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A central paradox underlies “the relationship of Orthodox Jewish with 
believing Jews of other religious ideologies and non-believing Jews in 
America.”1 On the one hand, Orthodox Jews, non-Orthodox Jews, and 
non-Jews periodically trumpet the “unity of israel”—whether as an 
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ideal, a presumed reality, or an administrative convenience. On the 
other hand, they likewise take cognizance of the “disunity of israel,” 
which they alternatively cheer, lament, or ignore. Historically, Ortho-
dox Jews in particular have long faced conflicting goals: some have 
stood first and foremost for cherished religious principles while oth-
ers have placed primary emphasis on preserving Jewish unity. in the 
American setting, most often these two goals have proved impossible 
to reconcile.

in Colonial America, before anyone knew of “Orthodox Jews,” 
much less of other Jewish religious ideologies, the problem of how to 
relate to Jews who “dayly violate the principles [of] our holy religion, 
such as trading on the Sabath, Eating of forbidden Meats & other He-
nious Crimes,” arose in New york in 1757. the Parnasim and Elders 
of the city’s only synagogue, Shearith israel, basing themselves upon 
biblical and rabbinic tradition, took a hard line:

Whoever for the future continues to act contrary to our Holy 
law by breacking any of the principles command [principal 
commandments?] will not be deem’d a member of our Con-
gregation, have none of the Mitz[v]ote of the Sinagoge Con-
fered on him & when dead will not be buried according to the 
manner of our brethren.2

Within six months, following what appears to have been significant 
pressure, they reconsidered:

Whosoever may thinck that they are quallified but wrong-
fully debard being called to Sepher or any other Mitz[v]ote 
in Sinagoge, they are requested of themselves or their Friends 
for them to acquaint the Ruling Parnaz of the same, that none 
who are worthy may be unjustly neglected or deprived there-
of. the Parnasim like fait[h]ful Sheepards call into the fold 
the wandring sheep, leaving the ways of men to the Righteous 
God, not doubting but every member of this Community is 
convinced the Parnasim & Elders had anything else in view 
in the last Exhortation but the establishing & supporting our 
holy religion.3
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Absent state support, synagogues in colonial North America de-
pended on voluntary contributions. Coercive measures aimed at 
strengthening religious discipline proved unpopular, especially in a 
colony like New york where many believing Protestants were openly 
latitudinarian in their faith. As a result, colonial American synagogues 
learned to patrol the “edges” of irreligious behavior, much as New Eng-
land congregational parishes of the time did. torn between irrecon-
cilable goals—the desire to combat sinful behavior and the need to 
preserve communal consensus—synagogue leaders blazoned the pos-
sibility of censure but generally pulled back in the face of dissent.4

the American Revolution introduced a new element into the 
question of how to relate to Jews of other religious ideologies.  in ad-
dition to overthrowing the british, the Revolution also discredited the 
Anglican Church, with its hierarchic model of organization. the con-
gregational form of governance characteristic of Protestant dissenters 
from Anglicanism came to characterize much of American religion, 
and especially American Judaism. Already in the days of George Wash-
ington, congregations proved reluctant to cede authority, even to the 
prestigious “mother” congregation, Shearith israel of New york. that 
unwillingness explains, in part, why Washington received three differ-
ent letters from American Jews (one from the congregation in Savan-
nah, another from Newport, and a third from congregations in Phila-
delphia, New york, Charleston, and Richmond), rather than just one 
letter from a united Jewish community. Each congregation cherished 
its independence.5

in addition, the new world of American religion, which did away 
with restrictive colonial laws and monopolistic church establishments, 
came to be characterized by a series of principles that would have far-
reaching effects on American Judaism. Four of these are particularly 
important to our theme: (1) religious freedom, (2) church-state sepa-
ration, (3) denominationalism (“the religious situation created in a 
land of many Christian churches and sects when none of them occu-
pies a privileged situation and each has an equal claim to status”), and 
(4) voluntaryism (“the principle that individuals are free to choose 
their religious beliefs and associations without political, ecclesiastical, 
or communal coercion”). the fact that America fully legitimated indi-
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vidual religious freedom as well as a plethora of religious options, and 
banned government from favoring any particular religious movement 
or from prescribing religious “heresy,” dramatically distinguished the 
post-Revolutionary United States from every other country where 
Jews then lived.6

the decades that followed witnessed a whole series of confronta-
tions that pitted synagogue leaders in America against malcontents, 
some of whom we might anachronistically characterize as “believing 
Jews of other religious ideologies.” in 1782, for example, Mikveh israel 
congregation in Philadelphia banned Jacob i. Cohen from marrying a 
widow, Esther Mordecai, who had converted to Judaism years before; 
the marriage of a kohen to a giyyoret is, of course, halakhically forbid-
den. the marriage took place in any case, defiantly witnessed by three 
distinguished Philadelphia Jewish laymen (including Haym Salomon), 
who married the couple privately. Having been apprised of Jewish law, 
they knowingly placed Cohen’s liberty and happiness above its dic-
tates.7 

three years later the same congregation complained to Rabbi Saul 
Halevi Loewenstamm in Amsterdam that a local businessman named 
Mordecai Mordecai, the son of a rabbi from telz, took the law into his 
own hands on two separate occasions. First, in an apparent attempt to 
reconcile members of his extended family, he performed an unauthor-
ized Jewish marriage ceremony on a previously intermarried couple, 
his niece, Judith Hart, and her unconverted husband, Lt. James Pet-
tigrew. On another occasion he openly flouted synagogue authority by 
performing the traditional last rites on benjamin Clava, an identifying 
but intermarried Jew whom the synagogue, as a warning to others, had 
ordered buried “without ritual ablution, without shrouds, and without 
funeral rites.” On both occasions Mordecai vigorously defended his ac-
tions, insisting that he knew Jewish law better than those who judged 
him. Seeking to enlist Rabbi Loewenstamm on their behalf, the con-
gregation’s leaders explained that “in this country . . . everyone does as 
he pleases. . . . yet, the Kahal [community] has no authority to restrain 
or punish anyone, except for the nominal penalty of denying them 
synagogue honors, or of withholding from them sacred rites. However, 
these vicious people completely disregard such measures and contin-
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ue to attend our synagogue, because under the laws of the country it 
is impossible to enjoin them from so doing.” in other words, Jews in 
post-Revolutionary America were making their own rules concerning 
how to live Jewishly, and there was little that the synagogue could do 
about it.8

As confrontations multiplied, a new generation of American Jews, 
born after the American Revolution, successfully challenged the mod-
el of American Judaism that had existed to that time. in the 1820s, 
Jews in the two largest American Jewish communities, New york and 
Charleston, seceded from the “established synagogues” of their com-
munities and formed new ones: in New york the Ashkenazic syna-
gogue, b’nai Jeshurun, and in Charleston, the Reformed Society of 
israelites for Promoting true Principles of Judaism According to its 
Purity and Spirit. the hallowed “synagogue–community” model of 
American Judaism, which assumed that each community would be 
organized around a single synagogue that unified Jews and governed 
all aspects of their religious lives, as a result gave way to a more free-
wheeling marketplace model of American Judaism: the “community 
of competing synagogues.”9

two decades later the population of the American Jewish com-
munity had significantly grown—reaching perhaps 15,000 Jews, 
mostly from Central Europe—and synagogues opposed to demands 
for “Reform” began for the first time to label themselves “Orthodox.”10 
With multiple congregations competing against one another in major 
communities, religious conflicts no longer just pit synagogue leaders 
against dissenting members, as had been the case in the immediate 
post-Revolutionary decades.  instead, conflicts now pitted synagogue 
leaders against one another, some promoting religious change, oth-
ers standing firm for tradition. both groups generally trumpeted the 
importance of unity, just as Protestants at that time did, but as a rule 
communal unity proved impossible to reconcile with cherished reli-
gious principles.

 the issue came to a head, for the first time, at a national confer-
ence of Jewish clergy and lay leaders held in Cleveland in 1855. the 
meeting, called by isaac Mayer Wise, brought together the two giants 
of American Judaism—isaac Leeser, editor of the Occident and leader 
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of the moderate “Orthodox” camp, and Wise, editor of the Israelite and 
leader of the moderate “Reform” camp—in a bid to promote what was 
called Shalom Al Yisrael.  Wise and Leeser spoke of fashioning an over-
arching ecclesiastical assembly (“synod”) for American Jews, a com-
mon liturgy, and a plan for promoting Jewish education. 11 

What makes the conference significant in terms of our topic is the 
reluctance of many Orthodox rabbis, especially those religiously to the 
right of Leeser, to attend the gathering.  Abraham Rice, Morris Raphall, 
Henry A. Henry, and Abraham Joseph Ash all refused to participate, 
fearing that the conference would be manipulated by Wise and his al-
lies and would legitimate Reform in the eyes of the public. Rice, the 
first formally ordained rabbi to immigrate to America, complained 
that many of those coming to the conference lacked religious standing; 
they “assumed in this country the title of Rabbins... [they] have put 
on their own heads the rabbinical cap.”12 in the end, the conference, 
which began on a conciliatory note, endorsed a series of Reform pro-
posals that were introduced and passed only after Leeser had returned 
to Philadelphia. in response,  bernard illowy, who had initially agreed 
to join Leeser in Cleveland but then changed his mind, called on his 
erstwhile friend to own up to the fact that attending the joint rabbini-
cal conference in the first place had been a mistake:

i know your good heart and that you have acted with a pure 
heart, without deceit. but i advise you to make yourself clear 
before all. therefore, chastise those people in public. tell them 
that their actions belie their words, and that their spirits are 
not faithful to Judaism. Let them change their ways and say, 
“We have sinned.” then everyone will believe that you and the 
men with you are true followers of the God of israel.13

 
the Cleveland Conference, designed to unite America’s Jews, in 

the end underscored their deepening ideological divisions. these di-
visions were confirmed by the next effort to unite American Jewry, 
the board of delegates of American israelites, established in 1859. the 
board had no religious aims; it goals were to “keep a watchful eye on 
all occurrences at home and abroad” and to collect statistics. it mod-
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eled itself after London Jewry’s influential board of deputies and was 
stimulated, in part, by the worldwide Jewish campaign to free Edgardo 
Mortara from the House of the Catechumens in Rome. Nevertheless, 
only about a fifth of America’s synagogues participated in the board’s 
work. Even though moderate Orthodox leaders such as Samuel M. 
isaacs and Leeser dominated the board, the two largest Sephardic 
synagogues stayed away, fearing that their freedom and independence 
might be challenged. Most Reformers stayed away as well, charging 
that the board intended to “interfere with the internal affairs of the 
congregations.”14 

On the eve of the American Civil War, then, leading American 
Jews were divided: some advocated compromise for the sake of Jewish 
unity while others urged steadfastness in defense of cherished religious 
principles. the debate was not unique to Jews. Protestants conducted 
parallel debates, and in many ways the Civil War too pitted “unity” 
against “principle.” the dispute among Orthodox Jews concerning 
how to relate “with believing Jews of other religious ideologies and 
non-believing Jews” echoed key aspects of this debate. the issue would 
be taken up again and again over the next 150 years but would never 
conclusively be resolved.

the coming of over two million East European Jews to America 
(1881-1924) reignited the debate over the appropriate relationship of 
Orthodox to non-Orthodox Jews. Whereas some in the 1870s had be-
lieved that “the meager residues of Orthodoxy which one still finds in 
this land are insignificant,” and that Reform Judaism would shortly 
become “Minhag America,”15 mass immigration turned the tide. Soon 
Reform Jews found themselves in the minority.

Outsiders knew little of this issue and viewed Jews as a single com-
munity. they considered the ethnic and religious differences among 
Jews to be far less significant than the “blood” (or “race”) ties marking 
all Jews alike as different from Christians. inevitably, this “ascribed” 
identity affected Jewish self-identity. based on longstanding Jewish 
values, moreover, native-born Central European Jews and immigrant 
East European Jews also began to interact more with one another, par-
ticularly in philanthropic and communal settings. Sharing as they did 
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a common fate, the two worlds of American Jewry slowly but inexora-
bly began to bond. 

the Protestant ecumenical movement further spurred such in-
terreligious ties among Jews. At a time when the Protestant majority 
in America joined together in support of the “social gospel,” overseas 
missions, and the Federal Council of Churches (established in 1908), 
similar cooperation among Jews seemed only appropriate.  

A series of challenges promoted intracommunal cooperation. the 
1903 Kishinev pogrom that saw 47 Jews killed and 424 wounded, as 
well as 700 houses burned and 600 looted, outraged American Jews 
and united them in protest. At a mass meeting in Atlantic City, Si-
mon Wolf, a proud German Reform Jew and a leader of b’nai b’rith, 
delivered a masterful address in English, followed by the well-known 
Orthodox Zionist preacher Zvi Hirsch Masliansky, who spoke no less 
masterfully in yiddish. in Philadelphia the Socialist leader Abraham 
Cahan announced that at times of calamity “there should be no dis-
tinction made between socialist, orthodox, or radical.” He practiced 
what he preached, observing that “he, the leader of the socialists, 
known as the infidel, the heretic, stands now in an orthodox synagogue 
and preaches from the same pulpit with Rev. Masliansky and Rabbi 
[bernard] Levinthal.” With Jewish lives at stake in Russia, Orthodox 
and non-Orthodox Jews, believers and non-believers alike, as well as 
notable non-Jews, all stood shoulder to shoulder. their shared goal 
was pikuah nefesh.16

the prolonged campaign to abrogate America’s 1832 treaty of 
commerce with Russia, where Jewish tourists and even visiting Ameri-
can Jewish dignitaries faced discrimination on religious grounds, pro-
moted some of these same cooperative efforts. So did the long politi-
cal battle to keep America’s doors open to immigrants. in both cases, 
Central and East European Jews, Orthodox, Reform, and secular Jews, 
all had the satisfaction of knowing that they had worked hand in hand 
in support of a common aim. Religious differences had not prevented 
them from speaking with one voice on issues of shared communal 
concern.17

in New york at the same time, domestic challenges brought Jews 
together in an unprecedented way. On February 27, 1909, in response 
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to New york City police commissioner theodore A. bingham’s charge 
(quickly disproved and retracted) that the “Hebrew race” produced 
“perhaps half” of the city’s criminals, and in an effort to combat a 
wide range of social and religious ills within the city’s Jewish com-
munity, 300 delegates representing every element within Jewish life 
met to form what became known, employing a word of great historical 
resonance, as the Kehillah—the organized Jewish community of New 
york. the new organization combined elements of traditional Euro-
pean-Jewish communal structures with American-style Progressive-
era democracy. the Kehillah’s sponsors, its historian explains, “envi-
sioned a democratically governed polity which would unite the city’s 
multifarious Jewish population, harness the group’s intellectual and 
material resources, and build a model ethnic community”—based, of 
course, on the principle of voluntarism and without any formal ties to 
the state.18 disagreements between Orthodox Jews, Reform Jews, and 
anti-religious socialists nearly wrecked the Kehillah before it began, 
but thanks to the able leadership and chameleon-like qualities of Ju-
dah Magnes—who was, at one and the same time, trained as a Clas-
sical Reform rabbi, enchanted by Orthodoxy, related to New york’s 
best Jewish families, and sympathetic to Socialism—an uneasy har-
mony prevailed. the elected 25-member Kehillah executive, although 
dominated by Central European patricians, represented a surprisingly 
wide range of community figures, among them the Orthodox lay lead-
ers Harry Fischel and Sender Jarmulowsky. together, they struggled 
mightily to contend with a wide range of daunting communal prob-
lems, including the supervision of kosher food and the chaotic condi-
tion of Jewish education. by promising to restore “to the Rabbis their 
authority in matters affecting Judaism as a religion,” the Kehillah suc-
ceeded in winning cooperation even from some distinguished mem-
bers of the Agudath ha-Rabbanim, notably Rabbi Moses Z. Margolies 
(Ramaz).19 As one Jewish leader noted, admiringly, “the conventions 
of the Kehillah bring together the most varied assemblage of Jews that 
can be imagined. Side by side with the extreme orthodox are members 
of the most reformed temples. Rich men and men practically penni-
less, extreme socialists and extreme conservatives, gather together and 
under parliamentary methods, discuss the subjects they have in com-
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mon. two do not always agree but they have learned to disagree with 
no more disturbance than is often witnessed in foreign parliaments 
and, sometimes, in our own Congress.”20

the Kehillah’s reach quickly exceeded its grasp. tensions between 
the Orthodox and other segments of the Jewish community flared up 
regularly, and the Kehillah also suffered from financial, organizational, 
and political problems. it barely survived World War i and by 1922 it 
was dead. but the dream of intra-Jewish communal cooperation did 
not die with it. if anything, the challenges of World War i made that 
goal seem more urgent than ever. 

Over 1.5 million Jews numbered among the sufferers of World War 
i, including relatives, friends, and former neighbors of Jews who now 
lived in the United States. in the face of this tragedy, three different 
American Jewish relief organizations competed for funds, each rep-
resenting a different segment of the American Jewish community and 
committed to a different ideology and worldview. the Central Com-
mittee for the Relief of Jews Suffering through the War, organized by 
the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations, represented religious 
Jews, most of them East European in origin. the American Jewish 
Relief Committee, organized by the American Jewish Committee and 
chaired by its president, Louis Marshall, represented the community 
elite, most of them American born, of Central European descent and 
affiliated with Reform Judaism. the Jewish People’s Relief Committee 
of America, organized by trade union leaders and East European-born 
Jewish socialists, represented “persons who can afford to give only very 
small amounts,” the immigrant Jewish masses. All three of these orga-
nizations, for all of their social, economic, political, and religious dif-
ferences, shared the same overriding goal: “to join hands in the work 
of immediate help and relief of the sufferers.” to this end, and draw-
ing upon their experience cooperating in the New york Kehillah, they 
agreed to collect contributions from their respective constituencies, to 
pool the funds, and collectively to dispense them through the orga-
nization that became the American Jewish Joint distribution Com-
mittee, established to apportion and send abroad money and supplies 
for Jewish war relief. Orthodox and Reform rabbis, capitalists and 
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socialists, Jews of widely different backgrounds and persuasions, in-
cluding three women, all sat together at the Joint’s meetings, reaching 
most decisions by consensus and some by majority vote. the thorniest 
problem involved distributing funds for Jewish education abroad, but 
after much debate a formula was devised: 55 percent to Orthodox in-
stitutions, 17.5 percent to yiddish schools, and 27.5 percent to Zionist 
schools. the non-Orthodox complained about “so much money spent 
on people who did nothing but sit and read books,” but the compro-
mise held. this collaboration established a pattern of intracommunal 
cooperation that included Orthodox participation.21

the Jewish board for Welfare Work in the U.S. Army and Navy 
(later the National Jewish Welfare board [JWb]) extended this pattern. 
Established within days of America’s entry into the war, it responded 
to a demand from the United States military for a Jewish organiza-
tion, akin to the Protestant young Men’s Christian Association and 
the Catholic Knights of Columbus, to meet the spiritual and welfare 
needs of Jewish soldiers. the military refused to deal with multiple 
Jewish groups; they assumed that if Protestants could unite around a 
single military service organization, then Jews could too. So it was that 
representatives of the Agudath ha-Rabbanim, the Union of Orthodox 
Jewish Congregations, the United Synagogue of America, the Union 
of American Hebrew Congregations, and the Central Conference of 
American Rabbis all sat down together (along with representatives of 
the young Men’s Hebrew Association and the Jewish Publication So-
ciety) to establish the JWb. the goal was to find some way to jointly 
provide Jewish chaplains, religious literature, and other religious ser-
vices for the 200,000-250,000 soldiers and sailors being mustered into 
the American armed forces.22

the relationship between the Orthodox rabbinical body and the 
Reform rabbinical body was never easy (the 104-member Alumni As-
sociation of the Jewish theological Seminary, the antecedent of the 
Conservative Movement’s Rabbinical Assembly, was apparently not yet 
significant enough to be invited to sit at the JWb’s table). the Agu-
dath ha-Rabbanim, whose members considered themselves America’s 
only true rabbis, sought “to act as the sole authority on all questions 
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concerning religion,” and the Central Conference of American Rab-
bis, whose members considered the Orthodox rabbis out-of-touch im-
migrants, assumed that it would exert final authority in all matters 
of religion. Since neither could compromise, lay leaders themselves 
promptly assumed control of the JWb, and they relegated the rabbis 
to a “Rabbinic Advisory Committee,” without final authority in any 
area.23 

A prominent and learned communal professional, Cyrus Adler, 
then President of the Jewish theological Seminary, undertook to lead 
the most challenging task: preparing an abridged battlefield prayer-
book which the military undertook to provide to all Jewish soldiers. Al-
though Adler had assistance in this task from an Orthodox rabbi, ber-
nard drachman, and a Reform rabbi, William Rosenau, and claimed 
to have consulted with Moses Z. Margolies and bernard Revel as well, 
neither the Orthodox nor the Reform expressed satisfaction with the 
final product. the Orthodox found it inappropriately short, and the 
Reform complained that it did “not reflect our particular theology.” 
Nevertheless, Orthodox Jews continued to work with the JWb. three 
Orthodox rabbis (drachman, Margolies, and david de Sola Pool), two 
Reform rabbis (Rosenau and Louis Grossman), and one Conserva-
tive rabbi (Elias Solomon), who represented the United Synagogue, 
worked under Adler’s chairmanship to select suitable Jewish chaplains 
for the field. External pressure from the U.S. military, coupled with the 
need to show patriotism, ensured that all sides displayed an appropri-
ate spirit of wartime cooperation.24

the wartime experience in intrareligious cooperation, coupled 
with the sense that Jews in the anti-Semitic atmosphere of the “tribal 
twenties” needed to unite and a fear that religion generally was losing 
its hold on American Jews, stimulated the Reform rabbi of Washing-
ton d.C., Abram Simon, to call upon his colleagues in 1924 to “work 
harmoniously” with the “sons of immigrants and the daughters of or-
thodox parents. . . in all good causes for their sakes and for the sake of 
all israel.”25 Fully 85 percent of American Jewry was of East European 
origin or descent at that time while Reform Judaism, by and large, re-
mained the province of a comparatively small number of German Jews 
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and their descendants. in America’s largest Jewish community, New 
york City, just about 2 percent of the city’s synagogues were Reform; 
the rest were Orthodox in one form or another. So it seemed prudent, 
both from a Reform Jewish perspective and from a general Jewish per-
spective, to strengthen ties with other Jews.26 

Within a year, Simon had formulated a plan, which he presented to 
his congregation and distributed:

i think the time has come for the leaders of Reform Judaism 
to meet with the leaders of Conservative and Orthodox Juda-
ism on the basis of congregational loyalty. the time has come 
for representatives of the Union of American Hebrew Congre-
gations, the United Synagogue, and the Union of Orthodox 
Congregations to join forces to stem the tide of ignorance and 
indifference, and to do jointly what cannot be done so well 
separately. Such a National Committee, born in the heart of 
the Synagogue and deriving its authority from the Synagogue, 
will have the right to speak in behalf of israel and of Judaism 
in America.27

in short order, an invitation went out from the President of the 
Union of American Hebrew Congregations to the United Synagogue, 
the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations, the Central Conference 
of American Rabbis, the Rabbinical Assembly, and the Agudath ha-
Rabbanim inviting them to attend a meeting at the aptly named Har-
monie Club in New york for the purpose of setting up a national body 
of American synagogues.

the Agudath ha-Rabbanim, true to its principles, did not reply. 
Notwithstanding a long section in its 1902 constitution devoted to 
“unity and peace (ha-shalom ve-ha-ahdut),28 cooperation with non-
Orthodox Jews was to these immigrant Orthodox rabbis anathema. 
the twenty-fifth anniversary history of the organization makes no di-
rect mention of the Synagogue Council, but it does record that on 24 
tevet 5685 (January 20, 1925) Reform Jews approached with a request 
to work together in a bid to win support for the five-day workweek—
which, in fact, was one of the Synagogue Council’s earliest initiatives.29 
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Some rabbis, according to the account, thought that the urgency of the 
issue (et la’asot)—the fact that the five-day workweek would greatly 
ease Sabbath observance—permitted cooperation with the Reform-
ers to bring about this key objective; others disagreed. After a “great 
deal of controversy” (pulmus harif)¸ the decision was made to move 
extremely carefully and without haste: “cooperation with those who 
hate Judaism (sone’ey hayahadut), even for the purposes of a mitzvah,” 
the Agudath ha-Rabbanim concluded, “could cause great damage to 
Judaism.”30

More modern, English-speaking Orthodox rabbis disagreed. Her-
bert Goldstein, Leo Jung, and david de Sola Pool, members of the 
Rabbinical Council of the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations, 
expressed interest in the idea. in 1925 Pool joined david Philipson 
(Reform) and Jacob Kohn (Conservative) in a joint resolution that 
underscored the importance of Jewish unity and the centrality of the 
synagogue:

We, the representatives of the Union of American Hebrew 
Congregations, the Central Conference of American Rabbis, 
the United Synagogs of America, the Rabbinical Assembly, 
and the Union of Orthodox Congregations, recognizing the 
fundamental spiritual unity that binds us as Jews, believing 
that the Synagog is the basic and essential unit in our Jewish 
life, and believing in the desirability of taking counsel together 
for the sacred purpose of preserving and fostering Judaism in 
America, recommend to the organizations represented at this 
meeting, that a Conference composed of national congrega-
tions and rabbinical organizations of America be formed for 
the purpose of enabling them to speak and act unitedly in fur-
thering such religious interests as all these constituent nation-
al organizations share in common, it being clearly provided 
that such proposed Conference in no way interfere with the 
religious administrative autonomy of any of the constituent 
organizations.31

thanks to Herbert Goldstein, the Orthodox Union as a whole 
agreed in 1926 to participate in the new organization. the key con-
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cession (which the Reform leader, Samuel Schulman, opposed) was 
a commitment to act only upon unanimous consent, meaning that 
the Orthodox could never be overruled. According to the Synagogue 
Council’s 1926 constitution, “every decision of the Council shall re-
quire the unanimous approval of the constituent organizations as ex-
pressed through a majority vote of each constituent organization.”32 
the Orthodox Union also insisted “that in all matters in which ques-
tions of Jewish Law shall be involved, the Orthodox view shall prevail,” 
and that the Synagogue Council “shall in no way interfere with the 
religious or administrative autonomy of this Union.”33

the early work of the Synagogue Council proved, for the most 
part, uncontroversial. it supported strengthening of the Sabbath. it 
called upon all Jewish organizations “to arrange that their public din-
ners be prepared in accordance with Jewish dietary laws” (though the 
Reform were not committed to kashrut, they voted for the resolution 
“as a matter of courtesy” and in order to advance “the spirit of unity” 
among Jewish movements”).34 it admitted the Rabbinical Council of 
America as a constituent organization when it was organized. And it 
helped to coordinate Jewish communal activities during World War ii. 

but it did not become a powerful or influential organization. As a 
result, the National Jewish Welfare board—particularly its Committee 
on Army and Navy Religious Activities (CANRA)—played the key role 
in bringing the different Jewish movements together under a single 
umbrella during World War ii. As before, the military would deal with 
only one Jewish organization during wartime, and in the interests of 
meeting the needs of service personnel, key rabbis from every move-
ment cooperated.35 CANRA even established a unique three-man re-
sponsa committee, chaired by Solomon b. Freehof (Reform) along 
with Leo Jung (Orthodox) and Milton Steinberg (Conservative), to 
deal with wartime problems—everything from when to hold Kabbalat 
Shabbat services in the northern latitudes, to whether services may be 
held in a chapel containing a Christmas tree, to questions concerning 
marriage, divorce, conversion, and burial. Responsa were jointly issued, 
and in an astonishing number of cases, unanimity was achieved—oth-
erwise no responsum was issued. but the committee was careful to 
delimit its functions. it issued no rulings that affected civilians, and it 

Non Orthodox Relationships.indb   15 7/13/10   10:06 AM



 Jonathan D. Sarna

insisted that its work respond to the “abnormalities of war” and should 
“not in any way be used to influence civilian religious life in peace.”36 

Jewish leaders who celebrated Jewish unity, like their Christian 
counterparts who celebrated ecumenism, hoped nevertheless that in-
trareligious cooperation in wartime would carry over into peacetime. 
they sought to strengthen the role of religion in the battle against sec-
ularism, and they imagined that the Synagogue Council might in time 
serve as a counterpart to the National Council of Churches. in 1954, 
theodore Adams, president of the Rabbinical Council of America, was 
as hopeful on this score as his Reform and Conservative counterparts. 
“i believe,” he told the Jewish telegraphic Agency, that “with the ma-
turing of the three branches of Jewry, the competitiveness and mistrust 
which in the past grew out of an insecurity and a striving for a place in 
the sun, now is giving way to a healthy cooperation. i foresee a period 
when religious leadership will in fact give way to religious statesman-
ship, with the Synagogue Council of America becoming the widely rec-
ognized forum for the negotiation of religious ‘diplomatic’ problems 
vis-à-vis the American community.”37

Nothing of the sort happened. instead, Orthodox leaders faced 
growing pressure to limit the role of the Synagogue Council or to 
withdraw from the organization altogether. Orthodox rabbis born 
and trained in Europe who immigrated to the United States in the 
1930s and 1940s—men like Moshe Feinstein, Ahron Kotler, and the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe—were often appalled by the relationship of Ortho-
dox Jews with leaders of other movements in Judaism. in Eastern Eu-
rope, they recalled, Orthodox rabbis never sat down as equals with the 
non-Orthodox nor did they legitimate them the way their American 
counterparts did. Rather than compromising for the sake of Jewish 
unity, they advocated standing firm for Orthodox Jewish principles.  

Rabbi Soloveitchik, serving as posek for the Rabbinical Council 
of America, steered a characteristically middle course. in 1953, just 
months before Adams set forth his optimistic vision of what the Syna-
gogue Council might be, the Rav, in a private letter to Adams, set forth 
his own views:

i noticed in your letter that you are a bit disturbed about the 
probability of being left out. Let me tell you that this attitude 
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of fear is responsible for many commissions and omissions, 
compromises and fallacies on our part which have contribut-
ed greatly to the prevailing confusion within the Jewish com-
munity and to the loss of our self-esteem, our experience of 
ourselves as independent entities committed to a unique phi-
losophy and way of life. Of course, sociability is a basic virtue 
and we all hate loneliness and dread the experience of being 
left alone. yet at times there is no alternative and we must cou-
rageously face the test.38

Specifically, with respect to the 1954 tercentenary of the American 
Jewish community, the Rav, in a subsequent letter, lambasted a pro-
posed Synagogue Council sponsored liturgy for commemoration of 
the American Jewish tercentenary:

the whole service concocted by some rabbi of the Synagogue 
Council should not and cannot be accepted by the RCA. the 
service suggests to me both religious infantilism and Chris-
tian-Methodist sentimentalism which exhausts itself in hymn 
singing and responsive reading. As a matter of fact, an order 
of service by the Methodist church is far superior to the ap-
proach employed by the Synagogue Council. i am not as much 
disturbed by the problem you raised as by the whole character 
and structure of the service, which contains very few Jewish 
themes and a lot of high school commencement nonsense.39

Moreover, he carefully distinguished the “politico-social aspects 
and the religious moments of the suggested plan.” His ruling was un-
equivocal: “We are ready to cooperate with the [tercentenary] com-
mittee on a secular social level. However, we cannot commit ourselves 
to any plans worked out by the committee which entail a religious mo-
ment.”40 the tercentenary Committee was not identical to the Syna-
gogue Council, but the theory underlying the Rav’s ruling applied to 
both alike. He permitted secular and social relations with believing 
Jews of other religious ideologies and non-believing Jews; he forbade 
shared “religious moments.” this stance, of course, posed a significant 
challenge to an organization like the Synagogue Council that viewed 
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itself as a religious counterpart to the National Council of Churches, 
a counterweight to the highly secular federations, community centers, 
and defense organizations that claimed to represent the American Jew-
ish community. if the Synagogue Council were truly forced to confine 
itself to “secular social issues,” it would surely not be able to become 
“the widely recognized forum for the negotiation of religious ‘diplo-
matic’ problems vis-à-vis the American community” that Adams fore-
saw. 

Fortunately for Adams, Rabbi Soloveitchik proved open to per-
suasion. For the Rav, religious truth and sincere faith emerged “out 
of the straits of inner oppositions and incongruities, spiritual doubts 
and uncertainties, out of the depths of a psyche rent with antinomies 
and contradictions, out of the bottomless pit of a soul that struggles 
with its own torments.”41 So although in his 1953 letter he vigorously 
insisted that “we as a rabbinate should never sign a joint proclamation 
with other national rabbinic bodies, particularly if it should manifest 
a religious character,”42 the signature of both the Rabbinical Coun-
cil of America and the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of 
America (but not the Agudath ha-Rabbanim) did prominently appear 
in a handsomely printed joint statement “to Our Jewish brethren in 
the United States” alongside the signatures of the Central Conference 
of American Rabbis, the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, 
the Rabbinical Assembly of America, and the United Synagogue of 
America . the statement was published in Hebrew and yiddish as well 
as in English, and all three versions of the statement included religious 
sentiments, the Hebrew text most of all. doubtless with Rabbi So-
loveitchik’s assent, each version was separately and personally signed 
by Adams in the name of the Rabbinical Council of America.43 

david Hollander, who succeeded Adams as RCA president, was 
horrified by these kinds of cooperative projects with Conservative and 
Reform leaders, men he charged with “flaunting their violation of Jew-
ish law and claiming that this was ‘twentieth Century Judaism.’” Nor 
could he make peace with the fact that a “great Godol Hador”—pre-
sumably Rabbi Soloveitchik—displayed “inability or unwillingness 
to take a clear stand publicly one way or the other.” bolstered by the 
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Lubavitcher Rebbe, who told him “with increasing strength, never to 
relent on this issue,” Hollander crusaded against Orthodox involve-
ment with organizations such as the Synagogue Council and the New 
york board of Rabbis.44 Partly at his instigation, a group of eleven fer-
vently Orthodox rabbis, led by Ahron Kotler and Moshe Feinstein, is-
sued on February 1, 1956, their famous ban on contacts between Or-
thodox rabbis and their Reform and Conservative counterparts. 

We have been asked by a number of rabbis in the country 
and by alumni and musmochim [ordinees] of yeshivos if it is 
permissible to participate with and be a member of the New 
york board of Rabbis and similar groups in other communi-
ties, which are composed of Reform and Conservative “rab-
bis.” 

Having gathered together to clarify this matter, it has been 
ruled by the undersigned that it is forbidden by the law of our 
sacred torah to be a member of and to participate in such an 
organization. 

We have also been asked if it is permissible to participate 
with and to be a member of the Synagogue Council of Amer-
ica, which is also composed of Reform and Conservative or-
ganizations. 

We have ruled that it is forbidden by the law of our sacred 
torah to participate with them either as an individual or as an 
organized communal body. 

May Hashem yisborach have mercy on His people, and 
seal the breaches [in torah life] and may we be worthy of the 
elevation of the glory of our sacred torah and our people is-
rael. 

Signed this fifth day, the week of Parshas Ki Seesoh, the 
Eighteenth day of Adar, 5716, in the City of New york.45

the ban set off a frenzy of activities that have been documented 
elsewhere. A minority, led by david Hollander, believed that Orthodox 
bodies should honor the ban and withdraw from the Synagogue Coun-
cil since it gave status and legitimacy to non-Orthodox bodies. the 
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majority insisted that cooperation with the non-Orthodox promoted 
Jewish communal unity and ultimately benefited Orthodoxy, leading 
to advances in areas such as kashrut.46 the RCA Halachic Commis-
sion refused to issue an opinion on the question, citing, among other 
things, “an atmosphere charged with partisanship and emotion.”47 
Privately, Rabbi Soloveitchik confessed that “i strongly disapprove of 
the method and the manner in which the whole problem has been 
handled, of the personal and political overtones, of the hysterical cli-
mate which has been created and of the unfairness displayed by certain 
individuals and groups.”48

the Rabbinical Council of America and the Union of Orthodox 
Jewish Congregations did not withdraw from the Synagogue Coun-
cil, nor did its rabbis sever their relationships with organizations such 
as the New york board of Rabbis. When the Agudath ha-Rabbanim 
issued a resolution in 1960 demanding compliance with its ban and 
threatening to oust from membership any rabbi “unless he resigns 
from the forbidden organization within thirty days,” RCA members 
for the most part took no notice. indeed, Joseph Soloveitchik contin-
ued the delicate assignment he took on for the Synagogue Council 
two years earlier, dealing with humane methods of handling meats for 
slaughter, and Samuel belkin, President of yeshiva University, accepted 
an award from the Synagogue Council at a dinner in 1961. (Orthodox 
protestors, critical of belkin’s appearance, threw eggs onto the ball-
room floor.49)  

Over time, though, the Synagogue Council weakened. A whole 
host of issues—the israeli debate over who is a Jew, state funding of 
parochial schools, divorce and mamzerut,50 women rabbis, patrilineal 
descent, admission of the Reconstructionist movement, and others—
spotlighted differences between Orthodox Jews and believing Jews of 
other religious ideologies. Lack of consensus paralyzed the organiza-
tion and lack of funds made it more and more difficult for it to oper-
ate. Meanwhile, rabbis on all sides stood firm for cherished principles, 
making compromise for the sake of unity impossible. As a result, in 
1994 the Synagogue Council closed its doors.51

but the relationship of Orthodox Jews with believing Jews of other 
religious ideologies and non-believing Jews by no means ended there. 
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indeed, in 2005 historian Jack Wertheimer reported that, contrary to 
widespread predictions, “overt religious conflicts have either eased 
or have been pushed into the background.” He found that “a goodly 
amount of transdenominational cooperation occurs every day and 
that American Jews, like many of their liberal non-Jewish neighbors, 
are dealing with ideological divisions in a pragmatic fashion, seeking 
common ground rather than confrontation.” the “continuity agenda,” 
a strategy of “unity in the face of adversity” in response to anti-Semitic 
and anti-israel attacks; trends in the larger community, where intrare-
ligious tensions likewise declined; and threats by prominent funders 
to “cut off” those who “speak irresponsibly about other members and 
groups in the Jewish community,” all help to explain these develop-
ments. Specifically in the case of Orthodoxy, Wertheimer found that 
new efforts at “outreach,” such as Chabad shluhim and community 
kollelim, had muted attacks on non-Orthodox Jews. Outreach, he con-
cluded, “is lowering social and ideological barriers and is modifying the 
historical tendency of Orthodox leaders to castigate their opponents as 
“deviationists” and to trumpet their own way as “torah-true.”52 

the turn away from “Jew vs. Jew,” welcome as it may be to pro-
ponents of Jewish unity and klal yisrael, is unlikely to mark the final 
chapter in the long saga of the “relationship of Orthodox Jews with 
believing Jews of other religious ideologies and unbelieving Jews in 
America.” Since the colonial era, we have seen, tensions have divided 
those who seek compromise for the sake of Jewish unity from those 
who demand firmness to uphold sacred Jewish principles. Looking 
back, we can see that this tension has proved beneficial in many ways. 
the compromisers and the uncompromising have, over time, checked 
each other’s excesses. irreconcilable as the two may appear, they have 
accomplished together what neither might have accomplished sepa-
rately: preserving the delicate balance between Orthodox distinctive-
ness and the unity of the Jewish people.
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