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The notice acknowledged that “these subjects have caused animated discus-
sion among the alumni and other friends of the Seminary [and] it is felt that
the time has come for the leaders of the faculty and Board as a whole to
review the policies of the institution.? Professors Louis Ginzberg, Alexander
Marx, and Mordecai Kaplan, members of the senior faculty, received a special
invitation to the meeting for, as Weinstein has noted, “. . . [Finkelstein]
knew the effect that would be gained from having Kaplan {theologically left]
and Ginzberg [theologically right] present.” Also in attendance were Rabbis
David Aronson, Louis M. Epstein, and Leon Lang as representatives of the
Rabbinical Assembly, all of whom were familiar with the views which Gold-
man and Steinberg represented.

The meeting, called for 5:30 p-m., did not adjourn until 10;00 p.m.

With the presidency of Louis Finkelstein, many individuals in the Conser-
vative Movement hoped that the Seminary would become 2 more Conserva-
tive institution than it was perceived as being in the Adler cra. Finkelstcin,
however, believed that in order to foster an environment in which Jews and
Judaism could thrive, the Seminary had to concern itself with the role of relj-
gion and its ability to effect the quality of life in America. He maintained that
the Seminary had to expand outward to include programs which would pro-
mote group understanding and an understanding of Judaism so that Jews
and Judaism would be accepted in the non-Jewish world. Thus, when Finkel-
stein did not take steps to lead the Seminary in a more Conservative direction
and, on the contrary, championed an expansion of the Seminary’s mission,
which to a larger extent focused on the broader American community, fol-
lowers were deeply disappointed. The critics gave vent to that disappoint-
ment in one way or another.

The criticism emanated from any number of quarters. The Seminary fac-
ulty, while not vocal in their opposition to the Seminary’s expanded mission,
were, for the most part, indifferent to it. The laity of the Conservative Move.-
ment, that is, those Jews who were members of the Conservative synagogues,
shared in much of the criticism bei g voiced by their Rabbis.5 Indeed, it was
from the members of the Rabbinical Assembly that the strongest and most
vocal criticism came. Most of the critics were unhappy with the new direction
in which Finkelstein was leading the Seminary for the very reason Finkelstein
valued it, namely, its bread¢h. Rabbi Milton Steinberg, a member of the Rab-
binical Assembly and rabbi of a leading Conservative congregation in New
York, maintained that the Seminary had been “distracted” from its main mis-
sion. “. ., [Tlhe Seminary has allowed itself to be so terribly distracted, to

3 Ibid.

* Weinstein, pp. 44-45,

® Finkelstein, however, believed thar the laity were more interested in dealing with the
problems of the world than were the rabbis of their congregations, He also believed that since
the members of the Seminary’s Board were also Movement laity, and since they supported the
direction in which the Seminary was going 4.c.d. laity did support the Seminary’s mission.
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also prove helpful in building bridges [italics mine] across all kinds of
differences in the world.28?

Jews have a job to do in this world—and the job is to act as bridgers
[italics mine] and conciliators.290

When dealing with the threat of the Rabbinical Assembly vis-d-vis the han-
dling of Jewish law, Finkelstein commented that:

just as [the men of the Great Assembly] built the bridge between Bible
and Talmud, so [we] . . . given sufficient and effective guidance, can
build the &ridge [italics mine] between Talmudic and future Judaism.29!

When the Seminary opened its College of Jewish Music—Cantors Insti-
tute, Stroock proclaimed in his convocation address that “the Seminary now
turns its energies and its resources toward building yet another bridge [italics
mine] of spiritual communication, a bridge [italics mine] of music.”292

Upon his return from one of his customary summers in England and
Israel, Finkelstein spoke of

. . . the great need in the world to discover new bridges [italics mine]
of spiritual communication among men [for] if ideas are to be a unify-
ing force rather than a divisive force, they must be freely exchanged
among men.2%3

And so Finkelstein shaped a Seminary in the tradition of his predecessors
which sought to build bridges throughout the world community. His emis-
saries in that undertaking were to be the graduate rabbis who were trained
not as salesmen to scll a particular brand of Judaism, but as “bridge builders”
between disparate elements in the general American community.

In the words of one rabbi who recalled Schechter’s call for the Seminary
to be a reconciling influence in American Jewry, setting itself against those
tendencies that make for disunion, for divisiveness, for separation,

I have tried, in my humble way, to act up to that role, and to perform
the function which I conceive to be the role and function of every true
and loyal Seminary man. And so, I did organize the Rabbinical Associ-
ation of Boston. . . . we [Seminary graduates] s[a]t around the table
with the graduates of Yeshivas, the Orthodox men and the graduates
of the two Reform schools and together we deliberate[d] and we
work[ed] for the advancement of the cause of Judaism.2%4

Knowledge was Finkelstein’s main building material in the construction of his
“bridges.” Accordingly, building the Seminary as a center of scholarship and
Jewish learning was what essentially motivated all that Finkelstein attempted

289 ouis Finkelstein to Mrs. Warburg, 18 September 1945.

290 Cincinnati Engusrer, Tune 24, 1945.

291 Louis Finkelstein to Max Davidson (Law Committee Chair), 17 June 1952.
292 Alan M. Stroock at Seminary convocation, September 14, 1952.

293 TTS press release, August 4, 1952,

2% Rabbinical Assembly Proceedings, 1947, p. 386.
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to do. With the destruction of the major European centers of Jewish learning,
the Seminary was destined to be the continuing link in the pursuit of Jewish
knowledge and the training of Jewish scholars and religious leaders.

Finkelstein accomplished all that he did, according to Kaplan, “in a more
strenuous time and under more difficult conditions than those with which
Dr. Schechter had to cope.”% Schechter maintained that “amid all these
Judaisms and no Judaisms, my colleagues and I are called upon to create a
theological seminary which should be all things to all men, reconciling all
parties and appealing to all aspects of the community.” It is exactly this, “the
reconciling of all parties and appealing to all aspects of the community that,”
Kaplan said, “Finkelstein had accomplished. . . .”29

Professor Salo Baron, the Dean of American Jewish historians, remarked
in the early 1940°s that

If ever . . . the Jewish people has been in need of a farsighted and
courageous leadership, it is in these days of great crisis. If the leaders,
in particular of American Jewry, equipped with the knowledge fur-
nished them by the methods of modern social and historical sciences
and imbued with the accumulated wisdom of the ages of rabbis and
thinkers, will undertake to look courageously into the realities as they
are and to adopt measures which they will consider best . . . then they
may yet be destined to render a historical service. . . 297

Finkelstein brought to bear that farsighted and courageous leadership dur-
ing this period (1940-55) of his presidency of the Jewish Theological Semi-
nary and, in so doing, rendered that “historical service.”

Finkelstein continued to serve as the head of the Jewish Theological Semi-
nary for another 17 years, resigning in 1972. As indicated above, this study
covered only the first 15 years of his tenure because, for the most part,
Finkelstein’s greatest accomplishments had been achieved during that period.
As the head of the Seminary, and the titular head of the Conservative Move-
ment, he transformed the Seminary from a local rabbinical school into a
major institution of Jewish scholarship, professional training, and communal
outreach.

In the process, he became recognized and respected as the spokesman for
Judaism in America. Indeed, he was a charismatic figure, admired by all who
knew him. During his tenure, the Conservative Movement became the
largest Jewish denomination in the United States. In 1986, the Seminary
renamed the Institute for Religious and Social Studies, Finkelstein’s beloved
vehicle of ecumenism, the Louis Finkelstein Institute.

Amazingly, during the period under study, Finkelstein was also able to
compile a prodigious bibliography of articles and scholarly publications—in

295 Ibid., 1945.
296 Ibid.
27 Baron, p. 15.
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excess of 258.298 It was this deep and prolific scholarship which powered his
public leadership 299 After stepping down as the head of the Seminary, he
continued to pursue his passion for scholarship, publishing additional schol-
arly works. He died in 1991 at the age of 96.

CONCLUSION

Deriving conclusions from this study is made difficult by the fact that the Jew-
ish Theological Seminary was then, as institutions of theological education go,
sui generis. What distinguished it at the time from its Christdan counterparts
was the fact that it both trained and ordained its students. Hence, it fulfilled
the role of both academy and “church,” which would be the two institutions
which would fulfill these roles in virtually all mainstream Christian denomina-
tions. What separated JTS from virtually all of its Christian counterparts was
the fact that it was also the sole training institution within the Conservative
Movement. There was simply nowhere else in the world that one could be
ordained as a Conservative rabbi. When a denomination has more than one
training institution, it is possible for each one of them to cultivate a unique
emphasis, with one, perhaps, favoring rigorous academic training and another
emphasizing spiritual development and pastoral preparation. Notwithstanding
its early Jewish and interdenominational mission, the Seminary, by virtue of
being the only academic instituion serving the Movement, had to be all of
these things to all who were members of that Movement.

Even among Jewish institutions of theological education, the Seminary
remained sui generis. While some other institudons also trained and ordained
their clergy, as did JTS, they were dissimilar in other ways. For example, in
the Orthodox community there were many different yeshivot, each of which
granted ordination, whereas JTS was the sole ordaining institution in the
Conservative Movement. Furthermore, whereas the Reform lay synagogal
body founded Hebrew Union College, the Seminary, on the other hand,
established its own lay group and was therefore, not subordinate to it.

Notwithstanding the JTS’s uniqueness, certain conclusions may be drawn
from its history and experience between the years of 1902-1955. The found-
ing tenets on which the Seminary was reorganized in 1902, and their contin-
ued underlying role in the institution’s evolving mission, called for the institu-
tion to work on several different levels simultaneously. On the one hand, it
was an academy, and within that construct of mission tried to function eon at

least two levels: pure scholarship and intellectual activism. On the other hand,
it established for itself the role of fountainhead for a specific religious group.
Here, too, it attempted to perform on at least two different levels: that of the

398 A Bibliography of the Writings of Louis Finkelstein.
2% Scminary Chancellor Ismar Schorsch to Seminary Professor Menahem Schmelzer,
3/2/93.
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Conservative Movement and that of the broader, general society.:Wio:
all four levels simultaneously exacerbated the ambignity and tensionz
already existed inside and outside the institution. While this ‘broad; flui
ambiguous positioning of the Seminary was, in some ways, a key to ity
and success, working on all those fronts simultaneously resulted in-a
understanding for the work of the institution, for as Lindbeck, in his-analysiss
of university-related divinity schools, once observed, “the range of subjects
dealt with may not have to be reduced, but it may have to be integrated byss
defensible raison d’étre.”300
There was no better example of Lindbeck’s conclusion than Finkelstein’s
leadership of the Seminary. He attempted to have an academic institution
serve as the fountainhead of a religions Movement, while simultaneously
maintaining a sct of institutional values which were sufficiently separate and
apart from that Movement—at best, a difficult and taxing challenge. One
must remember that Finkelstein was not terribly threatened by the criticism
or the tensions which were generated by the Seminary’s critics. On the conx
trary, he told me in a 1989 interview that the tension between the congrega-
tional rabbis and the Seminary “was healthy.”301 Is it possible to convince:all
concerned parties that the ambiguity and tensions, which existed then and
continue today, are really quite normal, given the ethos of this Academyg
and, therefore, not to be taken so seriously? Obviously, for Finkelstein; itwas
possible; for all other concerned parties, it was not. Nevertheless, the ideal
goal would be to achieve a solid understanding between the leadership ofthe
Academy and the Movement which it represents. e e
Finkelstein’s tenure also shows the observer that a leader in a similar sitnation
must (a) be strong and (b) have a clear sense of direction. I believe that Finkel-
stein was able to accomplish as much as he did, and serve as long as' he-did;
because he was both forceful and resilient; that is to say, his thinking was ~no;
casily swayed by the demands of his critics nor did he allow himself to-be-con- »
sumed by any momentary fad. On the contrary, he was clear in his owr mind
about what he wanted to accomplish and was armed with the determination-to
see his plan through to completion. This study proves that Finkelstein was:not
the originator of the conflicts within the Conservative Movement, but-rather i
that they were endemic to the very nature of the institution. Thus, what Finkel-
stein’s tenure illustrates is how one mediates such conflicts: at times successfully,
at other times not. To aid him in his effort toward building a consensus among’
the various organizations of the Movement, as well as within the Seminary itself,
were such men as Greenberg, Arzt, Geflen, Davis, and later Mandelbaum.
Even when Finkelstein may have been the cause of the some of the con-

300 Lindbeck, 1976, p. 5.
301 Interview with Finkelstcin, January 4, 1989, “that is the way it must be because those
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flicts, he always resisted further exacerbating them. One can only imagine
what the state of the Seminary would have been had he acted in a more
authoritarian fashion. Accordingly, today’s leaders need to exercise a similar
mediating style of leadership, constantly rising above the petulant arguments
of their critics, in order to maintain a sense of organizational cohesion and
respectful leadership. Indeed, such leadership qualities are needed, not only
for the Seminary to remain viable, but also for the Movement to survive into
the 21st century for, in truth, I do not believe that either can survive without
the other.

Accordingly, the chasm between the Seminary and the Movement should
never again be as wide as it was in Finkelstein’s time. Finkelstein, the “bridge
builder,” was single-minded in bridging group differences in virtually all areas
except one—the entire Conservative Movement itself. Greater effort needed
to be expended on the part of the Seminary to integrate the parts of the
Movement for purposes other than fund-raising. It was unrealistic then, and
it is even more unrealistic today, for the Seminary to depend on the con-
stituents of the Movement for support without sufficiently “servicing them.”
Finkelstein did, indeed, begin to develop a role for the Seminary as “broker”
for the broader community, but he did not carry it far enough; that is, he did
not successfully achieve the bridging of authentic scholarship with the needs
of the people—at least not with those people who themselves constituted the
Conservative Movement. Finkelstein’s Seminary simply did not reach out to
mainstream Conservative Jews with its unique, albeit complex, message or
with the message of Conservative Judaism. Granted that in the period under
study, a denominational message was not a desideratum for a number of rea-
sons, that was probably not the case in the second half of Finkelstein’s presi-
dency, and it certainly is not so today. A more direct, systematic, and inte-
_grated appeal to the members of the Conservative Movement is critical in

order to mediate the sense of ambiguity and mission conflict that continues
within the Movement today. [The ideology and underlying philosophy that
are Conservative Judaism is itself fraught with ambiguity and creatve ten-
sions.] Thus, if Conservative Judaism is to be understood by the members of
the Movement in a way that enables them to feel connected to it, and as a
result to feel a sense of commitment and loyalty to the Seminary and the
Movement’s other national organizations, then the religious and philosophi-
cal meaning of Conservative Judaism must emanate from the Movement’s
fountainhead, clearly, forcefully, and most important, frequently. Indeed, if
the Seminary is to remain viable into the next century, it will have to take the
Movement more seriously than did Finkelstein.

Whether the Seminary can do so successfully, while still maintaining its elitist
image as a premier academic institution, remains a question. In truth, it is really
several questions, for implicit in this larger query is the question of whether or
not the Seminary dhould strive to maintain the image of an elite Academy, or
instead should it change its image to serve the Movement through the profes-
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sional training of religious and educational leaders? If the Seminary desires to
remain a premier graduate school, then the question is whether it possesses, or
can acquire, the resources and the determination to sustain that goal while
simultaneously expanding its outreach to the Movement.

However, the Seminary is not the only catalyst for change within the Con-
servative Movement, for, in truth, it matters little what the Seminary and its
leadership desire if the Movement and its leaders are not prepared to accept
and support the Seminary and its Chancellor as the head of the Movement.
The Seminary cannot be a successful leader of the Movement unless and untl
the Movement is prepared to accept them wholeheartedly as such. As long as
there is a power struggle between the Rabbinical Assembly and/or the
United Synagogue with the Seminary for the right to be the leader of the
entire Movement, the institution’s ability to lead, regardless of the best of its
intentions, is doomed to failure.

One conclusion that emerges from this study is that at the root of the ten-
sions between the Seminary and the Movement lies the desire for power.
When one strips away the debate over denominationalism versus non-
denominationalism, between having or not having a clear definition of Con-
servative Judaism, the Seminary being an academy of independent thinkers or
an academy where the Jewish message and life-style are hammered out in
direct confrontation with the secular world, one is left with three organiza-
tions fighting for power—the power to be the leader of the Conservative
Movement. While this desire for power is predicated on a belief held by each
of these organizations that it has a rightful claim to be the leader of the
Movement, whether it be as perceived builders of the Movement (the Rab-
binate), or the body politic of the Movement (the laity and their congrega-
tions), the struggle with the Seminary comes down, nonetheless, to a thirst
to control the Movement and direct its course. Obviously, Schechter’s
founding tenet, that only an academy of Torah scholars could be the head of
a Jewish community, was never accepted by the rest of the Movement. Until
it is accepted, or until there is unanimity among the participants as to who or
what organization should be the Movement’s leader, there will be no real
unity in the Movement, and any efforts made to achieve it will amount to lit-
tle more than tilting at windmills. Until this critical issue is resolved, leader-
ship of the Movement will be at best symbolic, and therefore, ineffective.

Finkelstein understood clearly that the Seminary gua Academy was not in
and of itself a viable commodity because too few in the community could
understand, let alone appreciate, why the scholarship of its faculty was so
important. Furthermore, the Seminary, as a school training religious func-
tionaries, was also of limited salability within the community when there were
other institutions which trained rabbis and cantors, even if they were not of
the Conservative persuasion. Accordingly, Finkelstein realized that in order
to support both pure scholarship and professional training, there must be a
third element which would bring the institution to the attention of the com-




"~ pinity-in ways that it could understand its mission and find it exciting. It

was fere that Finkelstein placed much of his effort creating new and provoca-
tive outreach programs, which served to promote, in the public eye, both
himself and the institution. The need for this third element, if you will, is as
necessary today as it was then. It calls for an imaginative linking of the Semi-
nary’s scholarship and training mission to the issues of the day, thereby
demonstrating that the Seminary and Conservative Judaism have something
meaningful to say about society’s problems and challenges.

Dr. Michael B. Greenbaum is Vice Chancellor of the Jewish Theological Seminary and its Chief
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My Father, Louis Finkelstein

Hadassah Davis
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Louis Finkelstein loved to tell stories. My son Ernie writes:

Grandpa was the most wonderful storyteller I have known. When 1
was small the stories were about Nurdunk the elephant, Purdink the
Lion and me. A few years later, I remember, he told enthrallingly the
tale of Elijah the Prophet. But the great days of storytelling came
when I was an adult. Particularly at a Shabbat lunch, with just the fam-
ily, he would start, and story would follow story. Stories about his
family, especially his father; of his colleagues; of his experiences in the
Bronx and at the Seminary; of his encounters with famous people; of
the early beginning of the century in Brownsville; of the great rabbis
of Eastern Europe and of America. . . . Over the years I must have
heard thousands.

Ernie not only listened to my father’s stories; he wrote many of them
down. One story takes us back several generations.

When Grandpa’s father was in his last illness at the hospital, Grandpa was
visiting him and thought to cheer him up by asking him to tell a story of
Rabbi Israel Salanter. [Isracl Lipkin known as Salanter, (1810-1883) was
both a student of ethics and an exemplar. He founded a moral movement
based on the study of traditional ethical literature, and when cholera swept
Vilna in 1848, he worked in all the most dangerous relief activities. When the
Day of Atonement fell during the epidemic, he ordered the congregation to
partake of food, and he set the example by publicly eating. ]

Grandpa’s father told the following story: Once Rabbi Israel Salanter was
in the middle of giving a talk when his favorite student, Rav Isaac walked in.
Salanter said “Rav [2’], you’re late”, and then continued with his talk.

Shortly after, Grandpa’s father died.
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