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In 1917, there were fewer than 2,500 children attending Jewish day schools in America. In 2017, 
there are 250,000 Jewish children attending day schools. How have we come so far so fast?  
 
This morning I’d like to study with you the story of Jewish education in America over the last 
100 years. Of course it’s a subject that we could spend months investigating and discussing.  
But what I’d like to do with you is use The Jewish Center as our lens.  
 
In the early years of The Jewish Center, there were three educational entities housed at 131 W. 
86th St. The first was called The Jewish Center School. The second was called The Jewish Center 
Talmud Torah. And the third was called the American Beth Jacob Committee.  
 
What I want to understand is:  
What were these institutions? 
What was their function? 
And why do they matter? 
 
Exhibit number one is a mission statement from The Jewish Center School. 
 

1 The Jewish Center School, 1929 

 
 

2 Jewish Center Talmud Torah Attendance and 
Academic Records, 1936-1937 

 

 
Most of us know that The Jewish Center used to house a pool. It also used to house a kiln. The 
photo on the front cover of your source sheet was taken in our building. Here was a model for an 
integrated all-day Jewish school that was both progressive and ambitious. It was based on the 
educational philosophy of John Dewey. We’ve even tracked down individuals who attended the 
school and remember it with great fondness.  
 
Second, we have something called The Jewish Center Talmud Torah. And in our archives, we 
actually have record books with attendance and grades. Some of the last names you might 
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recognize from our memorial boards: Gottesman, Jung, Rudin, Bayer. (If you look closely, you’ll 
notice there wasn’t a lot of grade inflation. Lots of B’s and C’s for the second graders….) 
 
In The Jewish Center Bulletin dated September 8, 1939, we find a summary of the Talmud 
Torah’s activities. To provide some context, this is exactly one week after Germany invaded 
Poland. It’s a stunning moment in history. Have a look at the message from the president of The 
Jewish Center, William Feinberg.  
 
3 Jewish Center Bulletin, September 8, 1939 

 
 
It just so happens that in the very same bulletin, the principal of The Jewish Center Talmud 
Torah outlined the essential features of the institution.   
 
4 Jewish Center Bulletin, September 8, 1939 
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The Talmud Torah was clearly not as progressive as the all-day school, but the program seems to 
have been very well-organized and very integrated with the shul. 
 
And finally, there was a third educational institution of which we have only a few records, most 
of which are financial, called the American Beth Jacob Committee. 
 
Here I’ve reproduced for you a check made out to a woman in Krakow from the committee in 
1936 in the amount of $500 – which is probably around $10,000 in 2017.  
 
5 A check in the amount of $500 issued by the American Beth Jacob Committee, 131 W. 
86th St. 

 
 
Were all three of these institutions functioning at the same time? Were there three schools 
operating within the walls of The Jewish Center? What’s the back story?  
 
The minutes of The Jewish Center’s board meetings can put us on a path toward an answer.  
 
6 Minutes of the Meeting of the Board of Trustees and the Administrative Committee of 
The Jewish Center, October 19, 1932 

 

Rabbi Jung in outlining plans for the 
coming year presented a program for 
supplying Jewish education on week-
day afternoons and Sunday mornings 
for children of members of The Jewish 
Center who do not go to The Center 
School and on the basis that it would 
cost The Jewish Center nothing. After 
some discussion, during which Mr. 
David [sic] pointed out that such a 
program would jeopardize the very 
existence of the School and would 
nullify one of the chief aims for which 
the School was organized; i.e., to 
replace afternoon teaching by 
throughout-the-day teaching, it was 
finally, moved, seconded and carried 
that the program for Jewish education 
other than that given in the The Center 
School be limited to Sunday for the 
children of the members of The Jewish 
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Center. 

There’s a good lesson here for anyone who sits on a board. Someone is taking minutes and what 
you say may get quoted in a sermon 100 years from now….  
 
So in 1932 it seems Rabbi Jung was trying to set up an afternoon religious school, but the board 
objected on the grounds that it would compete with the existing day school. And so the idea was 
rejected. Rabbi Jung’s school would only be allowed to meet on Sundays.  
 
7 Minutes of the Meeting of the Board of Trustees and the Administrative Committee of 

The Jewish Center, April 19, 1934 

 

Rabbi Jung reported about the 
Talmud Torah. Discussion was held 
on the program and it was suggested 
that Rabbi Jung continue with his 
plans. 
 
The question of continuing the Day 
School with Mr. Davis was discussed. 
A motion was made and seconded 
that the President deal with Mr. Davis 
about the continuance of the Day 
School. 
 
 

By 1934, something had changed. Rabbi Jung, it seems, was making progress on his plans for a 
Talmud Torah and the future of the Jewish Center Day School seemed to be in doubt.  
 
8 Minutes of the Meeting of the Board of Trustees and the Administrative Committee of 

The Jewish Center, November 19, 1934 

 

Rabbi Jung appeared before 
the meeting and reported on 
the Hebrew and Sunday 
School. The Board accepted 
with thanks the Rabbi’s report 
on the splendid 
accomplishments and success 
of both schools and assured 
the Rabbi of their continued 
interested and cooperation.  
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9 Minutes of the Meeting of the Board of Trustees and the Administrative Committee of 
The Jewish Center, June 12, 1935 
 

 
 

 
The Center School problem was presented to the 
members present and it was the consensus opinion 
on the part of the members present that The Center 
School be dispensed with, but if a secured 
satisfactory arrangement could be made between 
The Jewish Center and The Center School, that the 
committee consisting of Mr. Asinof, Mr. Fishman 
and the President [William Feinberg] were to have 
full power to act. 
 

So the balance has now entirely shifted. Until 1932, there was only a day school and no Talmud 
Torah. By 1935, The Jewish Center School was all but done, and the Talmud Torah was on the 
rise.   
 
By way of background, there was an ongoing debate in the early decades of the 20th century 
between the proponents of day school education and the proponents of supplemental Jewish 
education. Those opposing the day school movement claimed that it impeded the process of 
Americanization or that day schools would be an obstacle to its graduates who aspired to become 
middle class Americans. As late as 1949, critics of the day school system were still claiming that 
communal funds would be better used to support the Talmud Torah movement. 
 
But given what we know about the rise of Jewish day schools in America and the decline of the 
Talmud Torah and Hebrew School, it seems that The Jewish Center was moving in the wrong 
direction! Why would we have closed a day school and replaced it with a less immersive and less 
rigorous alternative?  
 
I’m not sure we can know all the answers, but here’s what we do know: 
 
The Jewish Center School was founded in 1919 by Mordechai Kaplan. And it was in fact one of 
the very first Jewish day schools in New York. Ramaz wasn’t founded until 1937. Manhattan 
Day School opened in 1943. So the Jewish Center School was actually way ahead of its time!  
 
Mordecai Kaplan was a pioneer – not just in the shul world, but in the school world. 
 
In 1916, the Bnai Brith Messenger reported on the publication of a new journal called The 
Jewish Teacher. And sure enough Mordecai Kaplan was a contributor to the very first issue. I 
tracked down the journal and here’s an excerpt from Kaplan’s article:  
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10 Bnai Brith Messenger, Friday, April 
28, 1916 

 

 

11 Mordecai Kaplan, “The Function of the 
Jewish School,”  The Jewish Teacher, Vol. 1, 
1916 
The religious schools will be able to develop in 
the child a Jewish consciousness, understanding 
the child to be integrated with the House of 
Israel so the child conceives for it a loyalty 
which gives meaning to their life and value to 
their personality. The task that devolves upon 
the Jewish religious school is to cultivate in the 
child a sense of warm intimacy with the Jewish 
people, with its life and its institutions, to create 
within the child a sense of exaltation in those 
experiences of its People which have constituted 
for the human race the very footprints of God, 
and to implant within the child a sense of high 
ambition to contribute his share toward the 
perpetuation and enrichment of its spirit. 
 

 
But it wasn’t the school’s founder that proved to be problematic. Rabbi Jung came to The Jewish 
Center in 1922 and permitted and even supported the school well into the 1930s. What changed?  
 
In Rabbi Jung’s autobiography, he gives us a clue: 
 
12 Rabbi Leo Jung, The Path of a Pioneer, pg. 72

 
 
Here we actually have three clues. First, there was a clash of personalities between Rabbi Jung 
and the school’s principal. Second, Jewish Center lay leaders though the school was too 
expensive to maintain. Remember, this was depression-era America – so it would not be 
surprising to find institutions searching for ways to cut costs. And finally, Rabbi Jung suggests 
that the school itself may not have been successful – though he does not elaborate on the metrics 
by which success may have been measured.  
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More work will have to be done to further clarify why it was that The Jewish Center School 
finally met its end. But we can say that Rabbi Jung was clearly after a fresh start and his 
approach favored the development of a Talmud Torah.  
 
The Jewish Center Talmud Torah, according to a number of graduates, was in fact a successful 
enterprise and lasted well into the 1950s. A large part of its success can surely be attributed to its 
principal, Rabbi Joseph Kaminetsky.  
 
Rabbi Kaminetsky was hired in 1934 to be both the assistant rabbi of The Jewish Center and the 
head of The Jewish Center Talmud Torah. And he held both those positions with distinction until 
1946. 
 
And in fact, he co-wrote, together with Rabbi Jung A Model Program for the Talmud Torah: A 
Handbook for Rabbis, Principals, Teachers, Officers and Lay Members of the BJE which was 
published in 1942.  
 
An excerpt from 1938 provides something of a window into the Talmud Torah.  
 
13 Jewish Center Bulletin, 1938 
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As an aside, let me just give you a glimpse into the Talmud Torah – an aspect of it that surely 
requires more attention. Let me share with you an extraordinary letter.  
 
14 Correspondence between the chairman of the Finnish Relief Fund and Rabbi Joseph 
Kaminetsky 
 

 

 

 
A receipt in the amount of $2.00 

 

 
Herbert Hoover, the 31st President of the United States, was in 1939 the Chairman of an 
organization called the Finnish Relief Fund. And here was his letter acknowledging a donation in 
the amount of $2 from the children of The Jewish Center Talmud Torah. 
 
And the Talmud Torah contributed to all kinds of relief organizations during the war.  It’s never 
too early to teach our kids about the values of צדקה. And as we’ll see in a moment, it was a value 
Rabbi Jung took very seriously.  
 
Now that we’ve established the story of The Jewish Center School and its successor, The Jewish 
Center Talmud Torah, let’s turn to our last unanswered question and then follow the path of 
Rabbi Kaminetsky.  
 
What was the American Beth Jacob Committee?  
 
The following letter provides a clue. 
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15 A plea for help by Rabbi Leo Jung, March 4, 1940 
 

 
Rabbi Jung Archive, Yeshiva University Library 

 
This is quite the document. It probably didn’t need much postage. It was sent from the American 
Beth Jacob Committee at 131 W. 86th St. to the children of the JC Talmud Torah at 131 W. 86th 
St.  
 
The children of the Jewish Center Talmud Torah – students that surely must have included non-
member families – were solicited by Rabbi Jung to help girls in Poland.  
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American Beth Jacob Committee was the committee that supported Bais Yaakov in Europe and 
eventually broadened its scope to help provide Jewish education to girls both abroad and in 
America.  
 
When it began in 1927, Rabbi Jung was its chairman and he used his good offices to do anything 
and everything he could to help those in need. 
  
Notice by the way, who else served on his committee. 

• Cyrus Adler was the Chancellor of JTS and one of the founders of American Jewish 
Historical Society, the American Jewish Committee, 

• Mrs. Alexander Kohut was Rebekah Bettelheim Kohut, president of the New York 
section of the National Council of Jewish Women 

• And Mrs. Felix Warburg, was Frieda Schiff, the daughter of the great philanthropist 
Jacob Schiff.  
 

It’s stunning to notice the denominational diversity of the committee. Here were Jews from all 
precincts coming together to support the girls of Bais Yaakov in Europe. And as you can see 
from the following source, their activities long predated the war.  
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16 Jewish Daily Bulletin February 24, 1933 
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An undated photo of a Beth Jacob school in Europe. The sign reads Beit Yaakov lomer geyen in Gott's licht, the 
Yiddish translation of the verse, 'בית יעקב לכו ונלכה באור ה (Isaiah 2:5), O house of Jacob! Come let us walk by the 

light of the Lord. (YIVO archives) 

 
And Rabbi Jung was no armchair philanthropist. He made regular trips to Europe and Palestine 
to do whatever he could to support the movement. Reflecting on the groundbreaking of the Bais 
Yaakov in Krakow that he attended on September 13, 1927, he said  

 
Listen to his words as he reflected on the Bais Yaakov movement.  
 
Rabbi Leo Jung, Path of Pioneer 149 

 
 
It’s amazing to think just how far ahead of his time he was. It was so obvious to Rabbi Jung that 
Jewish education for girls was indispensable. And once again he did everything within his power 
to support that cause. 
 
A comment I made last week led some people to the erroneous conclusion that I was advocating 
a shift to the right. And now I’m standing here singing the praises of the Bais Yaakov movement. 
I wonder what people will say next week! 
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And it wasn’t long before the movement of which he was so supportive began to sprout in 
America. The first Bais Yaakov opened in Williamsburg in 1937 and the movement exploded in 
the 1940s.  
 
While it’s true that institutions like Ramaz, MDS and both schools housed at The Jewish Center 
were co-ed, there’s no denying the role that Bais Yaakov played in advancing the cause of 
women’s education the world over. And once again, Rabbi Jung played a leading role.  
 
In sum, what I’m suggesting this morning – and what I hope you’ll take with you – is that the 
educational institutions of The Jewish Center represented a kind of microcosm of Jewish 
education in America more broadly: The working assumption on the part of rabbis and lay 
people that Jewish education was indispensable; a debate over the merits of all-day versus 
supplemental education; an abiding commitment to provide excellent Jewish education to young 
women; and the recognition that Jewish education – wherever it was being conducted – required 
the support of our Center.  
 
There may be numerous explanations as to why The Jewish Center has produced 40% of YU’s 
presidents. But one contributing factor is surely the weight our Center has always assigned to the 
notion of educating our young people.  
 
To round out the story, before long, the day school movement blossomed in ways no one could 
have predicted: 
 

• In 1929, there were just a handful of day schools; the whole day school population in 
America was barely 3,300. 

• In 1940, there were 35 day schools enrolling 7,700 students in seven states and Canadian 
provinces.  

• By 1964, these figures had grown to 306 schools in 34 states and provinces, enrolling 
some 65,000 students.  

• In 1998 there were 185,000 students attending 670 day schools. 

• Today there are more than 800 Jewish day schools in the United States, matriculating 
250,000 Jewish students.  

 
What accounts for this extraordinary phenomenon?  
 
I want to suggest at least seven contributing factors: 
 

1. The Talmud Torah model came to be seen as a failure. 
2. In the post-war period, there were demonstrable models for success. Schools like Ramaz 

and MDS had started to gain traction.  
3. Jews had started to move past the Americanization argument. It was clear that attending 

Jewish Day School didn’t have to come at the expense of being a fully integrated citizen. 
Day school graduates had the same opportunities for advancement as their public school 
counterparts.  
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4. After the Holocaust, there was a sense of urgency about the future of the Jewish people 
and the need for rigorous Jewish education. 

5. There was an influx of European refugees who had no reservations about sending their 
children to parochial schools. 

6. The decline of public schools – at least in the New York Area – made the idea of day 
school more palatable.  

7. There were a few extraordinary individuals who devoted their lives to the success of the 
day school movement.  

 
One of those individuals was our very own Joseph Kaminetsky.  
 
He was for decades the national director of Torah Umesorah, the National Society for Hebrew 
Day Schools. A member of the first graduating class of Yeshiva University, Dr. Kaminetsky 
adeptly negotiated between the Roshei Yeshiva of the Haredi community and Torah Umesorah’s 
Modern Orthodox lay leadership. Together with his colleagues, he travelled all over the country, 
bringing with him the message that day school education was a Jewish imperative and that it was 
within the reach of every community. 
 
There’s a story about a certain Rav Boruch Mordechai Ezrachi, an Israeli Rosh Yeshiva who was 
on his first fundraising visit to America in 1973. He was visiting Rav Moshe Feinstein when Dr. 
Kaminetsky walked in. On seeing Dr. Kaminetsky, Rav Moshe stood up. Surprised that the 
Gadol Hador was standing to honor this man, Rav Ezrachi asked Rav Moshe who he was. Rav 
Moshe replied, “This is the man who established Torah in America.” 
 
In his autobiography, Dr. Kamintesky attributed so much of his success to his time at The Jewish 
Center and the mentorship he received from Rabbi Jung. “I would listen carefully,” Dr. 
Kaminetsky wrote about Rabbi Jung, “to his sermons and speeches, and he would take me with 
him to special meetings. To this day, I find myself repeating some of his interpretations. I was an 
avid student of his language, his thoughts and his persona, in the pulpit and elsewhere. As I put it 
to my friends, he launched me.” (Rabbi Joseph Kaminetsky, Memorable Encounters p. 49) 
 
Of course there is so much more to say about the story of Jewish education in America, but I 
hope that the material we’ve examined today will serve as a source of inspiration: a model of 
what can be achieved in the face of long odds and healthy opposition.  
 
So allow me to conclude by fast-forwarding to our current moment.  
 
In this room, I do not think I have to make too much of a case for why day schools are so 
essential: 

• We all know that 98% of day school graduates marry other Jews.   

• We recognize that the products of day school education are twice as likely to become 
active members of a synagogue in adulthood. 

• And we fully appreciate that day school alumni are five times more likely to feel attached 
to Israel than those who attend only Sunday school.  
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Picture for a moment in your mind’s eye the Jewish cause you care most deeply about: Maybe it 
is Amit or Emunah or AIPAC or Shaarei Tzedek or Oneg Shabbat or The Jewish Center. The 
members of our community are leaders and supporters of dozens – if not hundreds – of 
outstanding Jewish organizations. My question to you is this: Who is going to step up and accept 
the mantle of responsibility of these great causes two generations from now? Who is going to 
populate them? On a systemic level, the only way to assure – not just the continuity – but the 
vitality of the Jewish people – is for our community to produce young men and women who care 
as deeply about the Torah and its Mitzvot as we do. The only way to make it happen – the only 
way to produce leaders steeped in Jewish values and committed deeply to the Torah – is to insure 
that our children have unfettered access to an outstanding 12 year day school curriculum.  
 
And so we need to make the conceptual shift from the consumer model to the community model. 
We simply can’t expect the users to bear the cost alone.  
 
The American Museum of Natural History is a spectacular resource for our community. We’re 
all elevated by its presence. And I can assure you that the $150 membership fee you and I pay 
isn’t what keeps the museum afloat. Philanthropists, foundations and government agencies all 
step up to support the institution because they recognize that it serves a vital role.  
 
We have to conceptualize Jewish schools in the same way. They’re a public good. And whether 
or not our kids or grandkids go to a particular school is immaterial. All Jewish day schools 
constitute that public good and we need to support them. 
 
But I want to add another point. 
 
The tuition crisis has come to dominate our public discourse around the topic of Jewish 
education. And that’s probably as it should be. We should all be thinking about it and talking 
about it and working toward solutions.  
 
But it’s overshadowed a secondary issue. And that’s the crisis of inadequate qualified Jewish 
educators. Are we encouraging our kids to become teachers in day schools? How many of the 
best and brightest members of our community aspire to work in schools? We’re lucky to have a 
few; but we’re not producing nearly enough enthusiasm around education as a career path. And 
so our schools are populated by teachers who either come from the Haredi community or who 
are underqualified.  

 

• No one is going to become a teacher to get rich; but we need to pay teachers a wage that will 
make pursuing a career in Jewish education something our young people might at least 
entertain.  

• And as a community we need to put Jewish educators on a pedestal and accord them the 
honor they deserve. Here are men and women devoting their lives to the future of the Jewish 
people. What are we giving them in return?  

 
Everyone wonders why Avraham spends so much money to purchase the מערת המכפילה. But it’s 
actually part of a much larger pattern. Whenever there’s a cause he believes in, Avraham 
demonstrates the willingness to spend whatever is necessary.  
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It was true when Avraham greeted his visitors with largesse and it’s true when Avraham 
dispatches his servant to find a bride for Yitzchak.  
 

 ַוּיִַּקח ָהֶעֶבד ֲעָׂשָרה גְַמִּלים ִמּגְַמֵּלי ֲאדֹנָיו ַוּיֵֶל� ְוָכל טּוב ֲאדֹנָיו ְּביָדֹו
Rashi says כל טוב is the rough equivalent of a blank check.  
 
As one historian put it, the day school has emerged “as the most dynamic and celebrated Jewish 
institution in postwar America.”  
 
If we want to preserve the extraordinary legacy that we’ve inherited – if we want to go to bed at 
night knowing that we’ve done all there is to do to further the cause of the Jewish future – we 
need to invest unreservedly in Jewish education.  
 
Dr. Kaminetsky tells a story about the wife of a Conservative Rabbi in Massachusetts who baked 
challah every week and sold it to her friends so that she could buy furniture for the local day 
school. 
 
All of us have a role to play. All of us have something to contribute. Let it not be said that ours 
was the generation that allowed Jewish education to falter. Let it be said that ours was the 
generation that succeeded in the face of long odds and guaranteed that every Jewish child would 
be the product of an excellent day school education. How could we be satisfied with anything 
less? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


