues a “Judaism that was compatible with America and that 

would instill in their children a sense of pride and knowledge of being a Jew.”13  

 By the late 1960s, American Jews came to see this “fight for their own survival” as “the 

most important lesson of the Holocaust.”14 For years, Americans had grappled with the reality of 

the Shoah through witnessing the Nuremberg trials and consuming survivor memoirs, or 

dedicating themselves to improving intergroup relations by establishing organizations such as the 

American Jewish Committee, American Jewish Congress, and Anti-Defamation League.15 The 

critical shift, however, from memorializing the Holocaust to championing Jewish survival came 

in the wake of the Six-Day War, which underscored Israel’s precarious position in the Middle 

East and created an “unprecedented consensus among American Jews” that the Jewish 

community should primarily be concerned with “‘assimilation,’ intermarriage, Jewish education, 

and the memory of the Holocaust, and United States support for the State of Israel.”16 By 

                                                
11 Michael E. Staub, “Holocaust Consciousness and American Jewish Politics,” in The Columbia History 
of Jews and Judaism in America, ed. Marc Lee Raphael (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 
313. 
12 Prell, “Triumph, Accommodation, and Resistance,” 116. 
13 Prell, “Triumph, Accommodation, and Resistance,” 122-124. 
14 Staub, “Holocaust Consciousness,” 315. 
15 Staub, “Holocaust Consciousness,” 314. See also: Hasia R. Diner, We Remember with Reverence and 
Love: American Jews and the Myth of Silence after the Holocaust, 1945-1962 (New York: New York 
University Press, 2009). Stuart Svonkin, Jews Against Prejudice: American Jews and the Fight for Civil 
Liberties (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997).  
16 Prell, “Triumph, Accommodation, and Resistance,” 133. 
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demonstrating that Jewish existence remained perilous, but also that Jews might be victors rather 

than victims, the Six-Day War appears to have elevated Jewish continuity as an “ultimate 

concern” among American Jews.  

 Jonathan Woocher, former president of the Jewish Education Service of North America, 

has denoted postwar Jewry’s array of continuity-driven practices, beliefs and institutions as 

“civil Judaism.”17 Specifically, Woocher described the key tenets of civil Judaism as “concern 

for Jewish survival, the belief in collective action on the behalf of both Jewish interests and 

Jewish values, a devotion to Israel as a unique expression of Judaism’s understanding of the 

meaning of and route toward redemption, and an acceptance of the community’s right to make 

certain demands on us.”18 Civil Judaism’s central activities therefore include “charitable fund-

raising, combating anti-Semitism, and raising political and financial support for Israel,” and its 

rhetoric is fueled by survey data detailing soaring intermarriage statistics, plummeting fertility 

rates, a declining Jewish population, and record low levels of synagogue affiliation.19 Over the 

past several decades, these anxieties have generated a broad landscape of Jewish organizations 

intended to address such concerns. 

 In the Pew Forum’s recent study A Portrait of Jewish Americans, when asked what it 

meant to be Jewish, more individuals chose remembering the Holocaust (73%) than any other 

answer.20 Neil Gillman, a central thinker in Conservative Judaism, lumped pre-Holocaust 

                                                
17 David G. Dalin, “Introduction,” in Secularism, Spirituality and the Future of American Jewry,” ed. 
Elliott Abrams et al. (Washington, D.C.: Ethics and Public Policy Center, 1999), 2. This phrasing is a nod 
to Robert Bellah’s famous article “Civil Religion in America” in Daedelus: Journal of the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences 96.1 (Winter 1967): 1-21. 
18 Jonathan Woocher, “Spirituality and the Civil Religion,” in Secularism, Spirituality and the Future of 
American Jewry,” ed. Elliott Abrams et al. (Washington, D.C.: Ethics and Public Policy Center, 1999), 
22. 
19 Dalin, “Introduction,” 1-2. 
20 Pew Research Center, “A Portrait of Jewish Americans,” http://www.pewforum.org/2013/10/01/jewish-
american-beliefs-attitudes-culture-survey/. 
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Americanization and post-Holocaust survivalism together to explain this reality: “Go through the 

sermon topics for any liberal Reform or Conservative rabbi for any decade between 1920 and 

1960 and you will find plenty of what I call the ‘agenda of Jewish peoplehood’: the Holocaust, 

Soviet Jewry, the security of the state of Israel, anti-Semitism, lots of book reviews, discussions 

of ethical problems.”21 By contrast, Gillman noted that “What you will almost never find is a 

sermon on God.”22 However, Gillman went on to suggest that “there has been a feeling that this 

agenda no longer works…to inspire people to be serious, committed Jews” and that fading 

memories of the Holocaust and a widening divide between American and Israeli politics have 

sounded the death knell for the “agenda of Jewish peoplehood.”23  

 With the apparent decline of Woocher’s civil Judaism, Gillman wrote that there has been 

“a gradual realization that the case for Judaism has to be made in religious terms.”24 He therefore 

implored his fellow rabbis to talk about spiritual topics: “That means you have to talk God, you 

have to talk sin, you have to talk repentance, afterlife, prayer. These are the things Jews all 

around the country want to hear about.”25 In other words, American Jews are less and less 

worried about existential threats to the Jewish people, but more and more concerned that Judaism 

fails to provide their lives with meaning. Daniel Gordis, the Senior Vice President of Shalem 

College, has framed the same point as a shift from “people-Jews” to “religion-Jews”: “When the 

Jews do not think of themselves as a People, Zionist commitments make little sense. If anything, 

for religion-Jews (rather than people-Jews), a Jewish state is much more a potential source of 

                                                
21 Neil Gillman, “Sustaining Jewish Belief in a Secular or Christian America,” in Secularism, Spirituality 
and the Future of American Jewry,” ed. Elliott Abrams et al. (Washington, D.C.: Ethics and Public Policy 
Center, 1999), 43. 
22 Gillman, “Sustaining Jewish Belief,” 43. 
23 Gillman, “Sustaining Jewish Belief,” 43. 
24 Gillman, “Sustaining Jewish Belief,” 43. 
25 Gillman, “Sustaining Jewish Belief,” 45. 
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shame (when that country does things that are seen as immoral or unjustifiable) than a call on 

these American Jews’ loyalty.”26 Per Gillman and Gordis, therefore, the direction of American 

Judaism appears to have shifted away from peoplehood as the memory of the Holocaust has 

receded and problematic Israeli politics have made Zionism in America less than fully palatable. 

 A budding scholarly consensus also holds that spirituality has become an emergent 

concern in American Jewish life. The central debates, however, focus on timing and content: 

When did spirituality become a concern, and what does Jewish spirituality include? For his part, 

Gillman dated the emergence of his “gradual realization” to the end of the 1980s.27 Historian 

Marc Lee Raphael has likewise suggested that “the case for Judaism has to be made in religious 

terms.”28 However, he traces this shift back to the Six-Day War, which inaugurated a 

“transformation in all of American Judaism that is still in the process of development more than 

forty years later.”29 Here, Raphael highlights Jews’ experimenting with “new and diverse ways 

of expressing their religiosity” through “meditation centers, spiritual retreats, communes, self-

improvement seminars, support groups, yoga classes.”30 Reform rabbi and author Dana Evan 

Kaplan has identified a similarly disparate listing of trends among those who have been “drawn 

to experimental spirituality rather than institutional religiosity.”31 Specifically, Kaplan mentions 

reengagement with Jewish ceremonial practice, social justice activism, Buddhist meditation, 

meditation based on Jewish sources, and love of nature.32 Notably, neither Raphael nor Kaplan 

                                                
26 Daniel Gordis, “From a Jewish People to a Jewish Religion: A Shifting American Jewish 
Weltanschauung and Its Implications for Israel,” Israel Studies 17.2 (Summer 2012): 103-104. 
27 Gillman, “Sustaining Jewish Belief,” 43. 
28 Gillman, “Sustaining Jewish Belief,” 45. 
29 Marc Lee Raphael, The Synagogue in America: A Short History (New York: New York University 
Press, 2011), 169. 
30 Raphael, The Synagogue in America, 169. 
31  Dana Evan Kaplan, Contemporary American Judaism: Transformation and Renewal (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2009), 59. 
32 Kaplan, Contemporary American Judaism, 74-105 
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provide a rationale for their typologies of Jewish spiritual seeking, and so one task of this 

dissertation is to provide a coherent argument for the proper scope of study in considering 

American Jewish spirituality.  

 Particular content notwithstanding, Raphael’s identification of the 1960s with a surge of 

American Jewish spiritual activity aligns neatly with other studies, such as Riv-Ellen Prell’s 

analysis of the havurah movement. In Prayer and Community: The Havurah in American 

Judaism, Prell explores the birth of havurot during this period, in which grassroots communities 

of worshippers came together seeking a devotional life more intimate than that which was 

available in suburban synagogues. Specifically, Prell depicts the growth of havurot as a response 

to a synagogue life marked by “the middle-class aesthetics of mainstream Protestant worship and 

the values of middle-class Americans.”33 She and other scholars have observed that havurah 

activists rejected the “sterile, hierarchical” formality of suburban synagogues.34 Havurot, 

however, failed to displace these synagogues as the beating heart of postwar Jewish life because 

synagogues better met the needs of post-Holocaust American Jewry: to be sufficiently distinct 

that Judaism would not be lost, but suitably recognizable that Jews themselves would not again 

be threatened. This is a trend we will see throughout the historical narrative, in which efforts to 

cultivate Jewish spirituality were sidelined by seemingly more pressing concerns, often related to 

continuity. As to the question of timing, which is a further lacuna that this dissertation seeks to 

address, the reality is far more complicated and interesting than a sudden mid-century boom. 

 What is certain, however, is that the sidelining of spiritual seekers within contemporary 

American Judaism appears to have lessened. One observer of American Jewry noted that 

                                                
33 Riv-Ellen Prell, Prayer & Community: The Havurah in American Judaism (Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 1989), 31. 
34 Judith Bleich, “Liturgical Innovation and Spirituality: Trends and Trendiness,” in Jewish Spirituality 
and Divine Law, ed. Adam Mintz et al. (New York: Yeshiva University Press, 2005), 386. 
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“Scholars, journalists, and laypersons alike, have, in recent years, become increasingly aware of 

a resurgence of interest in Jewish spirituality.”35 An expert in Jewish education reported that “in 

recent years we have begun to hear many parents—religiously observant and not—talk about the 

importance of spirituality.”36 Similar sentiments abound in the scholarly literature.37 If concern 

for Jewish continuity shifted attention away from spirituality, however, then perhaps the move 

back toward such seeking was occasioned by American Jews’ ever-increasing levels of comfort 

and safety. As Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi once noted, “Schwer zu zine a yid, our parents’ 

generation used to say: it’s hard to be a Jew. But we Jews living today are lucky. Being Jewish is 

safer now than at any time in history. Our challenge today is to be Jewish in a way that fills our 

lives with meaning. We want to be Jewish with awareness, to ‘do Jewish’ in a way that satisfies 

our souls.”38 Indeed, post-Holocaust Jews, despite their perennial concerns about Jewish 

survival, have enjoyed unparalleled levels of social acceptance and material prosperity. Some 

today, such as the controversial Orthodox figure Avi Weiss, have explicitly taken this newfound 

sense of security as a spiritual challenge: 

During much of the twentieth century, Jews who felt themselves to be outsiders in 
America sought in their synagogues a way to feel that their religion reinforced—indeed, 
glorified, Americanism and democratic values. Now that we feel at home in America, 
synagogues have a unique opportunity to restore their spiritual mandate by raising a voice 
against cultural conformism and seeking a higher distinctiveness….39 
 

                                                
35 Yakov Ariel, “From Neo-Hasidism to Outreach Yeshivot: The Origins of the Movements of Renewal 
and Return to Tradition,” in Kabbalah and Contemporary Spiritual Revival, ed. Boaz Huss (New York: 
Ben-Gurion University of the Negev Press, 2011), 17. 
36 Laurence Scheindlin, “Preparing Children for Spirituality,” Religious Education 94.2 (Spring 1999): 
190. 
37 Dalin, “Introduction,” 2-3. Charles S. Liebman, “Post-War American Jewry: From Ethnic to Privatized 
Judaism,” in Secularism, Spirituality and the Future of American Jewry,” ed. Elliott Abrams et al. 
(Washington, D.C.: Ethics and Public Policy Center, 1999), 11. Prell, Prayer & Community, 69-71. 
38 Zalman Schachter-Shalomi and Joel Segel, Jewish with Feeling: A Guide to Meaningful Jewish 
Practice (London: Riverhead Books, 2005), xi. 
39 Avraham Weiss, “Bringing Spirituality into the Synagogue,” Milin Havivin 2 (2006): 22. Weiss is 
controversial due to his central role in ordaining Orthodox women. 
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No longer shackled by the pragmatic constraints of Jewish civil religion, Weiss suggests that 

contemporary Jews can turn their attentions to reviving American Jewish spirituality. 

 Gillman’s, Schachter-Shalomi’s, and Weiss’ words, along with the historical precedent of 

the 1960s and the havurah movement, all point to a basic reality for contemporary Jews: 

Woocher’s civil religion, which eschews God-talk for communal politics and ritual activity for 

fundraising, can no longer satisfy the question “Why be Jewish?”40 To take a page from 

survivalism’s playbook, this reality is borne out by the numbers: Financial contributions to 

Jewish federations are declining, while membership in Jewish organizations consists largely of 

older generations.41 Jacob Neusner has reflected autobiographically on these developments: 

What we accomplished was in response to our own agenda, an agenda that grew out of 
our distinctive experience as the third generation. The world of our children is 
paradoxically different from our own. … Young Jews today have available to them a 
Jewish education far richer than we had. Schools, summer camps, youth programs, and, 
of course, the State of Israel–these form a set of educational resources that is rich beyond 
anything we dreamed of. As well as an intermarriage rate larger than we imagined we 
could bear. As well as a growing number of converts to Judaism. Paradoxes all the time.42 
 

It is possible, however, to make sense of these paradoxes: In brief, as American Jews felt 

increasingly secure in American society, and as the Holocaust and Israel subsided as essential 

touchstones for Jewish identity, significant sectors of American Jewry began to look elsewhere 

for meaning, such as the cozy living rooms of havurot. Shaul Magid of Indiana University has 

suggested that the “Holocaust and Zionism have arguably been the glue that has kept American 

Judaism intact since the second World War” but that this “will likely not be the case in the next 

                                                
40 Sylvia Barack Fishman, “Spirituality and the Civil Religion,” in Secularism, Spirituality and the Future 
of American Jewry,” ed. Elliott Abrams et al (Washington, D.C.: Ethics and Public Policy Center, 1999), 
28. 
41 Liebman, “Post-War American Jewry,” 11. 
42 Neusner, Israel in America, 188-189. 
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few generations.”43 So with this binding undone, what comes next? To answer this question, 

scholars will need to consider Jewish spirituality as a topic in its own right; and to do so 

successfully, it will be critical to consider research done on this topic elsewhere in the academy. 

The academic study of spirituality 
 
For nearly two decades, historians and sociologists have documented the broader “turn toward 

spirituality” in twentieth century American culture, while social scientists have labored to 

articulate the precise nature of “spirituality” and its differentiation from religion.44 Monographs 

have addressed particular phenomena, such as Kaya Oakes’ analysis of the “nones” in The Nones 

Are Alright: A New Generation of Believers, Seekers, and Those in Between and Jeremy 

Carrette’s and Richard King’s study of the commodification of spirituality in Selling Spirituality: 

The Silent Takeover of Religion. Taken together, these various works represent a serious attempt 

by members of the academic community to address spirituality as a historically-embedded and 

complex facet of today’s religious landscape. 

 As noted above, Jewish Studies’ treatments of spirituality have failed to match this rigor. 

Most common among Jewish discussions of spirituality are devotional guides for practitioners, 

such as Daniel Gordis’ God Was Not in the Fire: The Search for a Spiritual Judaism, Michael 

Strassfeld’s A Book of Life: Embracing Judaism as a Spiritual Practice, and David Cooper’s 

                                                
43 Shaul Magid, American Post-Judaism: Identity and Renewal in a Postethnic Society (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2013), 243. 
44 For the former, see: Robert C. Fuller, Spiritual But Not Religious: Understanding Unchurched America 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); Amanda Porterfield, The Transformation of American Religion: 
The Story of a Late-Twentieth Century Awakening (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); Leigh Eric 
Schmidt, Restless Souls: The Making of American Spirituality (San Francisco: HarperCollins Publishers, 
2005); and Robert Wuthnow, After Heaven: Spirituality in America Since the 1950s (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1998). For the latter, see: Penny Marler and C. Kirk Hadaway, “‘Being Religious’ or 
‘Being Spiritual’ in America: A Zero Sum Proposition?” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 41:2 
(2002): 289-300; and Peter C. Hill et al., “Conceptualizing Religion and Spirituality: Points of 
Commonality, Points of Departure,” Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour 30:1 (2000): 51-77. 
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God is a Verb: Kabbalah and the Practice of Mystical Judaism.45 Somewhat less common are 

academic discussions of specific topics, such as Riv Ellen-Prell’s exploration of havurot 

mentioned above or M. Herbert Danzger’s study of the “baal teshuvah” movement in Returning 

to Tradition: The Contemporary Revival of Orthodox Judaism. Rarer still are historical surveys. 

The closest examples would be Art Green’s anthology Jewish Spirituality, which offers an 

episodic history authored by specialists across two volumes, and the Jewish Federation’s recent 

pamphlet Secularism, Spirituality, and the Future of American Jewry, which highlights 

spirituality as a counterweight to deteriorating interest in Jewish continuity. To date, however, 

there has been no attempt at a unified theory of spirituality in American Jewish life, and so we 

are left with snapshots and broad strokes. 

 Most studies of spirituality open with a tongue-in-cheek observation that the term is 

impossible to define and then winkingly proceed to offer a working definition. In one such case, 

a substantial review of the literature led the sociologist Peter Hill and his team of researchers to 

nebulously assert that spirituality “appears to be the favored term to describe individual 

experience and is identified with such things as transcendence, supra-conscious sensitivity, and 

meaningfulness.”46 The vagueness of this definition—which is intended to be a distillation of 

existing research, but merely notes that spirituality is individual and associated with diverse 

phenomena—is meaningful in and of itself, if only to reiterate the ongoing nature of this field of 

inquiry and to suggest that the study of spirituality may proceed for some time along the lines of 

Justice Potter Stewart’s famous dictum regarding obscenity that “I know it when I see it.” To the 

                                                
45 Daniel Gordis, God Was Not in the Fire: The Search for a Spiritual Judaism (New York: Scribner, 
1995). Michael Strassfeld, A Book of Life: Embracing Judaism as a Spiritual Practice (New York: 
Schocken Publishing, 2002). David Cooper, God is a Verb: Kabbalah and the Practice of Mystical 
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degree that it may prove helpful, however, I would propose rephrasing Hill’s findings for now to 

suggest that spirituality denotes an individual’s search for meaning within or beyond the confines 

of one’s regular experiences. In a specifically Jewish context, Art Green offered the following 

reflection on this topic in the introduction to his Jewish Spirituality from the Bible through the 

Middle Ages: “Life in the presence of God–or the cultivation of a life in the ordinary world 

bearing the holiness once associated with sacred space and time, with Temple and with holy 

days–is perhaps as close as one can come to a definition of ‘spirituality’ that is native to the 

Jewish tradition and indeed faithful to its Semitic roots.”47 Green’s insight serves as a helpful 

reminder that the problem is doubly complicated when it comes to Judaism, given that the term 

is not indigenous to Jewish thought and so general findings about spirituality may not map 

directly onto the Jewish experience. Despite these provisos, however—that the field is young, 

that the term is difficult to define, and that general research may not speak to Jewish life—it 

nevertheless remains necessary to consider this material, albeit cautiously.   

 Historical surveys of spirituality, such as Leigh Schmidt’s Restless Souls: The Making of 

American Spirituality and Wade Clark Roof’s Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the 

Remaking of American Religion, have tended to focus on the 1960s-1970s and the baby boomer 

generation as the “dividing line between a nation of ensconced churchgoers and a culture of 

unhinged seekers.”48 Robert Wuthnow, in his landmark study After Heaven: Spirituality in 

America Since the 1950s, described these developments in terms of paradigm shifts from “a 

traditional spirituality of inhabiting sacred places” to “a new spirituality of seeking,” from 

“spiritual production” to “spiritual consumption,” and from “grand conceptions of the universe” 
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to “a pragmatic attitude that advises us to try whatever promises to work.”49 In the Journal for 

the Scientific Study of Religion, researchers Penny Marler and C. Kirk Hadaway described the 

boomers as “the primary carriers of a late modern American religion that is self-reflexive, 

unabashedly consumerist, small-group based, and creatively syncretistic.”50 Based on their 

survey data, Marler and Hadaway determined that such individuals identify themselves as 

“spiritual but not religious,” tend to be agnostic, and often explore “New Age or Eastern 

practices.”51 In his Culture Shift in Advanced Industrial Society, Ronald Inglehart noted that 

during the same period as the baby boomers’ spiritual turn, the number of individuals who 

considered religion “very important in their lives” declined from 75% in the 1950s to 56% in the 

1980s.52 Taken together, the findings of Schmidt and Roof, Marler and Hadaway, and Inglehart 

and Wuthnow suggest that the emergent American spirituality of the 1960s and 1970s rejected 

traditional religious messages and contexts in favor of a self-serving but pragmatic search for 

personal meaning across religious traditions. 

 One prominent example of spiritual seeking as described here is the explosion of interest 

in meditative practices. On this topic, Schmidt wrote: 

Whether in the form of Dharmapala’s theosophical Buddhism, D.T. Suzuki’s Zen, or 
Vivekananda’s Raja-Yoga, meditation was reimagined as a cosmopolitan, inclusive 
practice that blended the spiritual and the scientific in perfect harmony. It was seen as 
productive of flashes of pure intuition and immediate experience that transcend the 
bounds of ceremony, monastic rule, and narrow particularity and that opened into a 
universal knowledge. … The practice of meditation, so conceived, helped make it 
possible to speak of a variety of religious experiences—whether Hindu, Buddhist, New 
Thought, or Christian—under the catchall of spirituality, a term that took on new 
significance through the shared practice of meditation and the enlightening experiences 
that flowed from it.53  

                                                
49 Wuthnow, After Heaven, 3, 7-8. 
50 Marler and Hadaway, “Being Religious,” 289. 
51 Marler and Hadaway, “Being Religious,” 297. 
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In several key ways, meditation therefore provided the booming market of spiritual seekers with 

precisely what they sought: a tool that broke from traditional religiosity yet was bound up with 

the epistemic regime of modern science, a means of accessing religious experience that was as 

communal as desired, and a contemplative method that was both inward-looking and therapeutic. 

As American theologian Harvey Cox reflected in 1977 in his Turning East: The Promise and 

Peril of the New Orientalism, while disenchanted Western intellectuals had long “looked to the 

Orient for a fresh transfusion of magic or mysticism,” the sheer number of individuals engaging 

in meditative practices by the 1970s was “something new” altogether.54 Moreover, it is worth 

noting that such meditation is often decontextualized, which is to say that though it may be  

borrowed from religious traditions such as Buddhism, it is nevertheless removed from its 

religious frame and presented as a secularized spiritual technology. Jeff Wilson, in his Mindful 

America, has explored the manner in which this shift occurred for mindfulness meditation to 

such a degree that the tradition became associated almost exclusively with the Mindfulness-

Based Stress Reduction technique that is now a fixture of medical school training.55 In the Jewish 

community, Buddhist meditation was taken up as a countercultural practice in the 1970s, which 

was followed by a search for indigenous Jewish meditation in the 1980s and later the emergence 

of hybridized “Jewish mindfulness” programs in the 1990s and 2000s.56  

 Criticisms of spirituality are also not uncommon in academic literature, and two lines of 

reasoning have become particularly prevalent. The first centers on the “mix-and-match” 

approach in which, not feeling bound to any one tradition, spiritual seekers blend together 
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whatever might work to enhance their religious life.57 This critique suggests that spiritual seekers 

are superficial, though seekers sometimes counter that their haphazard approach is a strength, 

noting that they take only the best from any given tradition. The second trend centers on the 

commodification of spirituality. In their condemnatory volume Selling Spirituality: The Silent 

Takeover of Religion, Jeremy Carrette and Richard King decry the capitalist response to 

spirituality as “a new cultural addiction and a claimed panacea for the angst of modern living,” in 

which the spiritual marketplace offers “secularized packages of meaning and social 

accommodation rather than recipes for social change and identification with others.”58 For 

Carrette and King, a prime example of this is the manner in which Buddhist meditation and 

Hindu yoga, originally aimed at deconstructing the self and tamping down the ego, are instead 

now geared toward physical or mood enhancement.59 Of these, the former question of syncretism 

is the more salient one for scholars coming from Jewish Studies, as Jews are far more likely than 

non-Jews to maintain their religious identification while drawing on spiritual practices from 

other religious traditions, hence the prevalence of Jewish-Buddhists (but the relative lack of 

Christian-Buddhists). Surely, the array of questions stemming from hybrid religious identities of 

this sort will not soon be answered, but as American Jewry turns increasingly to spirituality, the 

normative approach to such issues will likely move from confrontation to compromise. 

 One goal of reviewing this literature has been to demonstrate the degree to which Jewish 

Studies might benefit from the work of scholars like Wuthnow, Schmidt, Roof, Inglehart and 

others. Their examinations of spirituality in American religious life clarify the nature and activity 
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of spiritual seekers and offer insight into phenomena such as particular practices and critical 

language. At present, Jewish Studies lacks the methodology necessary to address such topics. 

New analyses should therefore build on existing frameworks such as Wuthnow’s understanding 

of spirituality as seeking rather than inhabiting, consumptive rather than productive, and 

pragmatic rather than grandiose, as noted above. 

Contemporary Jewish spirituality 
 
Despite the lack of attention given to spiritual seeking by scholars in Jewish Studies, spirituality 

has yet managed to claw its way onto the landscape of American Jewish religious life. To date, 

experts in Jewish education, sociology, and history have pointed respectively toward “a search 

for spirituality that is grounded in Jewish practice and study,” “a search or ‘quest’ by the 

members of the baby boomer generation and their children to find ‘purpose’ and ‘meaning’ in 

their personal existence,” and “a markedly renewed interest in spirituality and, correspondingly, 

a quest for religious experience that is intensely personal, indeed often mystical.”60 Even within 

Orthodoxy, there has been an appeal for “spiritualism within legitimate halakhic boundaries.”61 

 To understand these developments, one needs to consider their origins. Because of 

Judaism’s nature as a cultural-religious complex, it is somewhat easier to track the movements of 

Jewish spiritual seekers (who often maintain some identification with the Jewish community); 

and because of Judaism’s self-reflective nature, Jews are perennially inquiring into the health of 

their own communities. As such, Jewish Studies is, in fact, perhaps better-suited than Religious 
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Studies more broadly to address the question of what in the American (Jewish) religious 

experience has given rise to this intensifying search for spirituality. Here, I would point to four 

key factors. First, identity formation is understood by contemporary spiritual seekers as an active 

and personal choice rather than a consequence of one’s professional or communal obligations.62 

In this context, Judaism is one option among many and must compete against other religions and 

worldviews to provide personal meaning. Second, for those seekers who have remained 

committed to the Jewish community, Jewish worship’s “institutional bureaucracy” and “shul 

politics” have at times even acted as bulwarks against “genuine religiosity.”63 From this 

perspective, the institutions built by the postwar generation to ensure Jewish continuity were 

perhaps the least well-equipped to offer spiritual experiences, designed as they were for 

institutional longevity rather than meaning-making. This was realized early on, for instance, by 

the founders of the havurot, though to little effect. Third, liberal Judaism’s focus on children has 

caused adults to associate rituals with “childhood and childishness” and synagogues to 

emphasize preparing children for Jewish adulthood rather than serving as vibrant homes for 

religious life in and of themselves.64 In other words, because of these institutions’ emphasis on 

Jewish continuity, synagogue programming has been largely bereft of evocative religious 

experiences for adults. This problem has compounded as Jewish millennials have waited longer 

to have children and therefore spent more years “outside” of the synagogue pipeline. Finally, in 

the competitive spiritual marketplace and without a sense of “tribal loyalty” to Judaism, other 
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forms of spirituality have come to seem more appealing.65 The economics here are 

straightforward: If two religious traditions bear different burdens, such as the high costs 

(communal, financial, and otherwise) of synagogue membership versus the low cost of 

individual commitment to a mindfulness meditation regimen, and if this higher cost correlates to 

the same or a lesser outcome, then the decision becomes a simple one. With the waning of the 

Jewish community’s greatest externality—namely, the post-Holocaust imperative for Jewish 

continuity—the market for commitment to Jewish religious life is no longer “subsidized,” and 

other forms of spirituality can begin to appear more appealing. The reality for some 

contemporary Jews, therefore, is that in terms of identification, worship, and education, “civil 

Judaism” appears irrelevant at best and backwards at worst.  

Methodology and structure 
 
In considering the historical narrative of Jewish spirituality as a response to these deficiencies, 

this inquiry takes methodological cues from Riv-Ellen Prell’s study of the havurah movement. In 

her introduction to Prayer & Community: The Havurah in American Judaism, Prell asks, “Why 

does a religion take the form it does within a particular historical period and within a specific 

culture? What are the forces that shape religious forms and meanings for a particular era and 

generation?”66 She urges her readers to consider how religious activities “reflect social forces” 

and how they “in turn affect the experience of the worshiper,” and she suggests that it is this 

“dual understanding of the broad social/historical context and of the performance of its ritual 

activities” that helps us to truly understand religious communities.67 Below, I will attempt to 

heed Prell’s advice by complementing the standard accounts provided above—in which the 
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Jewish community shifted its turn-of-the-century concern with Americanization to survivalism 

and continuity after 1967, and which is now giving way to spirituality—with specific examples 

drawn from throughout the twentieth century. 

 To this end, the first part of this dissertation, from Chapters 1 through 4, will explore the 

historical narrative of Jewish spirituality from the 1920s through the early 2000s. Each of these 

chapters draws extensively on research undertaken at the American Jewish Archives involving 

manuscript collections from key institutions of American Jewish life: Hebrew Union College 

(HUC), the Jewish Institute of Religion (JIR), the Union of American Hebrew Congregations 

(UAHC), the Central Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR), the National Federation of 

Temple Youth (NFTY), the American Jewish Committee (AJC), and the World Union for 

Progressive Judaism (WUPJ). At first, my methodology in searching these records was to sift 

through the collections for each of these organizations, hunting down references to spirituality 

and watching for patterns and trends. Certain types of documents quickly emerged as particularly 

useful in this regard, such as conference proceedings and presidential or commencement 

addresses which highlighted prevalent concerns and tracked these at regular intervals. Often, 

such documents spoke directly to American Jewry’s spiritual development, or otherwise drew 

attention to other projects and endeavors which clamored for community members’ time and 

energy. Where possible, I tried to unravel such threads, as in the debate over the founding of the 

Religious Action Center or the controversies surrounding the Platform Committee, in order to 

better understand these competing interests.  

 The implications of this approach are several. The first is that the historical narrative 

below is essentially a history of Reform Judaism’s approach to spirituality, in that the 

organizations listed above are flagship institutions of the Reform movement. The resources 
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available at the American Jewish Archives at Hebrew Union College simply do not speak to 

Conservative or Orthodox Judaism. For stylistic purposes therefore, when mentioning “American 

Judaism” and “American Jewry” throughout this dissertation, I am in fact referring to the world 

of Reform Judaism. In the future, parallel projects might be conducted by drawing on the 

archival collections of the Ratner Center for the Study of Conservative Judaism at Jewish 

Theological Seminary or the Mendel Gottesman Library Special Collections at Yeshiva 

University. However, to tell all three stories at once is far beyond the scope of a single 

dissertation. Rather, the documents from the American Jewish Archives at Hebrew Union 

College tell the story of the largest and oldest movement in American Jewish history and thus 

provide a critical narrative in the history of American Jewish spirituality. 

 The second implication is that there is a heavy reliance throughout this dissertation on 

top-down sources in which Reform leadership figures are assessing and evaluating the Jewish 

landscape around them. This raises important questions about the accuracy of their statements, 

which I have attempted to address in several ways. Throughout, I have looked for multiple 

attestation in presenting new primary source data. Moreover, I have attempted to corroborate 

such findings with additional scholarship wherever possible. That being said, even if the sources 

below remain biased, they yet provide us with a valuable picture of what some of the most 

prominent figures in American Jewry were seeing and thinking at any given moment. 

 On this basis, Chapter 1 explores the record of the 1920s through 1940s to suggest that, in 

contrast with the standard narrative, spirituality was in fact a regular concern among American 

Jewish leaders from even this early point. In the 1920s, rabbinic leadership spoke regularly of 

excessive materialism and its deleterious impact on spirituality. In the 1930s, Reform leaders, 

confronted with the grim reality of the Great Depression, exhorted their congregants to acts of 
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philanthropy and in fact did so in spiritual language, though they debated the merits of mingling 

the material and spiritual realms in this way. In the 1940s, rabbinic leaders turned back toward 

spiritual concerns as key to Judaism’s successful growth in America, and awareness of the 

Holocaust amplified calls for religious revival by the end of the decade. The most significant 

finding of Chapter 1 is therefore the degree to which spiritual language was part and parcel of 

early twentieth century Jewish life. 

 Chapter 2 focuses on the 1950s and 1960s, first demonstrating that the spiritual language 

of the preceding decades continued into the 1950s unabated. However, the 1960s were a 

watershed in which the Jewish community became absorbed with two powerful trends that have 

continued into the present day. First, an intense debate broke out over the community’s 

commitment to social justice around the establishment of the Religious Action Center (RAC) in 

the midst of the civil rights movement. The successful founding of the RAC then helped to 

cement social justice as a key component of Jewish identity. Second, the Six-Day War in 1967 

brought home a message of vulnerability to American Jews that triggered a powerful wave of 

survivalist sentiment. The 1960s, therefore, constitute the origin of Woocher’s civil Judaism, 

with its “concern for Jewish survival” and “devotion to Israel” alongside “the belief in collective 

action on the behalf of both Jewish interests and Jewish values.”68 These developments then laid 

the foundation for the next fifty years of institutional Jewish life. 

 Chapter 3, however, demonstrates that in the 1970s, it was not yet assured that civil 

Judaism would become the dominant frame for Jewish life in America. Rather, community 

leaders began widely acknowledging a spiritual crisis across American Judaism, in which they 

noted their many co-religionists who were searching for something more. That this moment of 
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self-reflection coincides with the havurah movement and broader American spiritual seeking is 

no coincidence. Nevertheless, rabbinic leaders were unable to devise a compelling solution to the 

crisis they saw, and their most concerted effort—the Platform Committee—was an utter failure. 

 In turn, Chapter 4 closes this narrative by drawing attention to the 1980s through 1990s, 

in which the apparent existential threat of intermarriage helped to rally the machinery of civil 

Judaism once more. However, as the conversation about intermarriage turned to broader 

questions of affiliation and outreach, spirituality was recognized as a tool to ensure continuity. 

Nonetheless, the fate of the UAHC-CCAR Department of Jewish Outreach appears to have 

echoed that of the Platform Committee above.  

 The second part of this dissertation, which includes Chapters 5 and 6, attempts to resume 

the narrative of 1960s-1970s spiritual seeking and to follow that thread through to the present. In 

brief, the assumption here is that those Jewish leaders in the 1970s who had acknowledged a 

crisis of belief were responding to real spiritual needs in the community. However, the failure of 

those leaders to meet those needs in the 1970s, and the turn back to civil Judaism from the 1980s 

onward, meant that these individuals were left adrift. For those seekers who remained in the 

Jewish community, their two most prominent options were the Neo-Hasidism of Rabbi Shlomo 

Carlebach and the Jewish Renewal movement of Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi. Chapter 5 

therefore explores the history of Neo-Hasidism and Jewish Renewal as expressions of a 

grassroots spirituality in American Judaism that grew despite the dominance of civil Judaism.69 

 Finally, Chapter 6 focuses on the Jewish-Buddhist, or JuBu, phenomenon as the most 
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popular expression of spirituality among contemporary Jews today. Indeed, the phenomenon of 

the “JuBu” is so prominent that the number of Jews affiliated with Buddhism has been estimated 

to range between 6-30% of the Western Buddhist population.70 More significant than raw 

numbers, however, is the dramatic way that Buddhist meditation has come to shape Jewish 

spirituality. This chapter therefore details a narrative of Jewish-Buddhist encounter in which 

JuBus have transitioned from practicing Buddhist meditative techniques while maintaining a 

Jewish cultural identity to developing hybridized meditative forms and incorporating those into a 

new Jewish spiritual movement. In making sense of this narrative, Chapter 6 involves first-

person interviews with representatives from the Jewish Meditation Project of Columbus, the 

Jewish Mindfulness Center of Washington, and the Institute for Jewish Spirituality. 

 By the close of the millennium, therefore, concern for Jewish spirituality appears to have 

moved in fits and starts, at times being coopted by seemingly more pressing issues. In brief, this 

introduction has attempted to trace this broad narrative of American Jewish spirituality, to sketch 

the scholarship on spiritual seeking from Religious Studies and related fields, and to provide an 

overview of the arguments and evidence to follow. It is to those arguments that we now turn. 
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CHAPTER 1: JEWISH AMERICAN SPIRITUALITY IN THE EARLY 1900s 
 

On December 4th, 1894, a Jewish attorney named Leo Levi from Galveston Texas delivered a 

speech on “Judaism in America from the Standpoint of a Layman” at the Regular Council of the 

Union of American Hebrew Congregations. His address garnered sufficient attention that 10,000 

copies were produced by Simmons & Loomis Printers for widespread distribution.71 Levi’s 

remarks highlighted what he understood as the central problem in turn-of-the century Jewish life: 

Not the least, if not the most, remarkable feature in the intellectual development of the 
nineteenth century, is the disposition to set aside everything that is ancient in order to 
make room for something that is modern. … Perhaps in religion more than in any other 
department of human affairs has the revolutionary tendency been felt. In America 
especially, with a boldness that is startling, if not admirable, daring minds have assaulted 
every tenet of every religion with a recklessness that suggests that novelty rather than 
truth is the goal of their efforts. Even the Jews who have always been distinguished for 
conservatism have not escaped the prevalent tendency. …notably in the United States a 
large number of more or less enlightened Jews have surrendered themselves to the 
reckless and intoxicating thirst for novelty, and have laid rude hands upon everything and 
anything that offered an opportunity for exploitation. Whatever is ancient is by them 
considered banal, and therefore regarded as beneath the dignity of an age, that riots in the 
drunkenness of the present, without respect for the past or the future.72 

According to Levi, a tendency to cast aside the old for the new appears to have strongly affected 

his co-religionists, particularly those responsible for shaping Reform Judaism’s budding 

American identity. Levi went on to sound a note of warning: “The Jews in America cannot with 

safety permit the demoralization which exists in their synagogues to continue.”73 These dual 

charges, that Judaism has been characterized by a rejection of tradition and that this trend has 

threatened American Judaism’s vitality, persist nearly 125 years later, though the language has 

changed to that of waxing individualism and waning engagement. 
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 This chapter contends that Levi accurately diagnosed an ongoing difficulty in American 

Judaism which explains phenomena ranging from apparently indifferent synagogue life in the 

1890s to declining synagogue affiliation in the 1990s. Contemporary Reform rabbi Dana Evan 

Kaplan, in applying the market–based religious theory of Roger Finke and Rodney Stark to 

American Judaism, summarized the problem as follows: 

This theory suggests that a more fundamentalist approach to religion is far more 
compelling to the American congregant. As religious denominations such as the 
Presbyterians and the Methodists have moved toward a more “refined” or “liberal” 
theology, they have experienced a precipitous decline in both their numbers of members 
and their numbers of participants at church services and other religious activities. When 
theology is “shorn of mystery, miracle, and mysticism—when an active supernatural 
realm is replaced by abstractions concerning virtue,” then, Stark argues, the religious 
denomination lacks the theological strength to strongly motivate people to build a strong 
and vibrant religious community. … Implicit in the writings of this school is the 
assumption that unless an American religious movement is based on a theology that 
represents God as demanding specific behaviors at specific times, there is no way to 
permanently break the cycle of apathy that leads to low attendance, which in turn creates 
more apathy. While some congregations will, of course, be successful at creating 
innovative programs that meet the needs of a large group for a time, over the long haul 
there is no substitute, according to this view, for a compelling God.74 

Finke and Stark’s case—that a religion which emphasizes the supernatural, the mystical, and the 

miraculous will yield results in the pews—stands in contrast to the thirst for novelty which Levi 

described above and which characterized the approach of such documents as the Pittsburgh 

Platform in trading God for the “God-idea” and “the Bible reflecting the primitive ideas of its 

own age” for “the modern discoveries of scientific researches.”75 The architects of early 

American Judaism had struck their bargain with modernity because they felt it held more 

promise for their lives as Americans than traditional practices did. But if Finke, Stark, Kaplan, 
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and Levi are right, then the sum of these decisions forever altered not only American Judaism’s 

sociopolitical reality but its spiritual landscape as well.  

Per this logic, without meeting the spiritual needs of its followers, Judaism cannot 

compel; and if Judaism cannot compel, then it cannot, in turn, meet spiritual needs. This spiral 

therefore constitutes a key tension in the history of American Judaism, but analysis of spirituality 

in American Judaism has received short shrift due to discomfort among scholars in drawing up 

histories of the non-material. This dissertation aims to correct that trend by attending to an 

ongoing conversation in twentieth century American Jewish life around the nature of spirituality, 

unearthed not only in the files and folders of the American Jewish Archives but also the growth 

of new spiritual options among contemporary Jews. In heeding this narrative, the search for 

spirituality emerges as a powerful through-line in the American Jewish experience and 

demonstrates that spirituality has long been a prominent concern for American Jews. 

Framing the conversation 
 
Standard accounts of American Jewish history contend that the defining feature of the period 

from 1820 to 1920 was American Jews’ establishment of “defense agencies.”76 Despite the need 

to form such groups, Jews in this period felt relatively safe as outbursts of anti-Semitism were 

rare.77 To the degree that American Jews did concern themselves with their unique status as a 

“minority religious community in a society that on the one hand separated church and state and 

on the other increasingly prided itself on its fundamentally Christian character,” they and their 

defense agencies focused on such relatively low-key issues as school prayer and blue laws.78 

However, a surge of anti-Semitism in the latter half of this period, which coincided with a rise in 
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the use of racist language about European Jews, generated a range of responses: Some Jews 

simply suppressed their concerns, so as not to compromise their status as Americans, while 

others sought to combat prejudice by acculturating themselves and the waves of immigrant Jews 

arriving on American shores.79 A prominent example of the latter approach is the work of the 

Joint Distribution Committee, which was founded in 1914 and which persisted for decades.80 

Then, with the advent of World War I, Jewish suffering in Europe unified American Jewry as 

never before; all told, the American Jewish community contributed $20 million and obtained $27 

million from the federal government and other agencies for European Jews in need.81 Historian 

Jonathan Sarna has suggested that “Philanthropy, in a sense, became the civil religion of 

American Jews during those bleak years.”82 By the 1920s, then, American Jews had formed an 

organizational structure for mutual aid, had developed a range of approaches to accommodate 

Christianity as the immanent frame of American life, and had come together when their 

European counterparts were caught in the crosshairs of a world at war. 

In 1924, passage of the National Origins Act placed restrictive quotas on countries across 

Europe and effectively halted Jewish immigration. Despite the structures American Jews had put 

in place in previous years, they were altogether ineffective at blocking this legislation.83 Without 

the need to accommodate newly arrived co-religionists, however, American Jews were free to 

turn inward and so “the ‘main event’ in the lives of American Jews actually involved the lengthy 

and complicated process of middle-class Americanization” in which Jews’ social status trended 

ever upward.84 During these interwar years, American Jews “bounded into the broad middle 
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class…and lived in new and better neighborhoods reflective of their improved economic 

circumstances.”85 In these new neighborhoods, religious institutions came to reflect the dual 

identity of American Jews by serving as strongholds of Jewishness while facilitating the work of 

Americanization: “In basic matters such as jobs, places of residence, and family structure, though 

the Jews could take advantage of expanding opportunities in America, they did so in 

idiosyncratically Jewish ways.”86 Later in this decade and through World War II, this drive for 

Americanization was hampered by emerging anti-Semitism, with the 1930s as its peak when 

Jews received considerable blame for the losses of the Great Depression.87 A 1938 poll, for 

instance, indicated that 50% of Americans had a low opinion of Jews.88 Nevertheless, vocal 

Jewish reaction to this anti-Semitism was subdued, as Jews sought to maintain the appearance of 

their hard-won middle-class propriety.89 

The long-term consequences inaugurated by the National Origins Act of 1924 were 

several. First, because American Jews’ interests were hampered by any number of external 

factors—“that they did not have numbers on their side, that the American public did not give 

great weight to their concerns, that many Americans thought Jews too powerful and pushy”—the 

overall effect was unifying and stabilizing: Jewish charities, in an effort to combat the ravages of 

the Great Depression, became far more efficient and organized themselves under the umbrella of 

the National Council of Jewish Federations and Welfare Funds.90 Second, the community 

witnessed broad demographic changes in which an immigrant majority shifted to a mostly 
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American-born population.91 Consequently, the landsmanshaftn, or benevolent societies, and the 

Yiddish press declined in popularity, while middle-class synagogues emerged as the new locus 

of American Jewish communal life.92 Religiosity was characterized by competition between 

movements, with Reform and Conservative Judaism making substantial ideological changes to 

accommodate descendants of earlier immigrants.93 Youth groups emerged, such as the National 

Federation of Temple Youth, and rejection of Zionism was reconsidered; this rebranding 

exercise culminated in the 1937 Statement of Principles, which was intended to update the 1885 

Pittsburgh Platform.94 The result of these various efforts was that mid-century Jewish life in 

America constituted a “population that gave every appearance of being ‘at home’ in America but 

that actually inhabited a largely self-contained subculture, a parallel universe that shared many of 

the trappings of the larger society while standing apart from it.”95 This parallel universe 

witnessed the emergence of key Jewish institutions, including ninety-seven Jewish day schools, 

summer camps such as Ramah and Olin-Sang Ruby Union Institute, and the Jewish Publication 

Society.96 By 1945, Jews’ Americanization efforts appear to have largely succeeded, and the 

Ives-Quinn antidiscrimination bill, which protected Jews and other groups from employment 

discrimination, is considered a poignant counterpoint to the National Origins Act of 1924.97 

Standard accounts of early twentieth century Jewish life in America such as the narrative 

above thus tell us a great deal about the development of major institutions in American Judaism, 

the impact and significance of sweeping legislative changes, and the nagging question of 
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Americanization in the American Jewish psyche. What they do not speak to, however, are 

questions of religious life, of spiritual seeking and meaning-making. By contrast, the evidence 

below from the American Jewish Archives demonstrates that Jews during this period were in fact 

deeply concerned with spirituality, even as their understanding of that term remained mutable. 

The hectic 1920s 
 
From the excesses of the Roaring Twenties to the chaos of Black Monday, the 1920s in 

American life were marked by unprecedented growth and unparalleled upheaval. As mentioned 

above, American Judaism solidified its institutional operations during this period, in which 

communal institutions were streamlined to respond to postwar needs, and American Jews 

themselves shifted attention to their own middle-class strivings. By the end of this decade, these 

Jews would face renewed anti-Semitic fervor brought about by financial turmoil. 

Among Jewish leaders, however, there was a different conversation unfolding, one about 

religious life which presents an entirely different picture of American Jewry at the time. 

Specifically, it seems that the trailblazers of American Reform Judaism were actually quite 

interested in laying a foundation for spiritual progress in the 1920s, but this project was derailed 

by intensive efforts to acculturate newly-arrived Eastern European co-religionists. 

On a brisk fall day in 1925, Rabbi David Philipson (a member of Hebrew Union 

College’s first graduating class) offered a gloomy analysis of the American Jewish condition to a 

crowd celebrating the College’s fiftieth anniversary. He began by noting that the situation of 

American Jewry was quite different from its status fifty years earlier in 1875. The Jewish 

population had grown from a paltry 250,000 to an astounding 4,000,000. The pioneers of Reform 

Judaism were no longer seen as wayward teachers, but as prominent leaders of world Jewry. 

American Jews had embraced universalism over particularism, and Reform’s success was to be 
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found in the establishment of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations and Hebrew Union 

College. Philipson declared, “In all our communities the Jew had become assimilated in all 

things but his religion. He was an American of the Jewish faith as were his non-Jewish fellow 

citizens Americans of the Christian faith. Americans all with no other divisiveness but that of 

religion!”98 Such was the promise of liberal Jewry. The founders of the Union and the College 

had successfully repudiated Jewish nationalism in asserting their allegiance as Americans, but 

for Philipson, there was a problem deeper than the nagging question of national loyalties, namely 

the “lack of spirituality in American Jewry that is appalling.”99 A “spiritual famine” had come 

over its people, he noted, and with their now-magnificent institutions, the postwar years had 

convinced Americans Jews that prosperity ruled the world.100 For Philipson, American Jewry in 

the mid-1920s was therefore rich in substance while poor in spirit. 

Similar documents from this period suggest that Philipson was not alone in sounding this 

alarm. Other leaders reiterated his position that American Jewry had responded with vigor to the 

question of Americanization, but that these efforts had diverted the community from the 

necessary work of spiritual development. Consequently, American Jewry now found itself 

replete with communal resources but lacking in spirituality. Rabbi Julian Morgenstern, then-

president of Hebrew Union College, echoed this stance in a 1926 address at the International 

Conference of Liberal Jews. On the whole, Morgenstern reiterated Philipson’s argument, noting 

that the first generations of Reform Jews were responsible for “unity, co-operation and 

systematic progress, under trained leaders, understanding the American life and spirit, backed by 
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strong organization, with a common interpretation of Judaism and a common programme.”101 To 

wit, Morgenstern highlighted the “splendid machinery” of American Reform organizational life: 

…the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, the Hebrew Union College, the Central 
Conference of American Rabbis, the National Federation of Temple Sisterhoods and 
Brotherhoods, the Council of Jewish Women, the National Federation of Jewish Social 
Agencies, the Independent Order of B’nai B’rith, and other Organisations and 
Institutions, too numerous to mention, but each efficient in its own way.102 

Despite this array, however, Morgenstern believed that the mass immigration of Eastern 

European Jews had otherwise sabotaged the Reform project: 

As a result, natural and inevitable, the promise of forty years ago is still unfulfilled. Some 
progress has been made of course. But where the problem and duty were so 
overwhelmingly those of economic habilitation and cultural assimilation, the work of 
internal religious and spiritual upbuilding had perforce to take second place. What 
progress was made was largely fortuitous. Many problems confronting American Reform 
Judaism to-day and many of its peculiar phenomena are the fruits of this long period of 
unorganized and unprogrammed development.103 

In other words, attention paid to the assimilation of immigrant Jews and the building of 

American Jewish institutions had prevented Reform Judaism from properly addressing internal 

questions of spirituality. Specifically, Morgenstern pointed to “the gradually diminishing role of 

the Synagogue,” “a relative decrease in Synagogue attendance and Sabbath observance,” and the 

“antiquated and somewhat lifeless” Union Prayer Book as evidence that the spiritual enterprise 

of Reform Judaism had languished during these years of accommodation.104 With the National 

Origins Act blocking further immigration, however, the requirement to “build up systematically 

our own inner spiritual resources” now became the great challenge facing American Jewry.105 
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The harshest indictment of American Jewish spirituality came from Rabbi Max Heller, 

former president of the Central Conference of American Rabbis, in a baccalaureate sermon 

delivered at the third graduation ceremony of the Jewish Institute of Religion in 1928. Heller 

suggested that American Jews, despite their “various gains, in wealth and numbers, in gorgeous 

buildings and splendid tools, in ramified organizations and business-like systems” yet ignored 

“the emotional shallowness and the spiritual cheapness of it all.”106 Heller felt that Jewish homes 

were “religiously desolate” and that American Judaism, in its search for “more attractive and up-

to-date forms of Jewish faith and observance,” had lost its soul.107 

By 1928, however, the status of American Judaism’s spiritual life appeared to be shifting 

away from grim assessments like Heller’s. At the first conference of the World Union for Liberal 

Judaism, two giants of Reform Judaism offered their views. Rabbi Hyman Enelow, then-

president of the Central Conference of American Rabbis, remarked that American Reform 

Judaism was generally showing great progress: “Many new temples are being built all over the 

land, with larger accommodation and more extensive facilities than ever before, new 

congregations are springing up, the Union of American Hebrew Congregations is constantly 

gaining additions in members and support....”108 Enelow then suggested that Reform “can never 

be satisfied with outward appearances” and asked, “Are we ourselves making any inward 

progress?”109 Here, Enelow saw a reversal of “spiritual deterioration” in “a greater awakening 

among our laity” as evidenced by energetic sisterhoods and brotherhoods and the expansion of 
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educational programs.110 At the same World Union conference, Rabbi Samuel Goldenson, who 

would succeed Enelow as president of the Central Conference of American Rabbis, was similarly 

optimistic. Goldenson began by questioning the apparent successes of organized Jewish life, 

opining that displays of Jewish religiosity were more “an expression of material prosperity” than 

“a mark of spiritual reality and inwardness.”111 However, Goldenson also felt that American 

Judaism had reached a tipping point: “If I should put into a single sentence the present status of 

Reform, I would say that we are on the eve of another period of profound searching.”112 Though 

where Enelow saw salvation in community-building and education, Goldenson looked to the 

revitalization of worship: “I am certain that if our attempt to harmonize our worship with the 

world in which we live be imbued with God-consciousness on the one hand, and moral 

responsibility for the world and Jewry on the other, our worship will continue to be Jewish as 

well as modern, and its Jewishness would have an appeal to an ever-widening circle of good men 

and women.”113 According to Enelow and Goldenson, therefore, American Jewish religious 

leadership had finally begun to generate meaningful religious experiences through gathering, 

study and prayer. Just as attention was turning to spirituality, however, the crash of the stock 

market in 1929 and the relief efforts of the 1930s again diverted attention from Jews’ spiritual 

yearnings to the community’s broader material needs. This time, however, the language of 

spirituality would not be ignored by proponents of material relief, but would rather be at the 

heart of an ongoing debate about the nature of American Judaism. 
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The righteous 1930s 
 
In American history, the 1930s witnessed the ravages of the Great Depression and the promise of 

the New Deal, the rise of authoritarian governments and the outbreak once more of world war, as 

well as the emergence of critical technologies such as radar and color filmography. It was a 

decade of tragedy and uncertainty, but also of change and progress. For the American Jew, 

however, it was a call to arms for communal support, testing the infrastructure which had been so 

carefully laid in previous decades. Standard accounts of American Jewish history emphasize this 

period’s potent anti-Semitism and its unifying effect on organized Jewish life. A closer look at 

the archival records, however, reveals a lively debate over the nature of social justice in the wake 

of economic upheaval, in which the language of spirituality was front and center. 

As early as 1930, the Central Conference of American Rabbis had convened a 

Commission on Social Justice to address the impact of the Great Depression. In a publication 

entitled “A Message of Social Justice,” the Commission interpreted the economic turbulence of 

the period as a powerful corrective to the materialist excesses of the preceding decade:  

Our vaunted prosperity has forsaken us. On the proverbial wheel of fortune, we have 
been in the descent. We trusted in our house, but it stood not; we laid hold of it but it 
endured not. In these circumstances, as on all kindred occasions, the poor have suffered 
acutely. Unemployment and destitution have become widespread, devastating homes and 
blighting human lives. The wealthy have likewise suffered. Great possessions have 
vanished in great losses. Dismal have been the results in anguish, despair, mental 
breakdown and suicide. From lack of material means, many a worthy project has been 
abandoned.114 
 

The CCAR’s Commission on Social Justice thereby drew attention to the change of fortunes 

precisely as a spiritual concern: “Indeed the very measure of the pain caused by our reverses is 

determined not by those reverses themselves, but the extent to which we are spiritually prepared 
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or unprepared to meet them.”115 This theme reappeared throughout the 1930s, suggesting that the 

lesson of the Great Depression was not simply about providing for one’s fellows, but about 

prizing the gospel of soul over and against the gospel of wealth. In other words, this view held 

that regardless of how the community’s material well-being might shift, it is ultimately one’s 

spiritual readiness which determines one’s fortune. Nevertheless, “A Message of Social Justice” 

does also propose a range of practical mechanisms for alleviating human suffering: minimum 

ages for workers, pensions for the elderly, a five-day work week, sympathy for organized labor 

(“perhaps the most potent of all forces for securing hours and wages requisite for neutralizing 

unemployment and for the civic and spiritual development of the worker”), and investment only 

in enterprises with humane hours and wages.116 Even in these remarks, however, such pragmatic 

measures are understood spiritually, as “requisite for neutralizing unemployment and for the 

civic and spiritual development of the worker.”117 Message and method are therefore unified in 

seeing not only physical but also spiritual harm in economic deprivation. 

A parallel organization, the Sub-Committee on Social Betterment reporting at the World 

Union of Progressive Judaism, offered a similar assessment of contemporaneous Jewish social 

justice work. Speaking of American rabbis as “leaders in philanthropic works and in the quest for 

Social Justice,” the Sub-Committee’s minutes record that the “religious motive is becoming 

increasingly paramount.”118 In terms that corroborate this alternative interpretation of Jewish life 

in the 1930s, the Sub-Committee further noted that “in America, Liberal Jews are at least making 

an approach toward Prophetic social consciousness; we are at least beginning to feel that man’s 
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religious life and economic life are indissolubly bound together.”119 This assertion, that homo 

economicus and homo spiritus are inextricably tied, affirms once more that American Jewish 

leadership interpreted the effects of the Depression in material as well as spiritual terms. 

 Other clergy and leading figures also understood spirituality as a predominant need, but 

were less comfortable about this novel pairing of homo economicus and homo spiritus. At a 

World Union of Progressive Judaism roundtable discussion on “How Progressive Judaism Can 

Overcome Religious Indifference,” three American rabbis—Leo M. Franklin of Detroit, Martin 

Zielonka of El Paso, and Samuel Schulman of New York—each sounded a note of warning on 

this score. Rabbi Franklin suggested that, in emphasizing charity, one risked a concomitant de-

emphasis of spirituality: “Charity was a part of religion, but it was never the whole of religion. In 

these days there has been too much of an identity between charity and religion. The 

synagogue…has lost much of its best brains and much of its consecration of spirit to 

philanthropy.”120 Meanwhile, Rabbi Zielonka was dismayed at the “effort to make religion co-

extensive with tsadakah.”121 He wrote: “Endowing hospitals, orphanages, and homes for the aged 

did not strengthen the religious convictions of the givers nor urge them to participate more 

earnestly in synagogue and school. … Our Jewish schools languished while philanthropy built 

and endowed other institutions. Thus tsadakah did not bring a solution.”122 Rather, Zielonka 

called for renewed educational efforts, but also explicitly for “ways and means of bringing the 
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mystical element into our services.”123 Finally, Rabbi Schulman held that “we have emptied the 

content of Judaism of much that has enriched life, and when the modern Jew looks round for 

something concrete to do he interprets his religion in terms of charity.” He added, “There are in 

our country people who say that Judaism is social justice. Yes and no. Of course it is social 

justice; social justice belongs to it; but if you say Judaism is social justice you do it an injustice, 

for it is more than that. … Judaism is wisdom, which means it is knowledge and understanding. 

It is prayer—mystic union with God. Here you have already a rich content.”124 The critique 

reiterated by these rabbis is clear: The charitable efforts of Judaism are entirely in keeping with 

the tradition, but to equate those efforts with the spiritual content of religious life is to make a 

category mistake. This argument echoes the words of Rabbi Dana Evan Kaplan earlier in this 

chapter, that “While some congregations will, of course, be successful at creating innovative 

programs that meet the needs of a large group for a time, over the long haul there is no substitute, 

according to this view, for a compelling God.”125 Social justice and philanthropy are indeed 

important tasks for any religious community, but they are not themselves the task of religious 

life. Rather, these rabbis understood the task of Judaism as deepening religious convictions and 

providing participants with a sense of mystical union. In this sense, they too believed spirituality 

in 1930s American Judaism to be in need of revitalization. 

As mentioned above, current accounts of American Jewish history highlight the massive 

mutual aid projects of the 1930s, but do not speak to spiritual sentiments such as these. Standard 

narratives thereby ignore concerns which were shared by major institutions like the CCAR and 

WUPJ and which appear across synagogues ranging from Michigan to Texas and New York. 
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These concerns held that the predominant threat to American Jewry was not the collapse of bank 

accounts and stock portfolios, but the culture of material excess which had wrought the Great 

Depression in the first place. At the 1930 conference of the World Union of Progressive Judaism, 

Rabbi Felix Levy, who would later serve as president of the Central Conference of American 

Rabbis, stated this bluntly, noting that religion was locked in “deadly combat” with industrialism 

and nationalism.126 Levy wrote: “Religion must transform nationalism and industrialism that they 

may all become means of life instead of the instruments of death that they are now. It must use 

science, of itself indifferent to weal or woe, to bring happiness and knowledge to all the people 

on earth.”127 For Levy, as for Franklin, Zielonka, Schulman and others, where religion could best 

thrive was not by stocking food pantries, but by imbuing life with meaning.  

Such critiques persisted into the early 1930s. In 1932, Rabbi Solomon Goldman, who 

served as co-chairman of the United Jewish Appeal, delivered a commencement address at the 

Jewish Institute of Religion. He lamented: 

We have ceased to be a learned people and have ousted from the throne of glory the 
Torah. Therefore has the palm of leadership in American Israel for a quarter of a century 
or more been conceded to wealth. The influence of the rich man in the synagogue and in 
Jewish communal life have degraded our institutions to the level of a bourse and have 
made of our rabbis efficient clerks. We have been tyrannized by the power of money and 
dazzled by a halo of haughty benevolence.128 

For all of the significance that charitable works held during this time of great need in American 

history, philanthropy’s encroachment on the religious activity of American Jews appears to have 

caused considerable consternation for religious leaders. In the same year, however, the 
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Commission on Social Justice released a new “Message of Social Justice,” pushing back against 

these critiques: “In light of what has befallen us, how untenable becomes the view that economic 

considerations are not religion’s affair! Can religion be oblivious to human agony?”129 The 

American Jewish community thus appears to have faced a tension between priorities and 

ideology: On the one hand, Jews and Americans more broadly were in dire need of material 

assistance; on the other hand, the religious leaders helming this effort were deeply concerned 

about philanthropy’s broader takeover of religiosity. 

In 1935, the American philosopher Irwin Edman attempted to thread this needle in an 

opening address delivered at the Jewish Institute of Religion. Edman, in speaking of religious 

leadership, suggested that he “did not believe it the business of religion or religious leaders to be 

leaders in secular affairs at all,” in deference to their “genuinely profound and mystical vocation” 

in caring for “the souls of men.”130 However, he also suggested that religious leaders must speak 

to contemporary problems as messengers of their respective traditions:  

Without in the least pretending to have a solution to every current political problem,  or a 
final judgement upon it, he does owe it to himself, to his religion and to his congregation, 
to speak forth-right against those practices in his society which are enemies of what seem 
to him eternal values, and to speak firmly and fearlessly in favor of those tendencies or 
movements in his own day which seem to him to be consonant with the religious values, 
which he is preaching and desires to propagate. … He will be an impressive leader in so 
far as his hearers have the sense that it is not he that speaks, but a great religious tradition 
that speaks through him, and a timeless truth that comments on the times.131 

Edman’s stance succinctly demonstrates the difficulty facing American Jews in the 1930s. The 

brutal reality of their status quo demanded action on the philanthropic crisis of the day, but this 
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action did little to speak to spiritual needs. In fact, the emphasis on philanthropy appears to have 

diverted attention away from spirituality. Standard narratives of American Jewish history, 

however, tell us nothing of this dialectic and ignore leaders’ repeated calls to meet spiritual 

alongside corporeal needs. This argument, reiterated time and again by religious and communal 

leaders, is entirely lost if we heed only ledger books and legislative records. 

 A later “Program of Social Justice” pamphlet by the Commission on Social Justice 

pushed the philanthropic argument to its furthest extension yet by attempting to purposefully 

conflate philanthropy with spirituality. This document presented itself self-consciously as a 

“declaration of social principles” in which the writers held that, “It is part of the great social 

message of the prophets of our faith that salvation can be achieved only through the salvation of 

society as a whole. It is therefore incumbent upon all men to study the ills of the existing social 

order and to form intelligent opinions on the subject of social reconstruction.”132 In elevating this 

task to the level of religious obligation, the Commission asserted its support for such 

practicalities as labor unionization, pensions, and disability insurance as expressions of religious 

life.133 The language used is lofty—“the right to work is a spiritual necessity”—while the policy 

proposals remained mundane.134 Two years later, in a 1937 opening address delivered at the 

Jewish Institute of Religion, Rabbi Edward Israel, who served as Chairman of the Commission 

on Social Justice from 1923 to 1933, explained some of the logic behind the Commission’s new 

positioning. Israel suggested that support for social security, child labor standards, and other such 

measures were “a most necessary concomitant in the struggle for the preservation of civil and 

political democracy, and are completely in accord with that spiritual philosophy, Hebraic in 
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origin, from which American democracy has drawn its impetus toward human rights.”135 For 

Israel, there was therefore no conflict between homo economicus and homo spiritus, nor was 

there a conflict between Americanization and Jewishness. The work of the Commission on 

Social Justice had solved these problems as cleanly as Alexander the Great had sliced through 

the Gordian Knot: “We must come to recognize more and more that an institution such as this, in 

that it tends to preserve Jewish cultural and spiritual values in American life, is, by the very 

implication of that fact, an instrument for the continuation of that culturally pluralistic 

democracy which is the only democracy worthy of the name.”136 Here, Israel merged the various 

imperatives of American Jewry—spirituality and materiality, culture and democracy—into one 

grand vision. The message is simple and all-encompassing: By aiding one’s fellow Jews 

materially, one not only acts in accordance with Jewish spiritual values but also protects a unique 

community which is essential to the proper functioning of American democracy. 

Despite the Commission’s official declaration and Israel’s rhetoric, this debate over the 

soul of Jewish life wavered only when burgeoning anti-Semitism began to shift the conversation 

in the late 1930s. In the 1939 Annual Report of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, 

Rabbi Edgar Magnin of the Wilshire Boulevard Temple in Los Angeles wrote: 

The very existence of the synagogue as an institution is an assurance to the non-Jew that 
we are not entirely materialistic despite the libels and superstitions on that subject. Every 
time he rides down the boulevard in his automobile, sees a beautiful synagogue with its 
dome lifted skyward, he knows that we Jews have lived for a high purpose; he is 
reminded of what we have given humanity; he knows that we have a God and that that 
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God still cares for Israel. Wipe out the Synagogues of America, destroy our Temples, and 
the Jew would not be safe in this country for twenty-four hours.137 

This position is distinct in that materialism meets not with spirituality, but with the unfortunate 

realities of prejudice and persecution. In this context, the financial well-being of the Jew no 

longer serves as a philanthropic accomplishment or a religious obligation, but rather as a marker 

of social acceptability and thereby a bulwark against anti-Semitism. The influence of anti-

Semitism is dealt with rather differently in a commencement speech delivered in 1939 by Henry 

Monsky, then-president of B’nai B’rith, at the Jewish Institute of Religion. In these remarks, 

Monsky mused on what he saw as the “disastrous effects of anti-Semitism”: 

A deep sensitiveness has fallen over Jewish life, a pathological absorption with 
persecution. Non-Jews wonder why Jews become so jittery. Every conversation, every 
meeting, every literary effort is permeated with the dolorousness of the “Jewish 
problem.” In a word, the Jewish spirit is undergoing a process of demoralization much 
more hazardous than the physical suffering and privation which our people have 
endured.138 

Monsky here speaks of anti-Semitism in terms of a “demoralization” of the spirit that is “more 

hazardous” than physical suffering.139 He therefore seems to have understood anti-Semitism not 

exclusively in terms of survival, but also in terms of religious vitality. As such, he was far more 

concerned with the impact of Judaism’s “pathological absorption” and its “dolorousness” than 

concerns of safety and security. Monsky also deployed the argument repeated above, that an 

overemphasis on philanthropy would betray Judaism’s primary role as a religious tradition: “We 

must not chance the vesting of authority in individuals, honest and conscientious enough, but 
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unfortunately not adequately equipped to interpret a full-orbed Judaism; individuals who see 

Judaism, primarily or simply as philanthropy, or as social service, or as chauvinism, instead of 

what it really is: a prophetic heritage, a religious-intellectual tradition.”140 Taken together, 

Monsky’s statements suggest that spirituality remained a prominent concern among communal 

leaders throughout the 1930s and that spirituality was a standard lens for analyzing the American 

Jewish landscape at the time.  

Ultimately, the 1930s debate over the relationship between philanthropy and spirituality 

suggests an understanding among communal leaders that, just as the previous generation’s 

interest in cultivating a rich spiritual life had been diverted by a need to acculturate newly arrived 

immigrant Jews, so too was the new generation’s interest in religiosity diverted by a need to 

rescue one’s fellow Jews from economic tumult. Historical narratives which prioritize Jewry’s 

vast and growing social justice network are therefore not inaccurate, but they neglect a reality 

that the rabbis remained deeply concerned with Judaism’s spiritual status even into the 1940s. 

For these leaders, the debate over philanthropy and spirituality suggested that Judaism was more 

than both the former and the latter. 

The anxious 1940s 
 
The 1940s in America were marked by the ravages of World War II, significant postwar 

economic expansion, and the sparking of the Atomic Age. Standard accounts of American 

Jewish history recognize in this period two great achievements, namely full incorporation into 

middle-class society and the proliferation of educational programming via schools and camps. 

The primary dynamic in Jewish discourse during these years became an uncompromising 

demand to ensure Jewish survival through cultural accommodation and/or education, but even 
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this survivalist rhetoric found itself inflected by the language of spirituality. Indeed, this is the 

point which standard accounts of American Jewry fail to acknowledge, that far from spurning 

spiritual aims, spirituality was a frequent lens through which these other goals were considered. 

In 1941, Abram Sachar, the founding president of Brandeis University, noted in his 

commencement address at the Jewish Institute of Religion that “many of our leaders have 

become so concerned with the problem of presenting the Jew in a favorable light to the Gentile 

community, that they have forgotten that there is importance in the task of educating the Jewish 

community to the meaning of its own group survival. Ambassadorial service to the Gentile is 

certainly important, but so is the Sunday School.”141 That survivalism was considered so 

explicitly as early as 1941 is surprising, as such rhetoric is most strongly associated with the 

post-Holocaust period. However, Sachar’s point is in fact not that survival should be the 

dominant goal, but rather that “educating to meaning” is Judaism’s central task. As will be 

shown below, this trend continued in the 1940s, and the debate between philanthropy and 

spirituality was quickly replaced by the debate between survivalism and religious life.  

In the following year, Frank Weil, then-president of the Jewish Welfare Board, echoed 

Sachar’s critique. Weil noted that Jews saw themselves as “under attack” and lamented that some 

chose “to escape from their Jewish life.”142 He issued a call to arms: 

We who fight on the home front today have great responsibilities. We must preserve the 
entire fabric of our way of life, both Jewish and American. We must preserve the 
foundation of our normal life to which we hope to return when peace is once again 
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restored. We must preserve all of the values for which our young men have gone forth to 
fight. We must not let them return to tired and disillusioned communities.143 

Weil, like Sachar, recognized the broader community’s concern with survivalism. However, he 

understood it not in terms of social favorability, but rather in terms of restoring the vibrancy of 

the Jewish community. As such, Sachar and Weil both interpret Jewish survival in light of the 

community’s overall religious wellbeing, rather than the rhetoric of extinction and assimilation 

which would emerge in the decades after World War II as part of Woocher’s civil Judaism. 

 In 1945, Rabbi Stephen Wise, who had founded the Jewish Institute of Religion, offered 

a frank assessment of American Jews’ postwar status. He remarked that the years from 1942 to 

1945 “have been the most mournful and tragic in our history” and “will rank in all the centuries 

of our story, in the millennia of our history as years comparable to the years 68, 69, and 70, with 

the difficulties of those bitter years culminating in the destruction of the Temple.”144 However, 

even after these losses were laid bare, the rhetoric of survivalism in this period continued to be 

shaped in spiritual language. In 1947, Maurice Eisendrath, then-president of the Union of 

American Hebrew Congregations, offered presidential remarks on precisely this point. An 

audience member reported his message as follows: “What we need and want is a more virile, 

more active, more self-conscious Religious Life. We have faith that a liberal and progressive 

Judaism can satisfy to the utmost our spiritual wants as American Jews. We want Judaism to 

survive, and we want to bring its message as we see it to as many Jews as we can reach.”145 

Survival for Eisendrath was therefore a question of satisfying spiritual needs. He went on: “As 
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never before, we require a new heart and a new soul; a matching of material progress with moral 

power. As one contemporary savant has warned: ‘Woe betide us if we have Science in our head, 

but no God, no religion in our heart!’”146 Here, we get a mixture of all the messages we have 

encountered—survivalism, anti-materialism, and spirituality—all at once. Of course, the 

question must be how one accomplishes such a task, and Eisendrath’s answer was education. 

Specifically, he felt that American Jewry must direct significant resources toward youth 

education in order to preserve and strengthen its communities: 

If we abandon our youth to secular or political organizations, which are appropriating 
tens of thousands of dollars to youth education and youth activity, how can we expect 
magically to win their minions to our cause? We must match them dollar for dollar. Nay, 
more, since religious work is more difficult and exciting, we must far exceed their 
expenditures and, through trained youth leadership, by means of conclaves and summer 
camps, seek to win our youth for God, for Torah, for Israel and for Liberal Judaism. The 
paltry few dollars, now expended on our present youth program, must be multiplied many 
fold.147 

There is a coherence to Eisendrath’s message: One should use material means for spiritual 

purposes, which is to their best effect, and doing so will help to ensure Jewish continuity. 

 In 1948, Rabbi Abraham Feldman, former president of the CCAR, offered a similar thesis 

in his commencement address at the Jewish Institute of Religion. Feldman opened by quoting 

Leo Baeck that “Jewish survival must be preceded by Jewish revival.”148 In his remarks, 

Feldman then sought to define “what shall we, as Rabbis, revive,” suggesting that Jewish 

religious leaders must “think of more than secular Jewish nationalism, since such Jewish 

nationalism is not enough to assure Jewish survival,” but should instead look to “a Jewish 
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revival, and that means to me the revival of Jewish people as the carriers of an idea that is greater 

than man, which to me spells ‘God.’”149 For Feldman, Jewish life can “give spiritual content and 

guidance to modern men and women” and make them “aglow with the God of Israel as a real 

presence.”150 Feldman then juxtaposed this spiritual task explicitly against the materialism he 

witnessed daily: “…precisely because of the changed functions of the Rabbinate, ours is the 

unique task today to kindle lamps for our people and to dispel the darkness of despair which has 

seized upon many of them, and of banishing the idolatry of materialism which is plaguing our 

communities.”151 The anti-materialism here dates back to the debate of the 1930s, but the rest of 

his message is in keeping with Sachar, Weil, and Eisendrath: Survival depends on spirituality. 

As noted at the outset of this chapter, the attorney Leo Levi voiced fear in 1875 about the 

demoralization of Jewish life in America, questioning whether or not the tendency to modernize 

and reject tradition threatened the vitality of American Judaism. The historical record as 

described above indicates that his concerns were well-founded and that leaders of American 

Jewry from the 1920s through the 1940s would regularly assess their programs in light of their 

impact on Judaism’s spiritual life. Anxiety seems to have been the most common motif on this 

front, with leaders of major institutions repeatedly questioning the ways in which acculturation 

and philanthropy threatened to replace religious meaning as Judaism’s raison d’etre. That 

spirituality was the lens through which community leaders understood not only tragedy but also 

recovery, not only prosperity but also misfortune, demonstrates its centrality to the American 

Jewish experience. As such, heeding these concerns is as crucial to a complete understanding of 

American Jewish history as the standard narrative of organizational accomplishments. 
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CHAPTER 2: SOCIAL JUSTICE AND SURVIVALISM AT MID-CENTURY 
 
As demonstrated in the previous chapter, the record of the 1920s through 1940s suggests that 

spirituality was a regular concern among leaders of institutional Judaism, and that other anxieties 

were often viewed in relation to their impact on American Judaism’s spiritual vitality. In the 

1920s, Jewish defense agencies from the early 1900s developed into a broad organizational 

structure to support the task of Americanization as European co-religionists arrived en masse. 

This response to the Eastern European immigrant crisis, however, shifted the community away 

from spiritual development, and American Jewry soon found itself replete in material security 

but lacking in spirituality. Leaders of Reform Judaism began to critique this situation and urged 

Jews to build up religious resources, only to find themselves quickly confronted by the economic 

turmoil of the Great Depression. In the 1930s, pressing communal needs and renewed anti-

Semitism cut short any proposed return to spiritual development, though philanthropic efforts 

were often spoken of in spiritual language. This association resulted in consternation among 

leaders of Jewish institutions around the apparent link between homo economicus and homo 

spiritus, with concern that the former would overtake the latter. Indeed, attention to spirituality 

was quickly diverted by the need to rescue fellow Jews from poverty and unfair working 

conditions. As economic concerns began to wane in the early 1940s, American Jewish leaders 

began speaking of spiritual life once more, though now in terms of spirituality as key to 

American Judaism’s survival. In the late 1940s, as American Jewry became aware of the ravages 

of the Holocaust, this reality served only to amplify calls for a religious revival as the sine qua 

non for Jewish continuity in America. 

 In this chapter, we will follow these threads into the 1950s and 1960s to see how the 

language of spirituality ebbed and flowed alongside concerns from this period. As will be shown 
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below, religious and communal leaders continued to call for attention to spirituality throughout 

the 1950s, but by the mid-1960s such clamoring had waned. A fierce debate broke out over 

social justice in particular, and though such work had been described in spiritual terms in the 

1930s, this was almost never the case by the 1960s. During the 1960s, the Six-Day War in Israel 

also dramatically altered the American scene, and survivalism re-emerged as a central concern 

with unprecedented force. By 1970, then, social justice and Jewish continuity constituted the 

twin pillars of American Jewish life.152  

The uncertain 1950s 
 
In the 1950s, American Jews continued to be preoccupied by the concerns which had occupied 

them during previous decades: Americanization, survivalism, social justice, and spirituality. At 

the National Jewish Youth Conference in 1951, Abraham G. Duker, longtime editor of Jewish 

Social Studies, spoke of several existential challenges facing American Jews. He began by 

emphasizing America’s newfound centrality after World War II, noting that “the Jewish people 

was centered, only 11 years ago, in Central and Eastern Europe” but is now “concentrated 

mainly in the Americas, with the community in the US constituting over 40% of the world’s 

Jewish populations.”153 This reality imposed new demands on American Jews in carrying the 
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mantle of Judaism into the future. However, this obligation was complicated by the historical 

legacy of Jews’ political emancipation in that “Jewish communities since Emancipation have 

faced and continue to face (except in Israel) the problem of identity as adherents of a religion, 

followers of a culture, or members of a people.”154 In other words, without cultural unification by 

means of pre-emancipation insularity, the American Jewish community found itself ill-prepared 

to fulfill its new role alongside Israel as the torch-bearer of Jewish identity. According to Duker, 

American Jewry was challenged on all sides, lacking traditional community structures from 

within and facing anti-Semitism from without. This situation was further compounded by 

longstanding practices of acculturation in which there had been “more alienation from religious 

belief, from culture patterns (Lebensteiger as differentiated from religious belief) and from the 

cultural and ideological Jewish values among the youth in the U.S. than among emancipated 

Jewish youth in other countries, particularly Central and Eastern Europe.”155 Duker’s 

understanding of the problem was thus that American Jewry, now faced with the task of 

perpetuating Judaism, was threatened from without by anti-Semitism and from within by 

communal and spiritual impoverishment. Other figures soon continued this line of reasoning in 

describing the impact of weakening spirituality on American Jewish life.  

For instance, at the World Union for Progressive Judaism’s conference in 1951, Rabbi 

John Rayner, a leader of liberal Judaism in Great Britain who had been ordained at Hebrew 

Union College in Cincinnati, suggested that several aspects of the modern period had brought 

powerful challenges to Judaism as a religion. Rayner also pointed, like Duker, to emancipation, 

though he argued that it had raised science as a challenge the “dogma of the infallibility of the 

Bible” and caused “the Jew emancipated from the Ghetto [to find] his normal life as a citizen 
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impeded by Orthodox customs.”156 Rayner held that Reform leaders had therefore tried to make 

Judaism livable in the modern period, but their tactics had robbed the religion of its vivifying 

potential.157 Rayner’s criticism is scathing: 

It therefore became…possible and customary to defend traditions even if cumbersome 
and outworn, and even if based on beliefs which had become dubious or untenable, on 
the ground that they helped to preserve the identity and distinctiveness of the Jewish 
people and served as a check against the assimilationist tendency. This emotional 
attachment to traditional observance which received all the attention was a degeneration 
of Judaism into Yiddishkeit, and the kernel, i.e. genuine religious feeling, belief and 
prayer all but withered away.158 

 
Rayner thereby linked survivalist efforts to “preserve the identity and distinctiveness of the 

Jewish people” with spiritual decay.159 By this account, emancipation had brutalized Jewish 

religiosity. In other words, in seeking to accommodate Judaism to a world in which its practices 

and beliefs were seen as intellectually backward and socially disadvantageous, all that remained 

was nostalgia for tradition in the face of assimilation, which is a poor foundation for vibrant 

spiritual life. As such, Rayner calls for Progressive Judaism to “rekindle the religious flame,” to 

put forth “a burning conviction of something which is of overwhelming importance,” and to 

“prove to the non-affiliated Jew that Progressive Judaism can satisfy his religious need.”160 

 Echoing Rayner’s appeal for spiritual revival was Rabbi Israel Mattuck, the first 

chairman of the World Union for Progressive Judaism. At the World Union’s 1953 conference, 
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Rabbi Mattuck gave a speech entitled “The Need for a Spiritual Renaissance” which condemned 

the “prevalence of a conception of human life which is consciously or unconsciously 

materialistic so that it ignores spiritual values.”161 According to Mattuck, such a materialistic 

view holds that “the individual has no inherent value and he must be submerged in the group” a 

la nationalism and fascism, whereas a spiritual outlook prizes human dignity: 

The establishment of spiritual values must begin with the recognition of men as spiritual 
beings. In the first place the individual must appreciate himself as a spiritual being and 
derive from that appreciation the appropriate corollaries for his thought and conduct. The 
first corollary is that he must live morally. Ultimately the sense of moral obligation is 
rooted in man’s sense of dignity, which issues from the conception of himself as a 
spiritual being.162 

 
The spiritual conception of persons thus validates not only the worth of the individual in his or 

her own right, but also the worth of all together in society and the obligations which arise from 

both dimensions of the human experience. Mattuck, however, goes a step further than Rayner, 

suggesting that acknowledging human dignity in this way will give rise to greater justice in the 

world. Consequently, religion must concern itself with contemporary social issues: “It eases the 

lot of the religious teacher to avoid political questions, confining himself to matters of personal 

faith. And the adherents of religion may like it so, but religion so limited, as it was when it was 

primarily conceived as a way to paradise, deprives it of any influence on those who have turned 

away from it or of any claim to their adherence.”163 As noted in Chapter 1, the link between 

spirituality and social action was a common motif during and after the Great Depression, and 

here we find traces of that ideology. However, arguments like Mattuck’s dwindled over the 
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course of the 1950s and reversed course by the early 1960s when attention to social action 

predominated and interest in spirituality all but disappeared. 

 A similar trope appears in the “State of Our Union” delivered in 1953 by Maurice 

Eisendrath, then-president of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations. Eisendrath began 

his remarks by triumphantly sounding Reform’s success in America: “…in a myriad of such 

aspects of American Judaism we Reform Jews have indeed blazed the trail along which others 

today slavishly—and sometimes a bit grudgingly—follow. We can indeed observe this eightieth 

anniversary of the founding of our Union not only with apology to none but with legitimate pride 

in our unique and unstinted benefactions to our land and our faith.”164 In this fait accompli, 

Eisendrath emphasized the spiritual character of American Reform: “[We] are rapidly becoming 

not merely a national but a world center for Jewish religious life—and may I underscore the 

word religious—for we are a religious institution or we are nothing.”165 Further, Eisendrath 

spoke of Reform’s “essential spiritual charter and charge,” the “spiritual direction and Reform 

emphasis of our educational program,”  and the “spiritual rebirth” of young Jews at camp 

institutes who return home as “catalytic agents of a veritable religious revival.”166 All of this, 

however, contrasts sharply with “the general paganization, despiritualization, and demoralization 

of contemporary American life.”167 In Eisendrath’s remarks, survivalism and social justice 

appear only in the background, as manifestations of a powerful spiritual experience which 

motivates communal affiliation and action on “the profound spiritual and moral problems of 
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life.”168 For Eisendrath, American Reform Judaism in its eightieth year served fundamentally 

spiritual ends, and all else was commentary. 

This sentiment persisted in Eisendrath’s remarks at the 1955 conference of the World 

Union for Progressive Judaism. In this speech, entitled “Challenge to the Jew: To Set the Right 

in the Earth,” Eisendrath sounded a clarion call for Jewish progress on social justice: 

It is therefore imperative for us, first of all, to impart to our own people once again that 
understanding of their own faith so that they will know that it is not out of mere 
expedience, to save their own skins; that it is not merely because the world is in danger of 
destruction and must therefore be speedily saved; but that it is the very essence of our 
Jewish faith, it is indeed a divine demand, that we bring to our fellow men the message of 
Israel which it is our God-given mission as Jews to convey to all the children of man.169 
 

Accordingly, Eisendrath understood social justice work here as the expression of a “greater 

Judaism…which would challenge and change the world,” in contrast to a pejorative “little 

Judaism…which selfishly turns itself in upon its own problems and programs, its pots and its 

pans, its diets and dishes, its hats-on or its hats-off, its symbols and ceremonials.”170 This greater 

Judaism required “learning which leads to doing” and demanded that Jews “hear and heed the 

still small voice of God bidding us to lead the way to beating swords into plowshares and spears 

into pruning hooks.”171 As such, spirituality is prioritized once more, credited as it is with driving 

social justice work forward. From this point on, Eisendrath’s interest in social justice would 

grow dramatically, climaxing in his lobbying efforts to create a social action center in the 1960s. 

In doing so, however, Eisendrath’s own actions would help to shift American Judaism in 

directions he likely would not have condoned, as social action came to be prioritized over the 
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spiritual considerations as described here. By and large, the 1950s thus carried forward the 

concerns of the preceding era alongside the language of spirituality, but this would not last. 

The social 1960s 
 
By the end of the 1960s, independent concerns about spirituality would largely fade in the face 

of mounting pressure to tackle social reforms and the specter of Jewish survival in the shadow of 

the Six-Day War. The question of Americanization having been settled and concern for 

spirituality having been set aside, social justice and survivalism emerged from the 1960s on as 

the twin tentpoles of American Jewish life. Solomon Freehof, in his 1961 presidential address at 

the Twelfth International Conference of the World Union for Progressive Judaism, asserted that 

“The need for a spiritual life will become increasingly evident to the growing generation to 

whom nationalism itself is no longer an original idea.”172 Yet Freehof’s outspoken confidence in 

the experiment of liberal Jewry as a response to the need for spirituality would become 

exceedingly rare in the years ahead. Indeed, my search of the American Jewish Archives for 

documents related to spirituality produced almost no results from this decade, as Freehof’s 

successors turned toward entirely different considerations. 

 The first significant development of this sort was the establishment of social justice as a 

key concern for American Jewry as institutionalized through the founding of the Religious 

Action Center (RAC), which is the political arm of American Reform Judaism. The birth of the 

RAC, however, was not without controversy, and the analysis below regarding the origins of the 

Religious Action Center provides a unique window into how and why American Judaism 

changed during these formative years. What is most noteworthy about these events is the sudden 

and dramatic manner in which the attentions of leaders across American Jewish institutional life 
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turned away from spirituality as the ever-present concern of the past forty years and turned 

instead toward social justice. In stark contrast to previous years, when spirituality and social 

justice were often discussed in the same breath, this was almost never the case in the 1960s. In 

fact, across all of the documents I examined at the American Jewish Archives, only a single 

source from this period explicitly tied social justice to spirituality, and it did so with a 

disparaging tone. The document in question is a speech on “The Jewish Roots of Social Action” 

delivered in 1962 to the American Jewish Congress by Rabbi Balfour Brickner of the Stephen 

Wise Free Synagogue in Manhattan.173 Brickner held that seeking God “through a refinement of 

society” is the true root of social action, but suggested that many Jews are instead motivated by a 

secular, humanistic perspective.174 Brickner lamented that Reform social action programs had 

not made their motivations clear and had in fact ignored their “Jewishly spiritual roots” in favor 

of “de-Judaized packages.”175 As such, the single connection between 1960s social action and 

spirituality to be found in the archival record is a document critiquing the former’s distance from 

the latter. Such “de-Judaizing” of social action would long impact Jewish communal life, as 

social justice work rose in the consciousness of Jewish Americans but without its long-standing 

spiritual mooring. By attending to the dramatic events surrounding the establishment of the 

Religious Action Center, we can begin to understand how and why these changes unfolded. 

At the end of the 1950s, the organization helming Reform Judaism’s discussions of social 

issues was the movement’s Commission on Social Action, originally consisting of roughly forty 
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individuals who represented the Central Conference of American Rabbis, the Union of American 

Hebrew Congregations, and the National Federations of Sisterhoods, Brotherhoods, and Temple 

Youth.176 In 1958, Rabbi Roland Gittelsohn of Temple Israel in Boston delivered a sermon 

entitled “A Rabbi Looks at Social Action,” which was later reprinted by the Commission to 

explain their mission. Gittelsohn began by quoting the Commission’s official manual: 

Social action is the contemporary counterpart of the dedication to social justice which 
characterized the prophets of Israel. They condemned injustice wherever it appeared, 
whether in the market-place or political arena, for they were impelled by the moral 
imperative of Judaism. Social action is the process through which the ethical principles of 
Judaism are put to work in the solution of social problems in our communities, the nation, 
and the world. … This is not politics or sociology or economics. It involves the essence 
of religion, the Jewish religion. It requires of us not only stirring sermons from the rabbis, 
but effective grass-roots action by the men and women who make up the congregation.177 
 

This is a stance on social action which has become ubiquitous today, in which social justice 

regularly bears the imprint of the prophetic message and represents Jewish ethical ideals 

translated into concrete acts in the world. In 1958, however, this active feature of social justice in 

American Judaism was not a foregone conclusion. At the time, the primary function of the 

Commission was to issue pronouncements on critical social problems, though there was a 

growing awareness that “words are cheap and ineffective unless they be buttressed and 

reinforced by deeds.”178 Indeed, Gittelsohn’s remarks were intended to promote precisely this 

point by advocating for local congregational social action committees, a task he himself was 

confronting at the pulpit. Gittelsohn, however, downplayed the contentiousness of such 

committees: “…not every social action problem need be controversial…. It should be 

understood, moreover, that the committee must include a wide variety of opinion, that it must 
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always avoid involvement in partisan politics, and that it does not speak for the congregation as a 

whole unless specifically authorized to do so.”179 Gittelsohn’s hedging here demonstrates the 

nature of his congregants’ anxieties, namely that such committees would be seen as 

unnecessarily politicizing religious institutions and embroiling local congregations in 

controversial issues. And yet, he urged: 

Can a congregation afford to undertake a program of social action? I prefer to ask it 
differently: Can a great congregation like ours afford not to? Can we who boast of 
inheriting the ethical treasures of the prophets afford to by-pass those treasures as they 
apply to the pressing problems of our time? Have we the moral right to build up all the 
expensive paraphernalia and apparatus of a thriving religious institution if we must ignore 
the very heart of religion, which is the performance of justice?180 

 
Appeals of this sort—that social action is non-negotiable in American Jewish religious life—

soon took on national significance in the debate over establishing the Religious Action Center. 

 In the following year, the Commission on Social Action advanced its case by publishing 

the pamphlet “Twenty Questions on the Synagogue and Social Action.” This document echoed 

Gittelsohn’s sentiments above in describing social action as “the contemporary expression of the 

passion for social justice which characterized the prophets of Israel and which is intrinsic in 

Judaism.”181 A sampling of the pamphlet’s questions highlights the uphill battle faced by the 

Commission in promoting local congregational committees: “Who decides what issues a 

synagogue committee with deal with? … Doesn’t social action involve a synagogue in politics? 

… Why should we approach such civic problems as American immigration policy or civil 

liberties, as Jews? Why not as American citizens?”182 In turn, the responses were designed to be 
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overwhelmingly reassuring. Decisions would be left to each individual synagogue. Committees 

might touch on politics, but they would avoid “partisan politics.” And far from generating 

distrust, Jews would “contribute significantly to the strengthening of American democracy to the 

extent that they are aware of and can apply in practice those fundamental moral principles which 

underlie both democracy and Judaism alike.”183 The composite here is not only that 

congregational committees would not be problematic for local congregations, but also that 

addressing such issues is incumbent on American Jews as a religious and civic responsibility. 

 Similar apologetics appear in a 1960 collection of social action resolutions entitled 

“Where We Stand” which was also prepared by the Commission on Social Action. This 

document’s introduction carefully notes that the Commission’s resolutions are “not ex cathedra 

statements to which every Jew may subscribe,” but rather “represent the best thinking of 

accredited representatives of the Reform movement as applied to the major social issues of the 

day.”184 The collection also publicized the revised charter of the Commission, which limited the 

work of the Commission to “relat[ing] the ethical and spiritual principles of Judaism,” 

“prepar[ing] studies with the aid of authorities and specialists on challenging social issues,” 

“communicat[ing] its findings” to its represented bodies, and “cooperat[ing] with like-minded 

groups in any phase of its work.”185 The Commission was, in effect, empowered solely to make 

pronouncements, and even this garnered some controversy. Such limited social justice activity in 

American Reform Judaism today would be unthinkable, though that shift would occur later in the 

1960s, when Maurice Eisendrath’s vision found sympathy with Kivie Kaplan, a longtime civil 
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rights advocate and a prominent Jewish philanthropist who had made his fortune with Boston’s 

Colonial Tanning Company.186 

 With the support of the UAHC’s board of trustees, Eisendrath had begun examining the 

prospect of building a social action center in Washington D.C. According to the Honorable Emil 

Baar, who was then serving as chairman of the board, Eisendrath introduced a specific 

suggestion to this effect in May 1959, but there was not yet funding available. In November, the 

board met again before the biennial meeting, by which time Eisendrath had secured a sizeable 

gift from Kivie Kaplan to realize his plan. A motion to accept the gift was carried, and 

Eisendrath began pushing to establish his Washington center in order to promote the work of the 

Commission on Social Action in the nation’s capital.187 However, Eisendrath’s proposal was 

soon met with opposition and controversy. Resistance flared primarily from two prominent 

synagogues, Temple Emanuel in New York City and Washington Hebrew Congregation in 

Washington D.C. Alfred Bachrach of the former and David Bress of the latter circulated the 

following in a letter of protest mailed to congregations around the country: 

We are calling on you and the president of every Reform Congregation in the country to 
stand together with us in our opposition to the proposed Social Action Center of the 
UAHC. We have stated our objections to the Board of the UAHC and deferred all action 
for more than a year in the hope of preserving in our Reform Judaism a peace based on 
mutual respect. The Board of the UAHC has refused to change or even delay its decision. 
We are now left with no alternative but to state our case to the lay leaders of the Temples 
of the country and to ask each of you to take a stand with us. Enclosed is a copy of the 
original resolution and memorandum sent to the UAHC Board by the Board of the 
Washington Hebrew Congregation. … We call on you to present this matter to your 
board, to pass a resolution similar to our position and to appoint a strong member of your 
board to be your representative on a national committee we are forming to meet in New 
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York in the spring and to help us to decide on our future action in the event the UAHC 
does not agree to deferment until the 1961 Assembly.188 
 

The content of Bachrach and Bress’s objections to the proposed social action center were 

procedural and substantive. On the one hand, they felt that the Union’s board of trustees had 

refused to take their objections into consideration and had thereby advanced the matter 

inappropriately, and so they hoped to postpone consideration until the next General Assembly. 

Their substantive objection, however, asserted that the establishment of a social action center 

would unfairly and inappropriately restrict the autonomy of individual congregants. 

This latter point is explained more fully in a “Statement of Principle for Reform Jewish 

Congregations” which was circulated by the board of Washington Hebrew Congregation. This 

document, dated March 1960, affirms five key points: (1) that congregations are “voluntary 

membership organizations which people join for religious purposes,” (2) that “the rabbi [must] 

have complete autonomy in giving his spiritual insight and moral judgements,” (3) that “the 

same basic freedom is retained by the individual member, who has the moral duty of making up 

his own mind,” (4) that in joining a congregation “a person does not authorize anyone to speak or 

act for him on social or political issues,” and (5) that “pressure for legislative decisions should 

properly not be in the name of any sectarian group, but through non-sectarian agencies.”189 In 

sum, the Statement held that Eisendrath’s proposed center trespassed the proper bounds of 

behavior in advocating congregational action writ large on sensitive social issues. The Statement 

                                                
188 “Circular from Alfred Bachrach and David Bress,” 14 February 1961, MS-72 Union of American 
Hebrew Congregations Records 1873-1991, Box E7. Note: Bachrach was a prominent businessman and 
the president of Temple Emanuel, the largest Reform congregation in the country, while David Bress was 
United States Attorney for the District of Columbia under President Johnson and a representative of 
Washington Hebrew Congregation. 
189 “A Statement of Principle for Reform Jewish Congregations: Text of a Resolution and Explanatory 
Statements on the UAHC Social Action Program by the Board of Managers of the Washington Hebrew 
Congregation,” 15 February 1961, MS-72 Union of American Hebrew Congregations Records 1873-
1991, Box E7. 1. 



	

	 64	

goes on to explain that while rabbis should state their principles and congregations must “listen 

with sympathy and courtesy,” nevertheless a congregant “is not expected to make an 

unconditional surrender of conscience.”190 As such, the “religious institution should limit itself to 

providing information and inspiration and avoid the area of action,” especially due to the 

presence of “secular and non-sectarian organizations designed to take action on a vast array of 

social questions” which already enabled each congregant to affiliate in a manner that “more 

appropriately reflects his own choice but at the same time avoids committing other members of 

his congregation against their will.”191 In short, members of Temple Emanuel and Washington 

Hebrew Congregation held that the Union did not and could not speak on their behalf: 

When we joined the Washington Hebrew Congregation, we did not authorize it or the 
Union of American Hebrew Congregations to speak for us on such matters as abolition of 
capital punishment, desegregation, Federal aid to education, birth control, foreign aid, 
minimum wages, policing of television programs, or other controversial social and 
legislative issues. On social, political, and economic issues there is not, and must not be, 
a Reform Jewish viewpoint, or even a Jewish viewpoint.192 

 
Replies to the Bachrach and Bress letter were swift and decisive. Mortimer May, president of the 

Zionist Organization of America, wrote to Washington Hebrew Congregation to declare, “I find 

myself at variance with your views and I cannot support the position that you take. I do not 

consider your viewpoint compatible with the past history of the Union nor consonant with our 

religious heritage and the preachment of the Prophets. In my book Judaism is creed in action.”193 

Rabbi Gittelsohn likewise wrote to Washington Hebrew Congregation in scathing terms: “To 

reduce the function of the synagogue merely to preaching and study but to forbid any kind of 

positive action eventuating from such preaching and study is to distort the entire nature and 
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meaning of Judaism.”194 For Gittelsohn, the attitude of the protesting congregation was 

“pathetically unJewish [sic].”195 Irvin Fane, a prominent attorney who succeeded Emil Baar in 

1963 as chairman of the Union’s board, wrote to his predecessor as follows: “I believe our 

movement has become so strong that its voice will carry great weight among those who legislate 

upon problems of justice and peace. To remain silent on these subjects would be to forfeit our 

birthright and to make a mockery of our mandate to cry out against injustice, whenever and 

wherever it appears.”196 In total, the UAHC received 196 letters on the subject: 145 supported 

the center, twenty opposed it, twenty-seven requested to postpone action until the next biennial, 

and four refused to take a stand.197 Union representatives eventually met with representatives 

from Washington Hebrew Congregation and Temple Emanuel to address their fears, but 

ultimately decided to advance the social action center per the board’s original mandate.198 

 I have detailed the motivations of Eisendrath and his supporters as well as the words of 

his detractors here because they indicate a change in the ideology of 1960s American Jewry. In 

short, neither party appears to have equated social action with spirituality at this time. Bachrach 

and Bress, and the contingent they represented, seem to have divorced Judaism from any such 

connection, noting as they did that “On social, political, and economic issues there is not, and 

must not be, a Reform Jewish viewpoint, or even a Jewish viewpoint.”199 However, this stance 

was bidirectional. While Eisendrath and his coterie did speak of social action as the necessary 
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outgrowth of Judaism’s prophetic tradition, they made no explicit mention of revitalizing 

religious life or meeting spiritual needs in the process. However, what is remarkable here is 

Eisendrath’s willingness to draw on such language elsewhere, as in his 1953 “State of Our 

Union” remarks which invoked Reform Jewry’s “spiritual charter,” its “spiritual direction” and 

its “spiritual rebirth” which could meet “the profound spiritual and moral problems of life.”200 It 

thus seems that Eisendrath was trying to thread the proverbial needle, arguing for social action as 

an expression of Jewish teaching and communal life but separating that from personal religious 

conviction. 201 In the end, Eisendrath’s vision was realized with the founding of the Religious 

Action Center and Rabbi Richard Hirsch’s installation as its director in November 1962. 

In Hirsch’s dedication address, he acknowledged the shift noted here, decrying the 

growing tension between “the religious sphere…unconcerned with the world outside the 

sanctuary walls,” and the “social, economic, political sphere, whose philosophies of ‘business is 

business’ and ‘politics is politics’ are unadulterated by ethical considerations.”202 However, he 

promptly pivoted to a full-throated embrace of social justice as an independent expression of 

Jewish identity and practice. Hirsch affirmed “the right of religious groups to engage in 

collective action in order to implement their moral message” and declared that a new age in the 
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Jewish commitment to social justice had begun: “We no longer live in the ghetto. We take our 

stance as free and equal partners. We no longer ask, ‘What will happen to the Jew if we engage 

in social action?’ Instead we ask, ‘What will happen to the world if we do not engage in social 

action?’”203 Hirsch thus traced the RAC’s establishment back to Jews’ unprecedented security on 

American soil and the “new, pluralistic America, with its dialogues and trialogues.”204 In a nod 

to his critics, however, Hirsch noted the “unresolved questions concerning the proper function of 

religious groups in public affairs,” the “risks involved in what we have done,” and the “element 

of presumptuous whenever any one or any group ventures forth…to speak for others,” but 

asserted that the time had come to move into direct action regardless.205 It is difficult to 

underestimate the profundity of this moment, which cemented social justice work as a core value 

in American Jewish life. 

 Within the next few years, progress was made on a number of social issues, most 

prominently with regard to the civil rights movement.206 In July 1963, Irving Jay Fain, then-

chairman of the Commission on Social Action, reported to the Union’s General Assembly in 

Chicago. Fain decried Jews’ tendency to say “this is not the business of the synagogue” and 

identified poor race relations as “the overriding American problem.”207 He asked: 

Why do these things as a synagogue? We are Americans. We do what we do as 
Americans, together with other Americans. … We work for the American Jewish 
Congress, the American Jewish Committee, the Anti-Defamation League. Is the 
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synagogues’ Social Action Committee merely a duplication of some of the things going 
on in the community with which many of us are already affiliated?208 
 

Fain responded that “such outside activities do not exonerate the temple” but rather “reveal the 

value of the synagogue as the gadfly to the conscience of Jews.”209 And indeed, a gadfly it was. 

Two years prior, Rabbi Herman Schaalman of Emanuel Congregation in Chicago had written to 

Eisendrath, noting that “in the question of residential integration, the bulk of our people seems 

unwilling to move forward even if they don’t, perhaps, care openly to voice their opposition to 

integration.”210 By 1965, however, when Eisendrath gave his presidential address to the Union’s 

General Assembly in San Francisco, he remarked that, “Under the vigilant leadership of Mr. 

Irving Jay Fain, chairman of the Commission on Social Action, and the dynamic direction of Mr. 

Albert Vorspan, and his able associates, Rabbi Balfour Brickner and Rabbi Richard G. Hirsch, 

our involvement in the struggle for racial justice is unabated.”211 Indeed, racial justice appears to 

have been an early and frequent cause of the RAC and congregational social action committees. 

Encouraged by the establishment of the Religious Action Center, such committees now 

numbered in the 400s, and together they aggressively pursued racial justice among other causes. 

In one instance, Rabbi Robert J. Marx, the director of the Chicago Federation and Great Lakes 

Region, demanded that “A real understanding of Black Power requires a perception of how white 

power structures actually do suck the blood of poor people” and that the Jewish community must 

therefore act from “a traditional prophetic sense of justice” to deal with its own “slum landlords 
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and contract sellers.”212 The intensity of Marx’s demand illustrates how social justice had taken 

root at the heart of American Judaism. Indeed, the entirety of the debate over the establishment 

of the RAC and the ensuing prominence of the Center demonstrate how spiritual language 

subsided in favor of social justice as a predominant expression of Jewish self-understanding.213 

The survivalist 1960s 
 
Alongside the emergence of social justice, survivalism came to the fore in the 1960s in 

unprecedented ways as well. In 1962, the Union of American Hebrew Congregations held a 

three-day conference on “Judaism and Survival” in Miami Beach, which sought to address the 

following questions: “What does Judaism teach about the ethics of physical survival? What can 

Judaism contribute to individual survival? What new challenges has the space age presented to 

Judaism? Are fall-out shelters immoral? What should children be taught about survival? Should 

a family have a fall-out shelter? Should a synagogue have one? A community?”214 Though there 

is something admittedly peculiar about the emphasis on fall-out shelters here, the overriding 

concern is survivalism by any cause.215 A few years later, in 1965, the theme of the Union’s 
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biennial was “Forces for Jewish Survival.”216 It was not, however, until the Six-Day War that 

survivalism came to assume its most powerful charge.  

 At the 1968 conference of the World Union for Progressive Judaism, Rabbi Jacob 

Shankman analyzed the situation in his presidential address as follows:   

The Six Day War evoked these memories – of Wall, and City, and Aretz. But it did 
something more. It generated a mood and it released emotions which were overpowering. 
We were touched and worried and agonized; we were excited, enthralled and proud. We 
had the feeling of complete involvement—the feeling of unity, solidary, and the bond of 
family kinship. We were galvanized by that war. Forgive me if I say we shared in the 
common danger, and felt the common threat, endured the common trial, and celebrated 
the common victory. We reacted this way because we remembered that blood is thicker 
than water, because we Jews are “one and inseparable, now and forever.”217 

 
The conference that year was held in Jerusalem, and surely Shankman’s words were moving in 

such a setting. Shankman spoke to the galvanization of American Jewish self-consciousness in 

the face of a newly realized existential threat. In the decades to follow, this visceral doctrine of 

survivalism would bring itself to bear on tense situations facing Jews around the world. 

Shankman thus spoke of “the status of our fellow Jews in Russia,” the “slender remnant” of 

Polish Jewry, and generally of the “intensification of anti-Semitism” around the world.218 Faced 

so nakedly with Israel’s vulnerability, American Jewry directed vast amounts of energy and 

funding toward programming to secure Jewish continuity. 

 Rabbi David Polish, who would later serve as president of the Central Conference of 

American Rabbis, made a similar argument in remarks also from 1968.219 Polish, however, 
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focused on the inevitable corollary of Shankman’s point: Given this newfound attachment to 

Israel’s survival, how would Jewish-Americans’ political alignments fare? Aggravating this 

potential conflict of interest was the hard-won commitment to social justice which Jews had 

achieved during the debate over the formation of the Religious Action Center. Polish noted: 

To understand the depth of the paroxysm that seized many of us, it must be realized that 
American Jews were not merely integrated into their society or even wholly engaged in 
its economic and political life, but many were also fully committed in the critical issues 
that have been besetting our nation. We had entered unreservedly into the struggle over 
America’s Vietnamese war. We had taken unequivocal positions on the issue of race. I 
am speaking now of Jews who had entered into these causes as Jews, convinced that there 
was a Jewish mandate to speak and to act, and who at the same time felt bound by 
covenantal ties to the survival of the Jewish people. Even after the first shock waves of 
our desolation in the face of the threat to Israel in its solitude had subsided, we continued 
to be beset by the pull of loyalties which had never before challenged us. They were of a 
piece. Being Jewish meant waging a battle for Jewish existence and justifying that 
existence by concern for the world in which we lived. But after June 1967, we were not 
so sure. Could we in fact sustain the multiple burdens of defending not only Israel but the 
Jewish people and at the same time spend ourselves on the issues of peace and race and 
poverty? What for the better part of our lives appeared to be a multiple yet homogenous 
agenda for religious existence suddenly turned into divisive and irreconcilable demands 
upon our time and our loyalties.220 

 
In other words, with American Jewry having taken a stand on critical social issues, how would 

explicit support for Israel affect this tenuous positioning? Would there be time and energy for 

both? This was the “pull of loyalties which had never before challenged us,” or the conflict 

between the covenantal demand to pursue justice and the covenantal promise to multiply. In such 

an encounter, how would American Jews spend their political capital? How would they deploy 

their resources? On each of these counts, Polish’s answer was unyielding: “Identification with 

the ethical impulses of Judaism…is conditional upon the stability of the Galut. If it falters, we 

have no choice but to turn inwardly. We will be prophetic if we can, defensive if we must.”221 

Polish supported his position that the pursuit of prophetic justice is dependent on physical 
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security by noting that entering into issues facing the diasporic community was a relatively new 

phenomenon: “When, at any time of our history until the Emancipation, have Jews expended 

themselves in universal causes? Our history both in the land of Israel and in Galut has been 

concerned with the preservation of the people and of its Torah.”222 Polish further reflected that 

entrance into world affairs had “proved costly again and again to our vulnerable people.”223 

Finally, he suggested that the ascendant doctrine of social justice misrepresented a prophetic 

message that is, in actuality, eschatological: 

We should be careful about placing a false construction upon prophesy which was, in the 
first place, primarily concerned with God’s justice within the community of Israel and 
second, saw the ultimate hopes of a redeemed humanity in eschatological terms. By this I 
mean that the prophetic vision did not contemplate the transformation of mankind by 
human endeavor or within the historical process but rather by divine intervention and 
only “in the end of days,” at the conclusion of the days. We may properly invoke the 
eternal and passionate prophetic hopes for a transformed world, but we cannot impose 
upon them our own conception of a human strategy for transforming society. The 
prophets spoke for God and within the context of God’s time, not for Immanuel Kant or 
for Karl Marx within the schedule of revolutionary time.224 

 
According to Polish, not only is the Jew fully justified in focusing on survival at the expense of 

social concerns, but to emphasize social concerns at all may itself be a theological distortion. As 

such, those Jews “who follow a single track of exclusive concern with Jewish existence and 

survival can certainly appeal to an authentic tradition,” and burgeoning awareness of this fact “is 

precisely what the Jew alone, not the social scientist, felt in May 1967, when our world turned 

cold overnight.”225 Ultimately, Polish does not suggest that American Jews should ignore social 

problems. Rather, he holds that diaspora Jewry must integrate loyalty to Israel with attention to 

social crises, but recognize the proper “scale of priorities” in doing so.226 There is, in effect, an 
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order of operations to the Jew’s engagement with the world: Survival first, social justice 

second.227 This rhetoric is far removed from the debate over dual identities which characterized 

the Americanization period, as well as the engagement with social issues that had dominated the 

early 1960s. Such divergence, however, demonstrates how the Six-Day War upended American 

Jewish priorities and foreshadows the extent to which survivalism would dominate Jewish life. 

Spirituality underground 
 
The 1950s and 1960s were thus a period of substantial change. While spirituality in the 1950s 

continued to be tied up with other communal concerns, social action and survivalism surfaced 

during the 1960s as the civil rights movement and the Six-Day War shaped American Jewish 

consciousness. As noted above, the Pew Research Center asked American Jews in 2013, “What 

does it mean to be Jewish?” The three most popular answers were remembering the Holocaust 

(at 73%), leading an ethical life (at 69%), and working for justice (at 56%).228 Spiritual and/or 

religious life were not even present among the possible responses. In trying to make sense of not 

only the data itself but also the question’s framing, the legacy of the 1950s and 1960s is 

instructive. The rise of survivalism and social justice, alongside the decline of spirituality, as 

preoccupations of American Jewish leadership had a long-lasting impact. 

To conclude, I will offer a snapshot of a particular moment which captured the changing 

winds of spirituality, social justice, and survivalism during these tumultuous years.  In November 

1967, Maurice Eisendrath, then-president of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, 
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delivered his “State of Our Union” address at the General Assembly. The challenge facing 

Eisendrath as he composed these remarks must have been immense, and his efforts to address all 

fronts represents a scholarly tour de force. In terms of spirituality, Eisendrath began by 

highlighting the absence of godliness in Jewish life:  

Underlying all the conflicting opinions within our own movement is the timeless yet 
timely, the eternal yet contemporary query: do we want to, and can we make our religion 
an instrument for the fulfillment of our covenant? Or do we prefer to enshrine it as a 
decorative antiquity in the opulent but empty museums which once were the Bote Elohim, 
Houses of God, but which have become…devoid today both of God and men?229 
 

Despite this lack, however, Eisendrath acknowledged that much had indeed been achieved. He 

noted the establishment of 700 congregations, Hebrew Union College, the National Federations 

of Temple Sisterhoods, Brotherhoods, and Youth, seven camp-institutes, and countless regional 

councils and metropolitan federations.230 But he remained worried about the life of the spirit. 

Thus, he noted the newly-founded Department of Worship, “the creation of which was so long 

and shamefully overdue in a religious movement,” and the Department of College Youth, which 

was “vigorously supported by hosts of Reform Jewish parents all over the continent despairing 

over the spiritual and Jewish vacuity of their legions of sons and daughters crowding the college 

campus.”231 In American Judaism’s organizational achievements, therefore, Eisendrath saw great 

success, but also diagnosed a mostly unmet need for genuine spiritual experiences. 

 As for social justice, Eisendrath singled out the work of the Commission on Social 

Action under Fain, Vorspan, and Brickner, as well as the work of Rabbi Hirsch: 

…who almost single-handedly has built our once so quiveringly dreaded Religious 
Action Center in Washington into a formidable force for righteousness, and for education 
as well. …I do believe that, with the exception of a few stubborn pockets of resistance, 
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the words “social action” no longer strike fear in the hearts of most of our constituency. 
What but yesterday seemed a dangerous and explosive innovation—our Center in 
Washington—is today regarded as a highly responsible nucleus of information, 
education, and conjoint action….232 
 

Among the great tasks awaiting the work of this Religious Action Center, Eisendrath singled out 

racial injustice, the plight of the poor, and the urban crisis.233 And finally, Eisendrath drew his 

audience’s attention to survivalism in highlighting the terror wrought by the Six-Day War:  

Breathes there a Jew with soul so dead or with spirit so atrophied who did not share, with 
awe and trembling, the initially shuddering, the then world-shattering events of those six 
momentous and ever memorable days of this past June? … Our every department, our 
every staff member spent virtually every working, even every waking hour in round-the-
clock efforts to assist our brethren in their desperate, heroic struggle for survival.234 
 

With characteristic pathos, Eisendrath evoked the fear cited by Polish and Shankman above, and 

yet, in American Jewry’s support for survivalism, he also saw dereliction of duty regarding 

Jewish spirituality. Thus, he asked, “Are we, the people of the Book and the servants of the Most 

High, prepared to admit by our actions—or rather, by our inaction—that we are stirred into 

generosity only by the threat of physical extinction and that we care little if anything for the 

viability of our religious faith?”235 He pleaded with his co-religionists for “at least a fraction of 

such sums as were so magnanimously poured forth for the physical survival of Israel.”236 He 

further urged contributing financially to “our spiritual survival at home,” for it must not be a 

question of “either-or, but one of both-and—Israel and the domestic scene.”237 
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This was the world of 1967: The world of Operation Breadbasket and Operation Focus, 

with only lingering attempts to secure spiritual foundations.238 But even as Eisendrath was 

beating this failing drum, concern for spirituality was going underground and would reemerge in 

fascinating ways in the 1970s. Thus, we close this period with two powerful and dominant 

messages shaping American Jewish life that had taken on entirely new contexts—social justice 

as an active and incumbent communal duty and survivalism as a question of physical security—

both of which supplanted spirituality as American Judaism’s underlying rationale. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE SPIRITUAL CRISIS OF THE 1970s 
 

The previous chapters have traced the story of spirituality as a feature of American Jewish life 

from the 1920s through the 1960s. The 1950s had carried forward trends from preceding decades 

with the persistence of Americanization, social action, and survivalism as central concerns 

alongside the tenacious language of spirituality. In the 1960s, however, this tenacity waned as 

American Jewry came to emphasize social justice and Jewish continuity as critical goals. The 

discourse around the establishment of the Religious Action Center and the psychological impact 

of the Six-Day War illustrate the turn in American Judaism to social justice and survivalism as 

the heart and soul of American Jewish life. In the 1970s, however, with the effects of this 

transformation laid bare, communal leaders began to question what they then saw as a “crisis in 

belief” affecting American Judaism. In this, we find echoes of concerns from the 1920s through 

1940s that mundane matters had robbed Judaism of its spiritual vitality. Over the course of the 

decade, several attempts were made by prominent thinkers to unpack two key questions on this 

front: First, in a world where either social justice or survivalism could motivate Jewish identity 

on their own, what role was there for spiritual experience in Jewish life, if at all? Second, in a 

world where Jewish communal institutions had largely dedicated themselves to meeting the goals 

of social justice and survivalism, what tools did organized Jewry still have to meet the spiritual 

needs of its various constituencies? 

In large part, the 1970s is a decade dominated by repeated attempts to grapple with these 

questions and to diagnose what had gone wrong, but little by way of efforts to offer actual 

solutions. Perhaps the most strident attempt to make actual change was the establishment of a 

Platform Committee to reframe the Reform Movement’s ideology, but even this ended in failure. 

Nevertheless, what is remarkable about the 1970s is the decade’s singular focus on spirituality as 
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a crisis in American Jewish life. As will be discussed in later chapters, the seeds laid in this 

period would provide the necessary groundwork for subaltern spiritual movements such as the 

rise of Jewish meditation and the resurgence of mystical thought.239 By the 1980s and 1990s, 

however, such voices would once more be co-opted by resurgent anxieties over Jewish survival. 

The critical 1970s 
 
The 1970s opens with the meeting of the Sixteenth International Conference of the World Union 

for Progressive Judaism, held in Amsterdam. The theme of the conference was “Crisis in Belief,” 

and the primary message of the meeting soon revealed itself as addressing the fear that 

survivalism had become the sole concern of liberal Jewry. Rabbi Jacob Shankman, a prominent 

American rabbi who then served as head of the WUPJ, began his presidential remarks by 

reiterating the pro-Israeli sentiment which had taken root among Jews worldwide, especially 

since 1967. As if to dispel any doubts, Shankman declared that the WUPJ had “accepted our 

program in Israel as our first priority” and boasted that “every candidate for the Rabbinate to be 

ordained by the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute in the United States, will spend at least 

the first year of his training in Israel.”240 However, a secondary goal motivated Shankman’s 

speech, and so he declared that “a Jewish state is inconceivable without a free and flourishing 

Jewish faith” and that “Israel is the testing-ground and the proving-ground for the crisis in our 

belief in Progressive Judaism and for our answer to Dr. Montefiore’s question, ‘What are Jews 

without Judaism?’”241 There are two distinct elements to Shankman’s thought here. First, he 
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decried those whose Judaism had become synonymous with survivalism alone, where “the only 

expression of Jewish faith they knew was the Orthodoxy which they rejected, and their only 

identifiable link with Jewish life was their proxy support of Israel or the negative mechanism of 

defense against anti-Semitism.”242 Second, he asked: “What is man, and what are nations, and 

what is the world without those ideals and dreams, those standards and hopes which comprise the 

heritage and essence of our faith?”243 For Shankman, the crisis in belief facing Reform Jews at 

the advent of the 1970s was thus that survivalism had become tantamount to Jewish identity, and 

Reform Judaism had thereby been robbed of its religious force and enduring value. Shankman 

sought to reverse this development, though without altogether abandoning the survivalism which 

was nevertheless requisite in the shadow of World War II: “The tragedy of the Holocaust is still 

with us, and daily we behold the painful difficulties and trials of Israel, but these too can be the 

matrix-stuff out of which we, like our fathers, can fashion stubborn and steadfast faith. This is 

the challenge which confronts us.”244 In other words, Judaism’s survivalist impulse must serve as 

a means to an end, rather than an end in itself. The Holocaust must motivate Jewish lives, but 

Jewish lives must not become, on balance, about the Holocaust. 

Later at the same conference, Rabbi John Rayner, a prominent British Rabbi, sounded a 

similar tone. He noted that the “nightmare of the Holocaust, the rehabilitation of its survivors, the 

establishment of the State of Israel and the need to defend it—these, quite apart from their deeper 

implications, have compelled us to preoccupy ourselves with the physical survival, rather than 

the spiritual well-being of our people.”245 Consequently, Rayner saw all Jewish “fundamentals” 
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as under attack: “The questions being asked are no longer what to believe and practise but 

whether to believe and practice anything; they are no longer about the ‘how’ but the ‘why’ of 

Jewish life. Today nothing can be taken for granted.”246 This theme, that survivalism had 

replaced spirituality as Judaism’s central emphasis, was a prominent feature of the decade. 

At the same conference, Reform theologian Eugene Borowitz delivered an address 

entitled “The Future of Progressive Judaism.”247 In his remarks, Borowitz condemned what he 

termed “Jewish infantilization,” or the tendency to compartmentalize Jewish life such that Jews 

were capable only of addressing topics of moral or demographic concern, but not those related to 

cultivating a vibrant spirituality. Indeed, Borowitz specifically faulted the social justice 

advocates of the 1960s as Jews who “might not believe in Him but they are not yet ready to 

surrender their commitment to moral value” and who had thus “long since completed a thorough-

going secularization.”248 According to Borowitz, the problem generated by such secularizing 

trends is not secularization itself, but the community’s ensuing inability to deal with post-

secularism when the pendulum swings back once more: 

Hence when young Jews today begin, as they have, to return to a serious Jewishness, 
when older Jews begin to ask, how do I base my life on my Jewishness, we must say that 
in our midst a post-secular style has begun. The most publicized form this has taken in 
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the American community has been the emergence on many college campuses of groups 
who organize themselves to do something personal about their Judaism. Some want to 
study together, others want to eat together, or work on ethical issues together. Some 
experiment with new liturgical forms. None wants the Hillel rabbi to do anything much 
for them. They want to do it on their own and with only the most tenuous connection with 
existing student or community structures. That is because they do not believe that present 
religious institutions are doing what they should; namely, helping the individual Jew 
serve God.249 
 

Here, Borowitz paints a vivid picture of younger Jews seeking genuine spiritual experiences and 

authentic Jewish lives, but who encounter a religious landscape that caters only to mundane 

concerns. Indeed, Borowitz saw many such Jews in the communities around him who were 

“experimenting with new forms of Jewish association, with their communes and their havurot,” 

and who prefer a “personal, living relationship of all Jews with God” to the “old-fashioned social 

style” of their parents’ generation.250 It is possible, on the one hand, that these Jews were 

responding to the same post-modern impulses driving spiritual seekers across the American 

scene described in the Introduction above. It is also possible that such seekers had always been 

part of American Jewry, but Borowitz was among the first to take notice. Regardless, their 

presence made him question organized Jewry’s fitness in responding to their needs. To combat 

this infantilization in which “our people are kept in a state of dependency that is incompatible 

with their ever being religiously mature,” Borowitz suggested that American Jewry must 

reembrace the theology of the covenantal partnership in order to generate a “people’s Judaism” 

in which all members are “the primary actors in Judaism so that they may personally and 

individually find in Jewish life what is so desperately missing elsewhere and Judaism so richly 

has to offer.”251 As such, where Shankman critiqued the survivalist impulse as the root of the 

problem, Borowitz attacked American Judaism for emphasizing morality divorced from religious 
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experience. Taken together, Shankman and Borowitz thus contend that the central developments 

of the 1960s—social justice and Jewish survival—had deeply damaged American Judaism’s 

ability to meet communal, spiritual needs. 

 Rabbi Roland Gittelsohn, president of the Central Conference of American Rabbis from 

1969 to 1971, likewise urged spiritual revitalization in his remarks on “What Can a Modern Jew 

Believe?” In this speech, Gittelsohn suggested that while some “observers are convinced that we 

have already entered the age of post-religion, that the faith which sustained our fathers will soon 

be no more than a nostalgic vestige,” he nevertheless believed that Jewish experience could be 

rejuvenated with an infusion of spirituality.252 He held that man was fundamentally a “spiritual 

phenomenon” and defined spirituality as follows: 

For me, spiritual designates man’s margin of superiority over all other forms of life. It 
refers to that in his make-up and nature which goes beyond the purely physical. The 
spiritual in man is the extra-physical or trans-physical in his nature. Man’s brain is 
physical. His mind–his philosophies, his ideas, his thoughts are spiritual. His glands and 
their secretions are physical. His emotions and aspirations, his conscience and yearning 
for beauty–these are spiritual. I define man’s soul as his capacity to create and/or 
appreciate truth, beauty and moral goodness.253 
 

Setting aside the imprecision of such a definition, which is ultimately more poetic than 

pragmatic, the key for Gittelsohn was that spirituality is critical to the human experience. 

Gittelsohn understood God as the “innate spiritual essence of the cosmos” and held that “a 

modern Jew believes that the very core reality of the cosmos is spiritual.”254 Gittelsohn therefore 

argued that his co-religionists’ sense of Judaism as nostalgia could be dispelled by an 

uncompromising embrace of man as a spiritual creature. Gittelsohn’s sought-for revitalization of 
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American Jewish spirituality along these lines never came to pass, but his remarks, and those of 

Shankman, Rayner, and Borowitz above demonstrate communal leaders’ shared perception of 

the “crisis in belief” facing Jewry in the 1970s: That for all the energy survivalism and social 

justice had brought to the table, without attention to spirituality Judaism would wither. This 

assessment of 1970s American Jewish leadership therefore presents a subtle irony in which the 

community’s focus on survivalism, in robbing Judaism of its spiritual force, comes to threaten 

Jewish survival itself. As will be discussed in Chapter 4, this trope, in which a lack of spirituality 

actually endangers Jewish survival, would become a widespread feature of Jewish self-reflection 

in the 1980s. For now, the primary concern appears to have been the spiritual deficit on its own. 

The unfolding crisis 
 
At the 1972 Convention of the CCAR, Rabbi Sylvan Schwartzman, who served for many years 

as a professor (and later dean) at the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, 

analyzed the results of a study known as the Lenn Report. This report had been commissioned to 

determine the extent and character of dissatisfaction with Reform organizations with regard to 

the rabbinate, and Schwartzman’s assessment of its findings was blunt: 

Surely we need a program for intensifying the liberal Jewish religious experience that 
somehow became aborted over the years. For in the Western world at large there is now a 
new wave of spiritual quest abroad that only a liberal faith can ultimately satisfy in the 
light of the scientific, technological knowledge explosion. More and more the modern 
Jew wants a Judaism that speaks to the desacralization of life, the dissolution of the 
family, the expedience of value judgments, and the like, but does not hide behind 
obscurantism.255 
 

The core problematic identified by Schwartzman is the same as that discussed above: the need to 

intensify religious experience to meet Jews’ spiritual needs. Moreover, Schwartzman’s diagnosis 
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hardly differs from that of Shankman and Borowitz, arguing that the modern era demanded a 

response from the realm of the sacred. That this was the finding of the Lenn Report provides 

data-driven corroboration of the varied assessments above and demonstrates that American 

Jewish spirituality had officially become the subject of formal sociological inquiry. 

In addition to the Lenn Report, the 1970s provided a handful of other opportunities for 

self-reflection within American Jewish life. 1972, for instance, marked the fiftieth anniversary of 

the founding of the Jewish Institute of Religion, and HUC-JIR president Alfred Gottschalk 

commemorated the occasion with a triumphalist note: 

Today our School, with its centers in Jerusalem, Cincinnati, New York and Los Angeles, 
reflects in massive and supportive detail the aspirations of the Wises, Stephen S. and 
Isaac Mayer, as well as the vision of Nelson Glueck and his predecessors. Gone are the 
disputations over Zionism. Israel is a reality. Gone are the cantankerous disputes over the 
freedom of the pulpit as well as the equality of the pew. Gone, for the most part, is the 
horrendous specter of a Nazism and Fascism whose terror bled white a whole generation 
and cost us 6,000,000 of our people. The quarrels of yesteryear and the destruction of the 
Holocaust are behind us. Yet we sense new squalls of turmoil coming up on the horizon. 
In a world scene differently set and directed a new scope and sense of purpose must 
devolve on our School.256 
 

As to the nature of these new challenges, Gottschalk echoed the anxieties of Shankman and 

company, though he appears to have been equally amenable to survivalist rhetoric. For instance, 

Gottschalk wrote that “Central to the concerns of the Jewish people are the viability of Israel and 

the plight of Russian Jewry.”257 However, he also noted that there is “cause for alarm in the 

disaffection of so many of our young people who find their spiritual fulfillment outside the 

synagogue and the established institutions of Jewish learning.”258 To rescue those lost to such 

extracurricular spiritual fulfillment, Gottschalk held that HUC-JIR must become a “spiritual 
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center” in order to serve “as an instrument for Jewish creativity and survival.”259 Here the 

spirituality-survival nexus hinted at above is noted explicitly, perhaps for the first time. In the 

following year, Gottschalk again urged spiritual revitalization at the centennial celebration of the 

Union of American Hebrew Congregations. On this occasion, he opined, “We do recognize—

and gladly, wholeheartedly—the necessity of joint internal effort to accomplish, whether here in 

North America or in Israel or elsewhere in the world, the viable, meaningful, resourceful, 

spiritual force all our visions of Judaism commit us to regarding the Reform mandate.”260 For 

Gottschalk, revitalizing Jewish spiritual life was a critical need in the American Jewish 

community, demanding joint effort across the nation’s Reform congregations. 

At the same centennial, the organization’s first and second presidents, Maurice 

Eisendrath and Alexander Schindler, reiterated Gottschalk’s sentiments. Eisendrath expressed his 

apprehension that “American Judaism as a religious force faces extinction in the century ahead,” 

but that “what we can hope for tomorrow is an American Jewry which asserts its religious basis 

for existing.”261 Schindler then declared that “religion speaks more to the inner than the outer 

man; and man in his essential nature has not changed as has his world.”262 He continued: 

Lastly, and not in the least, there is still a need for that insight which emanates from 
religion’s mystic core, which stills man’s yearning for inwardness, which enables him to 
experience not just to conceptualize a sense of at-one-ness with the universe. I speak now 
of the numinous, a consciousness of the holy, kavanah leading to devekus, a sense of 
reverence which flames into a cleaving.263 
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Common to all of these retrospectives is the notion that American Jewish spirituality had become 

a casualty to modernity, but that it must nevertheless be restored to ensure Judaism’s future.  

 In this regard, one group of particular interest to Gottschalk was Jewish youth. As such, 

in 1973 the CCAR’s Youth Committee held a special symposium in Ann Arbor, Michigan, to 

address the condition of Jewish American college students. The keynote speaker was Rabbi 

Arnold Wolf, the Hillel counselor from Yale University. Rabbi Wolf referred to Jewish youth as 

“Jewishly incompetent” and otherwise spoke derisively of Yale’s Jewish student body: 

The campus scene also indicates that the liberal concensus of the 1960’s has fallen 
apart…. … The Vietnam war itself directly caused a wide-spread and irrevocable loss of 
faith in America on the part of our young people. The members of the younger generation 
will never be able to believe in America or in Judaism in a manner comparable to the 
years between the 40’s and the 60’s. Our great Congregations and our great country 
simply are no longer worth the effort they demand. … The 1970’s are therefore a post-
radical period. The young people are filled with melancholy, with despair, with malaise, 
and with exhaustion….264 
 

In contrast to the explanations provided above, Wolf attributed young Jews’ loss of faith to 

political disillusionment. In this, however, he seems to be an outlier and during the question and 

answer session which followed, Wolf faced strong objections. Nevertheless, he doubled down on 

his stance, positing that “Reform Jewish kids ‘have been had’” and that “progressive revelation 

is a lie and that reform congregations do not prepare anyone to live in the world as it really is 

today.”265 Even Wolf’s colleagues at the symposium, Rabbi Joel Poupko of the University of 

Michigan and Rabbi Richard Levy of UCLA, disagreed with him. As was the case with 

Shankman and Borowitz above, Poupko and Levy each spoke to one of the twin developments of 

the 1960s—social justice and survivalism—precisely in terms of the degree to which their 
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relevance had waned and therefore failed to motivate Jewish youth. First, Rabbi Poupko reported 

that “the religious scene is replacing the political scene on campus”:  

The Jewish ‘gods’ have all been destroyed (Blacks, Vietnam, liberalism). Yet people still 
need something to believe in. All three denominations have put God to rest, and in fact 
Jewish denominationalism itself has become a destructive part of Jewish life. All three 
denominations are similarly shocked to find God talk again being heard on the campus, 
and all three are equally incapable of appropriate response. This new God talk carried on 
by youngsters is a challenge to each of us and to all Jewish educational institutions.266 
 

According to Poupko, with waning interest in the social justice movement, young Jews had 

become increasingly interested in “God talk,” for which the movements had found themselves 

unprepared. Meanwhile, Levy suggested that while “passion about Israel on campus is leveling 

off,” American Jewish college students “have turned to traditional and not so traditional forms of 

Jewish expression to enhance the significance of their own lives.”267 In either case, we see the 

same message repeated: That in turning to spiritual experience for meaning in an increasingly 

secular world, young Jews found few partners and resources across established Jewish 

institutions. The rabbis’ attention to spirituality here was nothing new, as communal leaders had 

been making similar claims about spiritual deficits as early as the 1920s. However, the assertion 

of a young generation actively seeking spirituality is indeed novel and, given this multiple 

firsthand attestation, seemingly accurate. This phenomenon was likely the consequence of 

American Jewish involvement in the broader movement of spiritual seekers during the 1960s and 

1970s, as described by Fuller, Porterfield, Schmidt, Wuthnow, and others.268 

By 1974, anxiety around these realizations was channeled into a series of formal self-

assessments which rolled out from the UAHC. The first set were known as the “Toward New 
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Models for the Future” reports, which focused respectively on the rabbinate, the synagogue, 

Jewish education, and worship. The second set were known as the “Centennial Papers,” which 

explored mitzvot, the family, and social ethics. These studies then culminated in a set of 

“Program Priorities” for 1974 to 1979. Despite these efforts, these reports yielded only extensive 

ruminations on the questions which had already been raised by Shankman, Rayner, Borowitz, 

Gittelsohn, Schwartzman, Gottschalk, Eisendrath, Schindler, Wolf, Poupko, and Levy. Analyses 

of what had happened to American Judaism multiplied, but solving the problem of reviving 

spirituality remained intractable, as a sampling from each set of reports will demonstrate below. 

Gottschalk himself was responsible for the “New Models” paper on the role of the 

rabbinate. In his analysis, Gottschalk offered an altogether novel understanding of the spirituality 

crisis. Here, he presented “American voluntarism” as having fundamentally altered Jewish 

religious life. Whereas in earlier generations voluntarism meant that Jews were either 

“synagogue-affiliated” or “unaffiliated…[meaning] a person of Jewish descent not interested in 

things Jewish,” Gottschalk perceived a new reality in the world of 1974.269 According to this 

new reality, there were “hundreds of thousands of Jews who are aware of their Jewishness, who 

are, as the saying goes, actively interested in Jewish causes, who hold membership in Jewish 

organizations,” but who are “Jews without living their Jewishness through their religion.”270 

Instead of expressing their Jewish lives religiously, Gottschalk saw such individuals as having 

embraced either nationalism, which “took hold as a secular movement,” education, which had 

been “emancipat[ed] from its religious origins,” or charity, which “developed as a realm of its 
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own with only casual reference to its religious implications.”271 The summative effect of these 

developments, according to Gottschalk, was an overriding “religious indifference” among the 

laity, and so Gottschalk urged rabbis to reclaim their role as “spiritual leaders” and to make the 

synagogue once more “a sanctuary of Jewish piety.”272 Gottschalk’s assessment of his co-

religionists thus pays heed to a group confronting his fellow rabbis, namely Jews involved in 

Jewish life who are educated and passionate about charity and nationalism—perhaps standing in 

here for social justice and survivalism—but who feel nothing of the spiritual vitality which 

Gottschalk asserted religion must provide. The concern is thus not that the Jewish community 

would disappear, but rather that it would become devoid of meaning. Strikingly, Gottschalk sees 

this threat not only in Jewish youth but across the Jewish world, with such individuals numbering 

in the “hundreds of thousands.” Given Gottschalk’s task of writing on “New Models of the 

Rabbinate,” it is not surprising that he charges his fellow clergy with sanctifying religious life as 

a solution to this problem. However, he provides no specific guidance regarding how to do so. 

Rabbi, author, and radio host Levi Olan delivered the keynote address for the Centennial 

Papers on Mitzvot, with biblical commentator W. Gunther Plaut responding. Like Shankman, 

Rayner, and Levy before him, the heart of Olan’s critique was the degree to which survivalism 

had deprioritized spirituality in American Judaism. Olan’s nuanced argument, however, was not 

that survival itself is an improper goal for Jewry–in fact, he stated that the “primary impulse in 

Jewish history is the survival of the Jewish people”–but rather that removing the theological and 

religious component from this picture reduces “the tragically heroic struggle of the Jew to 

survive, from Pharaoh to Hitler, to a tale of hollow mockery.”273 Accordingly, Olan wrote that 
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“Jewish survival is intelligible only as the people confirm the covenanted role of a co-worker 

with God to bring near the kingdom of peace, justice, and love,” and he identified the vehicle for 

doing so as the mitzvot.274 In aligning Judaism’s prospects so closely with the mitzvot, however, 

Olan saw evidence of the covenant’s demise everywhere around him, from the neglect of the 

Sabbath to breach of the laws of Niddah.275 Olan wrote that “observance of ritual practices in 

almost every aspect of our religious life has practically vanished” and so the Jew stands 

defenseless: “What brutal force has failed to achieve over the centuries, this experiment of 

Mitzvahless Judaism will achieve. There can be no survival for the Jew without the armor of 

God’s commandments.”276 Nevertheless, Olan felt that liberal Judaism was ideally suited to 

solve this problem in its theoretical openness to the creative process of halakha. As such, Olan 

believed Reform Judaism needed “to reconfirm its historic covenanted role” in order to “move us 

from performing customs and ceremonies to the fulfillment of Mitzvoth, divine commands.”277 

In other words, Olan argued that by embracing covenantal commandedness, Jews could infuse 

Jewish life with meaning through their relationship and partnership with God. In this case, 

Olan’s suggestion is significantly more specific than Gottschalk’s assertion that rabbis must 

work to become more spiritual, though no specific program resulted from his plan. 

In his reply to Olan, Plaut made a similar claim about contemporary Jews’ loss of 

commandedness and its effect on their spiritual life. He wrote that American Jews’ “imitation of 
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the Protestant mood led to what I would call the internalization of Judaism.”278 Plaut here 

referred to the Protestant understanding of sola fide in which faith alone guarantees salvation. He 

thus asserted that American Jews, in imitating Protestant Christianity as an expression of 

Americanization, absorbed this mentality and set aside mitzvot in favor of internal beliefs as the 

barometer of Jewishness.279 Plaut believed that this shift spelled the demise of the home as a site 

of religious meaning, as the movement “now focused entirely on the synagogue, even as the 

Protestants focused on the church.”280 However, Plaut took solace in the fact that his fellow Jews 

seemed to have “begun to rediscover the mystique of the sacred act, as well as the need to return 

from complete internalization (synagogue) to a significant degree of externalization (home).”281 

To expedite this rediscovery, Plaut deemed it necessary to create practical guides for “every 

conceivable area of Jewish life” and “recreate the theoretical foundations of our movement.”282 

He saw the latter as the work of the Committee on Reform Jewish Practice, while the former was 

the work of the Platform Committee, which will be discussed in greater detail below. Olan and 

Plaut make explicit a connection which has heretofore been only hinted at: namely, the link 

between Jewish praxis (as exemplified by mitzvot and halakha) and Jewish spirituality. While 

praxis and spirituality cannot be conflated, it is nevertheless clear that Jewish law is central to the 
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religio-spiritual experience of the Jew. Indeed, this connection would become critical to the work 

of the Platform Committee, though it would also contribute to the committee’s eventual demise. 

The last of the Centennial Papers discussed Social Ethics and likewise held that 

spirituality was essential to the 1970s revival of a meaningful Jewish religious experience. In his 

keynote on Jewish social ethics, Rabbi Lou Silberman, professor of Jewish thought at Vanderbilt 

University, argued that American Jews’ penchant for social action had been, in fact, spiritually 

bankrupt: “I am speaking about the context in which all this has taken place; the intellectual 

and—for want of a better word—spiritual undergirding that has impelled all this in such a way 

that our actions are understood as responses to a demand made upon us at the very center of our 

existence. It is just this that I find absent….”283 Silberman’s critique is subtle but unforgiving. In 

effect, Silberman suggested that the social action which occupied American Jewry, particularly 

during the 1960s, had been nothing more than “reflexes of the intellectual ideologies of the 

society in which we live, dressed up and decorated with patches and snatches of verses and 

phrases borrowed from a tradition that is in largest measure ineffective in our lives.”284 In other 

words, Silberman understood social action in American Judaism as utterly divorced from 

spiritual content and nothing more than a temporal fad. His respondent, Albert Arent, who served 

as chairman of the Joint Commission on Social Action of Reform Judaism, offered an 

impassioned defense of his life’s work in reply, asserting that Jews are an “imperfect people in 

an imperfect world” who lack “the luxury of waiting for perfection in the world or in 
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ourselves.”285 Despite the realism of Arent’s words, Silberman’s critique stands: To what degree 

can social action of the 1960s be understood as a genuinely spiritual endeavor, rather than an 

attempt to clothe extant morality in religious terms, or to integrate with progressive politics of 

the period? While there is no way to pierce individuals’ motivations, Silberman’s position 

suggests that a prima facie tie between social justice and spirituality cannot be assumed. 

In the wake of these varied reports, the UAHC proposed a working draft of its Program 

Priorities for the remainder of the decade. These priorities focused on five areas: the synagogue, 

education, spiritual and moral life, family, and k’lal Yisrael. For each area, the Program Priorities 

diagnosed one or more difficulties and made specific recommendations regarding how to move 

forward. Generally speaking, the working group’s findings are straightforward. Synagogues are 

an “indispensable ingredient of the survival of the Jewish people” and must be supported with 

greater funding.286 Jewish education is faced with “widespread continuing Jewish illiteracy” and 

must be bolstered with more intense schooling and enlargement of camping programs.287 Jewish 

family life is equally vital and must be enhanced by developing programs for underserved groups 

such as single parents and retirees.288 And in terms of Jewish community, or k’lal Yisrael, 

American Judaism must see itself as tied to the fate of Jews worldwide, to be strengthened 

through support for Israeli Jews, Soviet emigres, and Jews in Latin America.289  
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Consistent with other findings described in this chapter, however, was the Program 

Priorities’ focus on “Spiritual and Moral Life.” The group’s assessment appeared as follows: 

Like many Jews in America today, our constituency does not know deeply enough what 
being Jewish implies, what they must believe as Jews and how their Jewishness should be 
expressed. There is ideological disarray among our constituency. This is true for our 
young people as well. They call themselves Jews. They wear badges of their Jewishness 
with a nonchalance which would amaze many of their elders, but they want to know 
desperately what it means to be Jewish and why they ought to be Jews not simply as a 
matter of loyalty to a tradition just because it is a tradition, but in order to perceive for 
themselves those values which we insist on designating characteristically Jewish.290 
 

This is a remarkable statement of the crisis facing Jewish leaders in the early 1970s. Each of the 

thinkers discussed above identified the same problem, that spirituality was lacking as a source of 

meaning and identity across the Jewish world. In satisfying this spiritual hunger, however, the 

working group’s policy recommendations were scattered: composing new guiding principles, 

devising worship alternatives, focusing on social justice work, and supporting the arts are all 

mentioned.291 The demand was therefore clear, but the solution muddied. At bottom, however, is 

a recognition of the need to make unaffiliated Jews “aware of the spiritual role which Judaism 

has to play in one’s life.”292 What emerges from these varied reports is twofold: First, there was a 

broad consensus in the 1970s that the spiritual needs of American Jewry were not being met, 

though the explanation for that reality ranged widely. Diagnosis aside, the more pressing 

difficulty was that no individual or group had a viable plan to meet that challenge.293  
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The Platform Committee 
 
Of the working group’s various recommendations, the most prominent and sustained effort to 

enact a proactive solution to the spirituality crisis was the work of the Platform Committee. The 

Platform Committee was a campaign, running from 1971 to 1975, to formulate a new theological 

justification for Reform Judaism which would update the Pittsburgh and Columbus Platforms. 

The story of the Platform Committee will be considered in detail below, as it provides a unique 

window into the efforts undertaken by leading Reform figures in the 1970s to solve the problems 

described above and the hurdles they encountered in doing so.294 

 In 1971, the Centennial Committee of the UAHC pushed for a partnership between the 

CCAR, the UAHC, and HUC-JIR in establishing the Platform Committee. The goal of the 

committee was to compose a successor to the Columbus Platform which would constitute “a new 

document for a new age” that would “not be afraid to express boldly the tenets of Reform 

Judaism.”295 The list of “Problems to Be Dealt With” by the committee was comically extensive: 

halakha, divine activity in history, personal and social ethics, festivals and the liturgical calendar, 

the state of Israel, intermarriage and conversion, who is a Jew, Jewish peoplehood, ethnicity, the 

parameters of Reform Judaism, relation to other religions, relation to secularism, prayer and 

worship, Bar Mitzvah and confirmation, marriage and divorce, death, Talmud Torah, the Mission 

of Israel, the covenant, the role of the synagogue, relation between men and women, abortion, 

Jewish ethics and biological engineering as well as contemporary medical practices, and 
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universalism and particularism.296 Aside from content, the committee was also unsure of its 

methodology and approach and soon found itself grappling with two overarching questions: 

First, members asked, “To whom do we address this platform? Should it be a normative 

statement setting forth standards, or should it reflect the least common denominator in our 

Movement?”297 Second, they considered, “To what extent is the Platform Committee really 

representative of the Reform Movement? That is, to what extent are the concerns of our group 

truly the concerns of our Movement, including the laity and especially the younger 

generation?”298 Neither of these questions was ever answered satisfactorily, and the failure of the 

committee to produce a meaningful result may be attributed, at least in part, to the 

simultaneously expansive and opaque nature of its original mandate.  

 During the committee’s early tenure, members were tasked with researching and writing 

statements on particular topics. At the Midwest Council Biennial, a handful of these statements 

were discussed and recommendations given. By this time, the wide range of topics mentioned 

above had been parceled into three broad areas: God and Man, Social Action, and Religious 

Practices. In the case of “God and Man,” the Midwest Council’s working paper opened by 

acknowledging Judaism’s apparent lack of theology: “…Judaism has very little absolute to say 

about theological propositions such as heaven, hell, salvation, the afterlife and, not the least of 

which, Judaism has no real theologic [sic] on God.”299 The paper continued: 

Our task is to arrive at some statement or statements more or less acceptable and 
applicable to each one of us about the relationship of these two ideas, the spiritual reality 
of God with the physical reality of Man. I would hope that during our discussion with one 
another that we speak in terms of our own feelings and impressions, what we believe 
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individually and personally and, as much as possible, avoid generalizations about what 
we should or must believe; i.e., understanding that “should” and “must” as far as the God 
idea is concerned can only be used in relation to ourselves and not imposed upon 
others.300 
 

The working group on “God and Man” thus felt that Judaism lacked theology but that they must 

nevertheless produce a statement. They did not wish to generalize, but needed to speak to 

everyone; and while they were generating a stance for the movement’s new platform, they were 

wary of “imposing” their beliefs on one another. That the committee began with such 

imprecision and indecision not only affirms the views of the critics cited above who held that 

Reform Judaism had failed to articulate a spiritual vision, but also foreshadowed the committee’s 

ultimate failure to produce a theological statement. Juxtaposed against this atheological stance, 

however, were the decisive words of the statement on Social Action: 

Reform Judaism has had from its inception as one of its major purposes the emphasis on 
the message of the Prophets of the Bible. This has been further understood as stressing 
the message of social justice, which has been further understood to mean an obligation on 
us for direct action in our communities. In the past such activities have included those in 
behalf of labor, immigrants, Blacks and general civil liberties. Virtually every area that 
might be broadly included in the heading of social justice has been a matter of concern 
for us. … Ideally, as well as ideologically, long term Jewish security rests in a secure and 
just society. It is, therefore, crucial that we re-assert our historic position vis-à-vis social 
justice, and find ways to reinvolve ourselves in a period of increasing complexity and 
community problems.301 
 

Such a vindication of social justice is, to be sure, entirely in keeping with the work of the 

preceding decades, which saw the emergence of a Jewish social justice consciousness around 

contemporary political issues with the establishment of the Religious Action Center in 

Washington D.C. However, the confidence of these words, stacked against the tractability of the 

formulation regarding God and Man, is striking. Finally, the statement on Religious Practices 
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suggested that education, home life, personal life, symbols and ceremonies, prayer, and 

synagogue are all essential elements of the Jewish religious experience. Here, too, the particulars 

are instructive. For instance, the Religious Practices working group suggested, in keeping with 

Plaut’s critique that Judaism had internalized Protestant sentiment, that “the synagogue is the 

prime communal agency by which Judaism is fostered and preserved.”302 Consider, by contrast, 

the group’s inchoate statement on Personal Life: “Although the committee did not have enough 

time to formulate a plank, they strongly felt one should be prepared to insert at this point in the 

platform.”303 What is striking from this data is the juxtaposition between where the working 

groups felt comfortable and where they felt uncertain. They championed social justice and 

synagogues, but wavered in the face of formulating a belief system and completely failed to 

articulate Judaism’s relevance to one’s personal life. The evidence here affirms the earlier 

concern among rabbinic leaders that “our constituency does not know deeply enough what being 

Jewish implies, what they must believe as Jews and how their Jewishness should be 

expressed.”304 However, the activity of the Platform Committee’s working groups suggest that 

this problem cut in both directions: While the constituency did not know such things, neither it 

seems did the rabbis in charge, who found themselves unable to grapple with God talk or discuss 

personal religious experiences in a meaningful way. 

At this stage, the working groups handed these matters over to discussion groups, though 

those fared little better. In the case of God and Man, the group meeting notes reiterate that 

“There was a careful avoiding of and resistance to the use of the terms ‘should’ and/or ‘must,’ 
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along with the hesitation to speak in terms of absolutes.”305 Similarly, in the case of Religious 

Practices, the meeting notes report that “The general feeling was that the plank should support 

diversity of practice. Many felt guides for practice were essential, while others felt that the plank 

on religious practices should focus on a ‘core of Jewish intention’ which would give general 

discussion and thrust.”306 Such innocuous and empty musings offered little chance of fulfilling 

the rigorous demands laid forth by Shankman, Gottschalk, and others above. 

 By May 1972, the Platform Committee was showing signs of difficulty in making 

progress. Leadership of the committee had changed, and members explicitly acknowledged that 

they might “fail to reach a consensus,” in which case “both the papers and the problems they 

consider will be made available to our national institutions.”307 To help the process along, a 

subcommittee was appointed to prepare materials for the upcoming October meeting. This 

subcommittee consisted of Richard Levy, who addressed “Covenant, God, Torah and Israel,” 

Martin Rozenberg, who dealt with halakha, and Bernard Martin, who analyzed communal 

institutions such as synagogues.308 The October 1972 meeting notes indicate a spirited debate 

over the results of the subcommittee’s work. Dudley Weinberg “reminded the group of the 

problem of a definition of and the origin of Mitzvah.”309 Lou Silberman “raised the general 

problem as to how does one ‘do theology’ and delineated several distinct theological systems.”310 

Sam Karff “asserted that the statement either explicitly or implicitly contain a raison d’etre for 
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being Jewish, as people are searching for meaning to life.”311 Jakob Petuchowski and Marjory 

Hess “asserted the truth of a core revelation—the basis for and impetus to the Covenant.”312 Ellis 

Rivkin agreed with Samuel Atlas “that God should be taken seriously.”313 And Henry Fleming 

said that the “statement should not be in over-generalized terms; that people are asking what life 

means today in terms of Judaism, what God means to Judaism, etc.”314 Given this array of 

opinions, it is unsurprising that the group’s efforts were ultimately aborted. 

 As of February 1973, the core sticking point appears to have been the question of 

halakha. In a letter to Rabbi Dudley Weinberg, CCAR president David Polish wrote that “Ever 

since our meeting in Evanston, I have been trying to develop, for myself, a valid position on 

Halachah. I propose for our Committee’s consideration the following outline of my 

position….”315 In short, Polish’s stance held that the covenant is “made manifest by Mitzvot” 

which are a “summons by God for us to be a holy people” and which are necessitated “in 

response to Auschwitz,” but also “responsive to the demands of the current Jewish situation,” 

wherein departures from halakha are possible when grappling with “difficult issues with which 

Halachah, by its very nature, cannot cope.”316 This is, in fact, a rather assertive position, 

especially considering the committee’s predilection to avoid “shoulds” and “musts,” as well as 

the overarching and unanswered question as to whether the statement itself should be normative. 

 In December 1975, however, CCAR president Arthur Lelyveid revealed to the public that 

the Platform Committee had gone inactive “for a variety of reasons beyond its control,” and that 
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Eugene Borowitz had been tapped to produce a statement based on “all of the materials that were 

produced by the conscientious efforts of the Platform Committee during the past four years.”317 

In 1976, Borowitz’s statement was adopted by the CCAR and presented in softened form as 

“Reform Judaism: A Centenary Perspective.” 

The Perspective commenced with a self-congratulatory note, arguing that “Most modern 

Jews, within their various religious movements, are embracing Reform Jewish perspectives. We 

see this past century as having confirmed the essential wisdom of our movement.”318 The 

document then addressed itself to survivalism, noting how “the Holocaust shattered our easy 

optimism about humanity and its inevitable progress” and acknowledging that “the survival of 

the Jewish people is of the highest priority.” Finally, the statement ran through six areas of 

shared convictions, while acknowledging the movement’s openness “to any position thoughtfully 

and conscientiously advocated in the spirit of Reform Jewish belief.” These six areas included: 

God, who is “conceived of…in many ways” and in whom “we ground our lives”; Israel, which 

binds Jews together through “language, land, history, culture, and institutions”; Torah, whose 

“study is a religious imperative and whose practice is our chief means to holiness”; religious 

obligations, which includes not only “ethical responsibilities” but also “religious observance” 

and other activities “which promote the survival of the Jewish people and enhance its existence”; 

obligations to the State of Israel and Diaspora communities; and obligations in service to 

humanity as “fulfillment of its messianic expectations.”319 The Perspective thus attempted to 

address the various concerns of the committee’s former members. 
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Indeed, shortly after finalizing the Perspective, Borowitz received a number of letters 

lauding his work. Former committee member William Cutter wrote: 

I had served for several years on the former “platform” committee, and had enjoyed 
working on it, only to find our program scuttled. Some will say that the group took too 
long, or bogged down, or was not productive. I felt that such was not the case. I feel, 
however, that your document is successful. There will be others who claim that it skirts 
issues, or doesn’t deal in depth, etc. … It is forthright in its assertions of freedom, Jewish 
nationalism, religion, and many other critical issues.320 
 

By contrast, however, historian Michael Meyer complained to Borowitz that “the purpose of the 

document is not clear,” and that Borowitz had failed to address the perennial issue of halakha 

properly: “The most glaring omission is in the area of Jewish practice. Even if there is no 

consensus with regard to such ideas as halakha and mitzva, it would be better to indicate that 

there are various interpretations in this area than to eliminate it entirely or to use language so 

vague as to be meaningless.”321 In other words, Meyer appears to have held Borowitz’s embrace 

of all those activities which “enhance the existence” of the Jewish people as far less than what 

was necessary to properly motivate and revitalize the community. Indeed, given Borowitz’s own 

statements in 1970 about the infantilization of American Judaism, one might expect him to have 

written something more demanding here. However, in attempting to appease all parties, 

Borowitz seems to have robbed the statement of its rhetorical force. 

That the Platform Committee itself failed in this manner, and that Borowitz’s 

“Perspective” was so flexible, together suggest that Jewish communal leaders of the early 1970s 

were largely incapable of generating solutions which could resolve the spiritual crisis they 

otherwise bemoaned. However, even under the best of circumstances, in which a strong 
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theological statement could have been produced by the committee, would anyone have listened? 

Would anyone have cared? Given the seemingly obvious answer to these questions, both the 

attempt at and failure of the Platform Committee are equally instructive. 

The unanswered crisis 
 
In turning to the latter half of the 1970s, little is changed. For instance, in Alexander Schindler’s 

presidential remarks at the 53rd General Assembly in 1975, he reiterated the popular demand for 

spiritual experience: “Wherever I go throughout this great land of ours, I find a deep yearning 

among our people, a yearning to know, to understand, and most of all to feel what it means to be 

a Jew. Synagogues that respond to this need have no difficulty in finding followers. They are 

filled to overflowing.”322 Alfred Gottschalk, in his 1976 remarks at HUC-JIR likewise spoke to 

the “intellectual and spiritual hunger that is the symptom of our time.”323 In 1978, the twentieth 

conference of the WUPJ took its theme as “Ani Ma’amin, I believe.” The program booklet 

declared, “Thus we express our common conviction that basic to Judaism and underlying its 

manifold expressions is religious faith.”324 Indeed, this period witnessed little variation on the 

theme which had presented itself from the beginning of the decade: that the spiritual hunger of 

American (and world) Jewry was the most profound marker of the age. 

 One of the period’s most well-positioned observers was Rabbi Richard Hirsch, who 

served as president of the WUPJ from 1972 to 1999. In 1976, at the organization’s Golden 
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Jubilee Conference, Hirsch offered a different take on the spiritual seeking which had 

confounded his colleagues in recent years. The reason why so many rabbis had begun 

reconsidering spirituality, Hirsch believed, was that the establishment of the State of Israel had 

“transmuted the Jewish world, and in response the Reform movement has been reforming itself, 

struggling to come to terms institutionally and ideologically with the new phenomenon.”325 That 

is, the state of Israel’s establishment had “restored the peoplehood component” of Jewish life, 

which robbed Reform Judaism of its raison d’etre as the guarantor of Jewish continuity.326 This 

meant that Reform Judaism was faced with the task of reinventing itself in a post-statehood 

world, for which it must “be forced to confront the primary ideological issue of how does 

Progressive Judaism relate to Halacha, for it is the Halacha which is the framework for 

determining the distinctive way of Jewish peoplehood.”327 This stance appears to cohere with the 

experience of the Platform Committee, which found itself riven on this very question. According 

to Hirsch, however, Reform Judaism failed in not trying to tackle this problem by directly 

addressing the question of halakha, but rather in fighting the fight of yesteryear. He lamented, 

“Just as the failure of many generals is that they plan for future wars using the strategy and 

weaponry of the last war, so the weakness of our Jewish leadership is that they are waging the 

ideological controversies of previous generations.”328 In short, Hirsch felt that liberal Judaism 

had been the architect of its own demise: By committing itself so thoroughly to peoplehood and 
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survival, and divorcing itself so effectively from halakha, the tradition had set itself up for 

obsolescence after the establishment of a Jewish state. 

 At the WUPJ Conference held in 1978, Hirsch dug deeper, specifically identifying those 

antiquated ideologies which he believed had sapped liberal Judaism of its spiritual vitality. He 

declared that “the Jewish people can be characterized by two historical moods”: the “integration 

mood” and the “survival mood.”329 More precisely, the “integration mood” constituted the desire 

among Jews to “be judged as individuals without reference to their being identified as members 

of the Jewish people,” whereas the “survival mood” emerged after “the Holocaust and it persists 

today in Jewish unity in the face of threats to the State of Israel.”330 Hirsch’s two moods here 

appear to align with Americanization and survivalism as dominant Jewish priorities per standard 

accounts of American Jewish history. And yet, as Hirsch made clear, neither of these moods 

suffices to arouse a vibrant Jewish experience: “…life in the Diaspora must have value in and of 

itself. Emil Fackenheim’s oft-quoted statement that the Jewish people must survive if for no 

other reason than to deny Hitler his final solution may be good theology, but it is not good 

psychology. In and of itself, it is not a sufficient motivation for an individual Jew to preserve his 

Jewish identity.”331 In other words, survivalism and integration are not enough. What the Jew 

needs, rather, is “to intensify those components of our Jewish experience which enhance our soul 

in every sphere—the ritual, the ethical, the cultural, the experiential.”332 Hirsch’s assessment is 

notable because he offered a genuine explanation for why spirituality was re-emerging as a 

concern. He then asserted that Judaism could offer meaning by way of guaranteeing peoplehood 
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or providing halakhic guidelines for life, but that Reform Judaism in a world with a Jewish state 

did neither. As such, he believed that Reform Judaism must reconsider its spiritual foundations to 

stay relevant. Hirsch’s explanation does not explicitly account, however, for the delay between 

Israel’s establishment in 1948 and his diagnosis of spiritual deficit in 1976, except perhaps to 

suggest that survivalism at its peak had temporarily held waning spirituality at bay as a source of 

concern. However, with burgeoning spiritual seeking across American society in the 1960s and 

1970s, Jews began asking entirely different sorts of questions, making the disconnect sufficiently 

acute that rabbinic leaders themselves forced to take heed.  

Other scholarly assessments of this period range widely. Michael Meyer’s stance is 

uniquely optimistic, arguing that American Reform in the 1970s underwent a profound renewal: 

…at its center it was creating new liturgy, a Reform Halakhah, and the opportunity for 
more intensive Jewish education. It strengthened spiritual leadership by opening its 
rabbinate to women, restructured congregations to encourage more encompassing 
participation, moved even further into the mainstream of Jewish life, and adopted a new 
platform expressive of shared commitments. By the end of the decade, a cautious 
hopefulness was dispelling the malaise.333 
 

As demonstrated above, however, there seems to be little documentary evidence that such a 

renewal was felt at the time. In fact, as late as 1978, religious leaders remained deeply concerned 

and pessimistic about the prospects of rescuing liberal Judaism from cultural acceptance, societal 

desacralization, American voluntarism, and the like. Jonathan Sarna does describe deepening 

ritual life during this period, though he attributes “the renewal of traditional spiritual 

practices…to charismatic figures” such as Shlomo Carlebach and Zalman Schachter-Shalomi.334 

This sidelining of spirituality in the historical narrative does nothing to capture the ongoing 

efforts described above to address the crisis of belief from within the main. Samuel Heilman’s 
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tripartite picture of Jews in 1975 as “passive, minimalist…engaging, salient and active…[or] 

completely assimilated” likewise seems insufficient, as it spares no room for the many spiritual 

seekers of the 1970s, as attested to firsthand by Poupko, Levy, Gottschalk and others.335 Finally, 

Jack Wertheimer and Hasia Diner draw parallel conclusions, noting a “staggeringly high rate of 

defection and indifference” and a Jewishness that was “devoid of personal meaning.”336 For her 

part, Diner turns to the sociological problem of intermarriage without considering any of the 

attempts above to address this meaninglessness.337 

 All of these accounts have value and draw on different data. They are therefore not 

incorrect in their assessments, but rather incomplete. In particular, the story told throughout this 

chapter is entirely missing. In short, leaders of Reform Jewry in America were deeply concerned 

about a spiritual crisis in the 1970s and devoted significant time and energy to discussing this 

problem. They felt that the synagogue was not motivating individuals, and they held that 

arguments for social justice and Jewish survival no longer sufficed when they saw their co-

religionists living in “ideological disarray” or simply leaving Judaism altogether. Without hard 

data on the numbers of individuals doing so, which is simply lacking, it is impossible to gauge 

the final accuracy of these anxieties, though the ubiquity of firsthand testimony from the figures 

above is difficult to dismiss. That such testimony is in keeping with what is otherwise known 

about contemporaneous trends in American religious history lends further credence to their 

assessments. Regardless, the fears held by these leaders, and the degree to which those fears 

impelled working groups and position papers and platform committees, was all quite real. 
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The individuals cited throughout this chapter felt that in a world where Judaism had 

traded an emphasis on ritual for a focus on morality in order to appear more socially palatable, 

and in a status quo where the need for Jewish peoplehood had been obviated by the 

establishment of the state of Israel, liberal Judaism had only religious experience to fall back on 

but found itself ill-prepared to meet that challenge. Moreover, Reform Jewry’s attempts to study 

the problem—from Centennial Papers to Program Priorities—produced few actionable solutions. 

The one concerted attempt to enhance Jewish religious life, the Platform Committee, produced 

only an anemic paper in its abortive wake. In the 1980s and 1990s, however, this mismatch 

would reverse course. Survivalism would once more be borne aloft by the institutional 

foundations laid during the 1960s as American Jewry turned toward the threat to be found in the 

rising rate of intermarriage and its reported effects. 
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CHAPTER 4: THE DEMOGRAPHIC CRISIS AND ITS LEGACY 
 
In the 1980s and 1990s, the American Jewish community witnessed a return to the survivalist 

impulse of the 1960s, though the dangers were abstract compared to the violent anti-Semitism of 

previous decades. Rather than posing a physical threat to the security of the American Jewish 

community, these late-century concerns were demographic, centered on rising intermarriage 

rates and declining synagogue affiliation. Nevertheless, American Jewry soon rallied around 

these causes, deploying task forces and committees to stave off Hitler’s “posthumous victory.” 

Consequently, the spirituality crisis which had dominated the 1970s was co-opted by survivalist 

concerns and put forth as a cause of and remedy for demographic ills. In this context, survival 

was transformed into what W. Gunther Plaut would describe below as “meaningful survival.”338 

Across the landscape of American Jewry, as leaders questioned why Jews were marrying outside 

of the community or avoiding synagogue life, they would regularly point to declining spirituality 

as an explanation for waning commitments and to spiritual rejuvenation as a potential solution.  

The synthesis of the 1980s 
 
At the very beginning of the 1980s, the American Jewish community appeared to be materially 

secure as never before, and the most pressing concern continued to be the spiritual weakness that 

had been laid bare in the 1970s. In 1980, then-director of the World Union for Progressive 

Judaism Richard Hirsch gave a speech at the Union’s Twenty-First International Conference. He 

declared triumphantly that “With the advent of the 1980s, we have entered into a new decade. 

Hopefully we are also on the verge of entering a new era. … The old era has been characterized 

by threats of physical extinction to the Jews in Israel and elsewhere around the world. Today in 
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most countries of Jewish habitation, Jews live in freedom from fear of pogrom.”339 However, 

Hirsch explained that this lack of external threats posed its own danger:  

In the new era, the age-old phenomenon of anti-Semitism, and its current reincarnation in 
anti-Zionism, will no longer serve as an automatic rallying cry to unite the Jews in self 
defence. In the new era of comparative peace in the Middle East and comparative 
security in the Diaspora, we may no longer be able to count on our enemies to keep us 
together. We shall have to rely on our own inner-directed motivation.340 
 

Hirsch’s assessment held that Jews’ newfound security would force their communities to focus 

on intrinsic rather than extrinsic motivators for belonging, but that those intrinsic motivators may 

be found lacking. This juxtaposition, that Jews are physically safer than ever but threatened in 

novel ways, would soon be replaced by specific demographic anxieties. Indeed, Hirsch himself 

singled out such threats as the “cancer of assimilation and intermarriage ravaging the body of the 

Jewish people.”341 However, Hirsch also maintained the spirituality-survival argument of the 

1970s that American Jewry’s lack of spirituality threatened Jewish continuity. In response, he 

called on Jews to look inward to safeguard their communities: 

If the test of the new era is to inculcate Jewish lives with qualitative Jewish content, then 
we must ask: What is the content of the Jewishness our movement espouses? … If we are 
honest with ourselves then we cannot help but be self-critical. We cannot help but aspire 
to higher levels of Jewish knowledge, to more loyal and creative observances of Jewish 
tradition and to more intense Jewish involvement.342 
 

According to Hirsch, the survival of the Jewish community therefore depended on the spiritual 

strength of its members’ experiences, and those were not sufficiently robust. In responding to 

Hirsch’s remarks at the same WUPJ conference, Reform commentator W. Gunther Plaut 

likewise suggested that American Jews had only recently begun to consider the existential 
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question, “What will my own life say?” In other words, he explained, the Jewish community’s 

concerns had shifted “from the question of survival to the problem of meaningful survival.”343  

This was the heart of the matter: Faced with threats from within rather than without, American 

Judaism needed a reason to survive beyond survival alone. 

 Within a year, the issue of intermarriage would dramatically intensify this picture. As 

early as 1981, Union of American Hebrew Congregations president Alexander Schindler 

reported in his General Assembly address that intermarriage posed a profound existential threat: 

To the best of our knowledge there are some 35,000 Jewish intermarriages a year—that 
makes 70,000 adults and, given our miniscule birthrate, an additional 35,000 children 
minimally. The total is 100,000 souls up or down each year, or a swing of two million in 
a decade, or four million more or less Jews by the year 2000. All this out of our present 
population of just under six million. Aye, the stakes are exceedingly high. Our survival is 
at stake!344 
 

Given Schindler’s conviction that intermarriage is a danger, he echoed Hirsch and Plaut in 

calling for a revival of Jewish religious life: “There is something else we can do. It is what our 

fathers and mothers have always done in times of travail, and that is to sink our roots deep into 

the soil of the Torah, a soil more enduring than that of any country or continent. The Torah is our 

reason for being. It is the source of our strength for collective continuity.”345 From across their 

different vantage points, these figures therefore identified the same underlying reality: The 

religious experience of the Jew was critical to the Jew’s survival, but threatened by apathy and 

intermarriage. For Schindler, the American Jew in the 1980s must therefore “be assertive, 

unabashedly proclaiming that we are indeed different and that because we are we have 

something of worth to offer to the alienated and the rootless and to those who are seeking after 
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truth.”346 This is a far cry from the Americanizing tendencies that had dominated much of 

American Jewish history, according to which Jews had long muted their differences. 

 In addition to Hirsch, Plaut, and Schindler, Alfred Gottschalk, who served as head of the 

Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, likewise expressed anxieties about 

American Jewry’s prospects. Gottschalk noted the great paradox that such was the case when 

American Jews “have known the fullest measure of opportunity, the greatest degree of freedom, 

the surest protection of the law, the greatest portion of dignity and respect than at any other time 

or place in history.”347 Striking a now-familiar tone, Gottschalk reported that Jewish life in 

America was in fact endangered by its unprecedented levels of acceptance: “In so hospitable a 

climate, can we retain our identity and our commitment as Jews? Or will we be steadily absorbed 

and assimilated until we lose all but the vestiges of our religious convictions and observances 

and all but the superficial cultural remnants which define our Jewishness? Will we prove it true 

that Jews need adversity to preserve their Jewishness?”348 Gottschalk also specified assimilation 

and intermarriage as the greatest hazards to American Jewish life, which jeopardized “the 

spiritual and cultural wealth which our Jewish heritage has bequeathed to us.”349  

 By 1983, Schindler felt that the community had made some progress on these fronts. He 

noted in his Presidential Address at the UAHC Generally Assembly that the Union represented 

nearly 800 congregations and that its membership numbered over 1.25 million.350 He highlighted 

educational programming, social justice work, and support for Israel as hallmarks of a “vital, 
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vibrant movement, blending the old and the new, on the cutting edge of modern life, yet ever 

more deeply rooted in the Jewish tradition.”351 On the survivalist front, Schindler pointed to the 

Joint UAHC-CCAR Commission on Outreach, describing its work as the “partial, but positive 

effort to come to grips with the reality of intermarriage, to contain the loss it threatens to our 

numerical strength and if at all possible, to convert that loss into a gain.”352 For Schindler, these 

goals, especially those of outreach, were tangible:  

…to make certain that the majority of interfaith-marriages will result in the conversion of 
the non-Jewish partner to Judaism; and that the majority of the children issuing from such 
marriages will, in fact, be reared as Jews. This is not an illusory question. Our experience 
demonstrates its attainability. Even our work with non-affiliated mixed-married couples 
is encouraging. It establishes beyond doubt that they too need not be lost to us, that we 
can, if we but try, regain them for our people.353 
 

Schindler continued to believe that spiritual life was vital to the success of this mission: “This 

brings me full square to the final matter that I place before you tonight: The need to cultivate a 

sense of the sacred within ourselves and in our midst. Here is an aspect of our religious 

enterprise that has been far too long neglected. But how to repair it, how to recapture the sense of 

the holy, that is an exceedingly complicated task.”354 As was the case in the 1970s, Schindler 

declined to provide specific spiritual direction: “I have no ready prescriptions to offer here. 

There are no hidden agendas, I have no canons or codes or even guides for practice in mind. I 

ask merely that we address this issue, urgently, earnestly, and with all the resources of mind and 

spirit at our command.”355 Schindler did, however, reinforce the severity of the need: “Aye, there 

is a growing yearning for the sacred in our day. We all of us can feel it. … Men and women are 

restless…with the hopeful questing of those who want to find a new way and are determined to 
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reach it. It is a searching after newer and truer values, for deeper more personal meaning. It is a 

purposeful adventure of the spirit.”356 Schindler’s remarks, which sounded the alarm about both 

“the loss [intermarriage] threatens to our numerical strength” and “the need to cultivate a sense 

of the sacred,” thus represent a Jewish leadership which had turned the question of spirituality 

directly to the question of survival.357  

This interconnected emphasis on spirituality and survivalism explains why Jewish leaders 

began at this point to speak not only of affiliation numbers with regard to religious life, but also 

the quality of that affiliation. In Schindler’s next Presidential Address at the 58th General 

Assembly, he clarified: “Thus, while our membership numbers are up, the quality of affiliation in 

burgeoning Reform is nothing to boast about, let us admit it. For most of us, that synagogue 

affiliation is only marginal, it is mere form without sufficient substance.”358 The problem, as 

Schindler understood it, was that liberal Judaism demanded little of its adherents, and this reality 

prompted the Union to create a Task Force on Spiritual Commitment: 

As liberal Jews, we assert our autonomy, we insist on the right to choose. But all too 
often we choose nothing at all, or choosing something we observe it only haphazardly. 
Moreover, as synagogue leaders we make few demands on our constituents beyond the 
financial. We thereby give substance to the perception that Reform Judaism is but a 
religion of convenience, that we wear the Covenant only as adornment on our outer 
garment alone, that this is a place where easy answers are given and few if any questions 
asked, in a word, that we need commit or do little if anything at all, yet we still can call 
ourselves Jews. It is to counteract this very failing that we convened our “Task Force on 
Spiritual Commitment” two years ago, at our last Biennial in Houston.359 
 

The initial findings of the Task Force were straightforward, suggesting a need to generate 

“individual spiritual commitment” that was nevertheless in line with “collective consensus on 
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religious practice.”360 Schindler explained that this could be accomplished through the individual 

assumption of religious actions also taken up by others in the community as well, and that 

Judaism would thereby make demands of its constituents which would generate meaning in 

common. No specifics were appended to this general instruction, though Schindler did feel it 

necessary to reassure his listeners that the Task Force was not advocating “a flight from the 

world,” but rather urging Jews to move “towards God and Torah” and “discover those inner 

resources we require to grapple with the torments of this world.”361 Thus it was for Schindler that 

spiritual revival was critical to ensuring meaningful survival. 

This was the situation in the early 1980s: The spiritual seeking of the 1970s had not 

disappeared, but had been sublimated to address resurgent concerns around survivalism and 

continuity. In other words, the composite picture of American Jewry in the early 1980s–

according to leaders such as Hirsch, Plaut, Schindler, and Gottschalk—was characterized by the 

slow disintegration of those ties which held the postwar Jewish community together. With the 

“waning of the two most powerful forces in modern Jewish history—the Holocaust and the State 

of Israel,” Reform Judaism was forced to reckon with the repeated suggestion from the 1970s 

that the tradition was spiritually bereft.362 In turn, the question of survival became deeply 

enmeshed with that of spirituality, as leaders understood a lack of spirituality to be both a cause 

of and solution to concerns around continuity. In other words, Jews were looking elsewhere 

because their religious lives lacked meaning, but spiritual rejuvenation could forestall that trend. 
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At the same time, however, rising intermarriage rates shocked American Jewish leaders and 

provided a new enemy against which to rally the old machinery of civil Judaism. 

The impact of intermarriage  
 
Historian of American Judaism Samuel Heilman once suggested that “concern about 

intermarriage (within the context of the anxiety over Jewish survival in America) has 

overshadowed almost all the older outstanding Jewish concerns about political anti-Semitism and 

economic discrimination.”363 To a large degree, widespread Jewish anxiety about intermarriage 

is a legacy of the Holocaust. In other words, the fear is that in a world where physical threats to 

Jewish life have dwindled, the greatest danger comes from intermarriages that pull Jewish 

partners and/or children from identification with the Jewish community and involvement in 

Jewish life. For this reason, anxiety around intermarriage became a fundamental feature of 

Woocher’s “civil Judaism,” as noted in the Introduction.364 In this respect, the data itself is 

indeed startling, as the rate of intermarriage rose from 9% in 1965 to 25% by 1974, 44% by 

1984, and 52% by 1985.365 While it is difficult to precisely date when intermarriage became such 

a prevalent fear among American Jews, Hasia Diner has argued that alarms were sounding as 

early as the 1960s but that the 1971 National Jewish Population Survey “opened floodgates of 

research over the next two decades” and spurred such dramatic changes as the CCAR’s 

acceptance of patrilineal descent in 1983.366 What can be said with certainty is that concern over 

intermarriage has long been a potent force in American Jewish life, which served to redirect 

lingering concerns over spirituality back toward the well-trod territory of survivalism and 
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continuity. To be clear, the point of connection here is not that intermarriage is in direct 

opposition to spiritual life.367 Rather, at a time in American Jewish history when leaders were 

openly debating spirituality as a central concern, anxiety over rising intermarriage rates and what 

that meant for Jewish continuity pulled resources and attention in a more mundane direction. 

Emblematic in this regard is the work undertaken by the American Jewish Committee 

(AJC), which was at the vanguard of such efforts. In 1979, the AJC commissioned a study on 

“Intermarriage and the Jewish Future,” which found that even among those intermarried couples 

trying to maintain their Jewish religiosity, their religious experiences tended to be “privatized,” 

resulting in a loss “of communal identity, of Jewish responsibility and peoplehood, that would be 

found in other Jewish couples.”368 Organized Jewry soon found itself split between those who 

felt that intermarriage was “the greatest threat to Jewish survival” and those who saw it “as an 

inevitable (and not necessarily unfortunate) result of Jewish acceptance in American life.”369 By 

1982, the Jewish Communal Affairs Department of the AJC was conducting a subsequent study 

on the effects of intermarriage and crafting programming sessions for congregations grappling 

with the issue. According to a memo dubbed “Work With Intermarried—Program Suggestions,” 

the AJC had decided that such programming should “not be perceived as missionizing or as a 

conversion class,” though the hope was nevertheless “that through such a program we may 

strengthen both the couple’s home and their involvement in the Jewish community.”370 This 

internal tension, between fighting to stave off assimilation while avoiding the appearance of 
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proselytizing, was a staple of this early work. Despite the assertions of demographers that 

intermarriage was a threat to Jewish life, the AJC seemed unwilling to paint their programs in 

this light. This was likely for practical reasons, in order to make sure their target audience came 

through the door, but perhaps also for ideological reasons due to Judaism’s longstanding 

opposition to proselytizing. 

In 1983, the Washington chapter of the AJC decided to address this topic head-on. In a 

workshop series on “Intermarriage and Jewish Identity,” Washington-area Jews met to discuss 

“mixed messages to mixed couples” and asked, “Does being part of an interfaith couple pose a 

‘problem,’ and if so what is its nature?”371  So many couples signed up that two consecutive 

workshops were held, and additional registrants were ultimately turned away.372 The program 

came to no conclusion beyond noting that non-Jews were confused by “their partners’ apparent 

contradictory concern for their Jewish identity and yet non-observant behavior.”373 

 When the aforementioned “Intermarriage and the Jewish Future” follow-up study was 

completed, an AJC press release reported that it was “the first detailed study ever conducted of 

the children of Jewish-Christian intermarriages.”374 The key finding was that “children of 

Jewish-Christian intermarriages tend not to be involved in organized Jewish life, and they 

usually define their Jewishness as a belief in the Jewish religion rather than a sense of 

identification with Jews as an ethnic group.”375 In other words, intermarriages would soon have a 

direct and significant impact on the continuity and character of Jewish life. This research was 
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directed by Yehuda Rosenman, who led the AJC’s William Petschek National Jewish Family 

Center, and Egon Mayer, professor of sociology at Brooklyn College.376 Additional conclusions 

from the study centered on the difference between children of intermarriages where the non-

Jewish spouse had converted and children of intermarriages where the non-Jewish spouse had 

not converted, which found that 33% of the former had non-Jewish spouses themselves versus 

92% of the latter while 84% of the former considered themselves Jewish versus 24% of the 

latter.377 Alarmed by this data, Rosenman detailed his concerns: 

The findings of the new study reinforce what concerned community leaders have known for 
some time: that intermarriage is here to stay, and is bound to affect the nature of Jewish 
commitment and affiliation in the years to come. Intermarried families now constitute a 
sizable portion of the Jewish community, and our data indicate that the Jewish community 
could lose most of the mixed-married families—in which the non-Jewish partner has not 
converted—in the span of two generations.378 
 

In turn, Rosenman asserted that American Jewish leaders must “come to grips with the issue of 

intermarriage, both with programs to stem the tide of intermarriage and with programs to 

strengthen the ties of intermarried families to Judaism.”379 What followed, then, was a series of 

efforts intended to serve both goals. 

 In 1984, for instance, a “Couples Workshop for Lay Leaders” was held at the AJC 

headquarters in Washington D.C. The program’s description conveyed that its primary concern 

“was the feeling of isolation and alienation from the established Jewish community and its 

institutions” felt by interfaith couples and acknowledged that “help[ing] these couples find 

avenues of entry and participation in the organized Jewish community” would strengthen Jewish 
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life.380 Meanwhile, the local chapter of the AJC Jewish Communal Affairs Committee in 

Pittsburgh offered a special training seminar “to sensitize the community and place the topic on 

the Jewish communal agenda as a priority item for Jewish survival.”381 This was apparently in 

direct opposition to the Pittsburgh’s Jewish community itself, which “was unwilling to do any 

programming concerning intermarriage, or to admit even that it poses a central problem on the 

Jewish communal agenda.”382 By the mid-1980s, therefore, the AJC found itself fighting on 

multiple fronts: The organization had the data to demonstrate that intermarriage was on the rise 

and that the children of mixed marriages were far less likely to identify as Jewish. However, the 

AJC also faced the thorny task of convincing local communities to confront what was, by all 

accounts, an extremely uncomfortable issue. 

 The AJC therefore decided in 1984 to commission a new study on “the differences 

between Gentiles who have married Jews but did not convert to Judaism, and those who did 

convert” to assess the potential efficacy of its programs over the past few years.383 Upon the 

study’s completion, the AJC found that outreach efforts aimed at intermarried couples had been 

largely ineffective and that the key factors in determining one’s willingness to convert were 

“innate ‘religiousness’” and “the desire of the Jewish partner…to have his or her spouse 

convert.”384 The AJC then suggested that these points become the focus of future interventions. 
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By the late 1980s, the central concerns of American Jewry had thus shifted back to 

questions of peoplehood and continuity. In his 1989 keynote address at the CCAR Centennial, 

Gottschalk contended once more that the present generation of American Jewish leaders had 

been formed by two key events: the Holocaust and the establishment of the State of Israel.385 

According to Gottschalk, these historical moments “tell us why we must be Jewish and what 

tasks are necessary to act out our Jewishness by commitment to the State of Israel and Jewish 

survival.”386 In a telling turn of phrase, Gottschalk went on to suggest that these events were “the 

watchword of our own faith for this largely secularly oriented Jewish generation.”387  Here, the 

primarily secular identity of American Jewry is openly acknowledged and explicitly offered as a 

stand-in for Judaism qua religious experience. In the same year, Gottschalk delivered another, 

more forward-looking speech entitled “Reform Judaism Faces the Future.” In these remarks, he 

resurfaced demographic concerns ranging from the declining American Jewish birthrate to the 

level of assimilation among American Jews, noting that such trends “bring into question [the 

Jewish community’s] future vigor and vitality, unless we are prepared to reorient ourselves to the 

new requirements for change and continuity.”388 Gottschalk also echoed his earlier fears about 

fading Holocaust memories, noting that “the Holocaust has kept alive the flame of Jewish loyalty 

in the hearts which responded to little else of the Jewish past” but that the “power of the 

Holocaust to keep alive our sense of Jewishness, to bind us to our heritage, will recede with 
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time.”389 Intermarriage, however, had offered to replace the Holocaust with a new and ongoing 

threat, which galvanized American Jewry as noted above. 

The outreach of the 1990s 
 
Over the course of the 1990s, American Jewry’s attentions shifted to broader issues of affiliation 

and outreach as the conversation around intermarriage acknowledged “the inherent contradiction 

in the position that we wish to discourage intermarriage but welcome intermarrieds.”390 In other 

words, the American Jewish Committee argued that it was both more necessary and more 

realistic to include those who were intermarried than to deter intermarriage altogether. In 1991, 

the Board of Governors of the AJC therefore issued an “Intermarriage Statement” which argued 

that American Jewish organizations needed to “offer positive communal and personal connection 

to intermarrieds while at the same time to develop and encourage programs that lead to Jews 

marrying other Jews.”391 This new understanding contended that resolving the intermarriage 

problem was fundamentally a question of addressing broader issues of connection in the Jewish 

world, and so the AJC’s Statement concluded, “Intermarriage cannot be understood or dealt with 

in isolation from the more general erosion of Jewish identity and practice which has taken 

place.”392 This resolution appears to have spurred American Jewry to new action. 

By 1994, Gottschalk wrote that American Jewry faced a litany of demographic threats 

including “assimilation, intermarriage, single-parent families, AIDS, alcoholism, zero birth rate 

and our growing Jewish gerontocracy,” but that the 1990s had nevertheless been marked by great 
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“liturgical creativity and study opportunities.”393 Ultimately, communal leaders proceeded down 

this route, focusing on synagogue outreach and affiliation in order to address the “general 

erosion of Jewish identity and practice” noted above.394 In 1999, Eric Yoffie, then-president of 

the Union for Reform Judaism, reflected back on the work of the Commission on Reform Jewish 

Outreach, a joint effort of the UAHC and the CCAR. He traced the Commission’s roots to a 

1978 speech on intermarriage by Alexander Schindler that “shook North American Jewry to its 

very core.”395 In his remarks, Schindler had reported that intermarriage “was spiraling out of 

control” and that “we had no idea how to respond,” so he urged his co-religionists to fully 

embrace converts: “…we would welcome the intermarried into our synagogues and our families 

and our homes, draw them near to us and include them in our celebrations and observances. We 

would do this in the hope that the non-Jewish partners would ultimately convert to Judaism; and 

if not, that they would commit themselves to raising their children as Jews.”396 Yoffie explained 

that Schindler also pushed Reform leaders to accept patrilineal descent at this time.397 In the 

wake of these dramatic exhortations, Yoffie announced that the work of the Commission on 

Reform Jewish Outreach ever since had been “nothing less than a triumph”: 

In the absence of Outreach, tens of thousands of intermarried couples who are now 
members of our congregations would be forever lost to the Jewish people. In the absence 
of Outreach, innumerable Jews who marry non-Jews would be denied any but the 
slimmest hope of a Jewish future. In the absence of Outreach, resentment and the sting of 
rejection would, much too often, be the lot of those who now find a secure place in our 
community. In the absence of Outreach, there would be far fewer Jews-by-choice, and 
they would still be battling the ambivalent and even hostile attitudes to which they have 
so long been subjected. In the absence of Outreach, ours would be a weaker and more 
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divided movement, denied the surge of energy, religious renewal, and adult learning 
which is a direct outgrowth of our Outreach efforts.398 
 

The successes enumerated here were communal, and Yoffie described them as “one of the most 

remarkable and thoroughgoing revolutions in the history of Reform Judaism, and indeed, in the 

history of the Jewish people.”399 In no uncertain terms, Yoffie declared that “we Reform Jews 

rightly see [Outreach] as one of our proudest and most significant achievements.”400 As for 

spirituality, Yoffie wrote that “If we have learned anything at all after 20 years, it is this: 

intermarried couples are not attracted to us by minimalism or watered-down Judaism. They are 

attracted by compelling ethical teachings, by ritual experiences rich in meaning, by the mystery 

of Shabbat, and by the possibility of religious commandment.”401 Here, the arguments of 

yesteryear from Hirsch, Plaut, Schindler, and Gottschalk return in full force, insofar as Yoffie 

directly correlates spirituality to continuity. As was the case throughout the 1980s, Yoffie is 

unconcerned with spirituality on its own, but rather with survival as secured through spirituality. 

 Indeed, American Jewish leadership clearly saw spirituality as a means to safeguard 

continuity through synagogue outreach. In response to Yoffie’s remarks, Schindler himself 

reflected that the range of programs which emerged out of his 1978 speech–“Introduction to 

Judaism courses, Times and Seasons, the development of curricula for the offspring of interfaith 

couples, the Outreach Fellows program, Stepping Stones, a Taste of Judaism, and on and on”—

had mitigated intermarriage’s damage, including “alienated Jews, the spiritually rootless 

children, stressed marriages, tormented grandparents.”402 Schindler specifically played up the 
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role of spiritual experience, noting that converts are “in the vanguard of all who seek to fashion 

Reform into a Judaism that can satisfy the passionate heart” and that “it is high time to leave 

behind, once and for all, our movement’s exaltation of hyper-rationalism and its disdain for 

religious fervor.”403 Schindler’s stance is thus unmistakable, reporting as he did that Reform 

Judaism’s “market” is “no longer the assimilating American Jew who is embarrassed by 

religious zeal” but rather “those generally prosperous yet dissatisfied men and women, Jewish or 

non-Jewish, who are impatient for a tangible connection to God, community and meaning.”404 

By the late 1990s, the spiritual emptiness of American Jewish religious life, as revealed by the 

developments of the 1970s, suggested to communal leaders that they would need to reclaim 

religious experience if they wished to preserve Jewish continuity for a generation removed from 

the events of the Holocaust and the establishment of the state of Israel. 

 As Yoffie referenced above, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, these efforts to revitalize 

spiritual life took shape as the Reform movement developed specific commissions for this 

purpose. The UAHC-CCAR Commission on Reform Jewish Outreach had begun its work in 

1978 to address the needs of interfaith families, while the UAHC-CCAR Commission on 

Synagogue Affiliation began its work in 1989 “to welcome and integrate Jews of all 

backgrounds.”405 In 2002, it was proposed that these efforts should merge, and a UAHC-CCAR 
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Commission on Keruv was formed to guide that project.406 The Commission’s twin goals were to 

“actively welcome all…into deeper Jewish engagement within the Reform synagogue context” 

and to develop each congregation into “a kehillah kedoshah, a sacred community that lives out 

the brit, embraces diversity and reaches out to all, particularly the stranger and the estranged 

(individuals and underrepresented demographic groups), to invite Jewish choice and 

commitment.”407 The restructuring proposal explained that this directive was “purposely broad,” 

but that the “constituencies of special interest at the current time are young adult Jews (22-35), 

interfaith couples and families, individuals considering conversion to Judaism, and new Jews-by-

choice, Jews who are not synagogue members and adults without children at home.”408 The 

merger was driven by data from the American Religious Identification Survey and the American 

Jewish Identification Survey, which both indicated a general trend in 2001 “toward less 

‘religious’ orientation to life in favor of a ‘secular’ orientation to life” as well as an uptick in 

intermarriage.409 This all suggests that, despite the triumphalism of Yoffie and Schindler above, 

the demographic data remained worrying. Not only did intermarriage rates continue to rise, but 

the general “spiritual revival” both leaders had described seemed to be something of a mirage. 

The head of the Department of Jewish Outreach, under which these commissions were 

housed and which oversaw their merger, was Dru Greenwood. In a private email exchange, 

copies of which appear in the records of the American Jewish Archives, Greenwood explained 

how she herself perceived the work of the commissions. Greenwood understood “living a Jewish 
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life” as consisting of two dimensions: ethical and ritual/spiritual.410 The ethical dimension 

included being able to distinguish between what it means to be a “good person” and what it 

means to be a “good Jew.” In the absence of such a distinction, Greenwood noted: “[If] Judaism 

primarily means to be a good person, then there is nothing wrong with assimilation. Presto: we 

have a 50%-70% intermarriage rate and we have a situation where…over 50% of all Jewish 

children in the U.S. are not being brought up in the Jewish religion.”411 Greenwood suggested 

that the assimilationist tendency had previously been held back by any number of factors, such as 

connection to the “old country,” the terrors of the Holocaust, experience of anti-Semitism in its 

many forms, or pride in the birth of Israel.412 The present generation, however, had too fully 

embraced Reform’s universalism and rationality for those trends to stem the assimilationist tide 

any longer.413 As for the ritual/spiritual side of the equation, Greenwood felt that the rationality 

of modern American Judaism had “turned off many of those who, in the past few decades, are 

seeking spirituality.”414 In fact, Greenwood cited here in support of her claim a statistic from 

Rodger Kamenetz, author of The Jew in the Lotus, that 40% of American Buddhists at the time 

were Jews. In contrast to these discouraging trends, Greenwood urged a life of engagement, in 

which one applied the ethical mitzvot to one’s deeds and employed ritual mitzvot as “intertwined 

with spirituality, and raising one’s consciousness: remembering to pay attention to life; making 

sacred the mundane.”415 According to Greenwood, contemporary Reform does not need “horror 

stories” or “gimmicks” but rather “rediscovering Judaism as a source of value and meaning, 
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penetrating all aspects of our lives.”416 This stance was emblematic of the outreach programming 

described by Yoffie and Schindler, which sought to revitalize the spiritual experience of 

American Jews in order to strengthen the community and secure its future. 

And so it was that American Jewry arrived at the start of a new millennium. Efforts over 

the past century had addressed crises ranging from the financial excesses of the 1920s to the 

material needs of the 1930s, from the anti-Semitism of the 1940s to the fight for civil rights in 

the 1960s, and from the intermarriage crisis in the 1980s to the struggle for synagogue vitality in 

the 1990s. Spirituality surfaced along the way as a solution to the day’s problems, though there 

were windows when spirituality came into direct view itself, as occurred in the 1950s and 1970s. 

In contrast to the efforts put forth on these varied fronts, however, American Judaism made little 

progress with regard to spiritual development on its own. Rather, spirituality regularly eluded 

communal leaders as an object of reform, and revitalization efforts did little more than craft new 

educational curricula and establish new community centers. This, however, is not the end of the 

story. Rather, the spiritual leanings of the previous decades found expression in two grassroots 

spiritual movements of the twentieth century: Neo-Hasidism and Jewish Renewal. The chapters 

which follow therefore explore the historical trajectory of these movements as expressions of 

spiritual yearning among liberal-minded Jews over the past several decades, as well as their 

legacy in contemporary Jewish meditation and mindfulness circles.   
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CHAPTER 5: SPIRITUALITY IN THE GRASSROOTS,  
NEO-HASIDISM AND JEWISH RENEWAL 

 
Over the course of the preceding chapters, we have traced the shifting understanding of 

spirituality in twentieth-century American Jewish life. As described in Chapter 3, the 1970s were 

distinctive in witnessing a turn toward spirituality as a crisis in its own right. Before and after 

this brief window, however, American Jewry found itself preoccupied by existential threats, 

from the Six Day War in the 1960s to intermarriage and synagogue affiliation in the 1980s and 

1990s. Each of these issues brought survivalism front and center for American Jewry. While 

spirituality was at times a tool of survivalism during these years, religious experience on its own 

terms was of seemingly little import. As scholar-theologian Art Green has noted: 

We have survived an encounter with evil incarnate that cost us the lives of fully a third of 
the Jewish people, including an untold number of thinkers, teachers, and their students, 
Hasidic masters and disciples…. For the past fifty years the Jewish people as a body 
politic has been fully and single-mindedly engaged in the task of reconstruction, in our 
case meaning above all building the State of Israel as a secure national home for the 
Jewish people and securing emigration rights for Jews who chose to go there. Besides 
these monumental undertakings, all else seemed to pale.417 
 

In the wake of these relentless efforts to bolster and safeguard Jewish continuity, Green suggests 

that American Jewry found itself “somewhat shocked and frightened by the rapid pace of this 

turn inward and the narrowing effect it has had on Jewish thought.”418 In truth, however, Green’s 

appraisal here is partial at best, as Jewish spirituality has thrived in recent decades, though it has 

done so outside of the official movements. This chapter traces this story to demonstrate that 

American Judaism since the 1960s has been host to two spiritual lineages: an inward-facing Neo-

Hasidism alongside a universalist and syncretic Jewish Renewal. The unexpectedly pervasive 

nature of these two movements, and the degree to which they have become part and parcel of 
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contemporary American Jewish life, demonstrate that a deeply personal, grassroots spirituality 

nevertheless flourished beneath the weight of American Jewish survivalism.  

In fact, several scholars of American Judaism have already remarked on the scale of this 

mid-century Jewish interest in spirituality. Yaakov Ariel of the Duke Center for Jewish Studies 

has noted that “especially following the tumultuous 1960s, Jews have played a 

disproportionately large role in the life of numerous new religious movements, ranging from 

Christian Science in the early twentieth century to Western forms of Zen Buddhism in the later 

decades of the century.”419 Jonathan Garb of Hebrew University has tied this activity to the 

broader “globalization of spirituality, known as the New Age movement” which took shape after 

World War II.420 For his part, Art Green sees a distinctly American phenomenon at work in these 

developments, which has also been noted trans-denominationally by Robert Bellah and others, 

but Green focuses on Jews who “have found their way into a more intense and spiritual, but also 

more observant, Jewish life” as well as “the much larger group who have turned elsewhere for 

their spiritual satisfaction, sometimes to Christianity and a neo-Sufi version of Islam, but 

primarily to eastern religions.”421 Whether global or American, New Age or Eastern, the interest 

of mid-century Jews in spiritual seeking became a clear phenomenon which has drawn the 

attention of clergy, lay leaders, and scholars. Perhaps because of the inherently slippery nature of 

spirituality, however, data on these trends is generally lacking (the lone contemporary exception 

will be considered below), and so scholarship on the topic has focused on explaining its origins. 
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 On this front, Garb, Green, and others have all sought to explain mid-century spiritual 

seeking as a rejection of modernity. Garb therefore roots the turn to spirituality in a postmodern 

denunciation of scientific rationalism, while Green locates it in the realization that financial 

achievement does not provide “spiritual meaning,” nor does it erase the “ennui and emptiness 

that ensue when you seem to run out of deals to make, resorts to visit, entertainments to enjoy, 

obstacles to conquer.”422 Others have glossed the turn to spirituality similarly, as a denunciation 

of late capitalism’s “colonization of the cultural sphere” or secularism’s “supposed 

emptiness.”423 In short, the collective diagnosis seems to be that in the 1960s, American Jews 

(and Americans more broadly) found themselves staring down the barrel of unprecedented 

technological and material progress without parallel increases in meaning, and this disjunction 

sparked the spiritual seeking attended to by Jewish leadership in Chapter 3.  

To be a bit more precise, spirituality as understood by American Jews during this period 

seems to have revolved around the internal dimensions of one’s experience.424 Two significant 

figures in the study of Jewish spirituality—Art Green of Hebrew College and Tomer Persico of 

the Shalom Hartman Institute—have thus identified spirituality as “cultivation and appreciation 

of the ‘inward’ religious life,” and “turning inward, toward the psychological and emotional 

dimensions.”425 One unique characteristic of this turn inward for Jews is that though it has not 

involved classical Jewish doctrine and practice, it has nevertheless eschewed religious 
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movements with “foreign deities.”426 In other words, while Jewish spiritual seekers were not 

necessarily satisfied by or interested in available forms of Jewish religiosity, they nevertheless 

did not seek to satisfy their needs through overly “alien” forms of worship. This explains certain 

phenomena, such as the high level of Jewish interest in Buddhist mindfulness and meditation, 

which has been mostly secularized, as opposed to Christian or Muslim devotional forms.427 

Ultimately, the high level of Jewish interest in spirituality during this period is seemingly 

well-attested, even if demographic and longitudinal data on the subject remains unavailable. As 

such, the history of this spiritual seeking is primarily a story of key figures and their legacies, 

and so it is to these individuals that we now turn. 

Searching and finding 
 
Contemporary American Jewish spirituality has largely been shaped by three central figures: 

Abraham Joshua Heschel, Shlomo Carlebach, and Zalman Schachter-Shalomi. The passions and 

leadership of these rabbis cultivated the movements inward and outward described above, and 

ultimately gave rise to Neo-Hasidism and Renewal as they are known today. 

The earliest of these figures, Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907-1972), often surfaces as an 

icon of American Jewish spirituality and the Jewish fight for civil rights.428 Mention his 

influence on the former, and someone will recommend The Sabbath (1951) or his companion 

volumes Man Is Not Alone (1951) and God in Search of Man (1955).429 Mention Heschel’s 

emphasis on social justice, and someone will proudly display the photo of Heschel alongside 
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Martin Luther King Jr. in the Selma March (1965).430 On paper, Heschel’s influence on 

American Judaism would appear to be immeasurable. In truth, however, Heschel long struggled 

to find a spiritual home for his teachings.431 He first taught at the Reform movement’s Hebrew 

Union College in 1940 before moving to the Conservative movement’s Jewish Theological 

Seminary from 1946 to 1972. Orthodox himself, he was nevertheless ostracized from the 

Orthodox community after his role in the Second Vatican Council’s formation of its Nostra 

Aetate statement on interreligious affairs, which Joseph Soloveitchik (who served as head of 

Orthodox Judaism’s flagship rabbinical school at Yeshiva University) had rejected as a 

philosophical and theological impossibility.432 Heschel’s longstanding calls for interreligious 

understanding fell mostly on deaf ears among Reform and Conservative Jews as well, and he 

spent his final years teaching and taking up social causes, fighting against the Vietnam War and 

on behalf of Soviet Jewry until his death in 1972.433 

In this process, though Heschel’s theology never caught fire in liberal or Orthodox 

circles, he did provide a language and outlet for spiritual seekers.434 Art Green, in writing about 

Heschel as his own teacher, has said: 

Through us, his students, he has been (along with Martin Buber) one of the two most 
important intellectual/theological influences and models for the Jewish renewal 
movement, beginning with the havurot of the late 1960s. Heschel helped us to recover 
and articulate a sense of spirituality within Judaism. Translating that religion of spiritual 
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insight and sensibility into one of imperative and action was Heschel’s greatest task, and 
it remains ours.435 
 

While Green acknowledges that Heschel rejected being described as a “mystic” or “Kabbalist,” 

Heschel was nevertheless “profoundly disturbed by the secularization of consciousness among 

modern Jews” and “wanted to re-create for moderns a Jewish life centered on God” through “a 

true religious mindfulness that goes deeper than intellectual understanding.”436 For reasons 

explained in Chapter 2 surrounding the ascendance of social justice work as a pillar of American 

Jewish life, Heschel’s “boots on the ground” approach to the civil rights movement, Soviet 

Jewry, and the Vietnam War have been more influential among liberal Jews than his 

philosophizing ever was. However, though Heschel never inspired a mass spiritual movement, he 

did give voice to nascent concerns felt more broadly by American Jews. 

The eventual task of giving form to Heschel’s language fell instead to two figures of the 

next generation: Shlomo Carlebach (1925-1994) and Zalman Schachter-Shalomi (1924-2014).437 

Carlebach and Schachter-Shalomi had both been raised in the ultra-Orthodox Chabad 

Lubavitcher community and were alarmed that many of their co-religionists sought spiritual 

solace in other religious traditions.438 Yaakov Ariel has even suggested that Carlebach and 

Schachter-Shalomi found twentieth-century Judaism to be “devoid of enthusiasm” and a “morbid 

joyless tradition,” which then inspired their attempts to remake Judaism as a source of “joy, 

comfort, and a sense of elevation.”439 For his part, Carlebach sought to refashion Hasidism for 

this purpose, whereas Schachter-Shalomi merged such teachings with Asian religious practices 
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and modern egalitarian sentiment.440 Ultimately, their two lineages—Neo-Hasidism and Jewish 

Renewal—became the dominant modalities of twentieth-century Jewish spiritual seeking. On the 

one hand, Neo-Hasidism seeks to revitalize from within and is growing especially within Modern 

Orthodoxy; on the other hand, Renewal draws from without and has nurtured a broader interest 

in mindfulness and meditation that has strongly impacted non-Orthodox Jewish religious life. 

The remainder of this chapter will focus on these developments. 

Carlebach and Neo-Hasidism 
 
The Neo-Hasidic movement which Carlebach inaugurated is particularly difficult to define. Most 

recently, Stanford scholar Ariel Evan Mayse published a multi-part history of the development of 

Neo-Hasidism in which he argued that the concept defies categorization: 

No single definition of neo-Hasidism will comfortably stretch to include all of the various 
individuals and groups that lay claim to this inheritance, embodying very different 
approaches to fundamental questions of tradition and practice. The present study traces 
the development of neo-Hasidism as defined in religious terms: an approach to Jewish 
life and practice grounded in the belief that the spiritual legacy of Hasidism can inspire a 
contemporary spiritual renewal.441 
 

Fraught as this definition may be in its multiple reliance on spirituality—a term similarly 

confounding—the linkage between Neo-Hasidism and spiritual seeking is clear, as is the internal 

diversity of Neo-Hasidism. In hearkening back to the movement’s antecedents in Eastern 

Europe, Mayse contends that “to infuse traditional practices and religious concepts with 

devotional significance that is at once both old and new” is the central tie between historical 

Hasidism and contemporary Neo-Hasidism.442 However, he notes that Neo-Hasidic practitioners 
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have rejected longstanding features of traditional Hasidic religious life, such as communal 

isolation and devotion to a specific leader.443 Finally, Mayse identifies an irony at the heart of 

Neo-Hasidism itself, namely the “historiographical assumption [that] the great spiritual vitality 

that characterized Hasidism in its formative years eventually diminished” and must therefore be 

reanimated.444 The upshot of these characterizations is that Neo-Hasidism extracts material from 

traditionally religious contexts to meet the divergent spiritual needs of adherents today who find 

themselves “disenchanted” by modernity.445 

In the course of this shift from Hasidism as a traditional, community-driven religious 

modality to Neo-Hasidism as a carrier of modernist, individualized spiritual seeking, Neo-

Hasidism has undergone two significant and interconnected changes, namely an explicit rejection 

of halakha as a source of religious meaning and a shift of audience toward liberal Jewish 

communities.446 In terms of the former, the very essence of Neo-Hasidism rejects the notion of 

halakha as “the summum bonum of religious experience.”447 Rather, Hasidism itself offers a 

vibrant, emotional religiosity which stands in contrast to the “institutionalized and formalistic 

strait-jacket of rabbinic Judaism.”448 Nicham Ross of Ben-Gurion University has therefore 
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argued that Hasidism “challenges the validity or centrality of halakha, contests that authority of 

the rabbis, and in their stead elevates the experience or inner feeling of ‘purity of heart’ as the 

major element of religious life.”449 As such, the Neo-Hasidic refashioning of Hasidic teachings 

and practices not only opens these up to liberal communities, where it offers authenticity and 

emotion without halakhic commitment, but also presents itself as a “both-and” supplement to 

traditional religious practices even in observant settings. 

Beyond these changes, perhaps the most visible marker of Neo-Hasidism within liberal 

Judaism has been its association with Jewish mysticism. Yaakov Ariel has demonstrated 

modern-day Kabbalah’s ties to the Neo-Hasidic movement through Philip Berg, founder of the 

Kabbalah Center, who was inspired by the Hasidic scholar Yehuda Ashlag and who “started his 

work in the 1970s in proximity to the Diaspora Yeshiva, the first outreach yeshiva associated 

with the neo-Hasidic teachings of Shlomo Carlebach.”450 In echoing the Neo-Hasidic trends 

described above, Berg’s successors today offer a version of Kabbalah which “does not entail 

study of the Jewish tradition as a whole or observance of Jewish rites.”451 As such, contemporary 

Kabbalah offers a glimpse into the world of Neo-Hasidic practices. In terms of meditation for 

instance, Art Green has highlighted the manner in which this field has “elicited great interest in 
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recent years” and has been “reconstructed from many fragments of nearly lost practices.”452 In 

keeping with the assessments of Mayse, Ariel, and Magid, contemporary Neo-Hasidic 

reclamation of Kabbalistic meditation has relied largely on “the highly simplified mystical 

language of the early Hasidic sources…[that] seems especially well suited to the contemporary 

need.”453 Tomer Persico has focused his research on precisely this phenomenon and has found 

not only that meditation is the most common Kabbalistic practice, but also that the Bratslaver 

technique of “hitbodedut” meditation has gained particular popularity.454 According to Persico, 

hitbodedut meditation appeals to individuals seeking “intense” and “authentic” spiritual 

experiences and consists of a “multistage path” involving isolation, calming, and speaking 

“frankly to God” which results in joyful self-annihilation and a “mystical experience of 

union.”455 In short, hitbodedut provides religious ecstasy in simplified form without halakhic 

restriction and thus offers a prime example of Neo-Hasidic and Kabbalistic spirituality as an 

intense practice nevertheless accessible to all comers.456 

Despite Neo-Hasidism’s newfound availability across the Jewish world, one of the most 

prominent developments in the movement’s recent history has been its insertion into Orthodox 

religious life. In February 2013, an article appeared in the Yeshiva University Commentator 

describing the appointment of Rabbi Moshe Weinberger to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological 

Seminary (RIETS), the authoritative rabbinical school of American Orthodoxy, as a “mashgiach 
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ruchani,” or “spiritual advisor.”457 According to the article, Weinberger’s appointment responded 

to the growing desire among RIETS students for Neo-Hasidism, for which Rabbi Weinberger 

had become famous during his leadership of Congregation Aish Kodesh in Woodmere NY.458 To 

gain greater insight into the events surrounding Weinberger’s appointment, I spoke with Rabbi 

Yakov Danishefsky, a graduate of RIETS with personal involvement in Neo-Hasidic circles. 

According to Danishefsky, Weinberger’s appointment followed roughly twenty years of 

mounting student interest in Neo-Hasidism that has been steadily growing due to gap year 

programs in Israel, where Neo-Hasidism is far more common within Orthodox yeshivot: 

The major outburst [of Neo-Hasidism into Modern Orthodoxy] came from two ways. 
One was students on the gap year, [as] studying in Israel became much more of a given 
for Modern Orthodox high school students. In their year in Israel, they were encountering 
a lot more Neo-Hasidism in their yeshiva experiences in Israel and then bringing that 
back with them…. The biggest example of that is this group of guys…[known as] the 
Stollel. … They’re a really underground, grassroots movement that just ended up making 
a big difference. It was a group of probably about ten guys who went to Modern 
Orthodox high schools…and went to Israel, got very turned on by the Neo-Hasidus they 
encountered there. Most of these guys are in the New Jersey area, in Teaneck or in 
Queens. They came back and started what they called the Stollel…and they would spend 
winter break learning and davening, but with a much more Hasidic flavor…. In its 
original group, it was a group of probably about ten guys who were all much more 
extreme into Neo-Hasidus, like long peyos, not really the Gemara learners per se…not 
your regular yeshiva guy who’s into Hasidus, but the guy who is really different from 
your typical yeshiva guy. And they over the years grew more and more and more, to the 
point where they started to have more of a regular influence in the sense that it stopped 
being the guys who were on the extreme like that original group, and it started becoming 
more watered down, but also more widespread. So it was more like your regular YU 
yeshiva guy was going to go to Stollel for a singing, dancing selichot that was heavily 
rooted in Hasidus, but this guy going was no longer the guy who was not studying 
Gemara, who had long peyos, but this was like your regular YU yeshiva guy…. And that 
really, on a grassroots level, had a big influence. Most of those guys were students of 
Rabbi Judah Mischel, who himself was a student of Rav Moshe Weinberger.459  
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From the underground minyan known as the Stollel, Neo-Hasidism has grown to have an outsize 

influence across the Yeshiva University community. As mentioned above, in recognition of these 

shifting tides, Yeshiva University tapped Weinberger, whose Neo-Hasidic leanings are well-

known, to provide spiritual direction for such students. In turn, Weinberger himself has described 

the needs of his followers in terms that would be familiar to any observer of contemporary 

spirituality. In an interview with Jewish Action: The Magazine of the Orthodox Union, 

Weinberger summarized his view of Orthodox spirituality today as follows: 

There was a general feeling that God was missing from Judaism, and that the Yiddishkeit 
that the old generation was serving the young generation was mostly defined by ritual and 
rote. There was a spiritual vacuum that the generation experienced. There’s a certain 
humility I’ve seen among the Modern Orthodox, especially the youth…they are prepared 
to acknowledge a sense of spiritual desolation that they’re experiencing. There was and 
still is a readiness to hear more about Hashem, to find out more about Hashem and 
develop a personal relationship with Him, as opposed to just keeping a finger on the place 
in the Gemara and, in a more robotic way, observing the rituals of Judaism; to seek a 
living relationship with God. This is not to say that’s only possible within Chassidus. But 
it certainly resonated hundreds of years ago, and it certainly resonates now, especially 
with young people.460 

This sentiment, that Neo-Hasidism can powerfully respond to the spiritual emptiness of modern 

religious life, was at the heart of Carlebach’s early attempts to revive the tradition. It is, further, 

an affirmation of the description of Neo-Hasidism put forth by Ariel Evan Mayse and others, 

which holds that Neo-Hasidism entails the reclamation of traditional resources to respond to 

newfound spiritual needs. The prominent appointment of Rabbi Weinberger and the apparent 

significance of his followers within the Modern Orthodox community even prompted the 

Orthodox Forum to take “Contemporary Uses and Forms of Hasidut” as the subject of its 2015 

conference as well as a forthcoming volume.461 Interest in Neo-Hasidism has therefore gone full 
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circle from responding to counter-cultural trends to enhancing mainstream Orthodoxy. This 

underscores not only the demographic significance of the Neo-Hasidic movement—which 

extends as far left as Berg’s Kabbalah Center and as far right as the halls of Yeshiva 

University—but also the centrality and persistence of such spiritual needs across the various 

sectors of American Jewish religious life. 

Schachter-Shalomi and Renewal 
 
As mentioned above, however, Neo-Hasidism constitutes only one piece of this puzzle. 

Alongside Carlebach’s legacy stands Zalman Schachter-Shalomi and the Renewal movement 

that he forged. As might be expected given Carlebach and Schachter-Shalomi’s shared 

background, Renewal likewise has Neo-Hasidic leanings, but differs from the former in its 

universalism. Specifically, Renewal understands itself as merging its Neo-Hasidic roots with 

“the counter-culture of the 1960s, the ecological and feminist movements, and ‘eastern 

influences.’”462 Renewal therefore mirrors Neo-Hasidism in seeking “an experiential relationship 

with the divine [as] absolutely central,” but diverges in drawing on alternative religious traditions 

in doing so.463 This syncretism is the defining feature of Renewal. 

For greater clarity as to the shape and character of Jewish Renewal, I spoke with Zelig 

Golden, the Founding Director of Wilderness Torah, a seven-time Slingshot Award Winner 

which seeks to “reconnect individuals and communities to the ancient, earth-based Jewish 

heritage, sparking transformative experiences that build community, strengthen Jewish identity, 

and inspire communities to care for our precious world.”464 Rabbi Golden’s connection to Reb 
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Zalman and Renewal is quite personal, as Golden was ordained as a maggid by Schachter-

Shalomi before earning his rabbinate at ALEPH: The Alliance for Jewish Renewal.465 

First, Rabbi Golden explained that he was raised in a typical Conservative household, 

with a strong presence in the Conservative movement’s youth group and camping scene. He 

began by noting that this provided him with a communal and ritualistic understanding of Jewish 

life, but that his spiritual needs were not met by Judaism at that time: 

I think I had what probably is a somewhat typical Conservative upbringing: Sunday 
school, Hebrew school, USY [United Synagogue Youth] youth group, bar mitzvah at the 
age of thirteen. … And those things all really formed my Jewish identity. I became very 
involved in my local youth group as the leader of the youth group; I became very 
involved as a leader in the regional youth group. … But when I left for college, in some 
ways that all sort of was in me and it all kind of dissipated. It didn’t make sense so much 
anymore because the spiritual and…emotional and communal needs I had were not really 
met by the Judaism that I was and had been experiencing, and I think that my actual 
spiritual journey began after I left home and went to college. I couldn’t have articulated 
that at the time, but in hindsight that’s what happened. In some ways, what I’m saying is 
that my upbringing in terms of Judaism was communal and ritualistic, but it actually 
didn’t have a deep spirituality to it, and again I could not have articulated that until much 
later in hindsight, but actually that’s one of the problems with mainline Conservative 
Judaism. And I wasn’t involved in Reform, but I’m guessing it has the same problem, 
that it actually lacks authentic spirituality a lot of the time, meaning it didn’t meet my 
spirit. It didn’t serve the deeper hunger I had for connection to the mystery, connection to 
my own deeper yearnings. So I went on that journey, and for me that ended up being 
college, ended up being a lot about nature, environment, and eventually the wilderness. I 
ended up studying ecology, I ended up spending a lot of time in the mountains of 
Washington, climbing and going deep into the wilderness. And those were very spiritual 
experiences, in hindsight I can tell you that. And what is interesting is that…Judaism 
almost stopped being relevant in a certain kind of way for a while because it didn’t really 
make sense in terms of the deeper searching that I was doing. I ended up encountering 
indigenous communities, getting involved in indigenous ceremonies, in the Peruvian 
Amazon, in North American Native communities, and light bulbs went off for me. It was 
very special, very transformational, and it was remarkable how little similarity Judaism 
had to that kind of deep spirituality that was earth-connected.466 
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In Rabbi Golden’s story, one finds echoes of the concerns which motivated Carlebach and 

Schachter-Shalomi. Despite the stability of his Jewish upbringing, Golden nevertheless found 

Judaism to be spiritually empty, and as seems to have been not uncommon, turned elsewhere to 

meet those needs. By 2004, Golden’s environmental work led him to law school, but a sense of 

professional crisis drove him back to Judaism and through the doors of Chochmat HaLev, a 

Renewal synagogue in South Berkeley. Golden noted that this experience was transformative: 

“…that saved me, in a sense, that community, the music and the spirit and the authenticity, the 

aliveness, it really caught me. … And so, in 2004, at the age of 30, I feel like Jewish Renewal 

kind of caught me, and really saved me.”467 With the support of his Renewal rabbi, Golden 

decided to undergo a four-day vision quest in the wilderness, during which time he realized that 

he wanted to devote his life’s work to bringing people back to Judaism through nature. This led 

to the founding of Wilderness Torah and eventual rabbinic ordination at ALEPH. 

Though Rabbi Golden’s dedication to Renewal exceeds the norm, as relatively few 

individuals become rabbis or Jewish professionals, his narrative brings together several more 

general elements in the narrative of Renewal: the failure of liberal Judaism to provide meaning, 

an encounter with Renewal as offering a more intense and experiential spiritual path, and a 

syncretism of Judaism with other elements, in this case indigenous religious practices. In his 

interview, however, Rabbi Golden distinguished between “big R” Renewal and “little r” renewal, 

noting that Schachter-Shalomi’s goal was clearly the latter. Golden explained that Schachter-

Shalomi was apprehensive about solidifying Renewal as a separate movement within American 

Judaism: “Renewal tried and tried desperately not to become a movement, and Reb Zalman 

really wanted Renewal not to be a movement. He wanted it to be more like a…wave within 
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Judaism because he didn’t like the political strictures that it created, the guilds of the rabbis that 

it created, and those sorts of divides.”468 In contrast to the “big R” of Renewal, Schachter-

Shalomi hoped for “little r” renewal to become enmeshed in Jewish life. As Golden recalled: 

You know, Reb Zalman said something really beautiful to me one time: “I want you to 
understand something very important. When we did the renewal of Judaism through the 
things that we did…we brought meditation, we brought chanting, we brought all these 
new ways of open-hearted Judaism, and everyone is doing that now. You see it in the 
Reform synagogues, you see it in the Conservative synagogues, you even started seeing it 
in the Orthodox synagogues. …and it’s wonderful, you know, and we brought that. And 
they adopted it, you know, from our early work. And…we never got credit for it.” And he 
looked at me, with a very particular twinkle in his eye, and he said, “And that my friend, 
is a big success. That, my friend, is a very big success.”469 
 

For Schachter-Shalomi, therefore, the spiritual revival of American Judaism need not follow the 

strictures of a Neo-Hasidic rebbe or the platform of a newfound movement. Rather, it is best 

embedded in the fabric of Jewish life, at once both pervasive and unknown, drawing on whatever 

resources necessary to meet the spiritual needs of contemporary Jews. One contemporary 

example of this “little r” ideology of renewal is the Romemu congregation of Rabbi David 

Ingber in Manhattan.470 According to historian Jack Wertheimer, Ingber’s charismatic leadership 

has driven Romemu’s wild popularity, and worship there now entails traditional liturgy 

alongside Hasidic texts and Buddhist meditation.471 Though interest in Renewal/renewal has 

waxed and waned during the past half-century, its longevity and relative popularity today 

demonstrate the persistent appeal of alternative religious modalities for Jewish spiritual seekers. 

 

 

                                                
468 Golden, interview. 
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A critique with responsa 
 
As suggested by Schachter-Shalomi, the impact of the counter-cultural trends of the 1960s 

continues to be felt today, not only in official moves such as the appointment of Rabbi 

Weinberger at Yeshiva University or the establishment of ALEPH: The Alliance for Jewish 

Renewal, but also among more informally-aligned spiritual seekers for whom elements of both 

Neo-Hasidism and Jewish Renewal have crept into daily and weekly practices. In November 

2018, the New York Times published a review of five books entitled “American Jews Face a 

Choice: Create Meaning or Fade Away,” which addressed the nature of this spiritual seeking.  

The New York Times article asserted that while the twentieth century brought “the 

Holocaust and the foundation of Israel, two events that offered greater, world-historical, anchors 

of identity,” those anchors “weighty though they were, have now come unmoored.”472 Among 

the books reviewed is Jack Wertheimer’s recent The New American Judaism: How Jews Practice 

Their Religion, in which Wertheimer offers a critical take on developments such as those 

described in this chapter. At first, Wertheimer writes optimistically about “the many hundreds of 

local synagogues, outreach centers, and start-ups engaged in the efforts to remix Judaism for the 

current age [which] constitute a large nationwide movement,” but he quickly assails their 

ideologies, which “are deliberately rejecting conventional synagogues as hopelessly out of step 

with today’s Jewish population.”473 Specifically, Wertheimer identifies a set of “isms” at the 

heart of these ideologies as well as the problems these isms pose for synagogue vitality:  

[They are] voluntarism (an insistence on radical choice), DIY-ism (the license for 
invention), personalism (the quest for personal meaning), universalism (the abnegation of 
parochial collective identity), and moralism (the emphasis on the moral and ethical value 
of rites and customs). What this has meant is that ever more Jews choose whether they 
wish to identify as Jewish and then define for themselves what such a decision means. As 
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for Judaism itself, the primary purpose of religion in the eyes of a large swath of the 
Jewish population is to live as a “good human being,” with decency defined in highly 
ideological, if not politically correct, ways set forth by the wider culture and only 
marginally related to traditional Jewish teachings.474 
 

To Wertheimer’s credit, the isms described above do and have characterized the spiritual seeking 

which began in the 1960s. However, his pessimism about “the ‘sovereign self’ as the primary 

determinant for how each Jew will choose to enact a Judaism of personal meaning” has been 

elsewhere rejected by other commentators on contemporary American Judaism.475 In fact, Art 

Green sees this personalization of Judaism as the essence of a vibrant Jewish life: 

If Judaism is going to survive in this country, it will do so because it meets the needs of 
new generations of entirely American Jews, including Jews who have some non-Jewish 
relatives and ancestors on their family trees. Rail as one may against this 
utilitarian/psychological approach (“they should be serving God—or standing loyal to 
tradition—rather than having their ‘needs’ met”), those who work in any form of 
outreach to younger Jews know it to be true. These needs are partly social and 
communitarian, the need for small community and intimacy in the face of mass society; 
partly familial and recreational, the need for “safe” day care for toddlers and high-quality 
squash and tennis courts for upper-middle-class Jews and their friends. But above all the 
need Judaism can answer is the spiritual one, a dimension of life that continues to have 
great and perhaps even increasing significance in American life.476 
 

For Green, the ability of the sovereign self to meet its needs through an individualized Jewish 

practice—in particular, its deep spiritual needs—is the key to Judaism’s continued success on 

both personal and communal levels. 

Wertheimer also critiques this modern picture of Jewish life as “utilitarian, therapeutic, 

and secular,” arguing that these shifts mean that Judaism “redefined to serve the personal needs 

of individuals and offer therapeutic help…cannot set forth obligations.”477 According to 

Wertheimer, this lack of commandedness means that Judaism cannot oppose issues such as 
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intermarriage, especially as broader public attitudes about endogamy have become more 

accepting, and so he fears that “vast numbers of Jews [will be driven] away from Jewish 

engagement.”478 By contrast, Nicham Ross has argued that the “transformation of the 

conventional concept of God into a psychological factor dwelling in the human heart” shifts our 

understanding “of a celestial God to the human level, and to human experience of the religious 

dimension.”479 In Ross’ understanding, the absence of divine commandedness therefore renders 

the religious experience sought by spiritual seekers far more accessible. Contra Wertheimer, 

even if a therapeutic spirituality makes it more difficult to posit obligations, compulsion is less 

necessary when the soul’s needs are met. 

Wertheimer, however, reads the various new iterations of contemporary Jewish 

spirituality—relational Judaism, Jewish renewal, Jewish renaissance—as outgrowths of a 

vocabulary wrought by “stripping [mitzvah] of its meaning—commandment—[which] now 

refers to the performance of a good deed.”480 According to Wertheimer, the consequences of this 

shift are that “the new language of American Judaism shuns prescriptions and limits its demands 

to the doing of ‘good’ as defined by universal ethical principles,” which makes American 

Judaism “indistinguishable from the cluster of ideas and attitudes that inform liberal American 

culture at large.”481 This is to say that, in the absence of traditional and formal religious 

commitments, American Judaism finds itself restricted to the domain of universal ethical 

principles and thereby loses its distinctiveness. This interpretation of American Judaism, 
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however, pays heed only to popular interest in “tikkun olam” (repairing the world) as a modern 

expression of social justice, but offers little to say about the wide-ranging interest in spiritual and 

meditative practices described throughout this chapter. On this front, Persico notes that the very 

“therapeutic society” which Wertheimer decries is not devoid of meaning, but is rather attuned to 

finding “inner sources of meaning, authority, and identity.”482 Persico cites here the “subjective 

turn” identified by theorists such as Robert Bellah and Ronald Ingelhart and notes that this turn 

features “inner-directed (e.g. soul, psyche) meditation based on introspection or concentration, 

rather than outer-directed (e.g. God, nature) meditation based on prayer or dialogue.”483 In this 

way, meditative practices as found in Neo-Hasidism and Jewish Renewal do make demands 

upon us, but those demands arise from within rather than without.484 

Finally, Wertheimer addresses the central question of “personal fulfillment” for spiritual 

seekers, noting that religion is now being advertised as a source of superficial “meaning and 

human connection in an increasingly disconnected society.”485 As an example, he offers up the 

idea of “‘selling’ of the Sabbath as an Internet-free time zone to society at large” in which 

“religion is presented as an antidote to the stresses and emptiness of contemporary life.”486 

Similarly, Wertheimer cites the case of meditation, which he describes as “symptomatic of the 

accommodation to this orientation” around well-being as the function of religion.487 In keeping 

with his previous arguments, Wertheimer is critical of these developments as well, ultimately 

arguing that religion must do more than meet one’s needs and must rather “suffuse life” in order 
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to “gain cultural ‘thickness’ and staying power.”488 By this, he means that religion must “inform 

ethical decisions, choices of what to eat, how to spend one’s time, and how to think about 

marriage, sexuality, and family formation—to cite just a few areas of religious concern.”489 In 

other words, Wertheimer believes that religion must go beyond personal meaning-making and 

must offer a totalizing framework which shapes one’s decisions, both sacred and mundane. 

Green and others, while not necessarily disagreeing with Wertheimer’s broader point 

here, nevertheless believe that none of what Wertheimer describes is possible without “openness 

to a deep well of inner experience.”490 Green has thus argued that, in the wake of the Holocaust, 

“the Jewish theologian should have something to say to the large number of Jews, including 

many of our deepest seekers and most sensitive religious souls, who have turned away from 

Judaism and sought their spiritual nourishment elsewhere.”491 To illustrate his point, Green cites 

the example of Chabad, the tradition which gave rise to Carlebach and Schachter-Shalomi as 

leaders of Neo-Hasidism and Renewal, for its ability to nurture a religious life of “inward 

intensity…leading to attachment to God…and ultimately to the negation…of all else.”492 The 

divide between Green and Wertheimer thus presents two competing understandings of Jewish 

religiosity and two distinct visions of what can make Judaism “successful.” Does one define 

Judaism by adherence to external demands, or by the cultivation of internal experiences? And 

does one define Judaism’s success by rates of synagogue attendance and endogamy, or by the 

strength and vitality of Judaism’s spiritual life? As Neo-Hasidism and Renewal practices 
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continue to propagate within the American Jewish community, the latter standards seem better 

suited to measuring growth, though which assessment will hold sway remains as yet uncertain.   

Closing considerations 
 
Though spiritual seeking among Jews was not formally studied during the latter half of the 

twentieth century, a report on American Jewish spirituality was eventually commissioned by the 

Synagogue Studies Institute in the late 2000s. The Institute was a fledgling partnership between 

the American Jewish University and Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, and its 

2009 study, entitled How Spiritual Are America’s Jews? Narrowing the Spirituality Gap 

Between Jews and Other Americans, was conducted by Steven Cohen and Lawrence Hoffman. 

The report was triggered by Jews’ over-representation in “yoga, meditation and other movements 

associated in the public mind with spirituality or its nearby conceptual terrain” as well as the 

“rise of the Kabbalah movement.”493 The study therefore sought to answer the following: 

1) To what extent, indeed, may Jews be seen as spiritual? 
2) Are they more or less spiritual, on average, than non-Jews? 
3) Are younger Jews more spiritual than older Jews (a possible consequence of cohort-
driven increases in Jewish spirituality over the years)? 
4) Are we discussing spirituality, spirituality among Jews, or both? 
5) What do the answers to questions 1-4 imply for synagogues?494 
 

As hinted at by question five, the heart of the report centered on Jewish survival: “In an era 

where ties to Jewish life and Judaism attenuate, particularly among the young, does spirituality 

hold out hope for Jewish re-engagement?”495 In other words, could spirituality be used as a tool 

to reinvigorate synagogue life? Given the provenance of the report from the Synagogue Studies 

Institute, which focused on synagogue revitalization, this aim is not surprising. 
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The study’s method was a survey completed by 1596 Jewish and 1520 non-Jewish 

respondents, though Cohen and Hoffman noted at the outset the “inherent ambiguity” in and 

“analytic challenge” of assessing spirituality: “If we lack agreement as to its conceptual and 

definitional boundaries, how can we measure it?”496 Their solution was to ask questions about 

“spiritual commitment, contact with clergy, God, prayer, and spiritual experiences,” which they 

saw as easily understandable and measurable phenomena.497 

The survey results suggested that non-Jews surpass Jews in terms of “Spiritual 

Inclination…especially with respect to the question of whether it is important to grow in your 

spiritual life” (44% of non-Jews reported that it is, compared to 25% of Jews) as well as 

“Spiritual Mentorship” (21% of non-Jews spoke with a clergy person about spiritual concerns, 

versus 15% of Jews).498 As for belief in God, 81% of non-Jewish respondents believed in God 

compared to 71% of Jews, and only 24% of Jews sought a relationship with God compared to 

46% of non-Jews.499 Cohen and Hoffman rationalized this last point by suggesting that “The 

limited Jewish reaction to the question on yearning for a relationship with God is also 

unsurprising, since Judaism is more action-based (doing mitzvot) than faith-based.”500 Finally, 

the report considered experiences, noting that “non-Jews are more likely than Jews even to see 

various experiences as religiously or spiritually important.”501 The lone exception to these trends 

is that more Jews find “group celebrations” to be spiritual than non-Jews, which Cohen and 

Hoffman attributed to “Judaism’s long-standing emphasis on peoplehood and community.”502 
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In closing, Cohen and Hoffman highlighted two additional findings which complicated 

their general “non-Jews are more spiritual than Jews” hypothesis. First, they found that younger 

Jews are “more spiritual and more religious than their elders,” in stark contrast to “all recent 

research on American Jews” in which young Jews indicate lower levels of “Jewish association 

(marriage, friends, neighbors), Jewish affiliation (organizations, synagogues, federations, etc.), 

and Jewish ritual practice (e.g. observance of holidays).”503 Cohen and Hoffman’s interpretation 

was that Jewish youth are simply “disillusioned…with organized church and synagogue.”504 

Next, Cohen and Hoffman noted that Orthodox Jews outscore non-Orthodox Jews on every 

measure of spirituality and opaquely suggested that the reason for this lies in the impact of Rabbi 

Joseph Soloveitchik’s writings as well as the rising popularity of mussar practices.505  

The sum total of their conclusions was therefore that “Jews as a group are less spiritual 

than non-Jews”: “They have less interest in learning about or growing in spiritually [sic]; they 

see spirituality as less significant in their lives; fewer have spiritual mentors and strong 

engagement with God; they attach less importance to religion and prayer; and they find fewer 

experiences that speak to them religiously or spiritually. The gap between Jews and non-Jews is 

both real and profound.”506 Their suggestions for synagogue life, therefore, were as follows: 

It would be a mistake to emphasize spirituality at the expense of the many other areas of 
Jewish culture and history that make Judaism the unique entity it is. Although interest in 
spirituality is growing, it has by no means eclipsed more traditional Jewish pursuits like 
social justice, concern for Israel, a life of mitzvot, communal engagement, cultural 
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participation and Jewish learning. Spirituality is but one of several gateways into 
meaningful Jewish life. It is, however, such a gateway; it deserves its place; and it is 
growing in importance.507 
 

The report’s tepid conclusions, therefore, held that Jews are not particularly interested in 

spirituality, that there are specific explanations for any data outliers, and that synagogues must 

not reorient around spirituality or they risk alienating a membership which has other interests. 

 An alternative reading of the same data would highlight that 25% of Jews believe 

spiritual growth is important, that 15% of Jews speak with a clergy person about spiritual 

concerns, that 71% of Jews believe in God, and that 24% of Jews seek a relationship with God. 

These findings, in conjunction with the apparent tide of spiritual seeking among younger 

generations and within Orthodoxy, as well as the fact that 78% of Jews deem it “essential or 

desirable for rabbis to talk about spiritual issues” cry out for an explanation.508 And the narrative 

uncovered throughout this dissertation provides just that. Though Cohen and Hoffman do not 

read this data as such, spirituality has been a key feature of the American Jewish religious 

experience dating at least to the 1920s. Today, relatively large numbers of American Jews 

evidence interest in spirituality, which is even increasing among younger generations. In this 

sense, the counter-cultural generations of the 1960s who embraced and developed Neo-Hasidism 

and Renewal may have simply been the vanguard of a larger wave now unfolding. 

More and more Jewish institutions seem to be realizing this trend and looking to grapple 

with that reality. Jewish Theological Seminary, for instance, has formed the Kolker Center for 

Spiritual Arts. Directed by Rabbi Jan Uhrbach, the Center offers classes, services, music, 

conferences, and workshops all intended to “dig deeper into our tradition, while nurturing 
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creative innovation to make prayer more accessible and more compelling than ever before.”509 

Similarly, Hebrew Union College has commissioned “The Spirituality Initiative” to “bring 

mindfulness and contemplative practices to the educational experience of those training to 

become rabbis, cantors, and educators.”510 Led by Rabbi Myriam Klotz, the Initiative offers 

individualized spiritual direction, a Spiritual Director Training Program, Spiritual Practice Focus 

Groups, guest prayer leaders, and a seminar on Spiritual Formation of Clergy.511 

Art Green has argued that this turn to spirituality has been a novel development of the 

twentieth century. In “Restoring the Aleph: Judaism for the Contemporary Seeker,” Green asked, 

“Why has this generation turned so much to seeking?”512 He speculates that the cause has been 

“life in the nuclear shadow” and impending “ecological disaster” pushing individuals to “reach 

somewhere for ultimate meaning.”513 By contrast, what this dissertation has attempted to argue is 

that in fact the turn to spirituality is not a novel development, but a perpetual feature of American 

Judaism. From the 1920s to the present day, Jews have continually been concerned with 

spirituality, and that concern has taken on a particular valence in each period. Rather, what 

makes the counter-cultural spiritual seeking of the 1960s through the present day unique is not so 

much the turn to spirituality itself, but rather that this was a turn to spirituality on its own terms. 

From their own perspectives, Carlebach and the Neo-Hasidim, alongside Schachter-Shalomi and 

the followers of Renewal, all cultivated spirituality as manifestations of a search for meaning, 

rather than a tool to promote continuity. For this reason, critical analyses like Wertheimer’s 
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which critique the post-halakhic mentality of seekers as institution-threatening fail to account for 

the deep, personal intensity of spiritual activity. 

Criticism of Wertheimer notwithstanding, he correctly notes, “The additional wild card in 

these calculations is how denominational synagogues respond to the challenges posed by the 

unconventional settings. If history is a guide, synagogues will adapt the ideas and methods of 

their critics.”514 Judging by the presence of the Kolker Center and the Spirituality Initiative, this 

would already appear to be the case. Citing the havurah movement as a prior example, 

Wertheimer acknowledges that “the stress on meditation and other spiritual practices pioneered 

by the start-ups are being brought into conventional synagogue life,” highlighting the presence of 

the Jewish Mindfulness Center at Adas Israel in Washington, D.C. as a case in point.515 

Wertheimer further suggests that the practices involved, namely “Eastern prayer devotions mixed 

with New Age and Hasidic teachings plus contemporary self-help guidance—would have been 

inconceivable in synagogues of any denomination just a few decades ago, but now clergy in a 

range of settings are considering how to infuse the experience of prayer with heightened 

intentionality.”516 Inconceivability aside, the fabric of Jewish religiosity indeed appears to be 

shifting across Jewish life, and the very real question of how Jewish leadership will respond to 

these trends remains largely unanswered. In order to reckon with this question, however, the 

chapter which follows involves a deep dive into one such phenomenon, namely American Jews’ 

encounter with Buddhist doctrine and practice and how that encounter has impacted American 

Jewish spirituality on personal, communal, and institutional levels alike.  

 

                                                
514 Wertheimer, The New American Judaism, 253. 
515 Wertheimer, The New American Judaism, 253, 6-7. The work of the Jewish Mindfulness Center of 
Washington will be considered in greater detail in the following chapter. 
516 Wertheimer, The New American Judaism, 6-7. 
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CHAPTER 6: SPIRITUALITY ON THE CUSHION, 
JEWISH MINDFULNESS AND MEDITATION 

 
In 1957, Israeli journalist Eliezer Livneh wrote an article for the summer issue of Judaism 

entitled “Judaism and the Religions of the Far East.” Livneh argued that, due to a lack of 

historical contact, any resemblance between Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Taoism would 

speak to “the fundamental sameness of the spiritual imagination in the human species, which 

addresses itself to the same questions, and the same answers, regardless of geographical and 

physical circumstances.”517 Livneh then cited Shabbat as an example of this phenomenon, 

suggesting that the Sabbath “can readily be expressed in terms of Buddhist wisdom” insofar as 

the “disciples of Buddha emphasize the spirit of ‘Sabbath’ on the week-day.”518 In this 

convergence, Livneh saw “the great wisdom shared by different revelations.”519  

 The past fifty years of contact between Jews and Eastern religious traditions have 

rendered Livneh’s first contention defunct: There is no longer a world—and perhaps there never 

was—in which Judaism and the “religions of the Far East” stand in isolation.520 By contrast, 

Livneh’s closing observation was unwittingly prophetic, as the number of Jews drawn to 

Buddhist contemplative practice today stands in the hundreds of thousands, and many of those 

Jews have brought mindfulness to Judaism in turn. 

 Jewish-Buddhist syncretism, often referred to as the “JuBu” phenomenon, has been 

widely discussed and documented. Conservative estimates hold that Jews comprise 16.5% of the 

Western Buddhist population, whereas more liberal claims suggest that close to one million of 

                                                
517 Eliezer Livneh, “Judaism and the Religions of the Far East,” Judaism 6.3 (1957): 225.  
518 Livneh, “Judaism and the Religions of the Far East,” 234. 
519 Livneh, “Judaism and the Religions of the Far East,” 235. 
520 Nathan Katz has been the most outspoken proponent of the argument for historical contact between 
Jews and Buddhists. See: Nathan Katz, “Buddhist-Jewish Relations Throughout the Ages and in the 
Future,” The Journal of Indo-Judaic Studies 10 (2009): 7-23. 
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the three million Buddhist practitioners in the United States are Jewish.521 Beyond these raw 

numbers, listing prominent Buddhist teachers of Jewish descent has become something of a sport 

in scholarship on JuBus. Typical lists boast Zen teachers Norman Fischer, Bernie Glassman, 

Natalie Goldberg, and Philip Kapleau; Theravada teachers Bhikkhu Bodhi, Sylvia Boorstein, 

Ruth Denison, Joseph Goldstein, Jack Kornfield, and Sharon Salzberg; and Tibetan teachers 

Harvey Aronson, Alexander Berzin, Thubten Chodron, Surya Das, Georges Dreyfus, and John 

Makransky.522 Even Shambhala Publications, the leading publishing house for Western Buddhist 

books, was founded by two Jews, Sam Bercholz and Michael Fagan, in the late 1960s.523  

This chapter focuses on the JuBu phenomenon as a prominent contemporary example of 

Jews’ spiritual seeking. As discussed in Chapter 5, the contemporary turn to spirituality through 

Neo-Hasidism and Jewish Renewal has drawn intensively on meditative practices, and nowhere 

has this been more obvious than the encounter between Judaism and Buddhism. The pages which 

follow therefore offer necessary background on Buddhism in the West, a typology of 

Buddhism’s appeal across American Judaism, and an analysis of representative Jewish 

meditation and mindfulness organizations based on interviews with leading figures. This chapter 

thus argues that the penetration of mindfulness into American Judaism by means of Buddhist 

teachings represents a novel form of American Jewish engagement with spirituality and offers an 

                                                
521 Yonatan Gez, “The Phenomenon of Jewish Buddhists in Light of the History of Jewish Suffering,” 
Nova Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions 15.1 (2011): 51. James Coleman, “The 
New Buddhism: Some Empirical Findings,” in American Buddhism: Methods and Findings in Recent 
Scholarship, ed. Duncan Ryuken Williams et al. (Surrey: Curzon Press, 1999), 94. Harold Kasimow, 
“Mount Sinai and Mount Fuji: The American Fascination with Buddhism,” Dharma World Magazine 
January-March (2007). Brenda Shoshana, Jewish Dharma: A Guide to the Practice of Judaism and Zen 
(New York: Perseus Books Groups, 2008), 2. 
522 Kasimow, “Mount Sinai and Mount Fuji.” Katz, “Buddhist-Jewish Relations,” 12. Jay Michaelson, 
Evolving Dharma: Meditation, Buddhism, and the Next Generation of Enlightenment (Berkeley: Evolver 
Editions, 2013), 14. Note: “Theravada” refers to the form of Buddhism predominant in Southeast Asia. 
523 Ira Rifkin, “The Jewish-Buddhist Encounter,” MyJewishLearning, 
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-jewish-buddhist-encounter/. 
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otherwise unknown window into the workings of American Jews' spiritual seeking. 

Background and terminology 
 
At the outset, it is important to define two key terms, namely what one might understand by 

reference to “Buddhism” itself and to “JuBus.” Regarding the former, while any summary of a 

religious tradition will surely frustrate its adherents as being either inaccurate or incomplete, it is 

nevertheless helpful in interreligious contexts to offer a working definition. The closest 

translation in Sanskrit and Pali (two of the earliest Buddhist languages) to the Western term 

“Buddhism” is “buddhavacana,” which refers to the “word of the Buddha,” or “those teachings 

accepted as having been either spoken by the Buddha or spoken with his sanction.”524 This 

translation thus situates the words of the historical Buddha, Prince Siddhartha Gautama, at the 

core of Buddhism itself. Such teachings include the Buddha’s first sermon, in which he 

explained the “Four Noble Truths” that life is characterized by suffering, that the cause of 

suffering is craving, that liberation from suffering is possible, and that the means to liberation is 

the “Eightfold Path.” Following the Path enhances one’s conduct, concentration, and wisdom, 

such that suffering turns to joy and one recognizes the true nature of reality.525 

 However, this definition of Buddhism as the “word of the Buddha” privileges a 

textualized, doctrinal vision of Buddhism that lends itself readily to the oft-heard question, “Is 

Buddhism a philosophy or a religion?”526 In contrast to this dry, philosophical reading of 

Buddhism, the buddhavacana has, in fact, spread dynamically throughout Asia, and there are 

                                                
524 “Buddhavacana,” in The Princeton Dictionary of Buddhism, ed. Robert Buswell Jr. et al. (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2014), 155. 
525 For a standard primer on Buddhism and Buddhist thought, see: Rupert Gethin, The Foundations of 
Buddhism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
526 This definition is emblematic of the moniker “Protestant Buddhism,” which refers to the manner in 
which European scholars crafted Buddhism in the likeness of an anti-ritualistic, highly-textualized 
Protestant Christianity. For more information, see: Stephen Prothero, “Henry Steel Olcott and ‘Protestant 
Buddhism,’” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 63.2 (1995): 281-302. 
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today three main forms of Buddhism, namely Theravada Buddhism which predominates in India 

and Southeast Asia, Mahayana Buddhism which has flowered throughout East Asia, and 

Vajrayana Buddhism which has taken root in India and Tibet. Each of these traditions has 

emphasized different aspects of Buddhist thought and practice, often attended by stunning 

iconography and elaborate ritual. Of these iterations, the JuBu population has had particular 

exposure to Burmese Theravada, the Zen sub-school of Mahayana, and Tibetan Vajrayana. 

 The term “JuBu” is significantly more recent, but likewise fraught and complex. 

Indologist Nathan Katz has offered a basic but helpful distinction between Jews who adopt 

Buddhist practices and sever ties with Jewish life, whom he terms “Buddhists of Jewish 

background,” and Jews who adopt Buddhist practice while affirming their Jewishness, or 

“JuBus.”527 More rigorous schemas have been put forth by sociologist Wendy Cadge—who 

differentiates between “ascribed,” or inherited, and “achieved,” or chosen, identities—and 

Buddhologist Thomas Tweed, who distinguishes between “sympathizers…who have some 

sympathy for a religion but do not embrace it exclusively or fully” and “night-stand 

Buddhists…who might place a how-to-book on Buddhist meditation on the nightstand…and read 

it before they fall to sleep, and then rise the next morning to practice…what they had learned the 

night before.”528 As syncretism of these sorts becomes ever more common in the Jewish 

community, scholars will need increasingly refined systems of classification. For this study, 

however, Katz’s straightforward typology above seems to be the most appropriate. 

                                                
527 Katz, “Buddhist-Jewish Relations,” 12. 
528 Wendy Cadge, Heartwood: The First Generation of Theravada Buddhism in America (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2005), 157. One of Cadge’s fieldwork sites was the Cambridge Insight 
Meditation Center, where several members were Jewish. Cadge recounts that Jews were statistically 
significant in reporting “both ascribed and achieved components of religious identity” (Cadge, 
Heartwood, 166). Thomas Tweed, “Night-Stand Buddhists and Other Creatures: Sympathizers, 
Adherents, and the Study of Religion,” in American Buddhism: Methods and Findings in Recent 
Scholarship, ed. Duncan Ryuken Williams et al. (Surrey: Curzon Press, 1999), 74-75. 
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Source of the appeal 
 
The reality of such prevalent Jewish interest in Buddhism has spurred observers to question the 

source of Buddhism’s attraction among Jews. Scholars have offered any number of explanations 

here, some focusing on Judaism’s alleged failures and others on Buddhism’s apparent strengths. 

For instance, several have suggested that contemporary Jews find belief in a “traditional 

supernatural Jewish concept of God” to be an overwhelming impediment to religious 

observance.529 Others assert that Jews simply feel “disengaged and detached” from their 

religious identity because Jewish communal leaders have failed to furnish Jewish life with a 

“spiritual dimension.”530 Both of these trends—the desire for a non-supernatural source of 

spirituality, and a lack of meaning to be found within normative Judaism—were described in 

greater detail in Chapter 5. Rodger Kamenetz, author of The Jew in the Lotus: A Poet’s 

Rediscovery of Jewish Identity in Buddhist India, has captured this picture quite vividly: 

The Jews who are turned off to all spirituality, and the JUBUs and other Jews who have 
left the burnt house of Judaism for other traditions, are responding, then, to a real crisis. 
The materialism of much of Jewish life today, the lack of spirituality in our synagogue 
life, and the failure to communicate Judaism as a spiritual path have led, and will lead, 
many Jews to look elsewhere.531 
 

These assertions, of course, only explain Jews’ flight from their own “burnt house.” Why, 

however, did so many Jews then turn for wisdom to Bodh Ghaya, Lhasa, and Kyoto? 

 The typical answer has been to align Buddhism’s strengths over and against Judaism’s 

“deficiencies.” Where Judaism is “unacceptably theist,” Buddhism is non-theist; where Judaism 

is “disengaging,” Buddhism is accessible and spiritual; where Judaism is “obsessed with 

                                                
529 Kasimow, “Mount Sinai and Mount Fuji.” Rifkin, “The Jewish-Buddhist Encounter.” 
530 Nicole Libin, “The Choosing People: Constructing Jewish Buddhist Identity in America” (PhD diss., 
University of Calgary, 2009), 123. Kasimow, “Mount Sinai and Mount Fuji.” 
531 Rodger Kamenetz, The Jew in the Lotus: A Poet’s Rediscovery of Jewish Identity in Buddhist India 
(New York: HarperOne, 1994), 282. 
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survivalism,” Buddhism offers to pragmatically ease one’s suffering.532 Most importantly, 

however, Buddhism enables JuBus to avoid guilt over their religious “switch.”533 As historian 

Alan Levenson bluntly observed, “Confrontations with Christianity and Islam demanded betrayal 

as the price of leaving the Jewish fold. Eastern religions make no such demand.”534 In other 

words, Buddhism, at least as presented to Westerners, offers an accessible and helpful spiritual 

path that is not weighed down by theological shame nor the sociocultural baggage of conversion. 

 Despite the wide appeal of Buddhism for American Jews, the Jewish community’s 

response has not always been encouraging despite contemporary enthusiasm for Buddhist 

meditation and mindfulness. Condemnations have come largely from Orthodox sources which 

assert that Buddhism is idolatrous. For instance, Emanuel Feldman, during his tenure as editor of 

Tradition: The Journal of Orthodox Jewish Thought, took aim at JuBus’ purported idolatry by 

remarking incredulously that “Not a few Jews have been known to experiment with Buddhism 

(which, according to many halakhic authorities, is out-and-out avoda zara), but in the eyes of 

masses of wavering American Jews, Buddha somehow seems not as bad as Jesus.”535 A similar 

approach was deployed in a 2012 responsum from the Central Conference of American Rabbis 

against welcoming a Jewish couple who practice Buddhism into the synagogue and religious 

                                                
532 Regarding Buddhism’s non-theism, see: Kasimow, “Mount Sinai and Mount Fuji”; Rifkin, “The 
Jewish-Buddhist Encounter”; and Sheila Weinberg, “Many Voices in One Mind,” The Reconstructionist 
Fall (1994): 54. Regarding Buddhism’s accessibility and spirituality, see: Rifkin, "The Jewish-Buddhist 
Encounter”; Kamenetz, The Jew in the Lotus, 149; and Weinberg, “Many Voices in One Mind,” 55. 
Regarding Buddhism’s explanation of suffering, see: Kasimow, “Mount Sinai and Mount Fuji”; Rifkin, 
“The Jewish-Buddhist Encounter”; and Sandra Lubarsky, “Advice to Job from a Buddhist Friend,” 
Shofar: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Jewish Studies 3 (1999): 61-62. 
533 Gez, “The Phenomenon of Jewish Buddhists,” 56. Rosie Rosenzweig, A Jewish Mother in Shangri-La 
(Boston: Shambhala Publications, Inc., 1998), 166. 
534 Alan Levenson, “Syncretism and Surrogacy in Modern Times: Two Models of Assimilation,” Shofar: 
An Interdisciplinary Journal of Jewish Studies 30.1 (2011): 24. 
535 Emanuel Feldman, “’Buddha Is Not As Bad…’: The Floundering of American Jewry,” Tradition 32.1 
(1997): 2. “Avoda zara” here refers to acts of idol worship. This claim has been echoed elsewhere, such 
as Rifkin, “The Jewish-Buddhist Encounter.” 
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school. The CCAR’s reply held that because Buddhist traditions “denigrate [the world’s] 

importance,” there is a fundamental and irreconcilable conflict between Judaism’s “world-

affirming view” and “a world-denying Buddhism.”536 A third instance appears in Akiva Tatz’s 

and David Gottlieb’s Letters to a Buddhist Jew, which is the most sustained critique of the JuBu 

phenomenon to date. In his book, Rabbi Tatz offers many arguments against Jewish-Buddhist 

syncretism, but the most prevalent of these holds—without any substantiation—that Jews 

attracted to Buddhism “have no experience of genuine Torah” and are simply drawn to the 

exotic: “Some men will always be attracted to other men’s wives.”537 These last two responses, 

that Buddhism is nihilistic and that JuBus are Jewishly illiterate, are unsettling in the 

unsupported nature of their claims, especially as the charge of nihilism has long been debunked 

in Buddhist Studies. In the citations mentioned here, for instance, no reference is made to any 

Buddhist sources or to sociological data of any kind.538 As for the specific question of idolatry, 

as Nathan Katz has suggested vis-a-vis Hindu-Jewish dialogue, “How could we know whether 

Hinduism is idolatrous a priori? Wouldn’t that understanding only emerge out of dialogue, not 

prior to it?”539 Nevertheless, such criticisms are an ongoing reality of Jewish-Buddhist encounter 

which hearken back to the survivalist concerns of the 1960s onward for fear that Buddhism will 

                                                
536 Central Conference of American Rabbis, “CCAR Responsa: Practicing Judaism and Buddhism,” 
http://ccarnet.org/responsa/tfn-no-5752-3-123-126/. The view that Buddhism is nihilistic is a relic of early 
scholarship on Buddhism, which has long since been corrected. However, this assertion appears not only 
here, but also in an article from Aish.com which incorrectly asserts that Buddhism sees the world as 
“ultimately purposeless.” See: Sara Rigler, “Buddhism, Judaism, and the Great Cheerio Fiasco,” Aish, 
http://www.aish.com/sp/so/48893617.html. 
537 Akiva Tatz and David Gottlieb, Letters to a Buddhist Jew (Southfield, MI: Targum Press, Inc., 2004), 
7, 32.  
538 Exception could be made for Letters to a Buddhist Jew on this score, as David Gottlieb was previously 
ordained as a Zen priest. However, the book itself does not present a balanced perspective; the glossary, 
for instance, includes no Buddhist terminology whatsoever. 
539 Nathan Katz, “The State of the Art of Hindu-Jewish Dialogue,” in Indo-Judaic Studies in the Twenty-
First Century: A View from the Margin, ed. Nathan Katz et al (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 
118. 
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draw Jews away from Judaism. What will be demonstrated below, however, is that these 

critiques are now the exception to the rule, as congregations and Jewish institutions alike have 

begun to embrace Buddhist meditative techniques in order to enhance Jewish spirituality.  

 To date, the majority of scholarship on the JuBu phenomenon has therefore tended to 

focus on the preceding points: namely, just how pervasive the JuBu phenomenon is, and why 

Buddhism has held such great appeal within the Jewish community. This chapter will now 

attempt to draw that data into a coherent historical narrative. 

History of the phenomenon 
 
Broadly speaking, Jewish-Buddhist encounter has unfolded in three stages. In the first stage, 

individuals of Jewish background became interested in Buddhism through travel or teachers and 

decided to share what they had learned. As mentioned above, there are three main lineages of 

Buddhism which have been popularized in the West, particularly Zen Buddhism through the 

figure of D.T. Suzuki, Tibetan Buddhism through Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche and His Holiness 

the Dalai Lama, and Theravada Buddhism through several figures both Western and Eastern.540 

Of these, Theravada Buddhism, with its practice of vipassana (insight) meditation and its focus 

on mindfulness, has penetrated Western culture most deeply. This type of meditation entails 

close observation of the breath and the body by carefully noting physical sensations and their 

attendant emotional reactions. According to scholar-practitioner Jay Michaelson, vipassana 

meditation has appealed to Westerners because its target is wisdom rather than devotion, 

rendering it “compatible with secularism, atheism, and also with religions such as Judaism, 

because it has relatively little emphasis on worship, ritual and faith in the religious sense of the 

                                                
540 There are, of course, other influences, such as the modernizing trends of the Vietnamese monk Thich 
Nhat Hanh, but these traditions present the broad strokes. 
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words.”541 It is worth noting, however, that vipassana meditation as it is known in the West is a 

modern construct, having been adapted from earlier practices by Buddhist modernizers such as 

Mahasi Sayadaw and U Ba Khin in Burma, Ajahn Chah in Thailand, and S.N. Goenka in 

India.542 In the West, vipassana meditation has at times even become a stand-in for Buddhism 

itself, particularly as interest in mindfulness exploded across America’s cultural landscape.543  

 Wendy Cadge traces the beginnings of a permanent Buddhist presence in the United 

States to the mid-1960s, when in the wake of the Hart-Celler Act, Buddhists from Sri Lanka, 

Burma, and Thailand began traveling in earnest to the United States, and the Washington 

Buddhist Vihara purchased its first property in Washington D.C.544 In the 1970s, “Buddhists of 

Jewish background” Jack Kornfield and Joseph Goldstein returned from Peace Corps tours in 

Thailand, and Sharon Salzberg from studies in India, after having trained in meditation with 

several of the aforementioned Theravada modernizers.545 In 1975, Kornfield, Goldstein, and 

Salzberg then formed the Insight Meditation Center, which eventually established itself as the 

Insight Meditation Society (IMS) in Barre Massachusetts.546 As Kornfield described this period: 

We had no idea that mindfulness would blossom into a huge national movement. … We 
simply wanted to serve in a wise, supportive and integrated way the community of people 
we knew who were practicing. It blossomed and flowered far beyond anything we 
imagined. … Even though we had no idea it would become this great kind of force in the 
society, from the very beginning those of us who had practiced initially in India, 
Thailand, Burma and elsewhere knew we had found something marvelous.547 

                                                
541 Jay Michaelson, Everything is God: The Radical Path of Nondual Judaism (Boston: Trumpeter Books, 
2009), 82. 
542 For an excellent history of these developments, see: Erik Braun, The Birth of Insight: Meditation, 
Modern Buddhism, and the Burmese Monk Ledi Sayadaw (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
2013). 
543 For a recent volume on the growth and history of mindfulness meditation, see: Jeff Wilson, Mindful 
America: The Mutual Transformation of Buddhist Meditation and American Culture (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014). 
544 Cadge, Heartwood, 19, 25. 
545 “Biography,” http://www.jackkornfield.com/about-bio/. 
546 Michaelson, Evolving Dharma, 14. 
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Though Kornfield, Goldstein, Salzberg and others came from Jewish backgrounds, their 

teachings at IMS were squarely in the Buddhist tradition. And yet, as the numbers above have 

borne out, Jews flocked to insight meditation in droves. The timing here is notable, given that the 

mid-1970s work of Kornfield, Goldstein, and Salzberg follows the broader American spiritual 

awakening described by Wuthnow and others as noted in the Introduction, but also lines up with 

the 1970s spiritual crisis among American Jews described in Chapter 3. It is therefore not 

surprising that American society more broadly, and Jews in particular, apparently showed such 

great interest in Buddhist meditation at this particular moment. As such, this picture also 

corroborates the 1970s assessment of rabbinic leaders that Jews were clamoring for spirituality. 

 By the end of the 1970s, Jewish teachers and communal leaders were attempting to 

respond to this groundswell of Jewish interest in Buddhism and Eastern religions by advertising 

Judaism’s own meditative practices. In 1978, Aryeh Kaplan led the charge with his Meditation 

and the Bible, which he followed seven years later with Jewish Meditation: A Practical Guide. 

In his introduction to Jewish Meditation, Kaplan singled out Eastern religions as a particular 

cause for concern and as a motivation for his writings: 

Jews are by nature a spiritual people, and many Jews actively seek spiritual meaning in 
life, often on a mystical level. … Today, many American Jews have become involved in 
Eastern religions. It is estimated that as many as 75 percent of the devotees in some 
ashrams are Jewish, and large percentages follow disciplines such as Transcendental 
Meditation. When I speak to these Jews and ask them why they are exploring other 
religions instead of their own, they answer that they know of nothing deep or spiritually 
satisfying in Judaism. When I tell them that there is a strong tradition of meditation and 
mysticism, not only in Judaism, but in mainstream Judaism, they look at me askance. Until 
Jews become aware of the spiritual richness of their own tradition, it is understandable that 
they will search in other pastures.548  

 
The concern that Jewish spiritual seekers were turning elsewhere was voiced not only by 

scholars such as Kaplan, but by community leaders as well. In July 1979, the Lubavitcher Rebbe 

                                                
548 Aryeh Kaplan, Jewish Meditation: A Practical Guide (New York: Schocken Books, 1985), viii. 
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himself spoke out against “the dangers that Eastern cults and their form of meditation posed for 

many Jews” and “the need for professionals to offer meditation without idolatrous trappings,” 

warning that many “ordinarily healthy people wanted to meditate and would go to Eastern cults 

if not offered an alternative.”549 It is thus unsurprising but nevertheless remarkable that the 

Chabad website now boasts over 1000 entries touching on meditation and mindfulness. 

 In the second stage of contemporary Jewish-Buddhist encounter, many JuBus decided 

that they wished either to maintain their Judaism in tandem with their Buddhist practice, or to 

deploy their Buddhist practice in service of their Jewish life. Two prominent examples of this 

development are meditation teacher Sylvia Boorstein, who studied with Kornfield, Goldstein, 

and Salzberg, and Rabbi Alan Lew, who was ordained as a monk in the Zen tradition. Boorstein, 

who wrote That’s Funny, You Don’t Look Buddhist: On Being a Faithful Jew and a Passionate 

Buddhist, was born in 1936 to a traditionally observant household and became involved with 

Buddhist meditation through a mindfulness retreat in 1977. Boorstein has remarked that the great 

revelation of her first retreat was “to hear, presented as the main subject for consideration, the 

fact that life is difficult.”550 In the years to follow, Boorstein studied under the first generation of 

meditation teachers—Kornfield, Salzberg, and Goldstein—and began teaching vipassana herself 

in 1985 with the founding of Spirit Rock Meditation Center in California.551 However, Boorstein 

reports that she also felt a spontaneous impulse to take up, once again, “religious practice as a 

Jew.”552 As she described the experience: 

I began, over the next several years, to read scripture, now as an adult. By and by, I 
synchronized myself with what I knew was the parshah (weekly Torah reading), and 

                                                
549 Yehoshua Landes, “The Inside Story of the Founding of Jewish Meditation,” B’Or Ha’Torah 23 
(2014-2015): 181. 
550 Sylvia Boorstein, “It’s a No-Karma Event,” in Beside Still Waters: Jews, Christians, and the Way of 
the Buddha, ed. by Harold Kasimow et al. (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2003), 25. 
551 “Biography,” http://www.sylviaboorstein.com/about.html. 
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sometime later I joined a Conservative congregation, the nearest one to my home where I 
now attend services regularly. I became, once again, kashrut observant. It just all 
happened. Really, it came from being mindful, from paying attention to what I needed to 
do next, to what felt meaningful.553 
 

Alongside Boorstein, who practices both Judaism and Buddhism, another well-known figure in 

Jewish-Buddhist encounter was the aforementioned rabbi and author Alan Lew, who turned his 

years of Buddhist training in service of his Jewish spirituality. In a short memoir entitled 

“Becoming Who You Always Were: The Story of a Zen Rabbi,” Lew reported finding himself at 

a Zendo in Berkeley California, which led to ten years of meditative discipline as a monk in the 

Soto Zen tradition.554 Lew recounted realizing that “a highly disproportionate amount of my own 

unconscious material is Jewish…a kind of Jewish background noise, a Jewish static as it were, 

constantly whirring around in the background of my life.”555 Confronted in this way, Lew took 

upon himself Sabbath observance, kashrut, daily prayer, and Torah study. Lew then realized the 

value his Zen training might yet hold for his re-awakened Jewish life: 

I think the first thing I was aware of taking with me as I moved from Zen to Judaism was a 
sense of the value of disciplined spiritual practice. In America, spirituality has come to be a 
kind of leisure activity, something we do on weekends and at retreats, a supplement to life, 
like exercise or cultural enrichment. But what my ten years as a Zen student had taught me 
beyond the shadow of a doubt was that if a spiritual practice is to transform us—if it is to 
have real meaning in our lives—it must be practiced every day, and it must be practiced 
with discipline.556 

 
Though Lew intended to focus on his Jewish practice in this way, a second pulpit landed him in 

San Francisco, where he was regularly approached by JuBus “haunted” by their Jewishness, as 

well as by Jews who felt that spirituality was missing from their lives.557 Both groups hoped that 
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Lew’s unique training would enable him to help them. The end result of these encounters was 

Lew’s co-founding of Makor Or: A Center for Jewish Meditation with Norman Fischer.558 There, 

Lew deployed his Buddhist training in support of his and others’ Jewishness.  

 Figures like Boorstein and Lew bridge the gap between the second stage of Jewish-

Buddhist encounter and the status quo, or third stage, in which efforts to harmonize Jewish life 

with Buddhist practice and the desire to compete against Buddhism have both waned. Rather, a 

new synthesis emerged, starting in the early 2000s, under the rubric of “Jewish mindfulness,” 

which offers repackaged Buddhist wisdom and techniques in order to revive Jewish spirituality. 

Hence, one finds grassroots gatherings such as the Jewish Meditation Project in Columbus Ohio, 

which describes itself as “a community dedicated to Jewish contemplative practice rooted in 

mindfulness training and Jewish tradition for all,” alongside synagogue-based organizations like 

the Jewish Mindfulness Center of Washington at Adas Israel congregation in Washington D.C., 

as well as national programs such as the Institute for Jewish Spirituality.559 

Speaking with the sources 
 
To better understand these communities, and by extension the current period of Jewish-Buddhist 

encounter, I spoke with prominent individuals at each group mentioned above: the Jewish 

Meditation Project, the Jewish Mindfulness Center of Washington, and the Institute for Jewish 

Spirituality. The histories of their respective projects, as well as their personal reflections, shed 

light on the development and philosophies of these organizations, as well as the details of the 

programming they offer to their communities. 

                                                
558 Lew, “Becoming Who You Always Were,” 59. 
559 “Jewish Meditation Project of Columbus, of Temple Israel,” 
https://www.jewishmeditationcolumbus.org/. Others include the Awakened Heart Project for 
Contemplative Judaism, Metivta: A Center for Contemplative Judaism, and Or HaLev: Center for Jewish 
Spirituality. As mentioned in the previous chapter, such programming has also penetrated the world of 
rabbinic education, as in the case of HUC’s Spirituality Initiative and JTS’ Center for Spiritual Arts. 
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 I first interviewed Or Mars, the organizer and director of the Jewish Meditation Project of 

Columbus, which is housed in Temple Israel of Columbus Ohio and which meets several times 

each month for “silent meditation, walking meditation, guided meditations with Jewish themes, 

and chants and songs from traditional sources.”560 Mars was raised in “standard 1970s 

Conservative institutions,” ranging from Schechter schools to Ramah camps and United 

Synagogue Youth (USY) programs.561 Today, he serves as Vice-President of The Wexner 

Foundation, which focuses on developing North American Jewish leaders. Mars originally 

encountered meditation as a means to deal with “middle-class suburban anxiety” and has since 

been an avid meditator. His interest in meditation eventually led him to the Jewish Meditation 

Teacher Training Program of the Institute for Jewish Spirituality, which holds three retreats 

during participants’ tenure. After his third retreat, Mars decided to organize a local Jewish 

meditation group back home in Columbus. This group began in pluralistic fashion at the local 

Jewish Community Center, but moved to Temple Israel for funding reasons. The participants 

meet weekly, though Mars himself only facilitates one meditation per month. 

 When asked about the content of these meditations, Mars suggested that “Judaism is the 

language” and “Buddhism is the content.”562 He explained: 

I do think there are, I hate to use this word, but authentic Jewish meditative practices. I 
think it’s all authentic. I think we rob from each other. I don’t know the history of it, but I 
don’t think the old Hasids knew about the Buddha, but even back in the time of the 
Mishnah, there were Jewish contemplative practices. But I think ultimately, the 
methodologies and the concepts that now make up most of what I would call liberal 
Jewish meditative practices are rooted in Buddhism. I think the idea of focus phrases, the 
use of the breath, the focus on striving for presence-mindedness, living in the present 
moment, are all kind of Buddhist.563 

 

                                                
560 “Jewish Meditation Project.” 
561 Or Mars, interview with author, 10 January 2019. 
562 Mars, interview. 
563 Mars, interview. 
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Mars thus notes that in offering these meditations, the “connection to Buddhism is very real” and 

asserted that though many of his attendees might not recognize the techniques as such, he is 

always transparent about this connection. Ultimately, however, Mars is less concerned with 

parsing the sources of contemplative practices than with providing meaningful spiritual 

experiences. He clarified, “Judaism provides a language for [spirituality]. It’s not the only 

language I speak, but it’s my mother tongue, so there’s a level of comfort in using Jewish terms 

for my spiritual quest that is undeniable. … And it also, using that metaphor, it shows that there 

are other languages out there that people can use that are as legitimate and that I can use as well. 

I can be multilingual.”  Mars simply hopes to provide “in a very pragmatic way, [something that] 

has brought me joy and meaning in my life, and if I feel compassion and care for other people, 

then in the most humble of ways I’ll offer it as a suggestion or opportunity for people.”564 In this 

sense, Mars sees the Jewish Meditation Project as speaking to a need that has been emerging for 

the past thirty years. In thinking back on the 1990s, Mars reflected that “issues of 

spirituality…were trying to infuse meaning into a Jewish community that was drifting away 

because the old things weren’t speaking to them anymore, things like family tradition, halakhah, 

and anti-Semitism.”565 Rather, “liberal Jews were looking for something to latch onto that was of 

meaning,” and meditation came to fill that vacuum.566 For Mars, therefore, meditation not only 

functions as a useful practice on its own, but also as an “engagement portal...[for] Jews to stay 

connected to Judaism” which can yet provide the “something deeper” for which so many are 

seeking.567  The Jewish Meditation Project therefore satisfies dual goals, meeting the 

contemplative needs of its practitioners and serving as a tool to get individuals through the door. 

                                                
564 Mars, interview. 
565 Mars, interview. 
566 Mars, interview. 
567 Mars, interview. 
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 The story of the Jewish Mindfulness Center of Washington (JMCW), which is part of the 

esteemed Adas Israel congregation in Washington D.C., offers a similar narrative of providing 

meditative practices rooted in Buddhism but clothed in Jewish language for purposes of both 

meaning-making and engagement. To gain greater understanding about the history and workings 

of the JMCW, I spoke with Rabbi Lauren Holtzblatt, who directs the Center and was identified 

by The Forward as “one of the 32 most inspiring rabbis in the country,” as well as Rabbi 

Benjamin Shalva, who has served as a meditation and yoga instructor for the Center.568 

 According to Rabbi Holtzblatt, it was the immediate past rabbi of Adas Israel, Gil 

Steinlauf, who was responsible for the birth of the Jewish Mindfulness Center. Like Or Mars, 

Rabbi Steinlauf’s inspiration came from a fellowship at the Institute for Jewish Spirituality, after 

which Steinlauf returned to Adas Israel and began a women’s mindfulness group based on Zen 

teachings.569 Within a year, Rabbi Holtzblatt was hired to help the nascent Mindfulness Center 

take shape, and the ten women with whom Rabbi Steinlauf began the enterprise served as a task 

force to guide this work. Rabbi Holtzblatt described the original vision as somewhat “nebulous,” 

but notes that the core idea was about emotional connection: 

At the time, we wanted to create a place where people could feel emotionally connected 
to their daily lives. To have a place to stop, to breathe, to learn about how meditation has 
actually been a Jewish practice for centuries. The place that I like to go to first is the 
concept of Shabbat and the whole concept of stopping as being an eternal rhythm that’s a 
part of our week but that really one is supposed to carry over into each of the days of the 
week. So they don’t have a completely 25-hour stop, but you have a piece of stopping in 
each of the days of the week. So we decided we would make meditation our main 
focus.570 
 

This emphasis gave rise to weekly meditations on Tuesday nights, which Rabbi Holtzblatt noted 

                                                
568 “Lauren Holtzblatt,” Charles and Lynn Schusterman Family Foundation, 
https://www.schusterman.org/users/lauren-holtzblatt. 
569 Lauren Holtzblatt, interview with author, 26 November 2014. 
570 Holtzblatt, interview. 
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are “modeled on what you might see in a Zen Buddhist retreat” but with a discussion of the 

Torah portion in lieu of a “dharma talk.”571 This would be followed by a twenty-minute sitting 

meditation and then a Jewish form of meditation such as Rebbe Nachman’s hitbodedut methods 

described in the previous chapter. 

 In addition to meditation, the JMCW offers yoga classes, and here again Rabbi Holtzblatt 

echoed Or Mars’ sentiment in terms of prioritizing being useful to the community:  

Even though yoga obviously is not originally a Jewish practice, we felt like it has enough 
to offer. I have often seen Judaism as, this going to sound silly, but it’s like tofu. So it has 
this firm, deep, grounding center, but it has in various times, in the places that Jews have 
lived, taken on the culture and the practices and molded them into what makes sense for 
Judaism. I think that about yoga. Obviously, it didn’t come from our own culture, but it 
has so much to teach in terms of physicality, what we might be experiencing in our 
bodies in terms of how that maps onto emotionally what we are going through, and how 
to use it as a metaphor also for spiritual practice as well. And so we have trained a cadre 
of about six yogis—yoga teachers, I would say—who teach yoga. We have it as a regular 
practice on Sunday mornings and on Wednesday evenings.572 
 

And so, yoga became a regular offering at the Mindfulness Center, providing attendees with 

access to traditionally Hindu religious practices in an explicitly Jewish context. To ease this 

disjunction, Rabbi Holtzblatt explained that the Center’s yoga teachers use Hebrew instead of 

Sanskrit to name the postures and weave Jewish teachings in throughout the practice. These 

teachings tend to come from Kabbalistic imagery.573 

 In addition to meditation and yoga, the Center has also offered mussar classes drawing on 

the teachings of Alan Morinis and Edith Brotman, and has brought in guest speakers such as 

Sylvia Boorstein and Rachel Cowan.574 In recounting this expansion of activities, Rabbi 

                                                
571 Holtzblatt, interview. 
572 Holtzblatt, interview. 
573 Holtzblatt, interview. 
574 Holtzblatt, interview. As noted previously, “mussar” refers to the pietistic teachings of the nineteenth-
century Lithuanian rabbi Yisra’el Salanter (Ross, “Musar Movement,” 519). In recent years, however, 
mussar has been popularized in non-Orthodox circles by author Alan Morinis. See: Alan Morinis, 
Everyday Holiness: The Jewish Spiritual Path of Mussar (Boston: Trumpeter Books, 2007). For 
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Holtzblatt described the JMCW’s first four years as a move from periphery to center. In other 

words, what began as “this fringe thing we were doing on the side…that kind of weird thing you 

guys are doing in that room over there” has since enabled Adas Israel “to add this dimension of 

Hasidic practice within a contemporary, progressive, twenty-first century synagogue…to push 

the boundaries of everything that’s happening here.”575 The extraordinary success of the 

JMCW’s programming at Adas Israel therefore has shifted the JMCW’s challenge from asserting 

its own legitimacy to justifying its presence as a separate entity when it has become so endemic 

to the synagogue’s broader functioning. For instance, an effort to “infuse different types of 

spirituality in the davening space” which began as a “seed, alternative program” has now become 

a standard feature of worship services.576 As further evidence of this, Rabbi Holtzblatt pointed to 

the fact that when the Center began, there was an “undercurrent of fear about bringing Buddhist 

practice to the synagogue, and part of the work was to create a language about why meditation 

has always been a part of the Jewish tradition, and it’s not something foreign that we are bringing 

in.”577 By contrast, Holtzblatt noted that she has not heard skepticism about meditation from 

congregants for the past several years. 

 Ultimately, Holtzblatt argued that it is the rabbi’s job to see what is happening inside the 

synagogue, but also to watch the outside world for what people are seeking. In looking at 

mindfulness in particular, she remarked: 

This is a trend that feels so deeply important to grounding one’s experience in the world, 
and one that actually has such deep grounding in our tradition: the Hasidic rebbes, the 
rhythm of the week…being able to center and ground oneself in a world that’s moving so 
fast. Looking at the Eastern trends felt like, people are seeking something that they’re not 
getting, which could be that that’s the place they should get it. And for many people that 

                                                
additional background, see: Geoffrey Claussen, “The American Jewish Revival of Musar,” The Hedgehog 
Review 12.2 (Summer 2010). 
575 Holtzblatt, interview. 
576 Holtzblatt, interview. 
577 Holtzblatt, interview. 
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is, but is there something we could open ourselves to and people in our community to in a 
way that could serve them, in a way that is genuinely part of this tradition?578 

 
For the Jewish Mindfulness Center, the work thus far has been about offering such practices to 

the community in a way that makes them “legitimate,” and in doing so, to awaken an “emotional 

connection as opposed to synagogue as museum.”579 This has been accomplished by drawing on 

“the Jewish mystical tradition” as well as “eighteenth, nineteenth century Hasidic masters.”580  

 Where Rabbi Holtzblatt offered background on the history of the JMCW, meditation and 

yoga teacher Benjamin Shalva provided insight into the particulars of the Center’s programming. 

Rabbi Shalva was raised in a Reform Jewish family and first understood Judaism mostly as a 

cultural identity: “So I felt connected as a Jew, but I didn’t have a sense that that’s where you 

went for spiritual life. I had a sense that that’s where you went for bagels and lox and Woody 

Allen movies. … But I didn’t exactly know where to turn when I had questions about the 

meaning of life, life and death, what is the existence of truth, those kinds of questions, but I was 

asking a lot of those questions.”581 In his attempt to answer these, Shalva began training in Zen 

Buddhism, studied Eastern religions, and traveled to Tibet. It was only when he was hired at a 

Jewish camp that the combination of his Buddhist training and Jewish upbringing pointed his 

path in the direction of rabbinical school. There, meditation reemerged primarily as a tool to deal 

with anxiety and depression. As he described this evolution: 

So what I found was that these [prayer] techniques, sometimes in my own life, I’ve taken 
them as a real part of my theological agenda: I’m searching for God and meaning and 
truth, and here is the vehicle I’m using for it. But sometimes that agenda hops to a 
different tradition or a different practice, but I’ve still got the other practice in my back 
pocket, and I find myself using it still…as a relaxation technique. What I’ve worked with 
and thought about eventually, and actually yoga was the way I really started to explore 
this, was that perhaps in fact, these two ideas of relaxation…of mindfulness, and the 

                                                
578 Holtzblatt, interview. 
579 Holtzblatt, interview. 
580 Holtzblatt, interview. 
581 Benjamin Shalva, personal interview with author, 1 December 2014. 
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search for God, perhaps they’re one and the same. … Sometimes, when I decide I’m so 
stressed out, my nerves are on edge, I really need to just do some breathing exercises or 
some yoga—what I’m actually doing without even knowing it is saying I need to 
reconnect with God. That’s where I’m at now with my theology.582 

 
As was the case with Or Mars, Rabbi Shalva here expressed his understanding that meditation 

and yoga are tools for both stress reduction and meaning-making. In offering these techniques to 

the public, Rabbi Shalva is similarly transparent about their sources. While he believes 

“meditation has always been a component of Jewish practice” and there are “lots of hints in the 

tradition that contemplative practice was a core component of Jewish life,” nevertheless he noted 

that the meditations are clearly based on Buddhist vipassana-style breathwork, paired with 

Kabbalistic ideas.583 As such, Shalva suggested that he and others are creating something new: 

I literally am making it up as I go along. Occasionally, I’m pulling from other 
contemporary Jewish teachers who are also making stuff up as they go, but honestly, all 
the stuff I’m running into, or that I’m teaching, none of it exists in any traditional 
meditation text, or in a traditional Jewish text or Buddhist text. It’s all hybridization. It’s 
all, let me take the Lurianic Kabbalistic content, and let me blend it with a Thich Nhat 
Hanh-inspired mindfulness work, and here it is.584 

 
Shalva described the reaction to all of this as “overwhelmingly positive,” and indeed the success 

of this approach has been striking. Since the JMCW’s inception, other groups in the Washington 

area, such as Sixth & I Synagogue, the Jewish Community Center of Greater Washington, and 

the Milton Gottesman Jewish Day School of the Nation’s Capital, have all either begun offering 

their own mindfulness programming and/or sought out the JMCW in learning how to do so.585 

 As noted above, both the Jewish Meditation Project of Columbus and the Jewish 

Mindfulness Center of Washington were inspired by the work of a national organization known 

as the Institute for Jewish Spirituality (IJS), as Or Mars and Gil Steinlauf began their respective 

                                                
582 Shalva, interview. 
583 Shalva, interview. 
584 Shalva, interview. 
585 Holtzblatt, interview. 
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organizations after returning from IJS training. Accordingly, I also spoke with Rabbi Jonathan 

Slater, the Senior Program Director at IJS, about the work of the Institute and its history. Rabbi 

Slater described his religious upbringing as “Conservadox,” having been raised in a kosher home 

with regular Shabbat service attendance and having been strongly influenced by Camp Ramah. 

As an undergraduate student, Rabbi Slater studied folklore and mythology before his rabbinical 

training at Jewish Theological Seminary. He then worked on the West Coast for many years 

before beginning his tenure at IJS in 2002.586 Rabbi Slater noted that his earliest exposure to 

meditation was “in the dentist’s chair…I discovered that if you breathe deeply and become very 

calm, you can experience pain without having pain, without reacting to it.”587 Formal training in 

meditation, however, did not follow until 1994, when Rabbi Slater met Sylvia Boorstein in Santa 

Rosa, and the two began practicing together while experimenting with “contemplative services 

of various sorts incorporating meditation and chant and teaching and so on.”588 

 In 1998, Rabbi Slater went on his first silent meditation retreat through Elat Chayyim-

The Jewish Spiritual Retreat Center and began an eighteenth-month training program that Sylvia 

Boorstein led with Sheila Peltz Weinberg and Jeff Roth called the Mindful Leaders Training.589 

Slater described the Mindful Leaders Training as “a group of clergy and non-clergy, rabbis and 

therapists and other people involved in the Jewish community, training in meditation with the 

idea being [that they would] bring it back and incorporate it into Jewish life.”590 From there, 

Rabbi Slater participated in the first cohort of the rabbinic program at IJS in 2002 and now 

serves as the organization’s Senior Program Director, leading its flagship eighteen-month 

                                                
586 Jonathan Slater, interview with author, 31 July 2019. 
587 Slater, interview. 
588 Slater, interview. 
589 Slater, interview. 
590 Slater, interview. 
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training program for rabbis and cantors. 

 The program which Rabbi Slater directs has five key elements: meditation, embodied 

practice (yoga), contemplative prayer, text study, and work with middot, all of which is strongly 

inflected by both Buddhist and Neo-Hasidic traditions.591 As Rabbi Slater explained: 

That’s one of the angles of the Institute, that our primary focus is on Hasidic texts to 
bring in that stream of Jewish mystical tradition to connect with the meditation and 
mindfulness practice. Essentially, you read the Hasidic texts and you say, “Oh, that’s a 
great idea, but how do you do it?” And the mindfulness and the meditation is very helpful 
in that regard. And then you say, “Well, here’s meditation that comes out of the Buddhist 
tradition, is there Jewish language for it?” There you have the Hasidic texts. And so we 
sort of weave those two together.592 
 

This inter-weaving of Jewish and Buddhist traditions, in drawing on Buddhism for meditative 

techniques and using Jewish language to describe them, is in keeping with the practices 

described at both the Jewish Meditation Project and the Jewish Mindfulness Center. On the 

Buddhist side of this equation, Slater echoed that meditation at IJS is in the vipassana style: 

Come in, sit down, bring your attention to physical situations and to emotions and to 
mind-states and then to mindfulness. …we have an eight-week course and it really is 
introducing connecting to the breath and then to physical sensation and then to emotional 
states—pleasant, unpleasant, neutral—then to watch the mind, thoughts that come in 
reaction to that. And all the way, connecting it to Jewish tradition, texts, holidays, and so 
on. But really, the meditation fundamentally is mindfulness meditation, it’s vipassana 
meditation.593 

 
This vipassana tradition of meditation took root at IJS by means of the Kornfield/Boorstein 

lineage described above. Rabbi Slater noted, however, that Sylvia Boorstein was concerned after 

the first cohort that future trainees would argue that “she didn’t have enough Jewish background 

to really support or do the work” or that “her being the teacher of meditation [would be] a 

                                                
591 The term “middot” refers to personal characteristics which are the subject of ethical cultivation per 
mussar teachings. Slater distinguishes middot from mussar here because, as will be shown below, the 
development of middot at IJS constitutes a method separate from traditional mussar.  
592 Slater, interview. 
593 Slater, interview. 



	

	 178	

distraction, because people would say, ‘Wait, are you teaching us Buddhism? What is this?’”594 

Consequently, Boorstein turned the meditation training over to Rabbi Sheila Peltz Weinberg who 

“could articulate everything that she [Boorstein] was teaching in a Jewish way, even if it was 

fundamentally Buddhist in terms of practice.”595 The goal, however, was “not to be a Buddhist 

organization in Jewish clothing, and it wasn’t even to teach Buddhism, but rather to use Buddhist 

practice and knowledge, history, traditions, what it knows about the human psyche and how we 

function, to support the development of Jewish spiritual life in a mode that was meaningful for 

the late twentieth century, early twenty-first century.”596 In other words, IJS leadership believed 

that there were many Jews on “a quest for authenticity, for non-exclusive spirituality, and for 

connection,” which IJS could provide in a way that would “retain that linguistic and practice 

connection to Judaism” and be “spiritually meaningful and satisfying.”597 

 This, indeed, was the vision of the Institute’s original funders. IJS was established with 

support from the Nathan Cummings Foundation. Rabbi Slater explained that Nathan Cummings 

himself was a strong proponent of traditional synagogue life, but that his children, who took over 

the Foundation, were looking for “something more than just synagogues.”598 They sought 

instead, through IJS, to provide Jewish leaders with the experience necessary to speak to spiritual 

seekers in a way that was “grounded and authentic and Jewish.”599 This, then, has been the work 

of IJS ever since, through Sylvia Boorstein, Rabbi Peltz Weinberg, Rabbi Slater, and others. 

 Opposite the Buddhist elements of IJS teachings has been the incorporation of Neo-

Hasidism into its offerings. Slater described this as a “fundamental piece of the nature of our 
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programs,” which came to IJS by means of Art Green, a founding teacher of the Institute, and his 

legacy as a student of Heschel. As such, IJS has sought “to bring contemplative Jewish practice 

and spirituality, which we have understood as Hasidic spirituality, to the mainstream.”600 

Accordingly, Slater asserted that, “To the degree that there is syncretism in the Institute, it’s not 

even Buddhist, it’s mindfulness and Neo-Hasidism.”601 This Neo-Hasidism has manifest in IJS 

programs through traditional havrutah text study, but also through work with middot as 

mentioned above. This middot work, however, is not in the style of Alan Morinis as taught at the 

Jewish Mindfulness Center of Washington. Rather, Rabbi Slater explained it as follows: 

We’re now also trying to articulate this as a Neo-Hasidic system that is completely 
separate from mussar in the sense that although the Hasidic tradition, inheriting the 
spirituality of the Zohar in its own way, and Jewish tradition, [which] holds onto the idea 
of the yetzer hara [evil inclination] and yetzer hatov [good inclination], comes to the 
assumption of what we call nonseparation…a non-dualistic system, that everything is 
God, that we may perceive this separateness and this distinction among things but 
fundamentally it’s all God manifesting in those different ways. And that includes us, so 
God’s qualities are also inherently present in us. And all of God’s qualities are 
fundamentally good, even when it’s balancing love with rigor, or a limitation, that’s for 
good. It’s making it possible for love to be present and useful. And so, we’re trying to 
relocate the middot, not as these abstract ideas or even as familiar emotional reactions, 
but as the naturally occurring qualities of heart-mind that can be brought to bear to 
manifest God in every moment. …we are continuing to develop that language and that 
approach. And it’s not clear whether it’s actually successful or that people really get it or 
that it makes sense, but that’s where we’re heading with it. And the idea is to move away 
from what I perceive to be a very dualistic system in mussar, one that can be very 
punishing, that assumes that you are making mistakes constantly, and that’s always 
[asking] how do you make it right, rather than there’s always movement that is toward 
and away from manifesting divinity more fully. And it’s to be able to perceive it in the 
world and to perceive it in one another, to manifest it, that we’re trying to do.602 
 

I have quoted Slater’s explanation here at length, as the construction of a new Neo-Hasidic 

system to teach non-dualism and to train Jewish leaders in contemplative practices is, while in 

keeping with Rabbi Shalva’s assertion of “making it up as I go along,” also unprecedented. It 

                                                
600 Slater, interview. 
601 Slater, interview. 
602 Slater, interview. 



	

	 180	

constitutes a unique effort to create a novel system of religious understanding that speaks to the 

various aims mentioned throughout these interviews: efficacy, legitimacy, and spiritual 

connection. The work of IJS, in bringing together elements of Judaism and Buddhism, therefore 

not only offers useful and meaningful techniques to its trainees and practitioners, but also breaks 

ground in developing entirely new systems of religious understanding. 

 Taken together, these interviews shed light on a world of Jewish-Buddhist syncretism 

that is scattered and somewhat opaque, but also widespread and apparently deeply efficacious. 

The Jewish Meditation Project of Columbus serves a small but sizable local community. 

Meanwhile, the JMCW functions as the standard for worship services at Adas Israel and has 

become a model for nearby congregations and community centers. Moreover, the Institute for 

Jewish Spirituality is now celebrating its twentieth anniversary, includes six rabbis on its staff, 

and receives funding support from over twenty-one charities, including the Harold Grinspoon 

Foundation, the Jim Joseph Foundation, and the John Templeton Foundation.603 Across the 

board, these organizations recognize and cater to a Jewish population that is striving for 

authenticity and meaning, and they do so by providing traditionally Buddhist meditative 

techniques alongside Jewish teachings. 

 Several of the individuals above referenced an early desire to seek something more in 

their religious lives as well as a present need to disseminate practices they have found useful for 

dealing with the anxieties of modernity. They also explicitly acknowledged hybridization and an 

indebtedness to Buddhism, along with a sense of creating something new. In doing so, Neo-

Hasidic elements of Kabbalah and mussar were frequent tropes. Non-dualism was also cited as 

                                                
603 “Foundation Support,” Institute for Jewish Spirituality, 
https://www.jewishspirituality.org/about/foundation-support/. Notably, one of the Institute’s supporters is 
the Lenz Foundation, which provides funding for the spread of American Buddhism.  
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an ideology shared by Buddhism and Neo-Hasidism that enables this syncretism. Overall, the 

prevalence of mindfulness and meditation as a dominant mode of Jewish American spirituality 

has been demonstrated not only through the work of these organizations, but also the presence of 

other local meditation groups (such as Nishmat Hayyim at Temple Beth Zion in Brookline 

Massachusetts and Makom: Meditation + Mindfulness at the Meyerson JCC in Manhattan) and 

other national organizations (such as the Awakened Heart Project for Contemplative Judaism, 

Metivta: A Center for Contemplative Judaism, and Or HaLev: Center for Jewish Spirituality).604 

This is all in addition to the work of the Spirituality Initiative at Hebrew Union College and the 

Center for Spiritual Arts at Jewish Theological Seminary, both mentioned in Chapter 5. As such, 

the scale of mindfulness and meditation as a rising trend in contemporary Jewish spirituality is 

becoming increasingly clear. 

Closing considerations 
 
JuBus represent a broad range of commitments: There are Buddhists of Jewish background, Jews 

who practice Buddhism alongside Judaism, Jews who deploy Buddhist spiritual techniques in the 

service of their Judaism, and Jews who have adopted simple mindfulness practices as part of 

their spiritual seeking. The organizations above cater to these various constituencies and together 

reveal widespread Jewish efforts at cultivating spiritual practices rooted in Buddhist mindfulness. 

 At the same time, the relationship between these organizations and their Buddhist roots is 

complicated. They often describe their practices “in a Jewish key,” replacing non-Jewish with 

Jewish language. For instance, the Institute for Jewish Spirituality describes their use of yoga as 

follows: “During all yoga sessions, basic postures are taught within a Jewish framework, 

                                                
604 “About Nishmat Hayyim: Jewish Meditation,” Temple Beth Zion, 
https://www.tbzbrookline.org/nishmat-hayyim. Marlene Meyerson JCC, Manhattan, “Makom: Meditation 
+ Mindfulness,” https://www.jccmanhattan.org/health-wellness/meditation-and-mindfulness/. 



	

	 182	

utilizing Jewish terms and references. In so doing, the experience of developing a yoga practice 

can be ‘felt’ Jewishly.”605 In fact, none of the organizations mentioned here reference Buddhism 

in their materials. Several, however, portray themselves as explicitly doing outreach to Jews 

drawn to Eastern spirituality. The impetus for the Jewish Mindfulness Center of Washington 

arose from such a vision: 

We all had the personal experience of wanting more spirituality from our Judaism than 
our traditional synagogue was providing. And we all noticed that despite the heavy 
investment in “engagement” and “outreach” by Jewish institutions, many Jews in the DC 
metro area had given up on looking for spirituality in Jewish settings, choosing instead to 
help fill Buddhist meditation halls and yoga studios to capacity. We envisioned a 
different approach—a center dedicated to Jewish mindfulness and contemplative 
practices that would provide Jews in the DC area a way to access a sense of the 
spiritual.606 

 
JuBus have also preferred to draw on Buddhism as it is commonly taught in the West, such as 

vipassana meditation techniques, but have shied away from more visibly exotic practices, such 

as the Tibetan chod ritual, in which a practitioner visualizes butchering and offering her own 

body to demons as a ritualized embodiment of severing one’s attachments. From a Buddhist 

perspective, meditation and chod are similarly powerful means of cultivating compassion, but 

only the former has been integrated into the language of American Jewish spirituality.607 

 Over the past several decades, therefore, American Judaism has been deeply influenced 

by a particular vision of Buddhism. This modern, contemplative picture of Buddhist practice 

began as an appealing alternative to Judaism for spiritual seekers and, over the course of the last 

                                                
605 “Embodied Practices,” Institute for Jewish Spirituality, http://www.jewishspirituality.org/our-spiritual-
practices/embodied-practices. 
606 Jennie Litvack, “Widening the Tent with Jewish Mindfulness,” The Wexner Foundation, 
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607One might hope for a response from the Buddhist community here, but surprisingly little has been 
written on the subject. One exception is the Tibetan teacher Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche, who has argued 
that Buddhists must offer a “culturally stripped-down vision of the Buddhist spiritual journey” in order to 
“connect these ancient teachings on wisdom with our contemporary sensibilities.” See: Dzogchen Ponlop, 
Rebel Buddha: A Guide to a Revolution of Mind (Boston: Shambhala Publications, Inc., 2010), 5-6. 
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fifty years, became a highly technical tool used by various Jewish organizations to provide for 

their constituents’ religious needs. This has shaped a large sector of contemporary American 

Jewish spirituality in terms of mindfulness and contemplation in ways that are highly indebted to 

Buddhism, but which tend to paper over that indebtedness with Kabbalistic and Neo-Hasidic 

language. In short, it is not possible to understand American Jewish spirituality today apart from 

the history of Buddhist mindfulness, complicated as that relationship may be, nor is it possible to 

conceive of American Judaism today without reference to contemplative practices. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
The preceding chapters have attempted to document a history of American Jewish spirituality 

that is otherwise unknown. Rather than suggesting American Judaism is simply uninterested with 

spirituality, or that such interest emerged suddenly and without explanation, this dissertation has 

argued that American Jewish engagement with spirituality has ebbed and flowed over the past 

hundred years and that specific historical phenomena explain those shifts. Rather than ignoring 

academic work on spirituality from other disciplines, or lumping disparate phenomena together 

without explanation, this dissertation has also sought to draw a coherent narrative of spirituality 

throughout the twentieth century and to bring that narrative into dialogue with cutting-edge 

scholarship on American spirituality more broadly. In doing so, the resources of the American 

Jewish Archives and the insider knowledge shared by Yakov Danishefsky, Zelig Golden, Or 

Mars, Lauren Holtzblatt, Benjamin Shalva, and Jonathan Slater have been invaluable. 

 In this new account, the 1920s first demonstrate the fact of American Jewish leadership’s 

willingness to engage with spirituality. Giants such as Julian Morgenstern, Max Heller, Hyman 

Enelow, and Samuel Goldenson all looked around at their communities and saw a danger to 

spiritual wellbeing in the material affluence of the age. They implored their fellow Jews time and 

again to take up the task of strengthening their inner religious lives, only to find their fortunes 

reverse course with the crash of the markets in 1929. 

 In the 1930s, this new economic reality breathed life into a Commission on Social Justice 

which spoke of spiritual preparation for acts of philanthropy and urged spiritual development 

alongside a minimum wage. The charitable works of the 1930s were extraordinary, but in time, 

leaders like Felix Levy, Solomon Goldman, and Irwin Edman came to fear the encroachment of 

social justice on religious affairs. The ensuing debate, with individuals such as Edward Israel 
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arguing that there was no such conflict, only wavered when anti-Semitism crested in the 1940s. 

 Even in the 1940s, however, spirituality continued to be the lens through which Reform 

leadership viewed their world. Henry Monsky suggested that the emerging threat of anti-

Semitism was not in fact physical harm, but spiritual privation if Judaism were to become self-

absorbed. Abram Sachar and Frank Weil argued that the proper response to anti-Semitism was to 

focus on building vibrant spiritual communities. Even in 1947, when the horrors of World War II 

were laid bare, Eisendrath yet spoke of spiritual virility as American Jewry’s postwar imperative. 

So too in 1948 did Abraham Feldman urge religious revival to secure Jewish survival. 

 What is remarkable about these decades is the consistency with which Reform leaders 

invoked spirituality year after year, and the degree to which spirituality constituted their frame of 

reference for issues ranging from philanthropy to anti-Semitism. This trend continued into the 

1950s, when figures such as Abraham Duker and John Rayner worried that American Judaism’s 

spiritual weakness threatened its status as the new bastion of world Jewry. Maurice Eisendrath 

struck a reassuring tone in 1953, speaking of the experience of young Jews at summer camps as 

one example of American Judaism’s spiritual vibrancy, though by 1955 he would come to 

identify American Judaism’s cause with social justice instead. 

 As such, and quite contrary to accounts which associate the beginnings of Jewish spiritual 

seeking with the 1960s, it was in the 1960s that organized Jewry first began to veer away from 

spirituality as a central concern. Eisendrath’s vision in 1955 of Reform Judaism as the engine of 

social justice took shape in a fierce debate over the Religious Action Center which brought 

congregations around the country into conflict over the role of national organizations in dictating 

Reform Judaism’s stance on various social issues. With the support of philanthropist Kivie 

Kaplan and against the wishes of Temple Emanuel, Washington Hebrew Congregation, and 
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twenty other synagogues, the RAC was nevertheless established. Notably, however, spiritual 

rhetoric at this time disappeared from both sides of the debate. Detractors felt that the UAHC 

was overstepping its bounds, while supporters of the Religious Action Center saw its mission as 

the inevitable result of American pluralism encountering Judaism’s ethical teachings. 

 Also in the 1960s, survivalism lost the valence of spiritual revival it had briefly taken on 

in the 1940s and began to assume apocalyptic dimensions instead, particularly with the advent of 

the Six-Day War. Jacob Shankman thus invoked the inseparable fate of Jews worldwide, while 

David Polish suggested that, if American Judaism found its political and social capital to be 

limited, it should drop the social justice causes of the RAC in order to advocate single-mindedly 

for Jewish survival. This moment marks the birth of what Jonathan Woocher would come to call 

“civil Judaism,” and the combination of social justice and survivalism meant that 1960s 

American Judaism was wholly diverted from questions of spiritual life. 

 In the 1970s, the emphasis on social justice and survivalism to the exclusion of all else 

came back to haunt Jewish leaders as they took stock of a spiritual crisis unfolding all around 

them. Figures ranging from Jacob Shankman to John Rayner, Eugene Borowitz, Roland 

Gittelsohn, Alfred Gottschalk, Maurice Eisendrath, and Alexander Schindler all sounded the 

same alarm: that the spiritual needs of American Jewry in the 1970s were not being met and that 

American Judaism’s emphasis on survival had come to be an end in itself rather than a means to 

an end. Of course, there is a question as to why this spirituality crisis emerged in the 1970s, and 

the answer is likely twofold: First, the spiritual emphasis of the 1920s through 1950s had been 

suppressed in the 1960s by social justice and survivalism and was now naturally reemerging. 

Second, this reemergence coincided with the broader explosion of American interest in 

spirituality among the baby boomers in the 1960s and 1970s. Thus, it is during this period that 
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one finds the origins of the havurah movement, Neo-Hasidism, Jewish Renewal, and the JuBu 

phenomenon.608 However, none of these spiritual expressions grew from within the Reform 

mainstream, and so they did not constitute Reform leader’s attempts to address the crisis. Rather, 

Reform leadership chose to respond by convening a Platform Committee to generate a new 

doctrinal statement which would update the Columbus Platform of 1937. Riven by conflict, 

particularly on the status of halakha, the committee was dissolved and Eugene Borowitz was 

tasked with composing a Centenary Perspective based on the group’s minutes and reports. The 

failure of the Platform Committee to yield a statement, alongside the massive growth of 

subaltern spiritual activity, demonstrate quite plainly that Reform leaders had properly identified 

a demand within their communities for something more, but did not know how to respond. 

 In the 1980s, the spirituality crisis of the 1970s was given new form, as the rhetoric of 

survivalism and spirituality finally merged. Leaders such as Richard Hirsch, Alexander 

Schindler, and Alfred Gottschalk grew concerned that because American Jewry had so closely 

identified its goals with Jewish survival, as the memory of the Holocaust and the threat of 

physical extinction waned, Jews would no longer be motivated to act Jewishly. As such, these 

leaders began calling for attention to spirituality not as a concern on its own terms, but as a 

                                                
608 It is also during this period that one sees the emergence of the “baal teshuvah” movement, as described 
in Herbert Danzger’s Returning to Tradition: The Contemporary Revival of Orthodox Judaism (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1989). Specifically, Danzger noted a wave of men in the 1960s who turned 
toward Orthodox Judaism. Lynn Davidman explored a similar phenomenon among women in her 
Tradition in a Rootless World: Women Turn to Orthodox Judaism (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1991). Danzger and Davidman both read these “returners” as an expression of 1960s counterculture 
and a response to spiritual emptiness. That said, the decision to seek out Orthodoxy is seen as surprising 
in both cases, though particularly for Davidman’s population given the gender dynamics at play. One 
possible explanation is the argument put forth by Dana Evan Kaplan in Chapter 1 that “there is no 
substitute…for a compelling God” (Kaplan, “Reform Jewish Theology,” 61). In other words, for those 
individuals described by Danzger and Davidman, the totalizing framework of Orthodoxy appears to have 
been a more compelling alternative to both liberal Judaism as well as erstwhile spiritual seeking. As such, 
the “baal teshuvah” movement appears to be a distinct manifestation of the same motivations described 
above, though the explicit tie to Orthodoxy places this trend somewhat outside the scope of this study. 
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means to ensure Jewish continuity. Thus was born the doctrine of “meaningful survival.” This 

sentiment soon met with surging fears about intermarriage that saw a 52% intermarriage rate in 

the 1980s as a profound existential danger to the American Jewish community, in which both 

partners and children could be lost to apostasy. The American Jewish Committee surged into 

action, studying intermarriage and devising programs to stem the tide, though they found by mid-

decade that their workshops and interventions were largely ineffective. Nevertheless, anxiety 

over intermarriage lingered, and American Jewish leadership soon turned their attention and 

resources to synagogue outreach.  In the 1990s and early 2000s, the overarching ideology of 

Reform leadership was thus that innovative and compelling synagogue programming was the 

best way to stave off demographic decline, and so the Commission on Reform Jewish Outreach 

sought to spark religious renewal by offering what Eric Yoffie had described at the Outreach 

Anniversary Symposium as “ritual experiences rich in meaning.” As such, spirituality was a 

constant concern throughout the 1980s and 1990s, in which Reform leadership sought to 

revitalize religious life as a means of securing Jewish survival. 

 Given this new narrative, it was in fact almost never the case during the last hundred 

years that American Jewish leadership was unconcerned with spirituality. Rather, it was only for 

a brief period in the 1960s that other concerns dominated. Instead, spirituality was the lens and 

language through which other experiences were interpreted and was often understood as the 

cause of and solution to American Jewry’s ills. At the same time, however, this lengthy and 

sustained engagement with spirituality appears to have been in name only, as Reform leaders 

were largely incapable of articulating what spiritual development should look like. Failed efforts 

such as the work of the Platform Committee underscore this point.  

 Rather, where spirituality truly developed was outside of the mainstream. Earlier, it was 
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noted that American Jewish spirituality thrived in synergy with the broader American counter-

culture in the 1960s and 1970s (when rabbinic leadership finally paid heed). In the Jewish world, 

Shlomo Carlebach and Zalman Schachter-Shalomi were the figures who responded most 

effectively. Both Carlebach and Schachter-Shalomi came from traditional backgrounds, and they 

offered American Jewry the spiritual resources of Hasidism in one of two forms. Carlebach’s 

lineage of Neo-Hasidism mined the tradition for useful practices, such as hitbodedut meditation 

and Kabbalistic language, but rejected halakha as a barrier to Jewish religiosity. Ironically, Neo-

Hasidism has taken root in Orthodox circles as signified by the popularity of the Stollel and the 

appointment of Rabbi Moshe Weinberger at Yeshiva University. By contrast, Schachter-

Shalomi’s movement of Jewish Renewal drew on similar Neo-Hasidic teachings but merged 

these with a universal syncretism. Before his passing, Schachter-Shalomi held that “renewal” had 

come to pervade Jewish identity more broadly, with the assumption of meditation and similar 

practices across the Jewish world. However, so too did “Renewal” find success in its own 

movement, complete with a rabbinical seminary. Seemingly, many Jews have found meaning in 

these two traditions, though there is no available sociological data to provide specifics. 

 By contrast, the phenomenon of Jewish-Buddhists does provide us with data, with 

average estimates suggesting that there are roughly 500,000 Jewish-Buddhist practitioners across 

the United States. Regardless of the precise number, what is certain is that the meditative 

practices mentioned by Schachter-Shalomi became deeply popular in Jewish-Buddhist circles in 

the 1970s, and the legacy of that syncretism is still felt today. In short, the first wave of Jewish-

Buddhist teachers—Jack Kornfield, Joseph Goldstein, and Sharon Salzberg—inaugurated a 

lineage of Jewish meditation through Sylvia Boorstein on to the Institute for Jewish Spirituality. 

With the support of the Nathan Cummings Foundation, IJS began offering meditation teacher 
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training programs that have since birthed local and regional mindfulness organizations, such as 

the Jewish Meditation Project of Columbus and the Jewish Mindfulness Center of Washington. 

In the process, vipassana-style meditation has spread across the world of liberal Jewry, and 

Jewish mindfulness has become a dominant expression of contemporary Jewish spirituality. 

 As mentioned above, this research has sought to complicate and complement standard 

accounts of American Jewish history by demonstrating a longstanding engagement with 

spirituality that moved in concert with both internal Jewish and broader American historical 

developments. Moreover, these findings have drawn a stark contrast between the largely 

ineffective efforts of Reform leadership to cultivate American Jewish spirituality and the 

successful grassroots growth of Neo-Hasidism, Renewal, and meditation. Though attention to 

spirituality has largely been ancillary in scholarship on American Judaism, the narratives 

described here reveal much about the American Jewish experience of religious life and help to 

explain otherwise curious developments in American Jewish history.  As such, a careful 

consideration of American Jewry’s engagement with spirituality is a critical component of 

twentieth century American Jewish history. 
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