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Renewing the Heritage
of American Liberal Judaism
for the 21st Century

a message to our readers

As we come to the end of the fourth year of the work of the Society for Classical Reform
Judaism, and this ninth issue of The Reform Advocate, we trust that all of our readers have
been energized and inspired by the steady record of progress reflected in the pages of our journal.
In addition to regular updates on the ever growing success of our mission - particularly our
work with congregations throughout the country, and our partnership with Hebrew Union
College, deepening our impact on a new generation of rabbis - the Advocate has also included
a broad range of essays and sermons on various topics of interest. This issue for the Fall of 2011
offers another rich resource of reflections to challenge and inspire. The two contributions by
our SCRJ rabbinic staff continue our ongoing conversation on a question of critical importance
to all of us - the unique role that Classical Reform understandings of Jewish identity and
approaches to worship can play in our support of interfaith families. We also continue our
ongoing publication of this year’s Hebrew Union College Prize Essay winners - demonstrating
the personal interpretations of the historic Reform tradition by our future spiritual leaders.

We urge all of our members and supporters to help us spread our message and broaden our
efforts by sharing with us the names of family and friends who would appreciate the
alternative vision of Jewish faith and life that we offer. We deeply believe that there are
thousands of people - both members of Reform congregations and unaffiliated - who would
respond enthusiastically to our message if they knew of our work. We will be happy to
send complimentary copies of The Reform Advocate to all of your personal referrals and
add them to our mailing list. Please send their names and addresses to us either via e-mail:
info@renewreform.org, or to our Boston office at the address on the back cover of this
issue.

As always, we also encourage all of our friends to continue your practical support of our
efforts, with your generous contributions. The many programs and projects we have launched
over the past three years are only the beginning of the possibilities we can achieve with your
help! A contribution envelope is included in this issue. As you plan your year-end charitable
giving, please consider a generous Thanksgiving/Chanukah gift to the Society!
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A recent Sabbath service at Boston Jewish Spirit,
a contemporary Classical Reform Congregation,
founded in 2004
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Open Hearts & Open Doors: A Different Jewish
Response To The Challenge Of Interfaith Marriage
Rabbi Howard A. Berman
Boston Jewish Spirit
Yom Kippur Morning Sermon
October 8, 2011

It is a typical beginning to my morning of work. I
boot up my computer, go to my in-box, and if the
tech goblins that plague my life are not particularly
malevolent that day, I read my first e-mail.

Dear Rabbi,

Your name was given to me by a friend of mine.
I am engaged to be married. I am Jewish, but my
fiancé is not. She is interested in Judaism, but
isn’t sure she wants to convert. I am not all that
religious at this point in my life, but my heritage
is very important to me and I am really hoping to
be married by a rabbi.

I’ve already called about six other synagogues. No
one will even talk to us unless my girlfriend promises
to convert before our wedding. I can’t ask her to
do that just now, since I am not even sure what
I believe myself.

We are getting a bit desperate, and we are really
kind of confused.

Would you by any chance be willing to see us and
talk with us about our wedding?

Friends, with some variations in details and context,
I receive at least five e-mails - and often, as many
phone messages - just like this every single day. The
deep hurt and pain...the spiritual and emotional cry
for help...and the enormous promise and potential
that such a call represents, are all part of the complex
question I want to discuss with you on this Yom
Kippur Morning... the issue of interfaith marriage...

without a doubt, the most critical challenge facing
Jewish life in America today.

Over the past fifty years, the findings of every survey
of demographic statistics and trends in the Jewish
community have reaffirmed that the Jewish population
of the United States, the largest and most important
Jewish community in the world, is gradually aging,
slowly shrinking, and heading for an unsure future as
a proportionately insignificant voice and presence in
American life and culture. The major factor in the
picture is clearly the ever-increasing rate of
intermarriage. In 1963, at the time of the first major
definitive study, barely five percent of American Jews
married partners of another faith. By some estimates,
this proportion has today risen to almost 60 percent!
Most of us have known of this trend for years - and
we didn't need demographic statistics to tell us about
it! We just had to look at our own children - and the
names on the wedding invitations we received from
everyone else's children. But there are other
developments documented in recent demographic
studies that reveal some of the more complex
implications of this reality.

It has been estimated that as many as three-quarters
of the children of intermarriages in America today
are not being raised as Jews.  Surveys indicate that

A new generation worships in the Classical Reform tradition,
using the UNION PRAYER BOOK-SINAI EDITION, at Boston Jewish Spirit.

E I
CONTINUING THE CONVERSATION

We have offered a variety of essays on the critical issue of interfaith marriage in previous
editions of the Advocate, and continue the conversation here. We do want to be clear that
on this and many other questions, supporters of the Society hold a broad variety of views and
interpretations. This is particularly true regarding the complex issue of rabbinic officiation at
wedding ceremonies for mixed faith couples. The two reflections that follow are part of this
spectrum, and we respect the differing perspectives of various rabbis who support our work
and share our commitments on other aspects of Classical Reform practice and principles.
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many couples are either joining the churches of the
non-Jewish partner, or seek a compromise in settings
they perceive as neutral alternatives, such as Unitarian
Universalist congregations. And many- perhaps most-
remain alienated and unaffiliated, often abandoning
religion altogether, and bringing up their children
without a spiritual identity.

And it is clear that the intermarriage debate continues
with unabated vehemence - centering on the steadfast
refusal of the vast majority of rabbis - Reform as well
as Conservative and Orthodox - to officiate at the
wedding ceremonies of mixed faith couples, in a futile
effort to stem the tide.

My own position, born out of my personal struggles
with this issue, and my pastoral experience as a rabbi
over almost 40 years, is an expression of my
understanding of the broad universalistic principles
of our historic Classical Reform tradition. When I
was ordained thirty seven years ago, the overwhelming
majority of my colleagues stood steadfastly against
officiating at weddings of a Jew and a non-Jew. While
technically, the national Reform Movement was
compelled to allow each rabbi to make this decision
for themselves, the strong message officially was one
of discouragement and disapproval.  However, early
on in my rabbinic career, after deep reflection, a great
deal of argument and debate, and many painful and
difficult encounters with families struggling with this
question, I came to a decision...that one of my personal
missions and priorities as a rabbi, was to lovingly
welcome and support interfaith couples in the
celebration of their love and the beginnings of their
spiritual journeys together. I personally encountered
the ever- increasing numbers of young Jews falling in
love with and marrying young people of different
faiths and backgrounds. And I came to learn that this
was a decision which did not at all reflect a rejection
of Judaism on their part, as the conventional wisdom
claimed. I realized that this trend was rather an
unavoidable demographic reality in our free, open,
pluralistic American society, in which, thank God,
Jews were, for the first time in our history, full and
equal citizens - free to live among, work with and
build close relationships with non-Jews. And I came
to realize that we - as a community and as families -
and I as a rabbi - could play a critical and even decisive
role in determining what direction this trend could
take. Either we could rant and rave and "sit shivah,"

as generations had done before; either I as a rabbi
could reject such couples and refuse to support them
as so many of my rabbinic colleagues were doing, or,
I and my congregation could warmly welcome them
- celebrate their weddings - work with them in
exploring our tradition, and help them find a home-
together in Judaism. I came to believe that the
bitterness and alienation that many young Jews felt,
because of the way their parents and rabbis responded
to their relationships, was tantamount to creating a
self-fulfilling prophecy. Intermarriage would indeed
lead to the end of the Jewish faith and people - if we
rejected and turned these young people away! The
more I met with and counseled couples in this
situation, the more I realized that contrary to turning
their backs on Judaism, they were eager to rediscover
their faith and heritage, and share it together with
their partners. And I came to believe that the best
and most authentic response I could make with
integrity was one of love and understanding ... an
open heart ... and an open door...

I also became convinced that requiring a conversion
of a non-Jewish partner merely for the sake of a
wedding ceremony – which so many other rabbis
insisted upon - was an inappropriate presumption.
One cannot "require" such a thing of another human
being and we Jews should know that better than
anyone!

And, moreover, I could not in good conscience agree
to convert someone whose decision to accept the
sacred and profound responsibilities of Judaism, was
based primarily on the desire to please an insistent
fiancé or placate hysterical in-laws. Such a conversion
is an empty sham - a hypocrisy - and a disservice to
our faith. Instead, I formulated the philosophy that
developing an ongoing relationship with a couple;
providing a continuing opportunity for them to learn
about and experience Judaism together, in a warm
and supportive environment, would be the best
advertisement for our faith. This would be the most
authentic motivation for a couple’s decision to join
a synagogue and to establish a Jewish home; to
meaningfully, intelligently and sensitively raise Jewish
children; and perhaps, ultimately, for the non-Jewish
partner to seriously consider the possibility of
conversion. And yet, I was determined to count these
partners as cherished, full members of the temple
family, whether their search brought them to that
decision or not.
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I have always been encouraged and inspired by the
practical results of this approach. I am proud to say
that to my knowledge, a major proportion of the
interfaith couples I have married over the years, both
in my twenty years at Chicago Sinai Congregation -
my long-time pulpit where I first instituted this
approach - as well as many of you whom I have had
the privilege of joining together in marriage here in
Boston - are members of temples, living Jewish lives
and raising their children in committed Jewish homes.
Moreover, the non-Jewish spouses of so many of the
interfaith couples that I have married, are some of
the most active and Jewishly knowledgeable temple
members I have known.  Many of them, of their own
choice and at their own pace, have decided to prepare
for conversion and have formally made their personal
commitments to the Jewish faith and people. And I
believe that these are far more authentic and deeper
choices than those required as the forced prerequisite
for a twenty minute wedding ceremony.

Just as important, have been the dramatic
transformations of the Jewish partners whose lives
have been changed by this approach! I always tell a
prospective wedding couple that I am far more
interested in the conversion of the Jewish partner
than the Gentile! The pattern is virtually identical
in every case: a young man or woman who has had
a typical nominally Jewish upbringing: the usual
pattern of coerced attendance at a mind-numbingly
boring and ineffectual Hebrew School; rote,
mechanical training for a Bar or Bat Mitzvah - whose
major lasting impression was an obscenely lavish party
-  more “bar” than “mitzvah” as the saying goes; and
then virtually no personal contact or religious
involvement through their college years and young
adult life...until they start dating a non-Jewish boy
or girl and have to start taking a hard look at what
their own Jewish identity means to them! They are
sometimes alienated or ambivalent, but I must say,
more often than not, they feel warmly and proud of
their Jewish identity – regardless of how latent and
suppressed it might be. However, most have never
taken the opportunity to explore and experience its
deeper meanings as thoughtful, responsible adults.
And most of them are open and eager for an encounter
with Judaism as a vital personal religious faith, as a
path to exploration and possible spiritual discovery
of the transcendent in their lives - rather than the
narrow, simplistic, materialistic, primarily social kind

of ethnicity - which so many young Jews have grown
up thinking was all there is to being Jewish.

The tragedy here is that so many of these young
people - hundreds of thousands of them - turning to
the rabbis and synagogues they grew up with for
support and guidance at one of the most important
moments of their lives, have had doors slammed in
their faces - and hostile rejection from their families...
often with attitudes that border on bigotry and racism.
It is no wonder they left! It is that self-fulfilling
prophecy at work ... by those very Jewish leaders, and
families, who profess to be most concerned about
Jewish survival. I cannot comprehend the insensitivity
of so many synagogues- including Reform temples -
whose policies prohibit officiation at ceremonies for
interfaith couples, and then have the chutzpah to
urge them to come back after their weddings elsewhere
and join as members ... congregations which claim
to “welcome” interfaith families, with all kinds of
fuzzy PR catchphrases, but whose rabbis will not stand
by them and affirm the sanctity and integrity of their
relationships by consecrating their marriages.

And here is where our distinctive interpretation of
Reform Judaism offers a transformative opportunity-
offering young Jews a completely different kind of
experience of Judaism ... as a vital, spiritual journey
... as a resource in facing life's challenges, joys and
trials...as a path to the discovery of the Divine and
transcendent in their human experience...and as a
strong, courageous response to the moral and ethical
challenges of life in society in the modern world.

Here is where Classical Reform’s broad, inclusive,
universal embrace offers an empowering understanding
of Jewish identity - not as a closed club, with secret
handshakes and passwords - but rather as an inspiring
and challenging spiritual commitment, embracing
philosophical concepts and ethical values that a
couple can affirm fully together, regardless of their
respective backgrounds. Ours is an understanding of
Judaism that offers an experience transcending
exclusionary ethnic identity - and opens the possibility
of a shared Jewish religious faith that can confidently
embrace and impart to children both of the cultural
traditions of an interfaith family.

Here is where the beauty and simplicity of Classical
Reform worship Services - so accessible in their
expression of authentic Jewish values, in the language
and cultural setting of our own time and place - can
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bring our tradition’s message to interfaith families in
a uniquely meaningful, inclusive way, that they can
relate to and share together.

There is no doubt in my mind that if many of the
couples who felt they had to look elsewhere for a
spiritual home - or who, in disillusionment, turned
away from religion altogether - had been welcomed
and supported in congregations such as ours, and had
been offered an opportunity to experience the deeper
beauty, meaning and inspiration of the Jewish
tradition, they would be observing Yom Kippur
today...together. For me, there is no question
whatsoever - that had the parents of those 75 percent
of children of intermarriages who are not being raised
as Jews, been given the kind of support, resources and
the experience of a welcoming, inclusive, spiritually
rich Judaism that we are trying to share here, the
majority of those children would be Jewish today!

Friends, make no mistake... Jewish survival is my
ultimate priority and motivation as well! I have
consecrated my life to the furthering and perpetuation
of the Jewish faith and people - not one iota less than
the strictest Orthodox rabbi! But I believe that love
and compassion and gentle guidance are the best ways
of achieving this sacred goal.

And speaking of the Jewish future...even on a purely
pragmatic and strategic level, I cannot understand-
for the life of me how others who condemn our
approach do not realize what we can accomplish by
welcoming hundreds of thousands of young, interfaith
families into our community. Just think of the
proportionately immense broadening of support and
solidarity we can win from the millions of Americans
who thus become the families of Jews...who will learn
and experience our tradition as they celebrate and
mark milestones in the lives of their Jewish children
and grandchildren, nephews and nieces. And since
the Holocaust is inevitably brought into the debate
by our critics, just think of the anti-Semitic remarks
and attitudes that will no longer go unchallenged by
untold millions of people of all religions who have
an intimate personal relationship with Jews in their
lives...

And so...

We will continue, with greater commitment and
firmness of resolve than ever, to welcome and share
our faith with everyone who enters these doors - Jews,

and those whom they love ... and to do so fully and
unconditionally ... with warmth, and sensitivity. I
hope that we will work together to serve as a model
and example - of a congregation and a spiritual
community - whose own serious spiritual quest,
personal warmth, strong Jewish loyalty and highest
ethical ideals, are the most compelling proof for the
meaningful role that Judaism can play in their lives.

We will, through our partnership in the nation-wide
efforts of the Society for Classical Reform Judaism,
reach out to and mutually support other rabbis and
congregations throughout the country seeking to
offer this alternative.

Friends, look around you at the faces of our temple
family gathered here together on this holiest of days.
Each and every one of us - of whatever religious
background or point on our own personal spiritual
journey -  are links in the timeless chain of Jewish
history and living testimonies of the Jewish future.
We come together reflecting a rich and precious
variety of traditions and backgrounds, yet each of us
is actively seeking Judaism’s insights and message for
our own lives,  according to our own understandings
and choices...while sharing in a community and
making our statement of solidarity together.

Let this be our response to the statistics of doom and
gloom!

Let our shared commitment to finding our places
within the Jewish tradition and community, be our
powerful answer to those who criticize and revile us
for our position!

May each of us work together to keep this a
congregation that welcomes all, with open hearts
and an open door...affirming the sacredness of our
diversity, as we join in our shared spiritual quest...true
to the teachings of our Torah and the vision of our
Hebrew Prophets  - who called our ancestors to
establish God’s house as a “house of prayer for all
people”... and who challenged Jews throughout the
ages - and each one of us today - to be a light of love,
justice and peace for all humanity...as we embrace
and stand by our children whom we love...and who
are our hope for the future.



6

The Reform Advocate
Volume III, Number 3: Autumn 2011

Celebrating Interfaith Marriages
Rabbi Devon A. Lerner
SCRJ Program Coordinator

I officiated at my first interfaith wedding in 1979, the
year of my ordination.
It was my brother’s
wedding. He was
marrying a Christian
woman, and he asked
me, his sister the
rabbi, to marry him.
I did not, as some
might think, marry
him simply because he
was my brother.  I
could only participate
if I felt it was the right
thing to do for the
Jewish community
and for me as a rabbi.
W o u l d  m y
participation promote

the assimilation and ultimate demise of the Jewish
people, as a vast majority of my colleagues believed?
After much soul searching, I emerged believing,
without reservation, that honoring and blessing
interfaith couples was the right thing to do for me
and for the future of the Jewish people.  My next 32
years of working with these couples and families would
prove to me that officiating at their weddings and
warmly welcoming them into our communities only
strengthens, and does not diminish our faith, traditions
or people.

As I began working with interfaith couples, I realized
that there were few resources available to help them
create a ceremony that honored both of their
traditions.  So I started gathering passages from Jewish
and Christian sources, and I created new pieces that
couples could use to personalize their service.  I also
asked every couple to contribute something of their
own, such as a poem or quote that had special meaning
for them.

Twenty years later, after marrying hundreds of couples,
I had gathered so much material that I needed to
organize it in a way that made it easy to use.  I put
everything into a handbook that included sample
ceremonies, choices of passages for each element of
a service, and a collection of Biblical and modern

poetry and prose on marriage, love and relationship.
I also added chapters that described the differences
between Christian and Jewish traditions, and addressed
some the unique obstacles that many interfaith couples
face.

Those who used my new handbook found it so helpful
that they encouraged me to publish it.  In 1999,
Celebrating Interfaith Marriages was published by Owl
Books.  Twelve years later, the book is still in print
and is now available as a Kindle edition.  To this day,
I still receive calls and e-mails from grateful couples
who tell me how important my book was to them,
how easy it is to use and how much it helped them
understand each other and made them feel accepted
and welcomed into the Jewish community.

I had hoped and truly believed that by 2011, officiating
at interfaith marriages would no longer be
controversial. Unfortunately this is not the case.  But
the situation is getting better.  The number of rabbis
participating at interfaith weddings is increasing every
year.  I recently received a call from a bride telling
me that she would not need me for her wedding
because her own rabbi had decided he would officiate
at her interfaith wedding. Another rabbi added his
name to those who will bless interfaith marriages: I
was thrilled.

The number of interfaith resources is also rising.  The
Union for Reform Judaism offers many well-received
interfaith educational programs. Interfaithfamily.com,
a web-based resource for interfaith families, provides
a wealth of information, including how-to pieces
about holidays and blogs written by interfaith couples
who are struggling about how they will raise their
children.  And I have witnessed the same phenomenon
that Rabbi Berman mentioned in his sermon.  Many
non-Jewish partners eventually choose to convert to
Judaism, and many of the Jewish partners convert as
well, convert back to an appreciation of their own
faith and traditions.   Interfaith marriages will not
cause the demise of the Jewish people.  Our future
will depend on our commitment to support all people
on their spiritual quest.

Celebrating Interfaith Marriages by
Rabbi Devon Lerner can be found on
Amazon.com
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The Society’s Board of
Directors

The third in an ongoing series of profiles of the leadership of the SCRJ

Morelle Lasky Levine
Morelle Lasky Levine
is  a  decades- long
member of Leo Baeck
T e m p l e  i n  L o s
Angeles.  As a pre-
t e en a ge r  i n  S a n
F r a n c i s c o ,  h e r
birthplace, she was
“turned on to” Classical
Reform Judaism by
Rabbi Irving Reichert’s
b r i l l i an t  ra t iona l
sermons and the stirring

choir and organ music at Temple Emanu-El, where
she eventually was confirmed and married. Levine
graduated from Wellesley College with honors in
1956 and later served as a foreign service officer,
resigning in 1964 with the rank of consul and second
secretary of the embassy. As a volunteer she produced
programs on Middle East politics for the Jewish
Television Network in the early 1980’s and held
leadership positions in various organizations in
education and the arts.  In 1988 she opened the Los
Angeles office of California Lawyers for the Arts.
She and her husband Norman, a retired radiologist,
live in Los Angeles.

Rabbi Hillel Cohn 
Rabbi Hillel Cohn was
rabbi of Congregation
E m a n u  E l  i n  S a n
Bernardino from 1963 to
2001 and is now its Rabbi
Emeritus.  He received a
B.A. in Political Science
from UCLA in 1959.  He
was ordained at the
Hebrew Union College in
Cincinnati in 1963.  He
earned a  Doctor  of
Ministry degree from the
Claremont School of

Theology in 1984 specializing in ethics and

communication.  In 1988 he was awarded an honorary
Doctor of Divinity degree by the Hebrew Union
College.

Rabbi Cohn has been active in many community
organizations in the San Bernardino area. He was the
founding chairperson of the City of San Bernardino
Human Relations Commission and currently serves
as a member of that commission. He produced and
hosted “The Many Faces of San Bernardino: Dialogues
on Diversity”, a series of 50 half-hour programs. He
served as chair of the Bicentennial Commission of
the City of San Bernardino.

Rabbi Cohn has edited two publications for the
Central Conference of American Rabbis  on rabbinic
- congregational contracts. From 1999-2001 he served
as Treasurer of the CCAR. From 2001-2008 he served
as editor of the CCAR Newsletter. He is a past-
president the Pacific Association of Reform Rabbis.
He is the immediate past-president of the National
Association of Retired Reform Rabbis and serves as
editor of its newsletter.

From 2002-2007 Rabbi Cohn served as the interim
rabbi of Adat Ari El, a Reform synagogue in Las Vegas
and wrote a regular column for the Las Vegas Israelite.
Since 2007 he has served as rabbi of Sun City Jewish
Congregation in Palm Desert.

While not from a Classical Reform background, he
was attracted to the work of the SCRJ especially
because of the its commitment to preserve the
traditions of great synagogue music and to return the
sermon to a prominent place in Reform Jewish
worship.

Cantor Erik Contzius
E v e n  b e f o r e  h i s
investiture from the
H e b r e w  U n i o n
C o l l e g e - J e w i s h
Institute of Religion,
School of Sacred Music
in  1995 ,  Canto r
Contzius has always
wanted to make prayer
a dynamic experience,
one  in  wh ich  a
community  would
share in reverence, in
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2011 Society Prize Essays
by Students of

Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion
The following paper is the second installment of
our publication of the winning entries for the

inaugural Prize Essays of the SCRJ partnership
with our Movement’s rabbinic seminary, Hebrew

Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, in
Cincinnati. Two additional papers will appear in

the next issue of the Advocate.

Classical Reform Foundation for  the Relationship
of Reform Judaism and Modern Science
Jason Levine (Class of 2013)

Darwin’s publication, On the Origin of Species in 1859,
remains the watershed event for the explosion of
interest in modern science in the western world.  Yet
there was already an ongoing debate over science and
religion in the mid-19th century. These discussions
were largely limited to theological considerations.
The majority of Christian writers collectively
proclaimed that science was incompatible with God’s
Divine plan and that no matter how much man
attempted to define and comprehend Nature, human
beings could never reach anything close to God’s
grand understanding.1 As such, people should refocus
their attention on the Bible and their religious
convictions, abandoning the frivolities of science.
The Jewish community in America largely avoided
this theological debate. Instead, the community’s
focus was on practical issues, such as dealing with the
difficulties of integrating into the new American
culture, leaving little room for grand theological
debates.2

It is was not until the publication of Darwin’s second
book, The Descent of Man, in 1871, that the Jewish
community stood up and took notice.3 In this book,
Darwin speculated on a subject not greatly discussed
in On the Origin of Species, the implication of human
evolution and our relationship to lower animals.

Looking at the period from 1871 through the opening
decades of the 20th century, the Reform Movement
in America began embracing modern science with
astounding enthusiasm. This open, receptive ideology
can be directly traced to the foundational principles
of Classical Reform Judaism as taught by the founders
of the Reform movement. Reform Judaism was
founded upon the principle that the nature of the
world and the people within it are constantly changing

joy, and in song. Cantor Contzius' vision dovetails
well with the Society for Classical Reform Judaism's
devotion to creating worship that is accessible,
understandable, and at the same time reverent and
engaging.

Cantor Contzius has served three pulpits: Temple
Israel in Omaha, Nebraska; Reform Congregation
Keneseth Israel in Elkins Park, Pennsylvania, and for
the past decade at Temple Israel of New Rochelle,
New York. At all three of these synagogues he has
tried to bring the message of enriching prayer and
music to his congregations.

Cantor Contzius has been invited to sing around the
world, performing Ernst Bloch’s "Avodath Hakodesh"
("Sacred Service") in Bulgaria, Israel, and Canada.
He has concertized as well as led worship throughout
the United States.

Cantor Contzius is also a creative composer of new
liturgical music for the Reform synagogue. Increasingly,
his works are set both in Hebrew and English, in an
effort to provide greater understanding of worship
while reflecting the spirit of Jewish tradition.  Several
of his works have been published by Transcontinental
Music Publishing. More recently, his setting of Psalm
116 in Hebrew and Latin had its world premiere in
November 2010 at the Vatican as performed by
members of the American Conference of Cantors.

Our CD Recording, COME O SABBATH DAY, featuring worship from
the UNION PRAYER BOOK - SINAI EDITION, with selections from the
great musical heritage of Classical Reform Judaism, has become a
popular resource. It is available upon request from the Society, and is
accompanied by a printed booklet with the full text of the Service, to
enable its use as a personal worship experience.
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and progressing.4 In the minds of the founding rabbis,
the continual organic change of evolutionary science
was parallel to the growth and development of Judaism
that the Reform Movement offered. Both were
considered “the spirit of the age.”5 Early Reformers
spoke highly of “progressive revelation” and the ever-
moving forward course of life. Therefore the theory
of evolution and the discoveries of modern science
proved to be complementary to their theology and
ideology.

Following the tradition set by many medieval
philosophers, Reform Judaism emphasized the
principles of natural law over the miraculous nature
of Biblical text.6 Rabbis and scholars therefore could
use modern science to better understand and
rationalize the Tradition. Jewish theology at this time
also focused on nature’s beauty, order and regularity,
and God’s contribution to these realities.7 The
scientific exploration of the time followed along a
similar path and therefore could be easily reconciled.
As such, the philosophical conversations of Reform
Jews lent themselves to understanding and embracing
the insights of science.8

Classical Reform Judaism was just in its nascent stage
during these early decades and often had a difficult
time standing out among its religious counterparts.
Embracing science was one of the ways in which the
early Reformers made their mark. By accepting new
ideas and theories originating from the intellectual
world, Reform Judaism could demonstrate how it was
a religion of the future, and not just a path to
assimilation, a claim many traditional Jews would
make.9 In addition, America was in the midst of the
Industrial Revolution
and there was a growing
trend in American
culture to celebrate
science and progress.10

One of  the major
foundational principles
of Classical Reform
Judaism is affirming the
experience of American
li fe  and culture.1 1

Classical Reform leaders
e x p r e s s e d  t h e i r
a f f i r m a t i o n  b y
e m b r a c i n g  t h e

intellectual and scientific
progress of modern
America.12 Science was
an effective means to
boost  the cultura l
standing and popularity
of the budding Reform
movement.

It is unclear how Reform
rabbis first learned about
the term “evolution” and
its scientific principles.13

However, they quickly
adopted both the idea of
evolution and the term
itself. In 1881, Rabbi

Kaufmann Kohler spoke about evolution as the source
of solving all spiritual problems in modern times.14

Rabbi Emil G. Hirsch often used the term “evolution”
as a synonym for “revelation,” and used the phrase
“religion is the result of evolution.”15

While evolution itself was a popular topic of discussion
in American Judaism, the larger implications of science
on society’s collective thought did challenge liberal
Judaism. There was no total acceptance of science
with religious thought. The two most well known
leaders of the American Reform movement, Rabbi
David Einhorn and Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise, both
initially questioned the new scientific discoveries of
the time. Both Einhorn and Wise worried deeply that
the rise in evolutionary theory would affect Judaism’s
claim that man was created in the image of God and
possessed a divinely created soul.16 If the theory of
evolution concluded that humankind came from
animals, where was the unique place for humanity in
the scheme of creation? Would modern science work
to disprove the existence of the soul? In fact, both
men initially rejected the hypothesis of evolution
when it first appeared.17 A survey of their respective
publications, Sinai and The American Israelite, reveals
that between 1865 and 1890 the number of supporters
of evolution equaled the number of people who
rejected the theory.18 However, over the next few
decades, their views would drastically diverge.

Wise’s opinion on evolution never changed and
during the 1870’s, through a series of sermons, he
became the most vocal opponent to accepting
evolution within the American Reform movement.19

Rabbi Kaufmann Kohler 1843 - 1926

Rabbi Emil G. Hirsch 1859 - 1923
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Wise s t i l l  was  a
proponent of harmony
b e t w e e n  m o de r n
science and Reform
Judaism, but he found
the technical aspects of
evolutionary theory to
be too questionable.
H o w e v e r ,  R a b b i
Einhorn’s views would
slowly change in favor
of  evolut ion and
m o d e r n  s c i e n c e .
Einhorn preached very
passionately about how
Judaism survived and
developed as a result of its constant need for change
and progress toward the future and accepted the
parallels with progressive evolution.20 As a result,
Einhorn accepted evolution, not for the science it
professed, but for its theory on the development of
life. It was Einhorn’s followers who fully embraced
and expanded liberal Judaism’s relationship with
modern science.

While a number of rabbis held inconsistent views
about their relationship with science, Rabbis Emil G.
Hirsch, Joseph Krauskopf, and Kaufmann Kohler, the
institutional and ideological pillars of the Movement,
were among the strongest advocates for science in
this early period of Reform Judaism.21 Classical Reform
Judaism was founded on, and still maintains today,
the supremacy of the moral law of the Torah, rather
than its ritual and legal mandates.22 This morality,
itself a gift from the Divine, was what made human
beings superior than lower animals. For these
rabbinical leaders, this was not a contradiction with
science’s claim of a progressive development of life
from protozoa into human beings. Hirsch argued that
the notions of human dignity and human morality,
which are both ultimately grounded in God’s will,
were central pillars of Judaism and its great
contribution to civilization.23 The moral development
of humankind is separate from the biological
development preached by science, and therefore no
contradiction occurs. In fact, morality itself is evidence
that God had given human beings a special position
on a higher rung of the evolutionary ladder. These
rabbis professed the early ideas of theistic evolution,
which states that God was present in the universe

and is an active force in
the  evo lut ion  and
development of life.24

Krauskopf took it one step
further. He argued that
the natural order of the
world itself was proof of
G o d ’ s  e x i s t e n c e .
There fo re ,  modern
sc ient i f ic  theor ies ,
i n c l u d i n g  n a t u r a l
selection support Jewish
theology, rather than
refuting it.25

Kohler emphasized how
crucial the study of

science is to the Reform Jew’s understanding of the
cosmos and the Cosmic Ruler.

The process of evolution, our modern key with
which to unlock the secrets of nature, points most
significantly to a Supreme Power and Energy....26

Kohler argued that we needed to embrace our
relationship with other animals in order to better
appreciate our unique gifts.

The beginnings of the human mind must be sought
once for all in the animal, just as the origin of the
animal reaches back into the plant world... Thus
motion and sensibility form the lower boundary-
line of the animal kingdom, and self-consciousness
and self-determination are the criteria of humanity.27

In line with the theological precedents set by Hirsch,
Krauskopf and Kohler, Reform rabbis of the 1920's
and 30's welcomed the wonders of science but still
strongly emphasized the moral and ethical values that
religion offered.

The early rabbis of the 19th century founded a set of
ideals and principles to relate science to their theology.
The next generation of rabbis and Jews in the post-
Progressive Era tested these principles in practice
when American society was split into two, and these
ideals and principles held firm. And finally, with the
Columbus Platform of 1937, Reform Judaism further
defined its support for modernity, for science and for
progress in an official capacity. Times had changed,
and ideas along with it. But Reform Judaism built
upon its historical values. From its Classical Reform
origins, Reform Judaism continues to relate to science

Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise 1819 - 1900 Rabbi David Einhorn 1809 - 1879
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and scientific discovery by drawing inspiration from
its past, understanding the reality of its present, and
embracing the possibilities of its future.
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