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Thc idca lhat ours is all "evolving" I\IlICril:illl Jcwish ulllIllIunity 
seems. at first gl,lIu:c, sclr·cvidcllt. 1\ dusc!' luuk. huwevl'r. disdust's 
that thc woru "cvolving" is cognatc to "cvolution." a controversial 
term ill moucrn culture tbal most of the lime is used all [00 loosely. 

I "Evolution" has meant differ~nt things to different people. and each 
meaning is ideologically freighted. 

According to Raymond Williams. the word "evolution" derives 
from a Latin forerunner meaning "to unroll," as in "unrolling a 
book." Used in this sense, "evolution" implies inherent develop· 

, ment, the unrolling of something that already exists. In the nine
teenth century, particularly under the influence of Darwinism. 
"evolution" took on a different meaning. The new definition, ac
cording to Williams, involved "a process of natural historical devel
opment." a non teleological process, unplanned and without any 
sense of inherent design. such as in the common understanding 
of the phrase "the evolution of humankind." Over the course of 
the past century. "evolution" has taken on an additional meaning: 
slow change that is "controlled by what already exists." In this 
sense evolution is juxtaposed to revolution. which involves "Caster 
changes designed to alter much of what exists." Evolution is un
hurried and conditioned; revolution is sudden and violent. (This 
leads to an implicit value judgment: slow, measured change
evolution-is seen as in step with nature and good; sudden, rad-
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ical change-revolution-is seen as out of step with nature and 
bad.)! . 

All three definitions of "evolution" have theIr counterparts 
within the American Jewish community, resulting in three inter
pretations of the phrase "the evolving American J~w.ish ,comm~
nity." Following the first definition the communIty ~ history IS 
viewed as unfolding (or "unrolling") along a predetermmed course, 
usually one leading inexorably to assi~ila~ion and decay .. Ac
cording to this interpretation, the questIOn IS how far Amencan 
Jewry has already come along the road t? its inex~rable en? Are 
we close to our inevitable fate, approachmg the mIdway pomt, or 
still back at the beginning of the journey, with miles to go before 
we weep? . 

By contrast, the second definition looks upon the Amencan Jew
ish community as an object of history, shaped and reshaped .by 
forces external to itself. Like an evolving humanity, the communIty 
is constantly evolving and will continue to do so. It may be trans-
formed, but it will not necessarily disappear. . 

According to the third definition, the Jews have. control of th.eu 
own communal destiny: they can promote evolutIon by pursum.g 
modest changes. or they can promote r~volution th:o~.g.h more ra?l
cal ones. "The evolving American Jewish communIty IS a prescnp
tive rather than a descriptive title and. by implication. u~ually 
favors an evolutionary strategy for American Jews as agamst a 
revolutionary one. . 

With these definitions in mind, I should lIke to focus on one 
aspect of American Jewish communal evolution: the development 
of the American synagogue. "The evol ution of the Syna~ogue as the 
basic institution in Jewish group life is central to the history of the 
Jewish community in America." according to Moshe Davis. ~ so one 
could scarcely hope for a better case study. In the concludl.ng sec
tion, I will attempt to delineate those elements that shed. h~ht on 
broader questions of religious and insti~utional change .wI~hm the 
American Jewish context and. to explam why the amblg.Ulty con
cealed in the definition of the word "evolution" is appropnate. 

The first American synagogue was founded in the late seventeenth 
century in New York City. Jews had settled in New Amsterdam 
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ba.ck in 1654, but by law they could not worship publicly. only 
pnvately. After the, surrender to the British in 1664. this changed; 
by 1700 a rented piece of real estate on Mill Street (now South 
WilJi~m Street) had become known as the "Jews' Synagogue." Ap
propnately. the congregation's official name would be Shearith Is
rael ("remnant of Israel." see Micah 2:12); it is today popularly 
known as "the Spanish and Portuguese Synagogue. "1 

In 1728. the members of Shearith Israel purchased a small parcel 
of land on Mill Street for a new synagogue. Consecrated on the 
seventh day of Passover. April 8. 1730. "it was the first structure 
designed and built to be a synagogue in continental North America" 
and.is known historically as "the First Mill Street Synagogue:'" 
. Like all early American synagogues. and indeed most synagogues 
In Europ~. Shearith Israel ~aw itself as a kahal kadosh. a holy 
con~regatlOn. an all-.embracm~ synagogue-community. It was lay 
domInated-no ordaIned rabbiS graced American pulpits until the 
~&tos. It fol!owed Sephardic ritual. even though by 1720 the major
Ity of Amencan Jews were already of Ashkenazic descent. 

The synagogue-community had no legal standing in the colonies. 
~ews were not requi~ed to join it. In practice, therefore. on many 
Issues. the congregatIOn could only act on the basis of consensus
a pattern that holds true for many American synagogues today 
Unlike the co~temporary, synagogue. the early American syna~ 
~ogue-~~mmu~Ity.held a vIrtual monopoly on most aspects of Jew
Ish ~ehg~ous h.fe, Including circumcisions. marriages, and burials. 
makIng It eaSier to enforce its authority. (The standard punish
ments meted out by synagogues throughout the Western world were 
fi~es a~? thre~ts of exco~mu~.ication.) "In this phase of Jewish 
history. MartIn Cohen wntes. the synagogue reinforced the basic 
values ... which traditionally have shaped Jewish life. Socially it 
was the place where Jews met. commented on events, communi
cated their needs. planned their charities. adjudicated their dis
putes. and held their life-cycle events. In the synagogue. bride
grooms were given recognition, mourners comforted. strangers fed 
and housed. and the herem or ban of excommunication. pro
nounced against recalcitrants."s 

Th~ American Revolution brought about great changes in the 
Amencan synagogue. By that time America's JeWish population 
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e thousand. There were five syuJgogncs ul~
had grown to over on, 'each uf the l11ajur nmlllllllll-
erating in the for~er cOlo~es. dOl~e l~ontelUporary ideolugkal cur. 
ties where Jews lived. Bu det~ tI Y new values' demucracy. liberty 
rents. Jews widely approve 0 Ie . volunt;rislll. If sylla~ugucs 
of conscience, church-st~te sep~~atJultll' 'Y had to adapt/' This was 

d . Hain then mellluers, IC I 
wante to man hI' dly following the supposed ru e 
not just another c~se of Jew~ e J~~s." Instead. Jews and Christians 
that "as go the gentlles so go t I I d cultural develop-

. fl d by similar conununa an • . 
alike were In uen~e reli ions needed to respond. In studYlllg 
ments, ones to which all ,gl unity" we shuuld he wary 

I , American Jewls I CUUlIU. 1,_ 

"the evo vmg '" h t might more appropriately lJC of dismissing as assimilation w a 
d ' of challenge and response. 

understoo In terms d? F one thing they cUlllposed new d 'd agogues respon or. '. 
How I syn "ftution" was an innuvatlon; " The very term cons I I I 

constitutions. d called their governing regulatiolls )y tIC 
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ulllil nuw-was the shift ill the fil'st h,lJr uf tht' ninl'tl'('nth {'('ntury 
fronl synJgogue-t:ollllllullity tu COllllllullity ul'synagogues. For over 
a celllury each community had one Sy".lg0/olll(' ,uuf no 1Il{lJ'{', .1 

prat:tice that unified Jews but stifled dissent; from then UII conIUm
nities wuuld be divided alllon/ollllauy difl't'n'lIt .lUd ('ulllpt'tillg syn.l
gugues. I'hiladelphia is the first city lo have had twu synagugues: 
a Sephardi«.: syuagogue, Mikveh Isr.1e1, was liJulllicd in '771; ~II 
Ashkenazic synagogue, Rodeph Shololll, was cstablished in lSol 

(possihly earlier). Why this second synagugue WilS IOulIt.led is Un-
clear, but the nallle, meaning "pursuer of peace," hints at the ,lb. 
sellce uf l.'U1I1II1lI1I,11 peace; shalom, ill lIIust such {';lSCS. W;lS murc 
hope thnn rcnlity.H 

formerly. ~~nagogues. ha term uf "Uascamulh." The new doculJlcnts 
more tradltlonal JewIsh bl' hetoric and permilled more . 
contained large dollops of repu Iclan rl'e~ore Onc constitution be. 

In 
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25. in Charleston aud New York. the powl'r of the syna. 

gogue-culIl/llullity was eflectively brokcn through secession. In both 
cities the challenge came Inrgcly fWIIl young Jews diss.ltislied Wilh 
synagugue life aud concerned lhatjudaism would not survivl~ unlt'ss 
changes were illlroduced-a perclInial theme in modern JeWish 
movements. In both cases. the yuulIg Jews petiliullcd lor dlaugcs: 
the Charleston jews sought rather radical reforms. the New York 
jews more moderate ones, In both cases their petitions were denied. 
The dissenters then did what religious dissenters usually do in 
America: they formed their own congregations. B'nai Jeshurun in 
New York and the Reformed SOciety of Israelites in Charleston.9 
Henceforward, in larger communities. dissenters no longer needed 
to compromise principles for the sake of consensus: they could with
draw and start their own synagogue-which they did time and 
again. In New York, there were two synagogues in 
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5. four in 

16
35, ten in 1845. over twenty in 1855. Some synagogues split several 

times over. 10 Five corolJaries about American Jewish religious his
·tory can be derived from this development: 

' h' the svnagogue t Ian u • 
democracy WIt In 'J Sh 'th Israel .. ," Another . "W th members of K. K. ean " 
gan, e e b 'b of the Israelite religion resident In 
opened "We. the su scn ers , , h' " and then 

" , f promoting dlvme wors Ip •.. , . . .. 
this place deSIrous 0 l' t unchly American terms,. d d ' flY svnagogue aws In S a II d 
procee e to JUs 1 'J, ed into their laws what they ca e 

Several synagogues I~t:oduc h t forth members' "rights and 
a "bill of rights": pr~vJSlo~s tt' at slle members to attain synagogue . 

. 'I .. d made It eaSIer lor a , 
pnvI eges an h d b run bv a self-perpetuatIng F ly svnagogues a een J I ' 
office, ormer 'J d h rules In the post-Revo utlon 
elite that paid the bills and ma e It ; New 'York and Mikveh Israel 
era, particularly in Shearith Israe 0 d among them men of com .. 
of Philadelphia. younger leaders ~merge o~ues now used a new term, . 
paratively modest m~ans. se.ve~a ;yna;eplacing the traditional He-, . 
"president," to descnbe then ea er. h the American syna., .. 

c. as " At an early stage. ten. , , d 
brew term pam. "If 'th the values. tradItIons. an ht to harmOnize Itse WI 7 
gogue soug b Ia of the larger society" 
even the stand~~d vo~a u ry 'n the history of the American syna-; 

The next cntlcal Junctu~e I h ge from the beginning 
gogue-perhaps the most Important c an 

I. De facto pluralism, Although throughout the nineteenth cen
tury American Jewish leaders continually sought to unify Jews 
around a single ritual-what Rabbi Isaac M. Wise liked to call 

.. :'Minhag Amerika"-religious pluralism became the reality for 
.' American Jews, like Protestants before them. Nineteenth-century 
; Jews (and their Christian COunterparts) considered this to be a 
. misfortune. In the twentieth century. as American Jews embraced 
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cultural pluralism as an alternative to the melting pot. many came 
to see the development as a good. even as a key factor in l'(l~scrvillg 
American judaism from one generation to the next. 

2. Competition. The existence of multiple synagogues within 
olle community fostered compctition Itlr memher!'. Sylla&(I.~II('S thus 
had a new interest in minimizing disscnt and keeping mcmbers 
satisfied. They emulated one another's successes. exploited failures, 
and instituted changes to stave of{ membership losses. Synagogues 

that refused to compete disappeared. 
3. The end of syna808ue coercion. Pluralism changed the bal· 

ance of power between the synagogue and its members. Before. 
when there was but one synagogue in every community. it could 
take members for granted and discipline them, for they had no 
option but to obey. Now. Jews did have an option; in a sense, 
synagogues now needed them more than they needed any particular 
synagogue, As a result, by the midnineteenth century, synagogue 
bylaws listed punishments (fines) only for a small number of infrac
tions-unexcused absences from meetings or funerals. unwilling· 
ness to accept proffered synagogue honors, or gross breaches of 
discipline-and most fines were later remitted. The once feared 
herem (excommunication) virtually disappeared. Where competi· 
tion was sharpest, synagogues became more concerned with at· 
tracting members than with keeping them in line. 

"', Ashkenazic predominance. Sephardic synagogues suffered 
most from the breakdown of the synagogue-communities because 
the conditions that had maintained Sephardic hegemony for more 
than a century after the Sephardim themselves had become ami- • 
nority now disappeared, Practically all the new synagogues were in ' 
one way or another Ashkenazic in ritual and custom (German rite •. ' 
Polish rite, English rite, and so forth) because, with the growing 
democratization of American jewish life. the majority ruled. 

S. Communal reor8anization. Increasingly. American syna· 
gogues-autonomous congregations based upon ritualistic, ideolog-, 
ical. and region-of-birth differences-came to represent diversity in " 
American jewish life; they symbolized and promoted fragmenta· 
tion. To bind the community together and carry out functions 
the now privatized and functionally delimited synagogues could no 
longer handle required new organizations capable of transcending 
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these dilIerences. Beginning in the 18 os' , 
11.-1 urg.ml'l..ululIs-U'Il.1l U'rhl 1 1, • pllllanthl'Ol"c and f1'ater-
and other associatiOils m dlt

. 1 I~ Iclnllw Ihml"volem SlJd~tY, 
- ove llltO the vo'd H fi 

cummunity's structure mirrored the fedcra ,," ~."C~ ~lward. th~ 
ilt I,nge:'. h.lI'lIu'('t\ 1)1'(,(" uit ". • list pattun ul the lIatiull 
diversity. • JUs y III .1 It'nsiull h('(\\'('('n IInily ~n\t 

Withill congregatiolls themselves tl' •. . 
goguc.collllllunity set off il . ad' IC brc.lktluw n ul the syn.l-
dissatisfactiun. fear for th~ f~~~:e o~f ell~nnous change. Pent-up 
new members t) . II JudaIsm. the nced to attract 

• IC III ueuce of Euron R { 
American Protestantism ad' rCa I} corm jud.lism and • eSlre to WHl the res . fA' 
for Judaism, and a feeling that tl pect 0 mcncalls 
with the realities of American Ii:: ~rln:gufue l~.ul tu c~llle to terms 
that completely revolut' 'd esu ted III a serlcs of reforms lomze synagog l'f, 
Throughuut thc cuulltr S . ue I e and worship. 
Protestant-Americall rc~' i:nagogues .muved lIlurc intu line with 
make them more appeau!g t~ thnorms III the hupe, thilt this would 

Wh . e younger generatIOn 11 

at kmds of changes were introducedl . 
I. R~les concerniny decorum and eti uette .. ' 

govermng congregation," in the words q ',The chaotic. self-
training school in propriety" E r .of Leon jIck. now became "a 
congregants. banned talkin . s ' x,P IClt rul~. ~elcomed by most 
ing around, standing togegt'h plttmg. lo~d klssmg of tzitzit, walk· 

, . er, conversmg with . hbo 
crackmg Jokes or .. making fun." 12 nelg rs. and 

2. Enylish-lan8uage Bibles 
American jews did not under;t/;{:r!ooks, and prayers. Most 
read the language As a I n de rew; many could not even 

, resu t an pr b bi 'f1 
vernacular prayers of Am' • P 0 a y m uenced by the , encan rotestants 
dIssatisfaction with the tradl't' 1 I' • some expressed deep 

gl
' lona Iturgy that . ed 

, Ish whatsoever, Translations ., . contam no En-
the traditional Hebrew wa ' thatdmdlvlduals could read while 

s mtone solved th bl ' 
M~ny congregations admitted selected E r h e pro . em m part. 
ship service. ng IS prayers mto the wor· 

" 3. Re8ular vernacular sermons 5 estant worship. were no more th . ermo~s, the centerpiece of Prot-
tional Sephardic liturgy d I' andoccaSlOnai features of the tradi-

• e Ivere only on ' I ' 
when emissaries came from the Hoi specla occasIOns or 
weekly sermon in the vernacula y ~and. The move to a regular 
, r was maugurated in 1830 by Isaac 
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(j'tiollalist AlIIcrican Jewish IC<ldcr 01' the 
Leeser. the foremost lra 1 d II tillle the lIIinistcr at COllgrcgJ' 
early nineteenth cent~ry an, adt lie, ' His eXJIIII,le was widely 
tion Mikveh Israel In PllIla e P lla. 

emulated,ll tl > SVlwYO(Jue. In an effort to I t ' improvements to Ie '., ( 
4, Aest Ie Ie I' 'that it might aUract lIew I gue more appea IIIg so 'I'k 

make tie synago . la ed before Jews and gcntiles ale. 
members and proudly be dlSP ~ ere introduced. aimed at 

' I d esthetic relonus w , 
archltectura an a f ' I ()Ie house of prayer lUlU a ' h svnagogue rom a Sll I , 
transformmg t e " tJ t'cs alIected not only the physi' ' Th new focus on aes Ie I I . I 
showpiece. e I I the worship itself. w lIC 1 cal appearance of the synagogue lut a S? d 

f, I nd performance onente , , 
became more orma a h' h uld be justified on the baSIS 

In addition to these reforms, w blc cO
f 

:vnagogues by midcentury 
I ' creasing num er 0 sJ 

of Jewish aw, an I~ e The feared that cosmetic alter. 
in~tiated more radIcal ~ha:~:ient t~ preserve American judaism 
atlOns alone would be lOS " the banner of Reform. these 
for subsequent generations. H?lsting tions than had hitherto been 
synagogues introduced bolder mnofva l' 10 differed from synagogue 

' d Th ce and extent 0 relOT , I d 
sanctlone. e pa h h ges included liturglca an 
to synagogue, but generally t ,e c an of the vernacular. the intro~ 
theological innov.ations. incre~smdg us he , a shift from separate to 

and a mlxe c OIr. I 
duction of an organ f headcoverings prayer shaw s. d . and abandonment 0 , 
mixe seatm

g
... .. of ewish holidays, i'I 

and the second ( extra ) da,y J h entury the svnagogue now 
. th nlneteent c • " 

For many Jews mel ' the home where fewer and f r' rep acmg • 
became the locus 0 re IglOn, did ed traditional home ceremo-
fewer ceremonies,we~e obse~eU~h n a:d 'sukkah were increasingly 
nies like candlehghtmg. kld~h' 'h d important implications for 
shifted into the syna,gogue, rl IS ha: been the home. In the nine
women, whose domam formet: the s nagogue, just as Protestant 
tee nth century they flocked d ~ogues had to find ways of 
women flocked to churc~, ~n sy:aperhaps for the first time in 
meeting their needs. Sud en y, an n in attendance on Satur-; 

gues had'more wome 
history, some synago , 'fi ce of this phenomenon has. 
day morning than men. The sIgn hI cban, of what we know already,. 

b tudied but on t e aSls f th 
only begun to e s " f these women on the life 0 e we can conclude that the Impact 0 • 

synagogue was enormous. IS 
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E.lst Eurol'eanJewish llllllligl'Jllls, ill tlw jI{'riud uf III ass illlllligra. 
lion (1001-11)1.1), IhUlld lhe AIllt'l'k,1I\ S)'Il.lgl)gut' .1 I it'll, llitle-u'ut 
from allY thing that they had experienced hell)£(," Tlu .• y IhNelore 
creJtcd IlllldslIltlW.llIl/k synaguglll's Ih,lI .1( tUU'(" linkc-d Iht'1II II) ltat' 

Old Wurld, replic;t led lIJany of 11m hroad l'unl'tiUlIs uf the lratii
I iOllal SYU;lgogIIC.( 'OJllllltlllily (huri .. l, sid {'. .. t!. t!tc.), ,HIlJ .Iklt'u 
them in the process of Americanizatiun. III olher words, Ihe SYIl.l
gogue served as a "mediating structure," easiJlg immigrams' transi. 
tion from Old World to New. In time, these synagogU('s tlnden\'clI( 
lIIauy of the transformations experienced by the Sephardic and Ash. 
kenazic synagogues of the previous CClllury. Showpiece SYII.lgogUC's, 
perlonuauce-orieuted Judaism, an emphasis on decorum, and a lit
urgy spiced with English and highlighted by a weekly sermon all 
came to characterize the congregational life of East European Jews 
too, with further changes introduced later lor lhe sake of (heir children. 16 • 

By the end of the nineteenth century a spectrum of synagogues 
dotted the American landscape, from traditionalist Orthodox to 
middle-of-the-road Conservative to innovative Reform. Synagogues 
proliferated, competing with one 'another and catering to different 
tastes and needs. Despite talk of unity. diversity had become in
stitutionalized through different movements, and individual 
synagogues still preserved their own autonomy. What did unite 
synagogues-and what continues to unite them-was the determi
nation to preserve JUdaism, to keep it alive for the next generation. 
There was, of Course, no agreement as to how to do this. Instead, 
different synagogues pursued different strategies directed tOward this aim, 

This brings me to twentieth-century developments, which, given 
constraints of space, I can do no more than outline. Many of the 

. following themes in recent synagogue history have nineteenth-cen_ tury roots, 

I. ProfessionaJization. Rabbis, cantors, and synagogue adminis
trators have become professionals over the past century. complete 

their Own professional training schools and their own profes
sional organizations, This has improved their status and pay but 
has tended to create a "professional distance" between them and 
·those they serve, It has also tended to make the atmosphere of the 
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synagogue more businesslike-so much so that many I.:Untcmporary 
synagogues are run on a corporate basis. with charters, board 
rooms, and a chairman of the board. 

2. Syna808ue involvement in social aCLion. In'hlc~lc~d hy th,e 
Protestant Social Gospel and the challcnge posed by I'ehx Adler s 
Society for Ethical Culture. this movement in syn;}gogllc tiI'c h.;}s 
attempted to prove that Judaism is no less concerned than Chns
tianity about the ills of our society. and that one nced not abandon 
Judaism in order to become active in social reform. It a,lso of~ers 
those who find regular worship unappealing a way of lIlVOIVIII& 
themselves "Jewishly" in a religiously sanctioned manner. 

3. The syna808ue-center movement. The effort to broaden t,he 
reach of the synagogue by turning it into a full-fledged commumty 
center. or bet am-a place where organizations can mect. recre
ation and education take place. and Jews socialize-has deep roots 
in Jewish tradition, including, as we have seen. in Amcrka~1 sY,na
gogue history itself. It also was influenced by the Protestant IIlstltu
tional church movement, by a perceived need to involve the syna
gogue in the effort to solve urban problems. and, m~st of all. by ~he 
desire to find a way of luring the disaffected chlldrcn of Jew,ls~ 
immigrants back to the synagogue. Championed (but not ?ngl' 
nated) by Mordecai Kaplan, this idea has had, an enormous mftu
ence on all American synagogues by encouragmg them to broaden 
their activities into areas that they had neglected, 

4. Pastoral care. The allure of Christian Science and t?e popular. 
ity of such books as Joshua Loth Liebman's Peace of ~md d,emon. 
strated a demand by American Jews for psychologIcal gUld~nce 
from their religious leaders. In response, seminaries introduced mto 
their curricula courses in pastoral psychology. and synagogues en· 
couraged their rabbis to set aside time for pastoral counseling. This 
further broadening of the synagogue's role illustrates the process by 
which the twentieth-century synagogue confronted new challenges 
and met them successfully. , 

5. ChiJd-centeredness. One of the major objectives o.f the tw~ntI. 
eth-century synagogue has been to instill Jewish consciousness m~o 
school-age youngsters. More adults join a synagogue when th~lf ' 
children reach school age than at any other time. and they do so,m 
the hope that the synagogue can inspire their youngsters to mam· , 
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tain Judaism whcn thcy grow lip. To meet this dlalll'ngl~. syn.I' 
gogues h;}ve become incre.lsingly child celllert'd. Anivilit's. rilll.tis, 
and even thc worship service itself arc frCtllll'lllly :ur;tngcd with 
children ill lIIind. 

6. Feminism. The feminist movcment h;"ls .ll'lct'tt·d AllIcril';lIl syn. 
agogues ill ;} V;"ll'icly of ways. Womcn HOW scrvc as rabhis. l'alll~rS, 
ollicers, and in other important cap;"Icilies. ;tnd 1II0re women expect 
to be treated etjually in all aspects of Jewish Jaw and practice. 
Synagogues h;}ve hecome more conscious of WOIIICU'S issues. sensi. 
tive to "sexist language," and innovative in thcir approach to 
women's rituals Ilnd spirituality. Indecd, fcminism Illay well provc 
to be the most far reaching of all the challenges that the twentieth. 
century synagogue has encountered. 

7. PrivdtizdLiolJ. While less noticed lhan the other themes I have 
touched upon. privatization has had a major impact on ('Olll{'Ill»U' 

rary synagogue Hie by emphasizing family at the expense of com
munity and by elevating intimacy illlo a spiritual goal. This devel
opment is particularly apparent in architecture; "illtilll.lte 
settings." back from the street and nestled among the trees, have 
become fa vorite locales for new synagogue buildings. Within the 
synagogue. joyous family celebrations, including bar and bat mitz
vah. are now more often private events, shared with family and 
friends. not with the full community of worshippers. The havurah 
movement and the proliferation of Orthodox shtiblekh reflect, in 
part, a similar search for intimacy. Indeed, Harold Schulweis, who 
views "the primary task on the agenda of the synagogue" as "the 
humanization and personalization of the temple," once described 
the havurah as a "surrogate for the eroded extended family. "17 This 
is a far cry from the idea of the synagogue as community that was 
for so many years widely articulated. 

What do all of these changes teach us about the evolving Ameri
can Jewish community? First, that change has historically come 
about in the American Jewish community through a process of 
~allenge and response. In the eighteenth century. religious liberty 
mt~oduced free-market competition into American religion; dis
satisfied Jews now had the option of looking elsewhere. The fear 
thatjews might trade in old loyalties for more accommodating new 
ones acted as a major spur to communal change. Prevented by 
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American law and tradition from either locking out external chal
lengers or banishing internal ones. the community. in order to 
survive, has had to keep its constituents reasonably contented. That 
goal has frequently entailed sanctioning modifications ("reforms") 
of one kind or another to prevent defections and to hold challengers 
at bay. The paradoxical result is that those who have sought to 
weaken the community have often been the catalyst for changes 
that made it stronger. 

Second. communal challenges have usually been met in ways 
that reflect different strategic analyses of how best to promote com
munal survival. Historically. some sectors of American Jewish lead
ership have emphasized the importance of educating Jews to ward 
off challenges. others have insisted that Judaism itself must bend to 
survive, and most have called for some combination of these strate
gies. Diversity of religious options within the ~me~ican Jewish co~
munity mirrors the diversity of the commumt~ Itself. Changes In 
American Judaism have proceeded along a mul utude of paths. some 
of which have ultimately led to dead ends while others have broad
ened into spiritual thoroughfares. 

Third, young Jews have played a disproportionate role in promot
ing communal change. In 1825, the movement for religious change 
in New York was led by "young gentlemen," while the average age 
of those involved in the Charleston Reform movement around the 
same time was thirty-two. Subsequent movements for Jewish "re
form," "revitalization," "advancement," and "reconstruction" have 
displayed a similar tendency to attract young people (or "Young 
Israel") for understandable psychological reasons. Where such 
movements have likewise attracted older Jews, their justification 
usually lies in concern for communal survival-the fear that unless 
Judaism changes, the next generation will abandon it. . . 

Fourth, changes in the American Jewish co~mumty hav~ In 
many cases run parallel to changes taking place In ot?~r Am~ncan 
faith communities and within the nation at large. RelIgIOUS lIberal· 
ism, the social justice movement, pastoral psychology, neo-Ortho
doxy, religious revivalism. feminism-all are examples of ~~ve
ments that have left a broad impact on American rehgIon, 
transforming Christianity and Judaism alike. Mutual influences .. 
important as they are, are not the critical factors here, nor can 
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the~e phenomena be explained on the basis of "mere" assimilation 
or Indep~ndent paralJel development. Instead, both Christianity 
and. Judaism have been influenced by developments affecting the 
natIon as a whole, developments to which all American faiths have 
been challenged to respond. 

Fi~ally, although nobody doubts that the American Jewish com
~umty has evolved through the decades and continues to evolve, 
?Isp~tes . over the meaning of these changes and their long-term 
Imphc~tlOns for Jewish life have flared repeatedly for almost two 
centu~les. From one direction have come warnings that changes of 
all kInds only hasten American Jewry's inevitable demise
whether through assimilation, antisemitism, or communal division. 
From another direction, assurances have been heard that celebrate 
many of ~hese san:-e. transformations as signs of communal vitality 
and ongoIng creativity. From a third direction have come voices of 
compromise, championing modest changes as a brake against radi
cal and dangerous ones. 

Each of these arguments can be defended, and as We have seen, 
each ma!, be inferred from the word "evolution" itself, as it has 
been va~lOusly defined. Indeed, the three approaches stand in vigor
ous ten~lOn to one another: each corrects the other's excesses. This 
:'evolutIon. debate" is more than just a problem of definition and 
InterpretatIOn. At a ~ee~er level, the ambiguity of meaning be
s~eaks a cultural ambigUity: the dynamic struggle between tradi
tion ~nd change that lies at the heart of the American Jewish 
expenence as a whole. 18 

Notes 

1. Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society 
(New York: Oxford, 1976), 103-5. 

2. ~oshe Davi~, "The Synagogue in American]udaism," in Two Centuries 
In Pe~spectlve: Notable Events and Trends, 1896-1956, ed. Hany 
Sch~elderman (New York: Monde, 1957),210 (emphasis added). 

3· DaVid a~d Tamar de Sola Pool, An Old Faith in the New World: Portrait 
of Sheamh Israel, 1651-1951 (New York: Columbia University P 
1955) • ress, 

4· Ibid, H. 

5· Martin A. Cohen, "Synagogue: History and Tradition," in The Ehcydo-



228 JONATHAN D. SARNA 

pedia of Reli8ion, vol. 11, ed. Mircea Eliade (New York: Macmillan, 
1987),212. 

6. jonathan D. Sarna, "The Impact of the American Revolution on Ameri· 
can jews." Modern Judaism I (1981): 119-60. 

7. Many of these constitutions are reprinted in jacob R. Marcus. Ameri· 
can Jewry Documents: Ei8hteenth Century (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union 
College Press, 1959). See also Sarna, "The Impact of the American 
Revolution," 155-56; and jonathan D. Sarna, "What Is American about 
the Constitutional Documents of American jewryl" in A Double Bond: 
The Constitutional Documents of American Jewry, ed. Daniel j. Ela· 
zar, jonathan D. Sarna, and Rela Geffen Monson (Lanham. Md.: Uni
versity Press of America. 1992). 

8. Edwin Wolf II and Maxwell Whiteman. The History of the Jews of 
Philadelphia (Philadelphia: jewish Publication Society. 1956, 1975). 
222-33; jacob R. Marcus. United States Jewry. 1776-/985, vol. I (De
troit: Wayne State University Press. 1989). 221-23. 

9. The history of the Charleston Reform Movement has been frequently 
recounted. The most complete and up-to-date account is in Gary P. 
Zola. "Isaac Harby of Charleston: The Life and Works of an Enlightened 
jew during the Early National Period" (Ph.D. diss .. Hebrew Union 
College-Jewish Institute of Religion, Cincinnati). 336-163: see also 
Marcus, United States Jewry. 1:622-37: Michael A. Meyer. Response to 
Modernity: A History of the Reform Movement in Judaism (New York: 
Oxford University Press. 1988), 228-35; and Robert Liberles, "Conflict 
over Reform: The Case of Congregation Beth Elohim, Charleston, South 
Carolina." in The American Syna808ue: A Sanctuary Transformed, ed. 
jack Wertheimer (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987),274-
<}6. For B'nai jeshurun. see Israel Goldstein, A Century of Judaism in 
New York: B'nai Jeshurun, 1825-1925 (New York: Congregation B'nai 
Jeshurun, 1930). 51-56; Hyman B. Grinstein, The Rise of the Jewish 
Community of New York (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society. 
1945), 40-49; Marcus. United States Jewry, I :224-26: and the docu
ments in joseph L. Blau and Salo W. Baron. eds., TheJews of the United 
States, 1790-1840, vol. 2 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1963), 
533-15· 

10. Grinstein, Rise of the Jewish Community of New York. 472-74; Gerard 
R. Wolfe, The Syna808ues of New York's Lower East Side (New York: 
New York University Press, 1978), 37. 

II. Lance j. Sussman, "Isaac Leeser and the Protestantization of American 
judaism," American Jewish Archives.38 (April 1986): 1-21: Leon A. 
jick. The Americanization of the Syna808ue, 1820-/870 (Hanover, 
N.H.: Brandeis University Press, 1976). 

12. jick, Americanization of the Syna808ue, 115-16. 
13. Lance J. Sussman. "The Life and Career of Isaac Leeser (1806-1868): A 

THE EVOLUTION OF THE AMERICAN SYNAGOGUE 229 

Study of American judaism in Its Formative Period" (Ph.D. diss .• He
brew Union College-jewish Institute of Religion, Cincinnati), 84-96. 

11· jick. Americanization of the Syna808ue. 76-191; Naomi W. Cohen. 
Encounter with Emancipation: The German Jews in the United States. 
1830-1914 (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society. 1984). 159-202; 
Meyer, Response to Modernity, 225-63. 

15· Karla Goldman, "The Ambivalence of Reform judaism: Kaufmann 
Kohler and the Ideal Jewish Woman." AmericanJewish History 79. no. 
4 (Summer 1990): 477-99. 

16. Jonathan D. Sarna. ed .• People Walk on Their Heads: Moses Wein
ber8er's Jews and Judaism in New York (New York: Holmes & Meier, 
1982), 1-29. 

17. Ha.rold M. Schulweis, "Restructuring the Synagogue," Conservative Ju
daIsm 27 (Summer 1973): 18-19. 

18. Portions of this essay have appeared previously, in different form, in 
my introducti~n to American Syna808ue History: A Bibli08raphy and 
State'of-the-Fleld Survq (New York: Markus Wiener, 1988). 1-22; and 
in my "Th~ American Synagogue Responds to Change," Envisionin8 the 
Congre8atlon of the Near Future (typescript, Benjamin S. Hornstein 
Program in Jewish Communal Service, 1990), reprinted in Cincinnati 
Judaica Review 2 (1991). 


