The Once and Future Shape of
Reform Jewish Theology

A. James Rudin

Georges Clemenceau and Karl Marx have been major influences in
my theological development.

The French Prime Minister is supposed to have said, “War is too
important to be left solely to generals.” So it is with Reform Jewish
theology. It, also, is too importanta subject to be left solely to profes-
sional theologians.

Jewish theology, especially within the Reform movement, is a
delicate collaborative effort between rabbis and the people they
teach and serve. A council of rabbis can never success{ully impose
it from “on high,” nor can it simply emerge from a seminary class-
room. Rather, the development of Reform Jewish theology is a
participatory organic process that ultimately posits a coherent set of
beliefs and values about life, death, God, prayer, the land of Israel,
and the role of the Jewish people in the divine economy. Those
values and beliefs must then be accepted by Reform Jews and vali-
dated in their daily lives.

The author of Das Kapital believed that “everything in society is
political,” including governance, history, economics, education, art,
labor, sports, and music, I would tweak Marx’s statement to read:
“everything in society is theological,” even though many people do
not recognize this fact.

Each human being lives by a set of beliefs that provides justifi-
cationand grounding for personal values and behavior. Paul Tillich,
whoisnow mostly ignored oreven dlscredlted within the Christian
community, was, however, correct hen he spoke of a person’s set
of “ultimate concerns,” the things that truly matter. I would argue
that those concerns, however they may be articulated, are highly
theological in their meaning and scope.
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Inaddition to the two guiding principles set forth by Clemenceau
and Marx I operate with one other supposition about theology: it is
highly autobiographical and world Jewish history has decisively
shaped our theology as a people. Where, when, and how we have
lived as Jews, our myriad of encounters with Islam and Christianity
throughout the centuries and the sunlight and shadows of our
personal and communal histories have shaped our theological self-
understanding. In sum, theology, especially Reform Jewish theol-
ogy, while constantly changing, is also securely anchored to the
historical reality and actual experience of both individuals and a
particular people.

" 'The dominant pre-World War I theology of our movement was
filled with an extraordinary belief in the salvific power of human
reason and the wondrous promises of modernity. When reading the
sermons and articles of our founders, I am always struck by their
radiant hopefulness and unswerving belief that Reform Judaism
offered notonly Jews, but theentireworld, a theological set of beliefs
that promised peace, justice, and enlightenment.

In the heady days before World War I, Leo Baeck wrote elo-
quently of “Die geistige Welt,” the great continuum of human exist-
ence, which he, not surprisingly, connected theologically with the
continuity of Judaism as a universal faith?

One can be a Jew only if one sees the totality, only if one thinks in
a universal manner, There is the person whose horizons remained
confined to certainbounds, groups, parties, interests, such a person
is perhaps on the way to that which is Jewish, but he is not yet
completely a Jew.

In addition to his universalism, Baeck’s vigorous critique of
Christianity provided the Reform Jews of his time with a theological
buttress against assimilation and formal conversion to the majority
faith. He felt Christianity was a “romantic religion” and not a “clas-
sical” one because it had made three major errors.

Paul had commingled two incompatible religious streams,
Jewish and Hellenistic. Christianity had consistently neglected or
rejected its Jewish roots in favor of the “romantic,” and Christianity
had cast aside the historic reality of Judaism as a living faith.

The ebullient optimism of the early Reformers was, of course,
shattered by the personal horrors and massive dislocations caused

.. by World War I. Modern enlightenment, or Bildung in German,
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was severely, even permanently, shattered by the brutality of the
world’s first total war and the disintegration of the rigidly ordered
Western political order in which most Jews lived.

The pmgnant poems and lachrymose letters of European Jews
who served in the armed forces on both sides of the 1914-1918
“Great War” testify to the terrifying apocalypse that engulfed them
in the muddy frenches and in the chaotic collapse of the Russian,
German, Austro-Hungarian, and Ottoman Empires’ imperial con-
structs thathad provided some measure of stability for Jews despite
the virulent anti-Semitism that was so much a part of those royal
realms.

Irecently re-read the theological messages written in the German
trenches in Macedonia by Franz Rosenzweig. His wartime letters
provide not only a laser-like insight into Rosenzweig’s emerging
identity as a religious Jew, but represent the painful impact that
World War I exerted upon previously held theological positions.
His letters also chillingly reveal Rosenzweig’s foreboding about the
post-war future: “Pogrom—and what can a revolution in Germany
ultimately lead to, if not to the persecution of the Jews.” )

Even though many in today’s Reform movement have not read
Rosenzweig’s letters and his complex Star of Redemption (1921), they
are probably familiar with his oft-quoted theological assertion that,
as a Jew, he did not require Christianity as a faith since he was
“already with the Father” [through the Covenant at Sinai]. Thus,
Christianity, and especially the once appealing (to Rosenzweig)
verse from the New Testament “no one comes to the Father but by
the Son” (John 14:6), did not apply to him.

Baeck and Rosenzweig are paradigmatic of the personal and
communal aspects of Jewish theology. Baeck, the gifted rabbi, had
vigorously responded to Christianity on behalf of his people,
whereas the spiritually searching Rosenzweig had responded theo-
logically to Christianity in personal, autobiographical terms. In a
bitter twist of history, both Baeck and Rosenzweig endured and
triumphed over the evils that beset them. Rosenzweig, despite
being a victim of a debilitating illness, was able to write important
theological works. Baeck was a heroic survivor of the Holocaust,
who became an inspiration to Reform Jews throughout the world.

Hugo Schiff, my childhood rabbi at Temple Beth-El in Alexan-
dria, Virginia, was a synthesis of Rosenzweig and Baeck. Schiff
received his rabbinical ordination in Germany and his doctorate
from a German university. While his classical Reform Jewish theol-
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ogy was deeply influenced by Baeck’s optimistic universalism,
Schiff himself was a late-1930s refugee from Nazism, the mega-
pogrom accurately forecast by Rosenzweig,.

Now, decades later, I have the distinct sense that Schlff was
unable to bridge the theological clash in his own life between unbri-
dled universalism and intense Jewish suffering. Instead, he re-
treated to the more conventional Reform Jewish position of those
years, “ethical monotheism,” the Leitmotif of much of the Febrew
Union College faculty and many of its graduates in the 1940s and
1950s.

The brand of ethical monotheism I absorbed as a youngster
emphasized the theological hope of Reform Jewish universalism
while demanding ethical prophetic behavior from its followers.
Incredibly, the bubbling Jewish cauldron of those tumultuous
years—the Holocaust and Zionism—was not addressed by ethical
monotheism. Instead, the emphasis was upon the universal mes-
sage of the Hebrew prophets, albeit frequently stripped of their
particularity as members of a covenantal people. Social action
became the primary staple of Reform Jewish life, and it was given a
theological justification stemming from the prophets, especiaily
Isaiah. The introduction of traditional rituals in the home and an
enriched synagogue liturgy that reflected contemporary history
and the various Jewish “groups, parties, and interests” were mini-
mized or neglected. The prophetic ideal, the linchpin of ethical
monotheism, became the foundation of mid-twentieth-century
Reform Jewish theology in America.

That reigning theology was best articulated in the old Union
Prayer Book. Anyoneraised ina Reform synagoguebefore the intro-
duction of the new Prayer Book in 1975 surely remembers this paean
to America’s coal miners and armed. forces:

How much we owe to the labors of our brothers! Day by day they
dig far away from the sun that we may be warm, enlist in outposts
of peril that we may be secure...Let us then, O Lord, be just and
great-hearted in our dealings with our fellowmen, sharing with
them the fruit of our common labor...Help us to be among those
who.. .struggle and even bleed for the triumph of rightecusness
among men...
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When I entered HUC-JIR in the mid-1950s, ethical monotheism
was still the Reform theology of choice. Of course, the faculty in
those years included East European-trained professors who had
escaped the Shoah, as well as energetic Israeli Hebraists. Together
these two groups of professors represented the central events of
mid-twentieth-century Jewish life: the Holocaust and the State of
Israel..

‘Clearly, a deracinated ethical monotheism could not sustain
those new realities. In such critical situations in the lives-of individ-
uals and religious movements, one of two things usually happens:
either a breakdown or a breakthrough. The theological answers for
Reform Jews were not long in coming. There were fierce Jewish
attacks upon benign ethical monotheism that were directly influ-
enced by the Christian “God is Dead” theologians. Conservative
rabbi Richard Rubinstein succinctly expressed the Jewish version in
two words: “After Auschwitz.” Martin Buber, who had an extraor-
dinary influence upon many Reform rabbis of my generation,
provided a semantically softer theological understanding of the
Shoah: it was-an “eclipse of God.”

Another radical onslaught on ethical monotheism came from
HUC-JIR professor Alvin Reines, whowas deeply influenced by the
Boston University theologian Edgar Brightman. A “finite God”
became a popular phrase for many Reform Jews, including rabbis,
because in a post-Shoah era it allowed for a limited belief in a God
who seemed absent at Auschwitz. But, Reform Jewish universalism
did not disappear so easily. It was simply recast and appeared after
World WarIl'in a different form. Leaders of our movement enthu-
siastically spoke of human beings as “co-partners” with God in the
laudatory task of tigqun olam, mending a fractured world.

The major lasting change in Reform Jewish theology came from
Eugene Borowitz, who was ordained in the years immediately
following World War II and the Shoah. As an HUC-JIR faculty
member, Borowitz at firsthad to force-feed theology to his students,
who were still wedded to a bland ethical monotheism. But since his
early teaching days Borowitz has influenced two generations of
Reform rabbis, including my daughter, my son-in-law, and me.
Borowitz compelled Reform Jews to take seriously the concept of a
religious covenant, and he down played the seductive promises of
modernity, the enlightenment, and the worship of humanity as
substitute deities for the traditional God of Israel:
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It is not that we have lost faith that humanity can.do some things
to mend the world, or that we do not believe that it is terribly
important that humanity do the good it can, but we no longer
believe it can do everything on its own. I think what we are saying
is that humanity is not deserving of our ultimate faith, as God is.

Borowitz’ influenceinhelping Reform Judaism confront the once
warring concepts of reason and fradition, emet and emunah, was
pivotal as our movement moved away from its over commitment to
ethical monotheism and universalism. He also clearly understood
the centrality of the autobiographical experience in shaping theol-

ogy:

...there is no statement about truth that does not begin from some
personal, prerational stance...And its corollary is that we increase
our religious authenticity by applying our...postmodern reason to
our inherited religious tradition.

If the Shoah destroyed the early Reform theological beliefs about
universal progress through modernity, the State of Israel has also
had an important impact on contemporary Reform Jewish religious
thought.

I attended a theological symposium of Reform leaders that took
placeinJuly 1967 atJerusalem’s King David Hotel. It was aeuphoric
moment in Jewish history, following Israel’s-quick victory in the Six
Day War. At the symposium a prominent Reform rabbi from the
United States fervently announced that the War heralded “the
beginning of the Jewish people’s redemption.” Another rabbi saw
God’s presence in the Israeli military successes and he emotionally
declared, “Zjonism and Reform Judaism are at longlast united.” In
the six years between the Six Day War and the Yom Kippur War,
some Reform rabbis publicly linked their theological wagons to
modern Israel. That giddy period ended when the Egyptian.army
crossed the Suez Canal on Judaism’s most sacred day. The theolog-
ical belief that Israel held outa divine promise of spiritual redemp-
tion was abandoned, and today such claims reside almost exclu-
sively among elements of the Orthodox Jewish community.

But modern Israel has had a lasting influence upon Reform
Jewish theology thanks to.the personal experiences of hundreds of
HUC]IR students who spent their first year of rabbinical or canto-
rial study in the Jewish State. Once discarded rituals were discov-
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ered and introduced into Reform religious services. New liturgical
expressions were added to the religious calendar, including Yom
HaAztmaut, Yom HaShoah, and Yom Yerushalayim.

In recent years the flood tide of something called “spirituality”
has overwhelmed the Reform movement. In complete role reversals
from earlier years, Reform laypeople frequently absent themselves
from the Union for Reform Judaism Biennial plenary sessions, the
time when social justice resolutions used to be hotly debated. But
few lay delegates miss the religious services or the numberless Bien-
nial workshops on prayer life, spiritual values, and other similar
themes.

Clearly, the Reform movement is currently in another theologi-
cal transition mode. Universalism and ethical monotheism have
long since been left behind as the primary theological beliefs. The
“finite God” is intellectually appealing, but theologically unsatis-
fying. In addition, both Baeck’s theological critique of Christianity
written a century ago and Rosenzweig’s anguished personal refu-
tation of that faith written in Weimar Germany seem inadequate in
light of the recent extraordinary development of positive Christian-
Jewish relations, especially in North America.

In September 2000 more than 225 Jewish academics and rabbis
published a Jewish theological statement on Christianity entitled
“Dabru Emet” (“Speak Truth” from Zechariah 8:16). Reform rabbis
Michael Signer and David Sandmel were among the leaders of the
effort that was endorsed by Borowitz, HUC-JIR President David
Ellenson, CCAR President Martin Weiner, and UAHC [now UR]J]
President Eric Yoffie. The brief statement’s eight major points focus
on beliefs about God, the Bible, the land of Israel, moral principles,
the Holocaust, the Eschaton, Jewish religious practices, and achiev-
ing justice and peace in the world.

However, attention was diverted from “Dabru Emet” because it
appeared the same month as the start of the Palestinian intifada
against Israel. In addition, at the very same time, the Vatican issued
the important theological document “Dominus lesus,” which raised
serious concerns about the Roman Catholic perception of Jews and
Judaism. Nonetheless, “Dabru Emef” attracted extensive media
attention, especially in the general and Christian media, where it
was seen as “historic,” “pioneering,” and a “major step forward” in
interreligious relations.

I'was unable to sign the statement because of its weak section on
the Holocaust, including this highly questionable assertion: “...If
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the Nazi extermination of the Jews had been fully successful, ‘it
would have turned its murderous rage more directly to Christians.”
Other critics did notendorse “Dabru Emet” because they had serious
problems with the affirmation that “Jews and Christians worship
the same God” and “Jews and Christians accept the same Torah.”

Bible scholar Jon Levenson of the Harvard Divinity School was
“Dabru Emet”’s sharpest critic. Writing in the December 2001 issue

of Commentary, Levenson offered a scathing critique of the state-

e

ment, and in a later issue, “Dabru Emet
defended the document.

Technically, “Dabru Emet” is not a declaration of Reform Jewish
theology, even though two of its primary authors and many of the
signatories are Reform rabbis. However, the document does reflect
some current Reform thinking about the Shoah, the centrality of the
land of Israel for Jews, and the flame of universalism, which is still
a basic component of Reform Jewish thought. “Dabru Emet”’s spon-
soring agency, the Baltimore-based Institute for Christian and
Jewish Studies (IC]S), compared the significance of its document to
“Nostra Aetate” (“In Our Time”), the Second Vatican Council’s 1965
declaration on Catholic-Jewish relations. For the ICJS “Dabru Emet”

s defenders vigorously

is “a similarly historic and revolutionary declaration.” The test will

not be whether the authors were able to assemble an imposing list
of signatories, but whether the document will have “legs,” that is,
whether “Dabru Emet” will make areal difference in the lives of ordi~
nary Jews and Christians. No one yet knows the answer to that ques-
tion.

While the horrors of the Shoah will forever remain a major part
of the Jewish memory bank, a younger generation of Reform Jews
isdemanding “meaning,” “purpose,” and “spiritual values” in their
lives. The dark pessimism and nihilistic beliefs of the “After
Auschwitz” theology do not resonate as they once did.

After all, today’s Reform Jewish lay leaders are the sunlit chil-
dren of American affluence, quality education, and creature com-
forts. Our laypeople no longer believe Reform Judaism can usher in
the universal Messianic Age, nor are they driven by the powerful
ethical demands of social justice. Even the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001 have not significantly diminished their relent-
lessly upbeat faith in themselves and the “American Dream.”

But even as they bask in today’s American society, many Reform
Jewsareechoing Peggy Lee’s musical lament, “Is That All There Is?”
They are hungry for that elusive Zeitgeist called “spirituality.” How
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that term is theologically defined and made real will decide the

future of Reform Judaism.

Perhaps Borowitz has once again accurately sensed what is need-

ed at this unique moment in the history of Reform Judaism:

We will have a more realistic sense of our postmodern traditional-
ism when we have the strength to confront the [Jewish] texts that
disagree with our Americanized values and lifestyle...we will gain
fresh insight into what we most deeply believe.
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