
At Sinai God proclaimed His everlasting
relationship to the Jewish people when He uttered the
awesome words, “I am the Lord your God.” The
divine spark was at that moment implanted in every
Jewish soul and became part of our essential being.  It
is that spark that stirs us to seek our Maker and
empowers us to overcome the conflicts between  con-
temporary cultural values and those of Judaism.

At Sinai God also admonished our People not
“to possess other gods in My Presence.” The
Emancipation which began in the late 18th century
offered “other gods,” and too many Jews rejected
Judaism for the glitter of secular gods.  The early
Reform movement sought to institutionalize that rejec-
tion and developed an antipathy to the fundamentals
of the faith.

In our own day, there is renewed interest in 
ritual within the Reform movement and an increased
emphasis on Jewish education in Conservative circles.
Despite these trends, however, there is a growing sense
of the inadequacy of the Reform and Conservative
lifestyles among their members.  The creation of patri-
lineal descent as a criterion of Jewish identity by the
Reform movement, in complete violation of Jewish law,
is one of the greatest tragedies of Jewish history and has
delivered an incalculable blow to the unity of our
People. 

The American Jewish community is at a critical
juncture.  It is time to return to our roots; to the source
of our being as a People; to Sinai and to our Torah.  It
is time to come home.

The first-person stories in this special section we re
written by our brothers and sisters who have had to
t r a vel long and arduous roads to attain the faith of our
fathers and mothers.  Ho p e f u l l y, they will help facilitate
the road back for those ye a rning to achieve a deeper and
m o re genuine connection to Judaism.  And for re a d e r s
a l ready committed to h a l a c h a h , these odysseys re ve a l
insights into the non-Ort h o d ox world — and a view of
our heritage through fresh and attentive eye s .

HOMECOMING
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Let me backtrack now to that original decision to apply
to rabbinical school.  That decision struck all those who
knew me like a thunderbolt.  Until then, it had been wide-
ly assumed that my career ambition was to be the first
Jewish president.  I never saw myself as a spiritual seeker
nor, I suspect, did anyone who knew me.

True, in law school I had written a thirty-page intellectu-
al autobiography in the form of ruminations on Ivan’s
statement in The Brothers Karamazov, “If God does not
exist, everything is permitted.”  I agreed with Ivan, but was
unable to accept that everything is permitted.  Therefore
God must exist.  “Perhaps I should become a rabbi and
not a lawyer,” I concluded.  But if such thoughts occasion-
ally crossed my mind, they were never shared with my
friends and had no visible consequences on my life.

I grew up in a highly identified, but not very observant
home.  We did not have pork in the house, but that was
our only concession to the laws of kashrus.  Friday night
dinner was the center of the familial week.  Requests for
exemptions were frowned upon.  My mother always lit
candles, and my father made Kiddush.  But once dinner
was over, we were free to do whatever we wanted.

Religious observance tended toward symbolic assertions
of Jewish pride.  Thus from the age of eight or nine, I fast-
ed on Yom Kippur, but Yom Kippur afternoon was usually
spent watching the World Series on TV.  I heard some-
thing once about wearing tennis shoes on Yom Kippur,
and decided to do so one year.  As we exited the car, one
of my younger brothers started laughing hysterically.

“The rule is not that you wear tennis shoes, you fool,”
he kindly informed me.  “It’s that you don’t wear leather,
and your shoes are pure leather.”  Chagrined, I drove
home and put on my regular dress shoes before returning
to synagogue.

Before the Supreme Court banned school prayer, we
used to recite the 23rd Psalm at school assemblies.  I fre-
quently refused to rise with the rest of class on the grounds
that I was Jewish.  Only 30 years later, did it finally dawn
on me that the words, “Though I walk through the valley
of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil…” which I
refused to recite out of Jewish pride, are the words of
Mizmor L’David that I sing at Shalosh Seudos every week.
How was I supposed to know that Psalms were written by
a Jew?

When I was five, my grandfather died, and I can
remember my father taking me and my younger brother
onto his knees and explaining that God had taken
Grandpa to live with Him.  It was the last time I can recall
God being mentioned in our house.

As a young child, I once told my mother that it struck
me as cruel to take a calf away from its mother to be
killed.  My mother told me that Judaism also believed that.
Her response was somehow reassuring, but it was also the

last theological discussion I recall.
I started Hebrew school in second grade, and when I

finished my seven years of six-hour-a-week instruction, I
could read haltingly, but had no idea that Hebrew was
based on three-letter roots or that verbs also could be con-
jugated in the past and future tenses.

My ignorance of Judaism was matched only by my
assurance that I was well versed in its contents.  Chief
among the verities that I carried around with me and
which were the source of so much of my Jewish pride was
a set of distinctions between Judaism and Christianity:
Judaism is a “this worldly” religion while Christianity
stresses an afterlife; Judaism emphasizes action and
Christianity faith.

The Power of 
Shabbos Candles and Kiddush
By Seth Maxwell

inspiration.  If that doesn’t work, try this:  God did speak,
but sometimes He changes His mind as human beings
progress and become more enlightened.  Ignore the Torah’s
assertion of its own immutability.

At my initial JTS interview, I had expressed the desire to
be Orthodox but for my lack of background.  The inter-
viewer cringed noticeably and said that he would scream if
another interviewee told him that he viewed Orthodoxy as
more authentic Judaism.

In any event, I found myself unable to answer any of
Rabbi Bulman’s questions.  Having been a champion
debater through high school and college and winner of the
law school moot court competition, I concluded that if,
for once in my life I could find nothing to say, it was likely
the result of having a poor case to defend.

Rabbi Bulman also did something very clever:  He told
me to read sociologist Marshall Sklare’s Conservative
Judaism, especially the last chapter, “The Question of
Ideology.”  Since the book is largely a paean to the phe-
nomenal growth of the movement in the ’50s and ’60s,
Rabbi Bulman was taking a chance.  But his intuition was
good.

In the last chapter, Sklare demolishes Conservatism’s

claim to being a halachic movement.  Sklare writes of the
laity’s lack of interest in halachic decisions:  “[R]abbis now
recognize that they are not making decisions or writing
responsa, but merely taking a poll of their membership.”
Far from promoting religious growth, he concludes, the
Conservative movement fostered its decline:

Conservatism has been an abysmal failure:  there has been
a steady erosion of observance among Conservative
Jews….Conservatism’s defeat on the ritual front can be
demonstrated in almost every area of Jewish observance.

At the end of the summer, my wife announced that if
our Judaism was going to be the center of our lives we
should spend at least another year around those for whom
it really is the center of their lives.  We did.  Twenty years
later, we are still in Eretz Yisrael.

During my first year of practice with a major Chicago
law firm, I applied to the rabbinical school of the Jewish
Theological Seminary (JTS) and was accepted.  The fact
that I had never read a single word of Talmud and did not
daven regularly did not strike me at the time as any barrier
to being a Conservative rabbi, nor, apparently, did it strike
JTS as such.

In my application, I explained the fact that I did not
then participate in any prayer on a regular basis:  “Not
having been raised in a particularly observant household, I
really have very little idea of the prayers that comprise an
observant Jew’s day.  In part, too, my lack of observance is
a function of the fact that I am not presently part of a
community ordered around such observance.”

Though I never made it to JTS, that application was not
without consequences.  When I first met my wife and
introduced myself as a lawyer on the verge of abandoning
a lucrative law career for the rabbinate, she was suitably
impressed with my idealism.  (She later confessed that she
would never have considered marrying a corporate lawyer.)

Of more direct relevance to my story (though not my
life), my wife and I came to Jerusalem on our honeymoon
the summer before I was to enter JTS for a Seminary-
sponsored preparatory program.  A week of the program
was enough for me, and we soon began looking around for
some alternative institutional setting.  We eventually stum-
bled into Ohr Somayach and spent the rest of the summer
there.

After a few weeks at Ohr Somayach, we were invited for
Shabbos by one of my wife’s teachers.  On the way home
from Shabbos davening at Ohr Somayach, my host had
arranged for me to meet Rabbi Nachman Bulman.  Rabbi
Bulman started asking me about my career.  I was evasive,
but eventually he dragged out of me that I was to start
rabbinical school at JTS that fall.

Rabbi Bulman took this information in stride and began
discussing Conservative theology with me.  That was the
moment I dreaded, since I myself had never been able to
make sense of that theology, in particular its account of
what happened at Sinai.  One approach:  Something hap-
pened at Sinai, but God didn’t exactly speak, or at least
speak in words that we could understand.  The Torah is
just the human experience of that moment of Divine

I never saw myself as a
spiritual seeker…

Seth Maxwell is a writer living in Israel.
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My journey from Reform to Ort h o d ox Judaism has
taken many unusual turns.  Perhaps the most unusual is that,
despite living in Je rusalem and Brooklyn, it was not until I
a r r i ved in Peoria, Illinois, that I became a b a a l t e s h u va h.

How did a Reform rabbi become an Ort h o d ox Jew?  I
need to begin by explaining how I became a Reform rabbi.
My upbringing was totally in the Reform movement, but it
was not what I would now consider to be typical of Re f o r m
Judaism.  My family was active in a unique Reform congre-
gation.  It was a congregation where most of the members
we re deeply invo l ved and where Jewish education was taken
s e r i o u s l y.  I went to He b rew School three days a week and
attended Friday evening services re g u l a r l y.  I went to camps
run by the Reform movement and when I went to Israel for
the first time, my He b rew was quite good and I felt myself
to be a fairly knowledgeable Jew.

I remember the first time I went to an Orthodox syna-
gogue in Israel, I decided very quickly that it was not for
me.  I spent an entire year in Jerusalem, never once ques-
tioning who I was or making any attempt (except for my
one and only trip to a synagogue) to explore the possibili-
ties of Jewish life in Israel.  I had many Israeli friends and

basically lived as a secular Israeli.  The same thing is true
of my second year in Israel as a first-year rabbinic student
at HUC-JIR.  Again, I spent a whole year in Jerusalem,
not once thinking that there was any reason to look at any
other kind of Judaism.  The truth is that I was firmly root-
ed in Reform and, based on my experience, felt that it was
certainly as serious, if not more serious, than Orthodoxy.  I
believed that Orthodoxy was out of touch with the mod-
ern world and represented an attempt to freeze Jewish life
in a moment in history, while we Reform Jews were active-
ly engaged in making choices that integrated Judaism with
modern life.

My wife and I moved to Brooklyn and lived on the bor-
der of Flatbush and Boro Park for two years, while I
attended HUC-JIR in New York.  To make a long story
shorter, let’s say it was pretty much the same as my two
years in Jerusalem.  Despite the fact that I did study a little
Talmud with our neighbor’s son (who was a yeshivah
bochur) to prepare for class, I never found myself interested
in any exploration of the Orthodox community in which
we were living.  I spent one week laying tefillin at an
Orthodox shul (as a class assignment) and quickly gave it
up. We went to the only Reform temple in Boro Park on
Friday nights.

So what changed things for me?  After three more years
of rabbinical school in Cincinnati and four years in the

graduate program, I was still a strong
Reform Jew.  After the birth of our second
child, I decided to leave the Ph.D. program
at HUC-JIR and took a position as a rabbi
in a Reform congregation in Peoria, Illinois.

Before I begin to recount the factors that
caused me to look at things so differently,
let me first say that the Jews in Peoria are
wonderful people.  They have been
extremely nice to me and they are trying
hard to keep Jewish life going in a small
mid-western city.  Also, I do not believe
that the faults I found with Reform Judaism
are in any way unique to Peoria.  What I
observed there has been confirmed by
surveys and by my conversations with
colleagues in larger communities.

Almost immediately, I discovered that
only a tiny proportion of our congregation 

How Did a Reform Rabbi Become
an Orthodox Jew?
By Michael Arsers

Michael Arsers is the spiritual leader of Congregation Agudas
Achim in Peoria, Illinois.

I confidently asserted in a high school “Great Books”
class that Jews are free to believe whatever they want, as
long as they act correctly.  Correct action, of course, meant
collecting money for Biafra and tutoring inner city kids.  It
had nothing to do with halachic observance.

While the Conservative movement claims to be a
halachic movement, I cannot remember any discussion of
dinim [Jewish laws] in Hebrew school.  Howard Singer, a

former Conservative rabbi turned advertising executive,
has described an implicit pact between Conservative rabbis
and their congregations not to discuss Jewish law. That
pact was certainly observed in our synagogue.  I do, how-
ever, remember sermons on the nuclear freeze and other
hot topics, as well as many on the theme, “Judaism
thought of it first.”

I knew vaguely that there were some “frum” [obser-
vant] families in the synagogue who kept kosher (at least at
home) and even a few exemplars from Camp Ramah who
walked to synagogue, but this never occasioned the slight-
est guilt in my mind.

Why should it have?  As amazing as it may seem, my
family was more observant than those of any of my friends
in our upper middle-class, largely Jewish, suburb.  My
friends jokingly nicknamed me “the rabbi” for my piety –
which consisted chiefly of missing school for two days of
Rosh Hashanah.

The idea of halachah as a binding system was utterly for-
eign to me.  In my mind, I was a better Jew than my
friends because I did more Jewish things, but these were all
in the form of extra credit points.  In retrospect, I cannot
imagine how I related to all the Torah’s many injunctions
and prohibitions that we read about in synagogue.
Though I would often glance in my Hertz Pentateuch dur-
ing the Torah reading, somehow I never made the connec-
tion that these words were addressed to me.

Nor did it occur to me that there we re Jews who still live d
their lives according to these commandments.  Until I was in
my mid-twenties, I never met an Ort h o d ox Jew my own age
or even knew that they existed outside of Meah Sh e a r i m

(which I had visited once or twice as a picturesque curiosity.) 
I can only marvel at the cognitive dissonance I must

have experienced on Yom Kippur reciting the largely tradi-
tional liturgy and asking forgiveness for sins that I was not
even aware of and would not have acknowledged as sins if
I had known.

Yet my parents clearly did something right.  Of their
five sons, four are today Orthodox Jews living in Israel.
They raised us with the attitude that being Jewish was the
most important thing about us.  The only time a TV was
allowed near the family dinner table was during the UN
debates leading up to the 1967 War, and I will never forget
the tears on my mother’s face when she awakened us that
June morning to tell us that Israel was at war.

My brothers and I took our parents seriously about the
importance of our Judaism, and each of us came to Israel
after finishing college or graduate school to explore that
Judaism more deeply.  I frequently tell my parents that
they can hardly complain if we took them seriously, and,
baruch Hashem, they don’t.

Every baal teshuvah is an individual miracle, given the
prevailing skepticism with which virtually all Jews are
raised today.  And indeed each of my brothers and I fol-
lowed a different path, with different mentors, and only
indirectly affected one another.

Yet my brothers and I shared something in common.
There are some Jews for whom a sense of linkage to the
historical continuity of the Jewish people is essential.
When they realize that Jewish history is the history of a
people faithful to God and His Torah, they see no alterna-
tive to becoming Torah observant.  I think my brothers
and I all fit that category:  our actions, to some extent,
preceded our faith; we did and then we understood. 

Looking back at my JTS essay, I find a hint of that attitude:
For our ancestors the crucial fact about the mitzvot was

that each and every one of them was God-given.  To pick and
choose among mitzvot on the basis of what one feels he needs
to maintain his Jewish identity is to cut oneself off from the
faith of our forefathers.  If the mitzvot are truly God-given,
then it is certainly not for us to choose which ones we will
observe….

While I have not attained the simple faith of my ancestors, I
do not reject it in favor of any more “m o d e rn” understanding. 

My parents made us proud of being Jewish.  I cannot
defend the theological coherence of a Shabbos table
adorned with non-kosher food or of a Shabbos meal fol-
lowed by high school basketball games and parties.  But
the insistence on a Shabbos meal — on candles and
Kiddush — clearly left their impact.  Even in such attenu-
ated form, we were fortunate to have been raised with the
idea that there are some things you do because you are
Jewish and that it is a privilege to do so.

My ignorance of
Judaism was matched
only by my assurance

that I was well versed in
its contents.
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The path to Orthodoxy is long and labyrinthine.  Does
God exist?  Did He give the Torah?  Did He also provide
an oral tradition?  Like many Jews rediscovering their her-
itage, I had to confront and resolve each of these chal-
lenges.  Eventually, we pre-baalei teshuvah arrive at the
denominational crossroads.  Convinced of the Torah’s
Divine origin and aware that, to be decipherable, the
Pentateuch must have been given with an oral explanation,
I sought the Jewish movement in possession of that
ancient mesorah.

Identifying the Historical Trunk
Working chronologically, I began with the Orthodox.

About 2,000 years before the Reform and Conservative
movements arrived on the scene, Orthodox sages recorded
the claim that the oral tradition was received from God at
Sinai in 1248 B.C.E. and passed down intact to the sages
of the Mishnah.1 Later talmudic texts affirm belief in a
God-given oral tradition,2 as do the writings of medieval
and post-medieval Orthodox scholars.3 Although the
Sadducees and Karaites rejected the oral tradition of the
Orthodox, secular scholars concur that these groups were
short-lived splinters off the historical mainstream of
Orthodoxy.4 Until today, Orthodoxy claims, the oral tra-
dition has been passed intact, parent-to-child and teacher-
to-student.5 Theoretically, the Orthodox could possess the
original oral tradition.

The Reform Branch
The second-oldest extant Jewish movement is Re f o r m .

The grandfather of Reform was Moses Mendelssohn (1729-
1786).  Although Mendelssohn never publicly rejected the
To r a h’s or the oral tradition’s Divine origin, perhaps port e n-
t o u s l y, four out of six of Me n d e l s s o h n’s surviving childre n
c o n ve rted to Christianity.6 In a parallel event, one of
Me n d e l s s o h n’s greatest students, David Friedlander (1765-
1834), wrote to Pastor Te l l e r, C o u n s e l l o r of the Pru s s i a n
Mi n i s t ry of Religion, on behalf of himself and several other
Jewish householders, offering to join the Lutheran Churc h .
Only after Pastor Teller rejected Fr i e d l a n d e r’s request for

c o n version did this student of Mendelssohn set himself to
the task of reforming his own re l i g i o n .7

What Mendelssohn hesitated to say publicly about m e s o-
ra h, Abraham Geiger (1810-1874), the most influential of
Re f o r m’s second generation, boldly proclaimed.  In 1837,
Geiger called the first Reform rabbinical conference in
Wiesbaden, Ge r m a n y, and declared: “The Talmud must go,
the Bible, that collection of mostly so beautiful and exalted
h u m a n books, as a divine work must also go. ”8 With this
declaration, Reform became the first known group in more
than 3,100 years of Jewish history to deny the To r a h’s
Divine origin.9 The Reform rejected the m e s o ra h.

Shortly after Geiger organized German Reform, his
American counterpart, Isaac Mayer Wise (1819-1900)
launched the movement in the New World.  In an 1850
debate at the Charleston synagogue, he declared that he
didn’t believe in a personal messiah or in bodily resurrec-
tion,10 both of which were pillars of the Jewish oral tradi-
tion.11 In 1857, Wise published a new prayer book which
omitted the traditional prayers for a return to Zion, the
rebuilding of the Temple, etc., paving the way for Reform’s
official declaration of anti-Zionism in the Pittsburgh 

Tracing the Tree of Life
By Lawrence Kelemen

L a w rence Kelemen lectures on Me d i e val and Mo d e rn Je w i s h
Philosophy at Ne ve Ye rushalayim College of Jewish St u d i e s .
He is also the author of Permission to Be l i e ve: Four Rational
Ap p roaches to Go d’s Ex i s t e n c e and Permission to Re c e i ve :
Four Rational Ap p roaches to the To r a h’s Divine Or i g i n . In
addition, he translated Rabbi Shlomo Wo l b e’s book on Je w i s h
education, Planting and Building in Ed u c a t i o n.

had any kind of serious involvement with Judaism.  Very
few members even thought of themselves as religious Jews.
Clearly they were looking for something, as they had
joined — but it was a minimalist Jewish identity that

mainly had to do with having a Bar or Bat Mitzvah.  I dis-
covered that most people knew almost nothing about
Judaism.  Except for Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur,
Chanukah and the first night of Pesach, most Jewish holi-
days were observed by only a small fraction of the congre-
gation.  We had to employ all kinds of gimmicks to get
people to come.  Usually it meant giving their kids a part
in the service.

And then there were the demographic issues.  I became
very disheartened when I saw the large number of inter-
married couples and the high percentage of children who
thought they were Jewish because of patrilineal descent.
Many of my congregants were only accepted as Jews by the
Reform movement, but were not part of Klal Yisrael.

Despite my Reform upbringing, I was passionately com-
mitted to the unique importance of the Jewish People and
to the State of Israel.  When I realized how many of our
congregants would not be accepted as Jews in Israel due to
traditional Jewish laws, I was devastated.  I started arguing
with my colleagues that Reform was on a path to a com-
plete separation from the rest of the Jewish People and
besides, with so few of them seriously committed to reli-
gious life, what kind of Jewish future would this be?

After two years in Peoria, I saw the problem, but I
d i d n’t know what the solution could be.  I can re m e m b e r
sitting in a restaurant with one of my colleagues, eating a
t re i f meal and vehemently warning him that Re f o r m
Judaism had no future in K l a l Y i s ra e l and that most
Reform Jews would fade out of existence in the next few
g e n e r a t i o n s .

The power of Torah study is truly remarkable.  I con-
tinued to be interested in learning and someone lent me
some study tapes for Maseches Shabbos in the Mishnah.  I
sat down to start learning the mishnayos. What I discov-
ered had a tremendous impact on me.  The issues of con-
cern in the Mishnah seemed to be totally removed from
anything I knew, or anything that I had ever heard of.
Here I was a rabbi, and I did not know that it was forbid-

den to carry on Shabbos, which is what the Mishnah was
primarily discussing.  For the first time, I began to ques-
tion whether Reform was indeed a continuation of histori-
cal Judaism.  As I read and studied more, I came to see
that Reform is a dramatic break with the past, not the next
step in its historical evolution as I had believed.

But I still didn’t know what the central difficulty was
until I read an article by Yeshayahu Leibowitz in which he
argues that halachah is not just an aspect of Judaism, but
the defining aspect.  Many of my colleagues had called
Reform “non-halachic Judaism:”  I now knew that term to
be an oxymoron. But what was I to do?  Most people who
become observant can still make a living — but it’s not so
easy when you’re a Reform rabbi!  We were keeping strictly
kosher and I was as shomer Shabbos as I could be.  For two
years I still continued to serve the Reform congregation.
We sort of lived like Marranos:  secretly, I had become
Orthodox, but very few people knew.

I wanted to find a job where I could live openly as an
Orthodox Jew, but I couldn’t find anything suitable.  I had
started davening at the traditional congregation in Peoria
and when they heard that I wanted to leave my Reform
congregation, they asked me to become their rabbi.  And

that is what I have been doing for the past three years.  My
new congregation has been extremely warm and welcom-
ing.  They even had to overlook their by-laws to hire a
rabbi with Reform semichah.

Ever since I was a child, I have yearned to be a re l i g i o u s
Jew and take part in building the Jewish future.  With the
help of the Chicago Torah Ne t w o rk, I have learned that the
Ort h o d ox community is not stuck in the past, but is vibrant
and dynamic; and it’s the only hope for the Jewish future .
As I write this article, my wife and I are making the decision
to move to Chicago so that I can learn more intensely, and I
hope to be able to get an Ort h o d ox s e m i c h a h.

I haven’t written here about the challenges to our family
life which resulted from my transformation, but with
God’s help, things have worked out.  My son is a freshman
at the Skokie yeshivah and my two daughters are also mak-
ing the adjustment.  My wife is rediscovering much of
what she lost from her past as the daughter of traditional
Tunisian Jews who grew up in Israel.  I believe that as
Orthodox Jews our lives are richer, more committed to
God, and more securely rooted in the Jewish past and in
the Jewish future.

We sort of lived like
Marranos:  secretly, I

had become Orthodox…

The first time I went to an
O r t h o d ox synagogue…
I decided very quickly
that it was not for me.
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an advanced Bible seminar whose course description
promised “an analysis of the various sources of the
Pentateuch.”34 Finkelstein’s progressive approach to the
Pentateuch had instant practical consequences:  Despite
the Biblical prohibition on lighting fires on the Sabbath,35

the Rabbinical Assembly issued a paper permitting driving
automobiles to Sabbath services.36 Just as its Reform
ancestor had, Conservative “Judaism” was unraveling.

Finkelstein’s wife entirely repudiated her faith and
dropped all Jewish observances.37 Finkelstein’s own atti-
tude toward halachah might best be illustrated by his
approach to the mitzvah of pikuach nefesh [saving human
lives] during World War II.  In the period beginning in
1938, when many young German Jews applied to JTS to
get visas to America, Finkelstein refused to issue letters of
acceptance.38 According to the Seminary history, pub-
lished recently by JTS itself:39

The plight of ordinary Jews in Eastern Europe did not
occupy Finkelstein’s attention…  There is no doubt that
Seminary leaders, faculty and students knew of Nazi atrocities
against the Jews during World War II.  As a member of the
American Jewish Committee and the Joint Distribution
Committee, Finkelstein regularly received reports about Nazi
atrocities… Although moved by the plight of European Jewry,
he nevertheless neither responded to direct appeals to partici-
pate in protest actions on their behalf nor involved the
Seminary in any public activity about the Holocaust.

The JTS document states, “There is no evidence that
the Seminary tried to raise money in order to rescue
German Jews by admitting them as students.”40 Indeed,
money was not the obstacle:  In 1938 Finkelstein found all
the funds necessary to launch the Seminary’s Institute for
Interdenominational Studies, which “brought together
Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish clergy and scholars for
courses on the various religious traditions,”41 and “during
the war Finkelstein sought to expand the Institute, raising
money from Littauer, the Warburgs, and other Seminary
contributors, and obtaining a $20,000 grant from the New
York Foundation.”42 Finkelstein succeeded in opening
branches of the Institute in Chicago (1944) and Boston
(1945).43 In 1943, when asked why he was diverting criti-
cal resources to interfaith dialogue while European Jewry
was being exterminated, Finkelstein explained that the
Interfaith Institute “has evoked such high praise in many
quarters, and has done such effective work, that I am sure
all of us agree it must be kept open and expanded at all
costs.”44 When the Holocaust ended, Finkelstein’s interest
in international affairs was suddenly kindled.  Citing a let-
ter he wrote to the New York Times on 11 August 1945,
the Seminary history boasts that “Finkelstein’s concern for
brotherhood and democracy prompted him to extend sym-
pathy also to the Germans, and he urged the Allied occu-
pation forces to treat them benignly.”

Gerson Cohen (1924-1991), Finkelstein’s successor,
spent most of his career fighting for the ordination of
women rabbis.  Cohen was initially opposed to such a rad-
ical departure from tradition;46 but when a JTS-commis-
sioned survey found that synagogue members favored
women’s ordination, Cohen did an immediate about-
face.47 Cohen was initially stymied by the opposition of
the entire JTS Talmud staff; but he dealt with this problem
by creating an independent commission to decide the issue
and awarding only one (of 14) commission seats to a JTS
Talmud staff member.48 Half the commission seats were
given to laypeople.49 Cohen confided to friends that he
would “try to ram the commission’s report down the
Faculty’s throats.”50 HUC’s Ellenson and Bycel observe
that “The [Jewish Theological] Seminary – in deciding to
ordain women as rabbis – broke dramatically with whatev-
er remnant remained of its Orthodox roots.”51

Ismar Schorsch, JTS’ current Chancellor, admitted in
1986 that all of the Conservative clergy’s ties to the past,
to the mesorah, have been broken:  “There is almost no
common denominator between the profession of the mod-
ern [Conservative] rabbi… and the religious leadership of
the Middle Ages.”52 David Lieber, once president-emeritus
of the JTS branch in Los Angeles and president of the
International Association of Conservative Rabbis, offers
these (by now trite) confessions: “I do not believe in the
literal divine authorship of the Torah,”53 and “I do not
believe the law and its details to be of divine origin.”54

JTS Professor of Jewish Philosophy Neil Gillman describes
the movement’s position more eloquently: “The biblical
account of revelation is classic myth… Torah then repre-
sents the canonical statement of our myth.”55

And, again, disconnection from the mesorah has practical
consequences.  At the 1980 convention of Conservative
rabbis, Harold Kushner, one of the movement’s most influ-
ential leaders, offered these sober observations:56

Is the Conservative movement halakhic?  Not “Should it be
halakhic?,” not “Would the world be better, would my job be
easier, more gratifying if it were?”  But “Is it?”  And the
answer is that it obviously is not.  Conservative Judaism is not
halakhic because Conservative Jews are not halakhic, and
increasingly even Conservative rabbis are not halakhic.

Although it often takes time, lack of mesorah eventually
corrupts observance; and lax observance stimulates spiral-
ing assimilation.  In the Conservative movement today we

Analysis complete, I
stepped back to witness

O r t h o d oxy flowing
straight through history…

Platform of 1885.12 Wise went on to found the Reform
seminary, Hebrew Union College; and at their first gradua-
tion ceremony in 1883, Wise served “Little Neck Clams,
Fillet de Boef, Salade de Shrimps, Grenouiles (frogs legs) a
la Creme, and Ice Cream.”13

In mid-November, 1885, Dr. Kaufman Kohler convened
the Pittsburgh conference of Reform leaders, hoping to
formally establish official Reform positions on a range of
subjects.  Kohler attempted to set the conference’s tone
and direction with statements like, “We consider their [the
Holy Scripture’s] composition, their arrangements and
their entire contents as the work of men, betraying in their
conceptions of the world shortcomings of their age;”14 and
“We must discard the idea as altogether foreign to us, that
marriage with a Gentile is not legal.”15 In his opening
statement to the conference, Kohler told the assembly:

I do not for a moment hesitate to say it right here and in
the face of the entire Jewish world that… circumcision is a
barbarous cruelty which disfigures and disgraces our ancestral
heirloom and our holy mission as priests among mankind.
The rite is a national remnant of savage African life… Nor
should children born of intermarriage be viewed any longer
exclusively by the primitive national standard which deter-
mines the racial character of the child only by the blood of the
mother… I can no longer accept the fanciful and twisted syl-
logisms of Talmudic law as binding for us… I think, if any-
where, here we ought to have the courage to emancipate our-
selves from the thralldom of Rabbinical legality.16

With few modifications, the conference unani-
mously adopted Dr. Kohler’s proposed Pittsburgh
Platform.  The Reform movement thus accepted “as bind-
ing only the moral laws” of Judaism, rejecting, “all such as
not adapted to the views and habits of modern civiliza-
tion.”  The Platform swept away Jewish dietary laws
because “they fail to impress the modern Jew.”  Kohler was
then selected to be President of the Hebrew Union
College, and a year later he declared, “There is no justifica-
tion whatsoever for… the most precious time of the stu-
dent to be spent upon halachic discussions… [and] the
inane discussions that fill so many pages of the Babylonian
Gemara.”17 Under Kohler, the HUC preparatory depart-
ment required no Talmud study, although students were
asked to take courses in New Testament and Koran.18

Kohler referred to Reform Jewry as, “We who are no
longer bound to the Shulhan Aruk.”19 Within Reform cir-
cles, the mesorah was then not only lost; it was anathema.

By 1972, Reform had drifted to the extreme.  A surve y
commissioned that year by the Central Conference of
American [Reform] Rabbis, re p o rted that “Only one in ten
[ Reform] ra b b i s states that he believes in God ‘in the more
or less traditional Jewish sense.’ ”2 0 The remaining 90% clas-
s i fied their faith with terms like: “Agnostic;” “At h e i s t ; ”
“ Bahai in spirit, Judaic in practice;” “Po l yd oxist;” “Re l i g i o u s

Existentialist;” and “Theological Hu m a n i s t . ”2 1 During the
1990 Central Conference of American [Reform] Rabbis’
debate on the ordination of professed homosexuals, an
HUC professor reminded the committee that Leviticus 18
calls homosexual acts an abomination; but a member of the
majority easily disposed of his objection, saying, “It’s pre t t y
late in the day for scripture to be invoked in CCAR
d e b a t e s . ”2 2 The same ye a r, about 25% of Reform leaders
under age 40 had married gentiles.2 3 By 1991, the ove r a l l
intermarriage rate among Reform Jews had topped 60%.2 4

The Conservative Sub-Branch

A debate had long raged among Reform activists over
the pace at which Judaism should evolve.  While Abraham
Geiger felt reformers should actively lead the community
away from outdated beliefs and practices, his colleague
Zacharias Frankel, whom many cite as the Conservative
movement’s intellectual ancestor, felt that progressive lead-
ership would build resentment and stimulate rebellion, and
that therefore “the reformer’s task was simply to confirm
the abandonment of those ideas and practices which the
community had already set aside.”25 Thus Frankel wrote:26

The means [of transformation] must be grasped with such
care, thought through with such discretion, created always
with such awareness of the moment in time, that the goal will
be reached unnoticed, that the forward progress will seem
inconsequential to the average eye.

This in-house debate continued through the period of
the Hebrew Union College banquet and publication of the
Pittsburgh Platform.  Reform’s accelerating leaps away
from Jewish tradition jarred those who preferred Frankel’s
more subtle approach, and these conservatives branched
off to form a new movement – Conservative Judaism.  In
1886, they founded the Jewish Theological Seminary of
America, named for Frankel’s Jewish Theological Seminary
of Breslau.27 An article printed in the new institution’s
magazine declared that JTS would steer a course between
“stupid Orthodoxy and insane Reform.”28

As a branch off of Reform, the new Conserva t i ve gro u p
possessed no more affinity for the m e s o ra h than their pare n t
m ovement.  Solomon Schechter (1849-1915), who took
over JTS in 1902, violated the Sabbath publicly2 9 a n d
w rote that “the three r’s” stood for “rotten ranting rabbis.”3 0

C o n s e rva t i ve historians say that Schechter’s successor, Cy ru s
Adler (1863-1940) “s h a red the anticlerical bias.”3 1

Reform scholars laud the next head of the Conservative
seminary, Louis Finkelstein (1895-1991), for creating “a
new willingness on the [Jewish Theological] Seminary’s
part to apply [secular] critical method to the study of
[C]Humash.”32 Under Finkelstein’s guidance, JTS orga-
nized an essay competition in 1959 on the theme “The
Traditions in Genesis 1:1-25:17 – Resemblances to,
Dependencies Upon, and Contrasts With Traditions of
Other Peoples;”33 and by 1970 Finkelstein had introduced 
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see the beginnings of the spiritual and demographic
unraveling that rips apart any Jewish movement discon-
nected from mesorah:  One study found that 4% of
Conservative Jews rediscover Orthodoxy each year, 13%
move into Reform, and 35% drop all Jewish affiliation;
another found that 37% intermarry.57

Conservative Offshoots
The Conserva t i ve movement splintered twice, spinning off

the Re c o n s t ructionist Rabbinical Se m i n a ry in 1968 and the
Institute for Traditional Judaism in 1985.  Re c o n s t ru c t i o n i s t s ,
led by JTS professor Mo rdecai Kaplan, broke off to the left,
jettisoning belief in the supernatural altogether.5 8 T h e
Institute for Traditional Judaism, led by JTS professor Da v i d
Weiss Halivni, broke off to the right, arguing that God had
g i ven something to Moses at Sinai, but that that original re v-
elation had been corrupted and lost during the Ba by l o n i a n
e x i l e .5 9 Ac c o rding to Weiss Halivni, the Torah re p re s e n t s
only a sixth-century B.C.E. manmade guess as to the original
m a t e r i a l’s form and content.  Ac c o rding to both groups, we
do not possess a Go d - g i ven Torah, let alone a Divine oral tra-
dition explaining the Pe n t a t e u c h .

The Final Portrait

Analysis complete, I stepped back to witness
Orthodoxy flowing straight through history, reiterating in
each generation its ancient claim to a Divine Torah and
oral tradition.  Reform branched off two centuries ago and
immediately confessed that it possessed no mesorah.
Indeed, it intended to reform what it had received.  Reform
passed its lack of mesorah to Conservative, who bequeathed
the same to its left-wing and right-wing splinter groups.

Today, not only does Orthodoxy claim to possess the
God-given solution, their demographic performance attests
to it.  Even in the midst of the worst assimilation in
recorded Jewish history, today’s Orthodoxy produces the
lowest intermarriage rate (2%) and boasts not only the
highest day-school enrollment rate, but also the largest
adult enrollment in rabbinical seminaries (over 10,000).60

Moreover, I saw that even Orthopraxy-without-mesorah
– Jewish learning and mitzvah observance conducted with-
out intimate connections to the previous generation’s sages
(Mendelssohn-style) – eventually decays, producing
increasingly assimilated “movements,” until nothing is left
physically and spiritually of Judaism and its carriers.

Today, I realized, there are only two groups: Orthodox
who possess mesorah, and everyone else who doesn’t.61

Finally, perhaps crucially, I permitted myself a personal
immersion in the world of mesorah.  I entered the commu-
nity of sages and detected what thousands before me
found:  a profound sincerity that even the leaders among
the non-Orthodox admit they cannot replicate.  HUC
Professor of Jewish Religious Thought, Eugene Borowitz,
thus offers this confession:62

When the Bible was God’s book and the Oral Torah had
been given by God to Moses on Mount Sinai, there was no
question why one should give them reverent attention.  They
were God’s own communications and, in a time when there
no longer was prophecy, the best way one could be in touch
with the Divine.  When Reform Judaism insisted that the
various books of the Torah tradition were largely human cre-
ations, that had the advantage of allowing unprecedented
innovation.  It also devalued the old texts and made them less
sacred.  A simple experience brought the point home to me
tellingly.  I was teaching a group together with… an
Orthodox scholar.  After reading a rabbinic passage to the
group he put his book down on a desk, but so near the edge
that it became unbalanced and fell off.  He quickly retrieved
it, kissed it, and put it more carefully on the desk, not stop-
ping in the development of the theme he was presenting.
Kissing books, particularly when they have fallen, is a nice old
Jewish custom which reflects very much more than respect for
authors and publishers.  It is related to our belief that our
books derive ultimately from God – that in loving God one
loves God’s words, the Oral and Written Torah.  I wonder if
liberal Jews with their sense of the humanity of our sacred lit-
erature could ever come to such regard for Torah that – leav-
ing aside their sense of propriety – they could ever think of
kissing one of its volumes.

I cried the first time I saw a yeshivah daven — ordi-
nary, but sincere people pouring forth their hearts in whis-
pered praise and pleas, the way their teachers and teachers’
teachers had for centuries.  I was dumbfounded watching
Orthodox businessmen arrive in the beit hamidrash at 5:00
a.m. to pore over the daf hayomi – a feat many non-
Orthodox rabbis are incompetent to perform — and
touched when I found that they also returned after work
each evening to prepare with their rebbe for the next morn-
ing’s class.  I remember vividly the first time I accompa-
nied Tomchei Shabbat — an unlikely conspiracy of
teenagers, young professionals and elderly sages — on their
way to furtively deliver crates of challahs, grape juice and
chicken to the community’s needy every erev Shabbat; and
I recall trembling when I discovered that such an organiza-
tion exists (and has always existed) in Orthodox communi-
ties around the world.  I will never forget the intense con-
cern that filled my teacher’s bright eyes when, stroking his
white beard, he read to me the Talmudic passage, “If a
man masters the entire Bible and Talmud, but fails to
make intimate connections with the previous generation’s
sages, he forever remains an ignoramus.”63 I will never for-
get how he held my hand and whispered, “You must
always have a rebbe.”  It was with this portrait before me
that I returned to Orthodoxy, to mesorah, and to a world
of promise and awe – a world in which my children,
grandchildren and great-grandchildren will touch Divinity
and, with reverence and passion, lovingly kiss their sefarim.

Notes:
1. For example, see Pirkei Avot 1:1-2.
2. For example, see Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Brachot 5A, Shabbat
31A, Megillah 19B, and Gittin 60B
3. Maimonides’ Introduction to Seder Zeraim
4. See Josephus, An t i q u i t i e s XIII:7; Hyam Ma c c o by, Re volution in Ju d a e a
( New Yo rk: Taplinger Publishing Company, 1973), pp.55-74; Leon
Ne m oy, K a raite An t h o l o gy ( New Ha ven: Yale Un i versity Press, 1952).
5. For example, see Rabbi D.Z. Hoffman, Die Erste Mischna (Berlin,
1882), p. 3, and H. Chaim Schimmel, The Oral Law (Jerusalem:
Feldheim, 1987), pp. 19-35.
6. Alexander Altmann, Moses Mendelssohn: A Biographical Study
(University of Alabama Press:1973), pp.4-5, 98.
7. David Ru d a v s k y, Mo d e rn Jewish Religious Movements:  A Hi s t o ry of Em a n c i p a t i o n
and Adjustment (New York: Behrman House, Inc., 1967), pp. 156-7.
8. Michael A. Meyer, Response to Modernity:  A History of the Reform
Movement in Judaism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), p.91.
9. Even the Sadducees, Karaites, and Christians professed belief in the
Torah’s Divine origin; they only rejected the Orthodox oral tradition.
10. David Rudavsky, Modern Jewish Religious Movements: A History of
Emancipation and Ad j u s t m e n t ( New Yo rk: Behrman House, Inc., 1967), p. 288.
11. Maimonides’ introduction to Perek Chelek (Tractate Sanhedrin),
Foundations #12 and #13.
12. While the historical mainstream clung tightly to the dream of a
return to Zion for 2,000 years of exile, the fifth item in the Pittsburgh
Platform declares, “We consider ourselves no longer a nation, but a reli-
gious community, and therefore expect neither a return to Palestine nor
the restoration of any of the laws concerning the Jewish state.”  The
movement softened its position in its 1937 Columbus Platform, but
still feared offering enthusiastic encouragement to return from the
Diaspora: “In all lands where our people live, they assume and seek to
share loyally the full duties and responsibilities of citizenship… [yet] in
the rehabilitation of Palestine we behold the promise of renewed life for
many of our brethren.”  In its 1976 San Francisco Platform, the Reform
movement echoed this limited Zionism, “We encourage aliyah for those
who wish to find maximum personal fulfillment in the cause of Zion,”
immediately adding, “We demand that Reform Judaism be uncondi-
tionally legitimized in the State of Israel.”
13. See John J. Appel, “The Trefa Banquet,” C o m m e n t a ry, Fe b. 1966, pp. 7 5 - 7 8 .
14. Walter Jacob, ed., The Pittsburgh Platform in Retrospect:  The
Changing World of Reform Judaism, (Pittsburgh: Rodef Shalom
Congregation Press, 1985), p.104.
15. Ibid., p. 112.
16. Ibid., p.101.
17. Jack Wertheimer, ed., Tradition Renewed: A History of the Jewish
Theological Seminary of America, volume 2, (New York: Jewish
Theological Seminary of America, 1997), p. 550.
18. Tradition Renewed, volume 2, p. 551.
19. Ibid., p. 550.
20. Theodore I. Lenin and Associates, Rabbi and Synagogue in Reform
Judaism, (West Harford: Central Conference of American Rabbis,
1972), pp. 98-99.
21. Ibid.
22. Milton Himmelfarb, “What Do American Jews Believe” sympo-
sium, Commentary, August 1996, p. 35.
23. Elliot Abrams, Faith or Fear, (New York: Free Press, 1997), p. 108.
24. Egon Ma ye r, “Jewish Continuity in An Age of Intermarriage,” in
Symposium on In t e rmarriage and Jewish Continuity, volume 1, Council of
Jewish Federations General Assembly, Ba l t i m o re, MD, November 21, 1991.
25. Michael A. Meyer, Response to Modernity:  A History of the Reform
Movement in Judaism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), p.91.
26. Ibid., p.85.
27. Tradition Renewed, volume 2, p.57.
28. American Hebrew 57:18 (6 September 1895), p. 426.  In the history
of Conservative Judaism published by the Jewish Theological Seminary,
American Hebrew is described as “an unofficial voice for the [Jewish

Theological] Seminary, indeed an arm of Seminary propaganda and
publicity” (Tradition Renewed, volume 1, p. 38).
29. Ibid., p. 60.
30. Ibid., p. 68.
31. Ibid., p. 56.
32. David Ellenson and Lee Bycel, “A Seminary of Sacred Learning: The
JTS Rabbinical Curriculum in Historical Perspective,” in Tradition
Renewed, volume 2, p. 559.  Ellenson is Professor of Jewish Religious
Thought at HUC-Jewish Institute of Religion in Los Angeles, and Bycel
is Dean of the same school. 
33. Ibid.
34. Ibid.
35. Exodus 35:3.
36. Tradition Renewed, volume 2, p. 420.
37. Ibid., volume 1, p. 530.
38. Marsha L. Rozenblit, “The Seminary During the Holocaust Years,”
in Tradition Renewed, volume 2, p. 278-9.  Rozenblit is Professor of
Modern Jewish History at the University of Maryland, College Park.
39. Ibid., pp. 282-289.
40. Ibid., p.279.
41. Ibid., p. 286.
42. Ibid., p. 287.
43. Ibid.
44. Ibid.
45. Ibid., pp. 295-6.
46. Ibid., p. 489.
47. Ibid., p. 497-9.
48. Ibid., p. 492-5.
49. Commission members included: Victor Goodhill (Professor of
Otologic Research, UCLA); Marion Siner Gordon (Attorney); Rivkah
Harris (Assyriologist); Milton Himmelfarb (American Jewish
Committee); Francine Klagsburn (Author); Harry Plotkin (Attorney);
and Norman Redlich (Dean, NYU Law School).
50. Tradition Renewed volume 2, p. 502.
51. Ibid., p. 574.
52. Ibid., p. 575.
53. David Lieber, “What American Jews Believe” symposium,
Commentary, August 1996, p. 53.
54. David Lieber, “The State of Jewish Belief” symposium,
Commentary, August 1966, p. 116.
55. Neil Gillman, “What American Jews Believe” symposium,
Commentary, August 1996, p. 23.
56. Harold Kushner, “Is the Conservative Movement Halakhic?” in
Proceedings of the 1980 Convention (Rabbinical Assembly, 1980).
57. North American Jewish Data Bank data extrapolated from the 1990
National Jewish Population Survey.  See also Chaim I. Waxman,
American Jews in Transition (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,
1983), p. 186.
58. Mordecai Kaplan, Judaism as a Civilization (New York: The
Macmillan Co., 1934), pp. 303-405.
59. David Weiss Halivni, Revelation Restored (Boulder: Westview Press,
1997), pp. 1-10.
60. Elliott Abrams, Faith or Fear (New York: The Free Press, 1997), pp.
166-197.  See also M. Herbert Danzger, Returning to Tradition: The
Contemporary Revival of Orthodox Judaism (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1989) and Janet Aviad, Return to Judaism (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1983).
61. The non-Orthodox editors of Commentary made the same observa-
tion in the introduction to their 1966 symposium The State of Jewish
Belief: “Reading the responses, one sees that the true division is between
Orthodox and non-Orthodox.  Cover the identifications of the non-
Orthodox and what they write will not usually give you a clue to a
Reform or a Conservative affiliation.”
62. Eugene Borowitz, Reform Judaism Today (New York: Behrman
House, Inc., 1977), p. 133.
63. Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Brachot 47b.

JEWISH ACTION Summer 5759/1998 JEWISH ACTION Summer 5759/1998



Yes, some of my best friends – and dear relatives – are
Reform.  I am fond of and loyal to them.  They are good
people, some even noble.  As Thomas Carlyle, the notable
Scottish essayist and historian expressed it:  “Who is right
does not matter – all that matters is what is right.”

It would be inappropriate for me to be too haughty in
my lately-found devotion to Torah Judaism.  I needed vir-
tually 80 years to return from that wilderness of secular
humanism into which I was born.

I was born 85 years ago into a Reform family.  In the 1800s
a re ve red maternal great-grandfather emigrated to Cincinnati,
Ohio, from Ba varia.  I suspect he departed Ba varia a not-too
religious Jew – but still of strong enough character to cling to
the holy shards.  With others in the Cincinnati Ge r m a n -
American Jewish community, led by Rabbi Isaac M. Wise, he
joined in the chartering of the mother temple of Reform, the
Plum St reet Temple B’nai Je s h u run.  That was in 1867.  On
the other side of the family, my beloved father came to
America from Alsace in 1892.  Totally observant in the Ol d
C o u n t ry, he gave that up to become a devoted board member
of B’nai Je s h u run.  We lived together, three generations in one
grand household, a splendid family life, but like our neighbor,
Ivo ry soap, three miles away, ours was (almost) a 99.44%
p u rely secular existence.

Early on I developed an accelerating effort to establish
some sort of meaning in my life.  I went to Wise Temple’s
Sunday School, where I was chosen to give the graduation
address.  Already, at 17, concerned about the fate of the
Jewish people, I chose for my subject, “Theodore Herzl,
His Life and His Dream.”  Shortly afterward, I  received a
most prophetic letter from my rabbi-teacher, in which he
summed up our teacher-student relationship in terms of
approbation.  His two-page letter, which began in a
minuscule script but which ended with half-inch high let-
ters, concluded thus:  “Please accept my warmest congratu-
lations [on] your dual graduation and my prophecy that
when you’ll grow on – into riper age – you will be a real
Jew.  Cordially, Norman Gerstenfeld.”

On to Harvard College, ever in search of a life of mean-
ing.  My field of concentration was philosophy, including a
generous proportion of studies with Alfred North
Whitehead.  Yet I finished Harvard without any inkling of
the existence of Torah.  For that matter, I passed through

four years at America’s oldest and most prestigious univer-
sity without once hearing, in any course of history or phi-
losophy, a single word or phrase of reference to Israel or
the Jewish people – or Torah!

While next holding a factory job in the late 1930s I now
became obsessed with the rise of Adolf Hitler and I
became a leader of the anti-fascist movement, devoting

most waking hours after work to that struggle.  And still
no clue to a life of meaning.

Then came war.  In the days leading up to the Battle of
the Bulge (I was in the 80th Infantry Division), I maneu-
vered to rescue the Torah from the ancestral synagogue in
Alsace (which had been turned into a gymnasium).  Who 

“Some of My Best Friends Are…”
By Carl Henry

I felt – always – that
Sinai was the greatest

moment in human history.

Long active in communal affairs, Carl Henry has recently
enhanced his retirement by writing for Jewish publications.
He resides in New York City.

knows?  Perhaps Hashem rewarded me by bringing me
unscathed through the war.

After the war I worshipped faithfully at temples in
Cincinnati, then in New York.  As I approached my 80th

year, two happenings roused me from my life-long alien-
ation from Torah.  The first was my realization that
Reform did not believe in the Revelation at Sinai.  This
came through to me loud and clear in the rabbis’ classes
and conversations.  I was devastated.  I felt – always – that
Sinai was the greatest moment in human history.  I refused
to accept that it did not happen, and I could no longer
accept the doctrines of such a group.

The second and equally important happening was the
return to full-fledged Judaism by a beloved nephew, the son
of obstinately atheistic parents.  Bruce, now Ba ru c h ,
embraced Torah and, subsequently, made a l i y a h to Is r a e l .

I was stunned.  I decided to find out why. What had
happened?  I questioned him at length.  He had apparently
been brought back to a viable existence by something
called Aish HaTorah.  I had to find out, “What is this Aish
HaTorah thing?”  Somebody steered me to the Aish

On a recent flight to London from Los Angeles, I sus-
tained myself on a crumbled bar of chocolate salvaged
from my backpack and a snack-size box of cereal, because
the airline had misplaced my kosher meal.  Not much of
an ordeal, perhaps, given the lack of creativity behind the
average airline meal, but even rubber chicken has all the
appeal of coq au vin when you are bored and hungry on a
ten-hour flight.  Years ago, I would not have considered
such restraint on my part a form of religious expression.
Religious discipline manifested itself in human relations,
not at the dinner table.  Today, however, there are numer-
ous rules and guidelines that govern my behavior, long
before I reach the breakfast table, that are an inseparable
part of my being.  It is strange for me to recall a time
when I engaged in a religious life that was capable of exist-
ing in its own sphere, independent of me or God.

Although I grew up with an awareness of God, I did not
always associate this with being Jewish.  My Yiddishkeit
grew out of an initial curiosity to find out more about an
ethnicity that evoked emotions that varied from surprise to
scorn.  This curiosity developed into a more dedicated
effort as I became more conscious of the fact that I was
probably the last of a dying strain of Jews in my family.  In
search of my heritage, I discovered Reform Judaism, which

had all the textbook criteria I expected to find in a reli-
gion:  moral values, prayer to one God and an occasional 

…I dare to believe that
Hashem rejoices.

Ingathering of the Exiled
By Meira Leah Scott

HaTorah Discovery weekend, an intense introduction to
Jewish history and belief. I was overwhelmed.  I confided
to my new Yeshivat Aish HaTorah friends, “This has been
the greatest spiritual experience of my life.”  One said,
“Now you are ready for Rabbi Ephraim Buchwald and his
beginners’ services.”

As it is said, “the rest is history.”
And history is exactly the point. I came to the belief that

if the Jewish people — today lost in a quagmire of confu-
sion, assimilation, secularism, amorality, immorality and
dysfunction — would return to its roots (as they are help-
ing others to do) we would find an anchor, a safe harbor, a
refuge in the dreadful static of contemporary life.

And I dare to believe that Hashem rejoices.  For, about
five years ago, I became convinced I must put on tefillin.  I
came to this realization through reflection.  Due to com-
plicated circumstances, aborted searches and false starts,
about six months after my initial decision I finally acquired
tefillin, shipped from Israel.  It arrived the very week of my
80th birthday.  I eagerly opened the welcome package,
extracted the contents, studied a shipping memo of con-
tents enclosed therein.  The slip itself was printed in black.
But, behold!  The serial number on the slip – printed in
red – was the day, month and year of my birth!

Emerging from a family background, a university experi-
ence, a life of business, army and war, a public life – and
surrounded by friends, relatives and associates who unani-
mously and vocally scorned or ignored the Torah life, I had
finally found my way.

…I grew more aware
that I was living a reli-
gious life of arbitrary

bits and pieces.
Meira Leah Scott practices law in Los Angeles.  She is a 
former student of Midreshet Rachel.
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thought-provoking sermon.  Its magnetism lay largely in
the fact that its tenets reflected the values and ideals, such
as equality and individual autonomy, of the environment
to which I was accustomed.  As such, it was easily recog-
nizable as something “good and just,” and its consistency
with modern life gave it great intellectual appeal.  I did not
have to feel like a social outcast or prude as a religious per-
son because there was not anything about being Jewish
that was likely to cause offense to mainstream thinkers at
large or intrude on “regular” life.

Though it was in harmony with mainstream life, this
Judaism was a cut above some garden variety religion.  The
sporadic references to Hebrew, the communal Shabbat
kiddush after services and festive meals paced at various
times throughout the year according to a lunar calendar
made the overall religious practice sufficiently exotic to
give me the sense that I was in touch with my Jewish her-
itage.  Initially, nothing appeared to be missing.  My new-
found lifestyle offered a pleasant existence for one seeking
community, interaction with God on a communal level
and continuity with an ancient past.  It was also a better
alternative to the materialism offered by the world at large
as a means of fulfillment.

This lifestyle failed to sustain me over the long haul as
I grew more aware that I was living a religious life of arbi-
trary bits and pieces.  However, this awareness was not
something that I could assess against some concrete reality.
It was never apparent to me that I had not seen the entire
spectrum of Judaism.  Had I known that there was more,
it would have been obvious to me that my religious
instruction had been deficient.  I had accepted liberal
Judaism as the norm, not realizing that it had been sliced
and reshaped into something almost foreign to its original
source.  But I could not have known otherwise.  The
Orthodox never entered my world except when I brushed
against its fringes as I drove past Orthodox people on a
Saturday morning.  From time to time, I would hear about
the practices of the Orthodox during temple services, but
these practices were often described out of context so that
they appeared bizarre or ritualistic.  This tended to depict
the Orthodox, at best, as a rather quaint, but out-of-date
sect.  Accordingly, to the extent that I thought of them at
all, Orthodox Jews were, in my mind, something akin to
the Amish and I anticipated about as much interaction
with them as I had with the Amish.

Thus, it was not the attraction of an alternative Judaism
that drove me from Reform Judaism, but a sense of incom-
pleteness that began to gnaw at me every time I went to
temple.  The rituals that we engaged in began to appear
random and arbitrary, particularly since few people fol-
lowed the same random selection of practice.  Some people
kept Shabbat while others did not.  Among those who did,
it appeared that no two people kept it the same way.  How

one “kept” Shabbat appeared to depend on one’s individ-
ual interpretation of this particular activity.  So it seemed
with everything else that made up the Jewish way of life.

With respect to my own practice, there was nothing that
bound it into a coherent whole.  My religious activity
ebbed and flowed according to whatever inspiration I
could muster, or according to my social calendar.
Certainly, I had to wonder how anything could successful-
ly remain intact in a form capable of being passed from
one generation to the next, if so much was vulnerable to
individual reinterpretation and whim with each successive
generation.  Religious legacy aside, the Jewish customs and
history that I was learning in my lifetime were doing little
for me in terms of my relationship with God.  There
appeared to be so much individual autonomy that came
into play about deciding what to do and when, that I did

not have a solid frame of reference to mark where I had
fallen short, or to serve as a focus for long-term spiritual
growth.  My spiritual life centered mainly on synagogue
attendance:  When this lifestyle could no longer sustain
me, I left all visible signs of Jewish life at my local temple.

Though my heart felt empty, my head was filled with
one resounding question:  Where was God in this religion?
He appeared to be nothing more than a passive bystander,
clutching outdated precepts that were being molded by
man to fit a more sophisticated world.  It troubled me
deeply that man, and not God, appeared to be setting the
boundaries of the appropriate religious existence for man.
If this were something that could be so easily manipulated,
then it seemed that being Jewish was only incidental with
respect to my religious practice, and it was possible for me
to embrace one religion as well as the next.  Indeed, it is
probably this mindset that makes intermarriage and assim-
ilation much more common among liberal Jews than it is
among the Orthodox.

The irrelevance of my Jewishness did not sit well
with me.  I had felt a bond with other Jews that appeared
to extend beyond the bagel.  I did not know what that
bond entailed, but I knew that it had to be more than
culinary.  More importantly, no matter what rationaliza-
tions I made or was exposed to, it made sense to me that a
religion had to be something that was mandated by God
and appropriate for all aspects of a person’s life.  To believe
that I could check in and out of a Godly life according to 

Orthodox Jews were, in
my mind, something
akin to the Amish…

my motivation on any given day was a delusion that this
religion helped to foster, and a convenient way of rational-
izing a less than Godly lifestyle.  Surely every activity, how-
ever small, had to be significant to God.  I was certain that
there had to be some truth to these convictions, but I did
not know where I could find the solution that would put
them into some coherent way of life.  Not accustomed to
reading my Bible in a manner that generated anything
other than a series of poetic parables, I became perplexed
as to how to bridge the gap between this book and a
Godly life.

I do not believe it was my own intellectual endeavor that
released me from this religious stagnation.  In my distress,
I turned to the only thing left to me that had religious sig-
nificance:  prayer.  My prayer did not have the formality or
eloquence of the Amidah, but it was no less potent.
Scrunched over an office desk, I experienced my first
expression of real kavanah (even though I did not know
what the word meant at the time) when I prayed for some
way out of my spiritual quagmire.  God may appear to
play dice with the universe, but I found Him responsive in
dealing with a penitent heart.  Shortly after my fledgling
tefillah, it occurred to me that there had to be a way of
reading the Bible other than what I had known.  The Bible
was the only physical representation of God’s word known
to me and it made no sense that God would communicate
His word in such an elaborate and public manner, but
omit something as basic as man’s day to day purpose on
earth.  When people “studied” Scripture, they had to be
doing more than reading about Joseph’s Technicolor coat
over and over again for its aesthetic appeal.

Not knowing how to soothe a spiritual ill that had
taken on an urgent nature, (the temple office had
informed me that the rabbi was tired and would be
unavailable for three weeks), I turned to the Internet in
search of some indication of what it meant to be Jewish.
An electronic dead-end seemed a more tolerable option
than another real life spiritual quest.  Still under the
impression that modern Judaism was about liberal
Judaism, I logged onto a liberal Judaism email discussion
list to pose my theological inquiry.  It was the farthest
thing from my imagination that a couple of Orthodox
Jews in unorthodox territory would be the ones to come to
my rescue.  Surfing the “Net,” these cyberspace messengers
of Torah stumbled onto my plea for help and took the ini-
tiative to respond to me off-line with a gentle, but persua-
sive, entreaty that I investigate what Orthodoxy had to
offer.

They introduced me electronically to two Orthodox rab-
bis who welcomed me with their Shabbat invitations and
ongoing support.  These rabbis greeted me as though I had
been a long lost relative, which, in a sense, is what I had
been up to that point.  As a result of their combined

efforts, I was eventually exposed to such revelations as
Rashi, Chazal, halachah, tefillah, brachot, kashrut, melachot
and most importantly, ArtScroll.  These missing segments
of my heritage unified the bits and pieces that had previ-
ously made up my haphazard religious lifestyle.  The real-
ization of a Divine Imperative gave these things depth and
importance.  Contrary to what some friends and family
believed, I did not discover a stark reality separate from the
real world.  I discovered the real world.  Each bit of ritual
or learning offered its own intrinsic spirituality, but played
a crucial role in a total religious experience.  This realiza-
tion was a far cry from the textbook religion that I had
previously embraced which cornered spirituality into a
semi-operational private realm.

Religious life became much more compelling once the
ember that had been dormant within me sparked to reveal
Torah as a blueprint for living every aspect of my life.  It
became very obvious that my life was not something to be
engaged in according to my fancy or the dictates of my
pocketbook, but was directed towards a specific purpose
that I shared with a distinct people scattered across the
globe.  It was not long after my perspective had shifted
that I was able to relate on a deeper and more spiritual
level to Jews with vastly different cultural experiences from
my own.  These Jews had had similar religious awakenings
that enabled them to fuse together the disjointed pieces of
their lives:  They, too, discovered a purpose that unified
them with other Jews in a manner that transcended geo-
graphical and cultural boundaries.  I met Russian Jews
whose sole link with their past may have been a rusting
Kiddush cup or childhood memory of a rushed Seder; con-
verts who had always felt alien to their Christian surround-
ings; and children of intermarriages who had previously
thought that they could live simultaneously in two differ-
ent worlds.

Sharing life stories with such Jews gives one a sense
that the “ingathering of exiles” that is referred to daily by
Orthodox Jews in their prayers is an event in the making.
Many baalei teshuvah are aware that God is playing a defi-
nite role in individual lives as part of His overall plan for
mankind.  It is difficult to dismiss this awareness as fantasy
when so many outwardly dissimilar people share such a
similar spiritual beckoning.

However, this awareness does not necessarily spring
spontaneously into existence with one’s first exposure to
Orthodoxy.  It is not uncommon for it to begin in Reform
Judaism, where so many Jews have their first substantial
contact with Jewish religious expression.  This is because
liberal Judaism is generally more accessible to assimilated
Jews than Orthodoxy.

The realization of how hard it can be to find a way into
Orthodox life hit me hard a couple of years ago, when I
was approached by a Conservative rabbinical student in a 
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Jewish bookstore situated in an Orthodox neighbor-
hood.  Perhaps it was my full-length garb on that warm
California day or my intense research in the kashrut sec-
tion that betrayed my identity as one who had broken into
the inner sanctums of Orthodox life.  Whatever the rea-
son, amidst the sheitals and tzitzit, I had the honor of
being singled out by the rather nervous youth who had
been massaging the pages of the same paperback for 20
minutes in another section of the store.  Slowly, he
amassed the courage to make his way through
“Contemporary Issues” and “Kabbalah” before he reached
my side and furtively asked, “How did you get in?”
Obviously, he had construed breaking into the world of
Orthodoxy tantamount to securing the password for some
military objective.  Our subsequent conversation revealed
that his studies had given him cause to explore Judaism
more thoroughly, but he had not known where to start or
whether he would be received in the Orthodox communi-
ty, given his religious affiliations.  Fortunately, I was able to
direct him to friendly households that would welcome him
into the Orthodox community.  Individual faces and
human interaction helped to transform a teeming mass of
black array into a congenial environment.

I hope that I was able to provide this student with as
much insight as he provided me:  Op p o rtunities for k i ru v
abound in the most mundane of circumstances and there is
no role too small to play if we are each a link in the chain
that connects the Torah world to those that lie beyo n d .

Like this rabbinical student, people who lack exposure to
Ort h o d oxy may ve ry well stay within the confines of liberal
Judaism.  They feel that they have already connected with the
s o u rce of their spiritual restlessness.  Others may find an alter-
n a t i ve form of religious expression in another equally accessi-
ble religion that appears to provide a better spiritual fix .
Ty p i c a l l y, those who make some inroad into Ort h o d oxy do
so after coming into contact with one of the k i ru v o r g a n i z a-
tions in the Ort h o d ox world or by meeting Ort h o d ox indi-
viduals who do not mind venturing into less traditional are-

nas in the hope of exposing Jews to Judaism.  While there
is great value in such k i ru v, the experience of many b a a l e i
t e s h u va h suggests that their road to meaningful and long-
lasting spiritual growth re q u i res the persistent and in-depth
i n vo l vement of those outside their initial k i ru v contact.  It
is not uncommon for new l y - o b s e rvant Jews to feel some-
what estranged unless they have the guidance and ongoing
s u p p o rt of Ort h o d ox Jews.  Without the follow-up activity
that neighbors or s h u l s can provide, many baalei teshuva h
h over in a sort of “Fru m s p a c e” between their former exis-
tence and the Torah world.

The valuable task of k i ru v need not rest on the shoul-
ders of the few if we re a l i ze that the Ort h o d ox community
has much to gain by easing the transition of the curious or
n ew l y - o b s e rvant into full fledged Torah life.  We can help
eliminate the darkness of “Fru m s p a c e” by recognizing that
baalei teshuva h h a ve legitimate Torah roles to play in our
communities.  If we can re c e i ve what they have to give in
terms of their enthusiasm and their experience in grappling
with the complexity of religious life (and the perception of
such life in the secular world), we could not only addre s s
the qualms of potential baalei teshuva h, but also inject
vibrance into Ort h o d ox practice where it may be lacking.
Discussion groups, mentoring, participation in k i ru v o r
s h u l activities are all good starting points for the initiation
of Jews into Ort h o d ox life.  Such efforts may va ry accord-
ing to capabilities and re s o u rces.  Not eve ryone has the
ability to reach out to staunch non-believers and make
them into t a l l i t- wearing Jews; but if more Ort h o d ox people
we re cognizant that our attitude or idle conversation in a
shopping aisle or at the airport could be the deciding factor
in another’s first encounter with Ort h o d ox y, we may have a
significant impact in making Torah more accessible to
non-Orthodox Jews.  With minor changes in our lives,
most of us will find that we can be ready stepping stones
for Jews who need to find God’s eternal path. JA
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