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Introduction
From the time that Jews first settled in North America, American Judaism developed on a
different course than that of European Judaism. Jews in the United States were accepted and
acculturated into mainstream society to a higher degree than their European counterparts.
They lived in integrated communities, did business with Christians and Jews alike, and often
sent their children to secular schools. After the United States became independent and broke
some of its close European ties, many American Jews began to follow Jewish rituals less closely
and attend synagogue less often than their European forbears, both because of an economic
need to keep business on the Christian calendar and because of a lack of Jewish leadership in
the United States that would effectively forbid such practices. 1 Religious bonds and
communities were not as tight knit as had been the case in Europe; American Judaism had no
universally accepted religious authority and very few Jews formally associated with a
synagogue. In addition to the lack of compelling leaders, religious divisions carried over from
Jewish immigrants’ countries of origin, and ethnic divisions between Sephardic and Ashkenazic
Jews made it difficult for many Jews in the United States to bond over a common idea of what it
meant to be Jewish.2 Throughout the early nineteenth century, synagogues and rabbis would
often condemn each other over issues of acculturation and modernization, and it was not
unheard of for members of a congregation to mutiny and reform their synagogue or establish a
new one. In spite of their often irreconcilable differences regarding beliefs and practices, many
American Jews increasingly bonded through their common ties as members of the American
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community at large and developed a passion for those revolutionary ideals that encouraged
social justice and a focus on helping the greater, non-Jewish community, such as religious
freedom and equality. By and large, American Jews came to see these qualities as the noble
traits of the Jewish people that made them ideal American citizens.
As many Jews developed a sense of American national identity, they began to see a paradox
between their loyalties to the United States and their traditional Jewish national identities.
Louis Brandeis, in later decades, summed up the perceived dilemma perfectly: “Habits of living
or of thought which tend to keep alive differences of origin… are inconsistent with the
American ideal of brotherhood, and are disloyal.” 3 It seemed inconsistent to consider oneself
both an American and a Jewish nationalist. As the one perceived common tie uniting every
American, national loyalty demanded an unwavering commitment to the United States, above
any previously held national identity. The traditional belief that someday the Jews would
regain their own national independence and be reunited in the Holy Land appeared to both
non-Christians and many Jews themselves to be subversive to the idea that the United States
was the best possible place to live in and belong to. As American Jews adapted to their
surroundings and grew to consider the United States their homeland, many of their Christian
neighbors nonetheless doubted their patriotism on account of their Jewish nationality.4
Therefore, American Jews began to search for a way to retain their Jewish faith and heritage
while demonstrating patriotism for the United States. Many began to explore new varieties of
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Judaism that were cropping up in America’s relatively unrestrained environment of religious
freedom and individual choice.
Partially in response to the accusation of divided loyalties, many American Jews not who
were not already affiliated with it began to embrace the tenets of Reform Judaism, a movement
that had been growing in Germany since the early nineteenth century. Reform focused on
monotheistic morality and dismissed most traditional ritual laws and customs of rabbinic
Judaism. For example, Reform services were performed in the vernacular rather than the
traditional Hebrew. Indeed, Reform Judaism rejected any behaviors that were deemed
unconventional to mainstream Christian society, such as praying in Hebrew or wearing
traditional Jewish-identified clothing. 5 Reformers were mainly interested in moral and secular
applications of Judaism (as opposed to keeping traditional rituals) and saw Judaism more as a
faith to be adhered to, rather than a set of beliefs and a comprehensive way of life into which
one is born. This allowed Reform Jews to remain loyal to their Jewish heritage without being
responsible for identifying with the entire Jewish nation, a conviction for which Conservative
and Orthodox Jews condemned Reformers. Despite this controversy, the efforts by Reform
Jews to fit in with and improve their communities impressed their non-Jewish neighbors, who,
by the mid nineteenth century, began to accept the Reform Jews as full-fledged fellow
Americans in unprecedented ways. For instance, many Christian churches began to fund
Reform temples, and both Jews and Christians alike sent their children to generally secular
public schools together. 6 Reform Judaism was intended to allow, and with some success did
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allow, Jews to live modern lives and fit in with the society of their Christian neighbors while
keeping their Jewish heritage and faith.
Isaac Mayer Wise (1819-1900) was central to the transformation of Reform Judaism from a
fledgling movement into the largest Jewish religious movement in the United States. Born and
raised in Europe, Wise arrived in the United States from what is today the Czech Republic as a
rabbi in 1846 and soon attempted to instate reformist changes to his synagogue in New York
City, such as introducing mixed seating for men and women. 7 His fellow congregants in New
York did not subscribe to his Reform changes, which they felt were too radical, and a fistfight
between Wise and the president of the Beth-El congregation led to his departure from the
synagogue in 1850. Wise and his loyal supporters moved to Lodge Street Synagogue in
Cincinnati in 1854, where he eventually established the historic Plum Street Synagogue in 1866.
As leader of the synagogue, Wise enacted many reforms to the Jewish religion in the areas of
belief, worship, and education. Partly because of Wise’s activities, Cincinnati became the
center of Reform Judaism in the United States, rivaling older Jewish religious centers on the
east coast. The city’s Jewish schools graduated premier Reform rabbis. Cincinnati hosted
Reform Judaism’s headquarters at the Union of American Hebrew Congregations (founded by
Wise in 1873) and the Central Conference of American Rabbis (also founded by Wise, in 1889),
an organization of Reform rabbis from the United States and Canada. At the pinnacle of Wise’s
influence in the 1870s and 1880s, 20% of American Jews from across the nation (including
California) were affiliated with his Union of American Hebrew Congregations. The historian and
Rabbi Alan Silverstein explains, “In an era in which most Americans were not affiliated with
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either churches or synagogues, such a 20 percent figure at the national level represents a
staggering achievement.” 8 The goal of the Union, as the body’s name suggests, was to unify
Jewish congregations (especially Reform ones) under one organization that could host policysetting conventions and establish specific goals for American Judaism in areas such as
education. Under Wise’s leadership, Reform Judaism became a powerhouse movement in the
nineteenth century and came to incorporate unique traits of American society into Judaism. In
turn, Reform Judaism in the United States gained distinct traits that both established American
Jews and many immigrant Jews, both those who already adhered to Reform as well as some
who did not, adopted. Reform became an extremely popular movement among Jews in the
United States because it brought Jewish religious life into harmony with the distinctive beliefs
and practices of Americans, such as individual choice and democracy. Wise’s sweeping plan for
Judaism encompassed all aspects of Jewish life, from worship to education, and aimed for the
unification of all American Jews under one religious umbrella.
This paper will address the life of Isaac M. Wise and his contributions to Reform Judaism
and to the development of American Reform Judaism in general. I will place a focus on the
ways in which Wise’s ideas adjusted traditional Jewish beliefs in such a way that Reform
Judaism was able to serve as a vehicle for Jews’ acculturation into the mainstream of (a
predominantly Christian) American society and win for them acceptance by many non-Jews,
while retaining Judaism’s historical and religious significance for those who practiced it. The
paper will argue that Wise’s unique approach to Reform Judaism was what allowed it to thrive
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in the United States, as distinct from other countries, notably Germany. I will discuss principal
ways that Wise influenced, even reconfigured Reform Judaism , including his interpretation of
Jewish holy texts, his reform of religious services, his approach to religious education, and his
dream of uniting all American Jews under one form of Judaism. A final section will address
possible counterarguments against Wise’s importance; discussing the conditions of American
society that may have been conducive to Reform Judaism irrespective of Wise’s work. The
paper will also review and analyze what important scholars have to say about Wise and his
influence on American Reform Judaism.
The first section will address how Wise adapted Reform beliefs to correspond with ideals
that were central to the United States’ Christian-dominated social mainstream , using examples
of how he interpreted traditional texts to argue in favor of those beliefs. For Wise, religious
texts were meant for moral guidance, and should not be construed as books of inviolable rules.
Hence, he considered many conventional, halakhic rituals and traditions antiquated and
irrelevant to modern society. 9 A key focus of the section will be on Wise’s role in the Reform
Rabbis’ Philadelphia Conference of 1869, and the resulting Pittsburgh Platform which, in part,
negated Jews’ traditional Zionist beliefs .
The second section will describe his reforms to synagogue services, such as the introduction
of a confirmation rite, choral singing, and mixed seating in pews. The attempted reforms had
been proposed decades before Wise introduced them, and had been a source of great
contention among and amidst congregations (one example is the lawsuit filed over the first
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organ to be installed in a Charleston synagogue). 10 Wise continued to pursue reform, however,
with a goal of not only acculturating Judaism to mainstream society, but transforming it into a
unique American identity. Many of Wise’s reforms were eventually instated to resemble and
cohere with America’s predominantly Christian culture and democratic ethos. A negative
reaction to these reforms by rival leaders caused Wise to leave New York and eventually found
the Plum Street Temple (Wise intentionally changed the title of this institution from
“synagogue” to “temple”) in Cincinnati, which was where Reform Judaism first acquired
institutional and organizational momentum and developed under his leadership. This section of
the paper will address the historical and religious significance of the Plum Street Temple (which
has been renamed as Isaac M. Wise Temple and is a National Historic Site). 11
The third section will describe the reforms Wise attempted to make to Jewish education,
both for children and for rabbis in training. Unlike previous generations of traditionally-minded
rabbis, he believed that Jewish parents should send their children to public schools, as long as
those schools contained as little Christian content as possible and tolerated other religions like
Judaism. In the realm of higher education, Wise founded Hebrew Union College, the foremost
religious seminary of the Reform Movement. 12 The Rabbis ordained at the college carried forth
Wise’s beliefs and spread his brand of Reform Judaism throughout the United States.
The fourth section will focus on Wise’s work to unite all Jews under one American umbrella.
His vision was that of a unique American Jewry, distinct from the Judaism of the rest of the
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world, and to this end he created the Union of American Hebrew Colleges. Although some
Orthodox rabbis opposed him, he was successful in uniting a great majority of Jewish
congregations in the United States. It was the Union that established the Hebrew Union
College, and it also published a prayer book intended for use by all denominations. 13 The Union
was successful in uniting most of the Reform movement, but neglected to attract congregations
of other Jewish denominations and orientations. A major example that will be discussed is the
uproar by Conservative and Orthodox rabbis when the Hebrew Union College served at its first
graduation a meal that violated traditional Jewish dietary rules.
The final section of the paper, leading up to the conclusion, will summarize the reasons why
the United States was a good location in which Reform Judaism could flourish. It will also
address the reasons why Reform Judaism was accepted to a high degree in the United States,
while its home country Germany, by and large did not welcome even Reform Jews into
mainstream Christian society. Essentially, this section will address the question of to what
degree was Wise’s influence important in advancing American Reform Judaism and to what
degree were the conditions of American society important to his success and then
transformation of Jewish identity in the United States.
Overall, the paper will trace the fusion of Reform Judaism with American ideals such as
equality and democracy, and Reform’s attempt to reconcile the paradox between having both
Jewish and American national identities.
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A Biographical Sketch

14

Isaac Mayer Wise, 1876.

Isaac Mayer Wise was born in 1819 in Bohemia, raised in what was then a part of the
Austrian Empire. He grew up in a time in which the educated classes of Europe were
increasingly subscribing to Romantic, rather than Enlightenment, ideals. The prospects of the
emancipation and overall “improvement” of the Jews’ legal and social condition that had
spurred political discourse in the decades following the Napoleonic conquests had come to a
virtual halt, with Central European governments abandoning protections they had previously
afforded the Jews and increasingly reverting to their discriminatory ways. 15 These trials,
combined with new state policies and economic changes associated with industrialization,
encouraged many Jews began to move from small towns into larger cities. Amidst the
geographical displacement, community cohesion and traditional Talmudic teaching declined as
Jews faced new pressures to adapt and “fit in” with mainstream society. These pressures, in
part, led to the establishment of Reform Judaism in nearby Germany. The Reformers, besides
advocating both secular and Jewish religious education, imitated many Protestant practices,
including the use of an organ at synagogue services, and the introduction of mixed choirs to
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sing prayers. The Reformers also discarded the traditional skullcap, phylacteries, and prayer
shawl. 16 Reform Judaism was especially popular in Germany, next door to Wise’s home of
Bohemia.
Wise grew up in the Jewish community of Steingrub, Bohemia, where his family had
resided for at least three generations. He was sent at the age of six to study with his
grandfather, a learned Talmudist and follower of kabbalah.17 When his grandfather died, 12year-old Wise journeyed to Prague, where he spent the next decade studying in various
Yeshivas in the area. He determined that he wanted to become ordained as a Rabbi, but a
policy created by the Imperial Government in Vienna in 1837 required him to attend a secular
university in addition to his Talmudic studies in order to receive a degree.18 After two years
each at the University of Prague and University of Vienna, he received some sort of certification
(most likely not an ordination, however) and took a position as a religious instructor near Pilsen
in 1843.19 Whether he actually received a rabbinical diploma is a question of some debate; in
any case, it is certain that the “D.D.” (Doctor of Divinity) that he later would sign after his name
was never conferred upon him.20 In Bohemia, Wise never served as a rabbi; rather he was a
“Religionswieser,” a local instructor whose duties probably included ritual slaughter. 21 In 1844,
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Wise married Therese Bloch (most likely the daughter of Herman Bloch, who hired Wise as a
tutor in his house), with whom he would have ten children.22
During Wise’s lifetime, Bohemia was under the rule of Prince Klemens von Metternich.
From the time that he became Minister of State in 1809, he chose not to continue Joseph II’s
process of liberalizing the state’s approach to the Jews. Metternich did not believe in giving
power to the people, and reinstated restrictions on Jews’ right to own land, where Jews could
live, and even the number of Jewish marriage allowed in a year.23 Some Bohemian Jews chose
to leave the country for less restrictive environments. Wise and his family joined the trend at
departed for the United States in 1845.
Wise arrived in a country undergoing dynamic growth and change. The population of
the United States was growing exponentially, partly owing to emigration. Any titles the
immigrants had enjoyed in Europe were not recognized in the United States, erasing the
traditional, hereditary aristocracy that existed across the Atlantic. The atmosphere of the
Jacksonian era removed the emphasis that had prevailed in American political discourse on the
ideal of “natural” leaders of aristocracy and wealth, and instead glorified the ability of the
ordinary man to reason for himself and contribute to the accomplishments of the country. 24
The United States presented a way of life for Wise that was dramatically different from
the one he had experienced in Bohemia. After escaping the entrenched antisemitism and
limited opportunity available in Austria-ruled Bohemia, America, to Wise, represented
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economic and religious freedom. Wise wrote, “The Jew must be Americanized, for every
German book, every German word reminds (him)...of the old disgrace.” 25 He changed his name
from its original spelling of Weiss and soon became friends with Max Lilienthal, one of only two
ordained rabbis in New York City at the time, who encouraged him to seek a position as a
rabbi.26 Lilienthal, a German Reform Jew who had recently advised the Russian Czar on Jewish
education in the Pale of Settlement, and Wise would become friends, developing and
promoting American Reform Judaism.27 The two would later preside over two of the first
Reform congregations in the United States. In October of 1846, Wise was appointed rabbi of
the Beth-El Congregation in Albany, which accepted some reforms but was not willing to
change as much as Wise wanted to (a topic that I will discuss below, on p. 27). In 1850, a
fistfight with the president of the synagogue forced Wise to leave his position. The immediate
cause of the altercation was Wise’s attempt to excise from the services the traditional prayers
for the restoration of the throne of David, or the coming of the Messiah.28 Wise then created a
new congregation in Albany, the Anshe Emeth (“People of Truth”), over which he presided until
his departure for Cincinnati in 1854. The chosen name for the congregation suggests his desire
to create legitimacy for himself and his ideas. Through the name, he was saying that his
splinter group was indeed adhering to the Jewish spirit and truth. 29 It is a testament to Wise’s
appeal that in 1854, the board of the B’ne Yeshurun congregation in Cincinnati offered to hire
25
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Wise for his lifetime, without even a trial period, and offered him a generous salary, both
conditions that were extremely unusual for Jewish rabbis at the time. 30 Wise would make the
move to Ohio and officiate for B’ne Yeshurun for the remaining 46 years of his life (first at the
Lodge Street Synagogue, then at the Plum Street Temple after 1865). Max Lilienthal joined him
in Cincinnati a year later in 1855 to serve as rabbi of another local congregation, and the two
collaborated to publish the Reform newspaper The American Israelite, and to establish and run
Wise’s Hebrew Union College. By 1866, Wise’s status and influence had grown significantly; as
one of the preeminent Reform rabbis in the United States, he orchestrated the construction of
the Plum Street Temple. This house of worship, which stood out both architecturally and
culturally (see illustration on p. 30, below), became the center of Reform education and
worship and was eventually renamed the Isaac M. Wise Temple in his honor.
Wise was also a prolific author. His body of work includes histories of the Jewish people
(“The History of the Israelitish Nation from Abraham to the Present Time”- 1854, ), including,
most revealing of Wise’s interest in showing commensality between Judaism and a
predominantly Christian society, Jews’ relationship to Christians (“ The Origin of Christianity, an
a Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles”- 1868, “The Martyrdom of Jesus of Nazareth: a
Historico-Critical Treatise on the Last Chapter of the Gospel”- 1874, “Judaism and Christianity,
Their Agreements and Disagreements”- 1883, and “A Defense of Judaism v. Proselytizing
Christianity”- 1889). Other works of his lay out his philosophy of Judaism: “The Essence of
Judaism”- 1861, “Judaism, its Doctrines and Duties”-1872, and “The Cosmic God”- 1876. Wise
also ventured into fiction; he wrote novels in both English, as well as German because he knew
30
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that many recent Reform immigrants to the United States could not yet speak English. Titles
such as “Resignation and Fidelity, or Life and Romance” and “The Combat of the People, or
Hillel and Herod,” seem to suggest that Wise was attempting to portray American Jews and
their history in a positive light, with an emphasis on ideals that American society held on a
pedestal, such as loyalty and perseverance.31
Adapting Reform Judaism to American Culture
Wise’s Approach to Judaic Texts
Wise’s approach to the texts of the Jewish religion reflected his education and upbringing,
as well as American attitudes toward social justice and universal solidarity.
Isaac Mayer Wise had a view of the Jewish holy texts that allowed Jews more freedom and
interpretation of Jewish law than traditional Judaism. Wise presented aspects of his views in a
popular essay titled “The Law,” delivered at the 1880 conference of the Rabbinical Literary
Association in Detroit. 32 According to Wise, the Decalogue (the Ten Commandments) and its
implications are necessary, but “when the people of Israel lost its independence and its
country… the Law of Moses… lost obligatory force.” 33 He claims that in encouraging traditional
practices, Rabbis have been assuming that Jews must continue to practice the old traditions so
that they will be accustomed to them when they return to the Land of Israel at the time of their
redemption. Wise countered that the Torah, or obligatory “law” of the Jewish people, was now
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simply the Decalogue. 34 By contrast, the words that come before or after it in the Pentateuch
are but non-essential judgments that support the laws of the Decalogue, similar to the “state
carriage of a princess, which, when appearing in the street, is preceded and followed by men
bearing swords and arms.” 35 Wise’s demonstrated the progressiveness of his positionspecifically its debt to Enlightenment notions of religion- in the conclusion of his talk, which
proclaimed that “for the individual, the Decalogue, conscience, and reason must decide [which
laws or customs were consistent with the Decalogue], and guide him to salvation by
righteousness.” 36 Wise seemed to apply this attitude towards the rest of the Bible, not to
mention rabbinic law. He chose do away with those rules that seemed outdated or
unnecessary, such as strict celebration of festivals.
Wise greatly admired the levels of religious and social equality and freedom found in the
United States compared to what he had experienced in Europe, and explored the many ways
that he could use those ideals to promote social justice. In an 1869 essay, he proclaimed that
since man was created in God’s image and that God alone is king, “this implies not only
democracy, but also the reign of absolute justice…nobody has the right to govern another; but
neither has anyone the right to legislate for others.” 37 Therefore, men should be held
accountable to their actions and how they affect the both the Jewish and American
communities. Wise’s 1888 book, “Judaism, its Doctrines and Duties,” was intended to be an
instructional volume for young Jewish students and the general Christian audience further
articulates his notion of social responsibility. A considerable amount of Wise’s book relates the
34
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Bible to ideas of social justice. His list of duties that the Jew owes his fellow man closely
reflects many rights then (and still today) enshrined in American culture: to “live in health and
have free use of his limbs,” “to live in domestic peace and happiness,” and “to be free in the
exercise of all his rights,” among others.38 Indeed, Wise believed that “the Constitution of the
United States is merely a modern copy of the organization of ancient Israel,” because the
Constitution’s provisions for the federation of states based upon personal freedom, national
liberty, and equality before the law realized and modernized, in his view, the organization of
the ancient Israelite tribes and nations as related by the Hebrew Bible. 39
It is not surprising that since Wise focused on bettering the human community in general;
he chose to begin to accomplish this by attempting to unite the Jewish religion under one
democratic administration. In previous decades, the Jewish population in the United States had
become increasingly divided among traditional, “Orthodox” and modernized “Reform” Jews.
Wise, in typical German reform style, believed that no matter their particular type of Jewish
faith, the Jewish people, as the “bearers of divine truth,” had a mission to spread their
knowledge among mankind. He argued that American Jews, as residents of a unique country
based on both individualism and solidarity, stood in a special position to accomplish this: “It
is…desirable that only one school (of Jewish thought) should exist, for ‘Union’ is the significant
word to which the Western continent has given such an important meaning in world history.” 40
Although he held Reformist beliefs, he tempered many of his pronouncements and projected
an attitude that he hoped all American Jews could support, whether they were adherent to
38
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Reform or Orthodox Judaism. He attempted to walk the line between the two extremes, which
often backfired and left him isolated from both sides, with few supporters meeting him in the
middle. One example can be observed in the production of Minhag America, a book of prayer
and religious instruction, compiled by Wise himself and published in 1857, with which he
strived to unite all American Jews (but only American Jews, as witnessed in the title) under one
rite, governed by his doctrine of unification. He hoped that his book, which retained many
traditional prayers while eliminating prayers for the Jews’ return to Palestine, would also unite
American Jews under their common American national loyalties, while incorporating elements
of both traditional and Reform Judaisms. The historian of American Jewry, Leon Jick, notes
that, “In the intervening years (between Wise’s arrival in the United States and the publication
of Minhag America) there had been no progress in achieving doctrinal or structural unity,
but…American Jewry was united in its determination to become fully American.” 41 Wise
believed that in order for the Jewish religion to flourish in the United States, American Jews had
to find a common ground around which to rally so that they could present a formidable force
in America’s democratic society and political system. His answer was a religious culture selfconsciously based on American ideals. Although Wise’s focus on American ideals was
successful with many Jews, particularly those who subscribed to Reform Judaism, it did not
resonate as well with many more traditional Jews who did not want to give up their
understanding of the Jews as a national unit, a people in their own right.
Some scholars have noted that Wise was known to have made certain claims about Judaism
at one point in his life, only to contradict himself later. One example was his desire to establish
41
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an all-inclusive union of Jewish congregations and Hebrew college. To celebrate the graduation
of the first class of that school, he held a banquet that blatantly violated Jewish dietary law,
thereby excluding traditional minded Jews from the celebration, and effectively excluding
them from the “union” as a whole. The implicit claim that Orthodox Jews must comply with
his reformist outlook or be excluded can also be construed from Wise’s efforts to promote his
brand of Reform Judaism both within and outside the various American Jewish communities.
Paradoxically, Wise’s efforts in this regard were directed to adherents of all Jewish
denominations in the United States, and may be seen as a consequence of the decentralized
structure of the American Jewish religious system. Due to the fact that various Jewish
denominations were present in various American cities, and that no traditional kehilla
establishment monopolized social and religious authority among Jews, as had for long been the
case in Europe, and was still the case in much of North Africa and the Near East, no one Rabbi
could speak uncontested for the entire Jewish community of his city, let alone for the whole of
American Jewry. Rabbis were at the mercy of their synagogues, which were often governed by
panels and boards. These lay bodies hired their rabbinical leaders, and often fire those who
acted disagreeably or controversially. Wise himself had to leave his congregation in Albany
because of the above-mentioned altercation with one of the leaders of his synagogue.
However, the most significant instance in which Wise was accused of betraying his ideals
happened at the Cleveland Conference, just a year after he had relocated to Cincinnati.
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The Cleveland Conference of 1855
Wise’s move to Cincinnati placed him in an influential position; his employment by a
large congregation propelled him into the Reform spotlight. In the spring of 1855, the American
Israelite published a call for a convention in Cleveland, the purpose of which was to establish a
kind of constitution for the unification of American Judaism, as well as a synod of leaders who
would determine universal rules and a plan for Minhag America, Wise’s proposed common
prayer book. Although Wise glorified the idea of “unification” on equal terms among all types
of Judaism, his main focus was on Reform; he seemed to believe that eventually American
Judaism would evolve into a variant of Reform Judaism. Hence, at the Cleveland Conference
Wise was mostly concerned with issues central to Reform Judaism. The conference may have
been convened partly as a response to the existence of other Reform leaders who did not
support Americanization. German Rabbi David Einhorn, who arrived in the United States
around the time that the conference convened, had a strong affinity for German Reform
Judaism. Forced out of his home country by the Bavarian government for his “advanced”
Reform views, Einhorn was considered to be an “extreme” Reformer: he rarely sided with
traditional Judaism.42 Although he shared many of his principles with Wise, his refusal to
compromise or acknowledge traditional views led to unpopularity among many, except for his
ardent followers. He had come to the United States reluctantly; he never wrote or preached in
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English, and advocated the use of German in American Reform congregations. 43 Wise, although
he had benefitted from the freedom that the American context afforded him to reconfigure
Judaism, and decried the tyrannies of authoritative rule by anyone but God, feared that
Einhorn’s brand of Judaism would drive deep divisions between American Jews, and decided
that a democratic leadership for the Jews, although authoritative to an extent, would be safer
than leaving American Jewry to what he considered to be Einhorn’s doctrine of social isolation.
When Wise called for the convening of the Cleveland Conference, he subordinated some of his
personal, doctrinal, and practical positions to the larger goal of unifying American Jewry.
Wise claimed that his Reform followers would adhere to the guidance of the synod, “because
we want peace and union, and for this we are ready to sacrifice anything, principles
excepted.” 44 Contrary to his previous denunciation of absolutist rule by any person or
committee other than God, Wise now seemed to be endorsing a kind of Jewish rule and
standard to which all American Jewish congregations would be asked to adhere. While David
Einhorn touted his particular brand of Reform Judaism, Wise presented himself as a leader
more willing to compromise and focused on unity and forming a kind of Jewish “mosaic” than
pushing any particular beliefs.
Einhorn retaliated against Wise’s statements, beginning what would become a public
battle between the two rabbis, held mainly through publications in the American Israelite.
Einhorn accused Wise of trying to create an environment “ready for the advent of Jewish
Popes… May we not put a yoke on our own shoulders.” 45 Einhorn also invokes American
43

Temkin 136.
Ibid. 139.
45
Ibid. 141.
44

Tester 21

nationalistic language, referring to American disdain of its past as a victim of tyranny: “May the
free American Israel keep a strict watch on hierarchal movements which would again forge its
chains.” 46 In order to emphasize his differences from Einhorn and his affinity for traditional
Judaism, Wise began to put emphasis on the importance of the Talmud to Judaism, even
accusing Einhorn of being an atheist. 47 This about-face caused many prominent Jewish leaders
to lose faith in him, and instead of uniting American Judaism, split it even more. Indeed, even
Reform Judaism itself split into a western faction, led by Wise, and an eastern group, led by
Einhorn.
Wise’s teetering on religious issues is not due to a wavering in his religious convictions,
so much as it was a result of his political strategizing, and of his willingness to sacrifice
ideological consistency for the sake of his larger vision of a unified American Judaism. He knew
that his brand of Reform Judaism was bound to be unpopular with certain segments of Jewish
society, so he attempted to downplay his more radical ideas and create a universal appeal. His
original plan for unification, articulated at the Cleveland Conference, was thwarted when David
Einhorn appeared on the scene. Wise was forced to change his approach to publicity, and
chose to do so by drawing closer to conservative Jews, making Einhorn seem too radical to
even be considered a Jew. However, Einhorn turned out to be a clever and formidable
opponent, and many of the American Jews who followed the debate between the two men, in
1856 felt betrayed by Wise’s apparent about-face on questions of religious tradition. Wise’s
somewhat radical, reformist beliefs concerning the significance of Judaic canonical texts were
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eclipsed by his public actions and by the various other ways in which he kept the general Jewish
public in mind when promoting Reform Judaism.
Wise’s Reforms in Services
The American environment in the early to middle nineteenth century did not provide
close knit communities for many Jews, who faced little communal pressure to subscribe to a
synagogue and attend regular services. In addition, the numerous synagogues available in large
cities created competition to draw in fee-paying constituents. Thus, synagogues had to cater to
the needs and wants of their local Jewish communities, and traditional synagogues were not
appealing to American Jews. In many small Jewish communities, the synagogues (especially the
older ones) might practice Ashkenazi or Sephardi traditions that were not consistent with the
backgrounds of the local Jewish populations. In addition, the synagogue Rabbis required their
congregations to attend services on Saturday, which meant that the Jews lost two entire days
of business and income, since Christian businesses were closed on Sundays. Finally, the
traditional dress and dietary rules required by many synagogues were hard to adhere to if a Jew
wanted to be fully accepted into his or her society, or was living on the frontier where kosher
food was hard to come by and minyanim (religious quorums) were hard to convene. Wise
noted that, “of all the Jews who had emigrated to these shores between 1620 and 1829, there
were not 200 families left that belonged to congregations, while the great majority had
disappeared among the masses.” 48 Wise noticed this trend and modified tenets of German
Reform Judaism so as to release the tension many American Jews felt between their religion
and their society.
48
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Reform Judaism in Germany
As a Reform Jew, Wise adopted the practices and beliefs of a tradition that had gained
momentum earlier in the nineteenth century in Germany and Western Europe. Reform
Judaism appeared in Germany for several reasons. The Enlightenment emerged as a socially
influential force in Europe in the eighteenth century, and changed the way many Europeans
thought about religion, as well as other aspects of society and culture. Enlightened thinkers
placed a new emphasis on rationality and secular education and began to consider science an
alternative to religion as the basis for ascertaining truth. Many Jews (and non-Jews) who
retained their traditional beliefs and “superstitions” were subject to criticism, ridicule, and
discrimination by the secular society around them. Some Jews, hard pressed to acculturate to
the world around them, began to convert to Christianity in an effort to gain acceptance into
society, especially into various professions and universities that were closed to Jews. In
addition, after Napoleon was defeated in 1815, all of the lands in which he had emancipated
the Jews were no longer obligated to enforce French egalitarianism. Local rulers were not as
inclined to protect the recently-granted political rights and social access of their local Jewish
populations. Under persecution, many Jews operated under the mindset that if they made
their religion look more like Christianity, then perhaps they would be left alone and fewer Jews
would be tempted by conversion.49 Reform Judaism altered the ways in which Jews practiced
in order to make the religion more cohesive with the dominant society and more palatable both
to Germanized, secularized Jews and to the non-Jewish majority. Reform leaders such as Israel
Jacobson, as early as 1809, began to say prayers in the vernacular, introduced musical
49
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accompaniments to services, and even reorganized the layout of their synagogues to better
resemble Christian churches. 50
Between 1810 and 1820, congregations in locations such as Hamburg and Berlin instituted
changes to traditional Jewish practices such as mixed seating, single day observance of festivals,
and the use of a choir (or, if they were extremely “progressive,” an organ). Many leaders went
so far as to publically reject and negate practices popularly associated with Judaism. Rabbis
and congregational leaders called circumcision “barbaric”; they removed the Hebrew language
from liturgy and replaced with German; they replaced Bar Mitzvah ceremony with a
“confirmation” rite, and Zion was no longer declared to be Israel, but the Jews’ “Fatherland,”
Germany. 51 In some radical quarters, Shabbat, the Jewish holy day traditionally celebrated on
Saturday, was now observed on Friday nights or Sundays in order to allow Jews to adhere to a
Christian-calendar work week. Traditional Shabbat restrictions on performing work were no
longer mandatory. 52
Reform Judaism did allow Jews to acculturate and gain some acceptance into European
society, although they were never completely welcomed as equals to the Christians. Reform
also created a rift between those who embraced Reform and those who wished to remain
traditional. This divide mainly occurred between Jews in the cities, who had a progressive
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secular culture in which to fit, and Jews in the small villages of the countryside, where tradition
remained strong.
As mentioned above, Isaac Mayer Wise grew up in Bohemia, a land northeast of Germany
which is today comprises a part of the Czech Republic. He grew up and attended schools in a
number of small villages and was initially educated in his youth by his father and grandfather,
both traditional Jews. Although he may have attended university for several years (he made
this assertion but evidence on the topic is debatable ), Wise never graduated with a degree and
appears not to have been drawn into the trends of Reform Judaism growing in the university
communities. 53 As a Religionweiser in the town of Radnitz, he appears to have simply
maintained the status quo in his community by enforcing and facilitating Jewish religious
traditions. There are no records of any attempts on his part to reform Judaism. Late in life,
Wise would assert in his memoir Reminiscences (which he originally published in German,
curiously enough) that it was the liberty of the United States that drew him to Reform
Judaism.54 Thus, it is possible to conclude that the impact of American culture can be observed
more readily in Wise’s brand of Reform than in the programs of those who grew up with
German Reform, such as David Einhorn.55
Reform Judaism in the United States
German Reform Jews began to immigrate to the United States in the mid-1800s. The
American atmosphere embraced individual freedom and lacked nearly any kind of leadership
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that could compel Jews to adhere to traditional practices. Many Reform Jews who immigrated
may not have felt obligated to practice tradition, even had there been a strong Jewish
leadership in the United States. Reform congregations in North America formed as groups of
Jews defected from their Orthodox synagogues to form their own.; The first group to do this
was that which founded the Beth Elohim Congregation of Charleston, South Carolina, in 1824.56
Reform Judaism had local proponents, such as Max Lilienthal, but they were few in number and
unable to unite congregations across far distances. Wise was the first to have some success in
turning Reform Judaism into a national movement.
By the time that Wise had arrived in America, the Reform movement had begun to
adapt to American culture. Reformers had brought some of their traditions from Germany,
such as choirs and mixed seating, but also adapted to the American way of life. Some German
Reform traditions, such as open seating, matched the relative openness and egalitarianism of
American culture outside of matters of race. Leon Jick explains: “Open seating fit a
democratically oriented American Jewry that did not pay homage to an elite merely because of
its wealth or the length of its membership in the congregation.57 Other practices were altered.
For example, many American Reform congregations began to hold services and offer prayers in
English, instead of Hebrew or German. The American culture, in some ways, placed more
pressure upon Jews to change their traditions than the German culture had. Life in the United
States put a heavy emphasis not only upon individual freedom and democracy, but on
“progress” as well. Citing sentiments reflected in the ideals of capitalism and Manifest Destiny,
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many Americans came to expect a right to freedom of action. 58 Many Jews, eager to belong to
American society, began to perceive a conflict between their traditionalism and the United
States’ futuristic perspective. For example, the idea of a Rabbi being completely in charge of a
synagogue and congregation did not follow the American ideals of representative selfgovernment and independence. As a result, American synagogues began to operate under a
system unheard of in Europe synagogue boards, consisting of elected laypeople, would vote on
and hire rabbis that they deemed were the best fit for the character of their respective
congregations, essentially putting the direction of the synagogues, and to an extent that of
American Judaism, in the hands of the Jewish people. Leon Jick explains the dilemma that
American Jewry faced: “The general objective was to become an American while remaining a
Jew, to participate in the spirit of the age while preserving the legacy of the ages.” 59
Reform preachers, like all American Jewish leaders, had problems commanding
authority. In the loosely woven community networks of the United States, Jews were not
pressured or required by either their local Jewish communities or the local rabbis to join a
particular synagogue. While trying to establish households and adjust to the new environment
of the United States, many immigrant Jews pushed the strict practice of Judaism aside as they
struggled to maintain a living. In order to attract membership in the American free market of
ideas, synagogues had to publicize themselves, which they did by reducing rules and
requirements, making the commitment to worship minimal, and by attracting dynamic, popular
speakers. In the competition to attract constituents, synagogues began to be known for their
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preachers, which board members voted on and bid for with ever increasing salary adjustments.
The lack of a traditionally-educated cohort of Jewish leaders in the United States led to rivalry
between synagogues to attract ordained rabbis (perhaps the reason why Wise attached a false
“D.D.” to his name). Because of the American society’s emphasis on opportunity and cutthroat
competition, and lack of a traditional class structure, rabbis often found themselves selling their
charisma and ideas to the highest bidding synagogue. 60
Beth-El and Anshe Emeth Congregations in Albany
Isaac Mayer Wise took a uniquely American approach to his program, unlike some
Reformers like David Einhorn, who had grown up within German Reform Judaism in Europe.
Soon after his arrival in New York, Wise became a friend of Max Lilienthal, a German Reform
Jew (although he had gained influence working for the Russian tsar, less so for his religious
work) who encouraged him to work as a Rabbi.61 Wise subsequently found a rabbinical position
in Albany with the Beth-El congregation. At Beth-El, Wise quickly began to introduce changes
to the format of services by instituting mixed male-female choirs and the use of an organ. 62 His
insistence that members practice Christian-like decorum during services caused some friction.63
He also established a day school that taught both religious and secular subjects in English and
Hebrew. 64 However, he later claimed that he had intentionally limited his progressivism
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because of the conservative nature of the synagogue’s governing board and rank-and-file . 65
Paradoxically, he later blamed this conservatism for his eventual dismissal from Beth-El, but the
true reason may have been petty disagreements that commonly developed between
synagogue boards and their rabbis. 66 In 1850, Wise instructed the members of his congregation
to keep their businesses closed on the Sabbath; one board member chose to defy him.67 The
president and a majority of the congregants took the board member’s side against Wise, even
though- or perhaps because- he was apparently siding on the conservative side of Judaism. As
noted above, the tumultuous relationship between Wise and the synagogue board of Beth-El
led to a physical altercation: Wise was attacked at his pulpit on the morning of Rosh Hashanah
1850.68 He resigned his post as preacher immediately afterward.
Once separated from Beth-El, Wise and some of his loyal followers formed a new
congregation called Anshe Emeth in 1851. Here, Wise felt more comfortable because he was
able to make reforms at his own pace. In part because Wise’s new congregation purchased an
old church building equipped with pews (lacking the architecture necessary for a true partition),
Anshe Emeth became the first synagogue in the United States to do away with same-sex
seating, allowing Jewish women to sit with their fathers, husbands or brothers on the main
floor.69 This reform may have originated in a desire to save money by using the building as it
was, but it is notable that the congregation did not think it was an issue that required
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remodeling and voted unanimously to retain the old furniture.70 Wise left Albany when he was
offered a lucrative lifetime position and relatively free reign in Cincinnati. He also saw the
opportunity to move away from the Jewish leadership on the east coast and begin his own
dynasty in a demographically young, newly established frontier city.
B’ne Yeshurun Congregation in Cincinnati
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In October 1853, Wise received an offer for a lifetime position with a young splinter
congregation (which had broken with the B'ne Israel congregation) in Cincinnati, Ohio. In
Cincinnati, Wise immediately began to arrange the B’ne Yeshurun congregation’s affairs as he
wished. In 1854, he established a choir (which he conducted and accompanied with his violin).
Although previous Reform congregations had introduced music into the service, it must have
been quite a new sight to see the rabbi of the synagogue personally leading the musical
worship. In following years, Wise added an organ to the musical accompaniments and
eliminated the second day of celebrations for every holiday except Rosh Hashanah, the first of
the high holy days each year. 73 However, his reforms were tempered with a respect for
tradition. His first trial sermon, which he delivered before he was hired, was in English He
promptly reverted to German for the second.74 As late as 1860, women and men were still
seated separately during services. 75 In 1871, his congregation ruled that men should worship
with their heads uncovered, but Wise refused to follow the practice until the Temple’s
Committee on Order and Decorum began to enforce the new rule anyway. 76 Although Wise
wanted to retain some traditional practices, he did not have the final word with his own
congregation. The fact that he chose to deny his congregation the freedom to worship with
their heads uncovered reveals his desire to standardize practices, whether they be at the
synagogue or national levels.
Around 1860, Wise decided that “the honor of Judaism in Cincinnati and throughout the
West demanded that K.K. (Kahol Kadosh, or ‘holy congregation’ ) B’ne Yeshurun, hitherto the
73
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banner bearer of Reform and progress on this side of the Alleghenies, should come out of
Lodge Street into the broad daylight of a more suitable locality.” 77 In 1866, the construction of
the Plum Street Temple was completed, and the B’ne Yeshurun Congregation left Lodge Street.
The new building, dating from the end of the Civil War, was designed in a popular Germanic
style that blended Neo-byzantine and Moorish features. The temple was a key part of Wise’s
publicity. Its grandiose features made it a landmark in Cincinnati, making Reform Judaism
unavoidably noticeable to both Jews and Christians alike. A local paper wrote at the time of the
Temple’s dedication, “Cincinnati never before had seen so much grandeur pressed into so small
a space.” 78 Wise intentionally named the new building a “temple,” as opposed to a
“synagogue.” Somewhat cryptically, Wise claimed that the name change was because worship
in a temple was to be conducted “in gladness, not in perpetual mourning.” 79 The change in
name was partly to make the house of worship distinct from the stigmas that many attached to
the term “synagogue” as well as to highlight the fact that his Reform Congregation considered
the United States to be its new homeland, and was no longer mourning the loss of the original
Judean Temple in Jerusalem, much less yearning for a reunion with the rest of the Jewish
people in the Holy Land of Israel. The large scale of the building, paired with the methodic
changes made by Wise, made the Plum Street Temple the center of the Reform movement in
the American west. Countless congregations imitated the architecture of the Temple when
building their own houses of worship.
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In conclusion, Wise made Reform changes to his synagogue consistent with what he
considered the pressing demands of American culture. Yet, he also tried to remain true to
tradition in many ways. His motto—indeed, the principle underlying his approach-remained
similar to that of German Reform Jews: “We are Jews in the synagogue and Americans
everywhere.” 80
Wise’s Views and Reforms of Jewish Education
Reform Education in Germany
German Reform Judaism laid the groundwork for Reform education in the United States.
Traditionally, Jews outside of North America sent their children to schools called chederim,
which met every day and trained students in the teachings of the Talmud and Bible. Some
German Jews began to support the teaching of secular subjects in the classroom. A generation
before Wise, the maskil Naphtali Herz Wessely (1725-1805) foreshadowed the view of many
German Reform Jews when he made a distinction between divine and “human” knowledge: “he
who is versed in ‘human knowledge’…will not benefit from his light in the study of Torah, he
will benefit the remainder of humanity. But he who is ignorant of ‘human
knowledge’…gladdens neither the wise of his own people nor the remainder of humanity.” 81
Reformers placed importance on religious education as a way to maintain Jewish culture and
tradition, but also emphasized secular knowledge as a means of succeeding economically and
socially in society. Young Jewish students were able to learn subjects such as secular languages,
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which would help them join mainstream society and make comparisons between the
conditions of Jewish life and those of general society. This change in the focus of education
helped achieve a broader change in the focus of Judaism, from learning traditional subjects and
adhering to a set of strict laws, to concentrating on the place of the Jewish community in its
non-Jewish environment, to embracing a “shared” heritage with which Christians could
identify.
Reform Education in the United States before Wise
Jewish education in the United States could not function the same way it did in
Germany. The United State’s Jewish population was spread across the country, with few
synagogues or congregations organized well enough to provide comprehensive education in the
Hebrew language and other aspects of the Jewish culture. However, many American Jews saw
their children straying away from their traditional faith because of a lack of instruction, and
were determined to find a way to provide suitable Jewish schooling to young Jews. They looked
around them and decided to emulate the successful example of the Christian Sunday School.82
In 1838, Rebecca Gratz, a prominent Jewish advocate of education, established the first Jewish
Sunday School in the United States in Philadelphia, created in a manner as to “follow the
example of other (Protestant) religious communities.” 83 At that time, there were only Jewish
schools in seven cities in the United States: New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Richmond,
Charleston, Albany, and Cincinnati. 84 Classes were typically held for two hours each on
Saturday and Sunday. The subjects taught included Hebrew (for reading), prayers and Biblical
82
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narratives in translation , and religious duties presented as Protestant-like “catechisms” about
Jewish beliefs.85 In the American spirit of practicality, the focus was placed on a functional
understanding of the Hebrew language and Bible, rather than on philosophy. Isaac Leeser
(1806-1868), a Conservative American rabbi from Prussia, decided that young American Jews
had no need for the traditional philosophy of German rabbis: “They are Jewish philosophers
and we fear not sufficiently embed with the true spirit to be safe guides to Israelites.” 86 Wise,
as a Reformer, took Leeser’s view and took it even further by advocating a uniquely American
program of study so as to foster a new Jewish tradition.
Although some congregations tried to establish their own schools, many ran into
problems owing to the lack of standardized curricula, congregational rabbis to serve as
superintendents, competent faculty, and textbooks. 87 In contrast to organizations such as the
American Sunday School Union, and associations such as the Young Men’s Christian
Association, a nationally standardized program for Jews that offered a sense of (American)
community simply did not exist. Wise felt that an important step to the creation of a unified
program was the standardization of education in order to imbue young students in the ideals of
American Judaism.
Wise and Reform Education
Public schools were initially unpopular among Jews in the United States because of the
schools’ Christian partisanship, so many Jews sent their children to exclusively Jewish day

85

Silverstein 32.
Ibid. 67.
87
Ibid. 33.
86

Tester 36

schools. 88 However, since many Jewish congregations did not offer Jewish day schools, many
Jewish students had no other choice but attend public schools, which did not offer the
traditional Jewish education that many of their immigrant parents had received in Europe. 89
Wise encouraged Jewish students to attend public schools, both in the interest of acculturation
and in keeping with his practical conviction that young people had to learn secular subjects to
survive in American society. He chose to focus on developing Sunday or Sabbath Schools as
the primary vehicle for Jewish instruction. He published a textbook for teachers in 1861, titled
The Essence of Judaism. 90 This book outlined Wise’s vision for Jewish education in the United
States and addressed what he saw as a lack of instructional books that focus on the “spirit and
essence of the religion taught in the Bible,” as opposed to ceremonial observances and law.
Wise believed that students should study passages directly from the Bible in the Hebrew
language.91 Consistent with Reform Judaism’s conception of Judaism as a form of ethical
monotheism that is consonant with a progressive general society, the book’s lessons emphasize
social justice, morality, and the Jews’ position in the larger American community. Much of the
content of the book concerns man’s duties to his neighbors and community, through morals
and charity. Only one quarter is dedicated to specific Jewish laws and festivals. 92 Wise followed
this effort with Judaism, Its Doctrines and Duties, a textbook for pupils. 93 The book was meant
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for non-Jewish readers as well as Jewish students.; It defines many Jewish terms for gentile
readers. Tellingly, Wise dwells mostly on points of general agreement and tends to downplay
prescriptions in order to appeal to adherents of different types of Judaism. He claims that “the
construction of the book is so, that some margin is left to teacher and pupil, to use their own
judgment and reasoning faculty.” 94 Wise’s later pupil at the Hebrew Union College and wellknown Rabbi, David Philipson, believed that Wise had a large role in “bringing about this
change from the parochial and daily to a religious and Sabbath School.” 95 American Reform
Jews, who attended public school during the week and only attended Jewish religion classes on
weekends, experienced Judaism as a peripheral part of their education and identity. This
system served to help Jews identify first as American by culture, and secondarily as Jews, by
faith alone.
The Union of American Hebrew Congregations, founded by Wise and his associates in
1873, created an educational system intended to unify and spread Jewish education across the
United States. The UAHC supported the Sabbath School system already in place in many areas,
and required all member congregations to establish such a school. According to the UAHC,
“every Hebrew child must be sent to a well conducted Sabbath-school, to learn Hebrew, to be
enlightened in the religion and history of our fathers, and to be trained to genuine piety.” 96
Wise feared that within congregations that did not provide a proper Jewish education, rabbis
would preside over “uncivilized” synagogues which “make noise enough in their little places of
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worship, and let their children grow up like heathens,” improperly instructed in Jewish religion
and the Hebrew language. 97
The UAHC set out to imitate the successes of the American Sunday School Union. The
ASSU, founded in 1824, strived to establish networks between Christian congregations,
particularly between women, and to draw rural, isolated congregations toward the
organizational and ideological center. The ASSU distributed approved textbooks and religious
education materials. 98 Following in the ASSU’s footsteps, the UAHC chose to embark upon its
endeavor by conducting a survey of teachers and religious school superintendents in 1874. 99
They found that a unified approach to education would be viable, and that while English
language books were necessary, the study of Hebrew should be the main focus for the schools,
as it demanded more instruction time than other studies. Studies were to include both
religious and secular instruction. Starting in 1874 the UAHC offered a prize of $100 for the best
textbook written in Jewish history and the Jewish “catechism.” The UAHC recommended the
winning books to their congregations, making them as well as English translations of the Bible
easily available at a low cost. 100 Using the same books in all Sabbath Schools allowed for both a
unified Jewish education in Reform synagogues across the nation and prepared those students
who wished to continue their education to be prepared to enter the Hebrew Union College (on
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this institution, see below). 101 In 1883, the UAHC created a Hebrew Sabbath School Union in
order to emulate the ASSU.
The Hebrew Union College
Since his early years in the United States, Wise had been longing to establish a college of
higher education for American Jews. He had succeeded in founding the Zion College
Association, which established Zion College in 1855, only two years after Wise’s arrival in the
United States. The college was to prepare young Jews for both the ministry and for American
citizenship. The school failed a year later due to lack of support from Association members
who resented that the college was to be established in Cincinnati rather than New York, as well
as a general lack of funds from the American Jewish population, which only numbered 100,000
at the time.102 The Civil War, however, corresponded with an increase in the level of
antisemitism in the United States, which intensified his desire to establish a viable college for
Jews. 103 Wise’s goal expanded, in fact. Now he wished not only to train future rabbis and
foster an elite of American Jewish thinkers, but also to help Jews become “Americanized in
language, manners, habits, and appearances,” which he thought would help them in the battle
against antisemitism.104 By acculturating to American society, he argued, the Jews would be
better equipped to fit in with American customs and have more influence in society and the
political system in order to actively fight and diminish antisemitism.
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The Union of American Hebrew Congregations, founded by Wise in 1873, was first
established primarily to create a seminary to train Jewish leaders.105 The proposal to create a
college was on the agenda shortly thereafter, at the first meeting of the UAHC in 1874. The
committee made a recommendation to establish a college, to be governed by a board of
directors (including Wise and Lilienthal). The college would teach a broad spectrum of subjects
that fit into preparatory, Hebrew classical, and rabbinical tracks of study.106 The college was to
be open to students from all denominations of Judaism, as well as any students who wished to
study religion but not necessarily join the ministry. The college’s approach to Judaism was
universalistic. At the opening of the College, Wise advised his students that “all knowledge is
sacred; it is all revelation of the same God addressed to the same human mind.” 107 The UAHC
committee chose to place the college in Cincinnati because it was a center of American
(Reform)Judaism, or as Wise called it, “The Zion of the New World,” and a neutral ground for all
nationalities, allowing Reform Judaism to be “American…in language, spirit, and form.” 108
The college began classes in 1875 with 14 students, “four who came to study and ten to
cause a disturbance.” 109 Wise had a difficult time convincing parents to commit their students
to a college of higher education when they could often get by with less than a high school
education. He resolved this partly by sponsoring some students from local foster homes and
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orphanages. This was a decision which some of the other governors disagreed with, but Wise
assumed responsibility for them and helped to sponsor them.110
The Hebrew Union College began by offering classes in the basement of Mound Street
Temple, where Max Lilienthal officiated as rabbi, but by the end of Wise’s lifetime, had its own
building with a library containing 10,000 books and a staff of nine. The UAHC made sure that
the staff was a conglomerate of educators from many Judaic backgrounds; the committee in
fact reached out to many of Wise’s opponents in an effort to draw them into the Union
(Silverstein 67). The HUC’s board of directors had weekly meetings to discuss the curriculum;
Wise actually took a backseat in most of the decision making in an effort to present the College
as a product of the UAHC as a whole, rather than of his own personal agenda.111 As the college
expanded and Jewish training became the norm for rabbis, it was able to raise the status of
Reform rabbinate to a “professional” occupation, which allowed rabbis to command salaries
many times the income of the average American. 112 By 1873, for example, Wise and many of
his Jewish Reform colleagues were earning $6,000 a year, while the average laborer earned less
than $500 and even Protestant ministers commanded a mere $750. 113 The HUC strived to
present itself as comparable to other parochial universities across the nation by offering weekly
debates, music, and drama, as well as requiring students to attend daily prayers. 114
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Wise graduated 60 students during his lifetime. Many were placed in strategic locations
that Wise felt were in need of Reform influence. 115 This way, Wise could influence Jewish
communities in their formation and recruit more to his cause. David Philipson, one of the
HUC’s first graduates, was sent by Wise to serve the Har Sinai synagogue in Baltimore,
Maryland, an area under the influence of Wise’s Reform rivals, such as David Einhorn. 116
Philipson believed that the establishment of the HUC was the first moment in which an
American Judaism was formed. He believed that Jews in the United States had begun to
acculturate and were looking for their own identity apart from the teachings of “alien spirit” of
European Judaism. They “felt themselves American, and they demanded American Rabbis and
American teachers for their American-born children…they had a duty to the new
generation.” 117 He claimed that Wise and his associates appropriately responded to the
necessities of the day, suggesting that the development of an American Judaism was necessary
and probably unavoidable. However, Wise could have taken this American Judaism in
directions other than the one he chose.
Wise’s role as a master of publicity for his educational philosophy and initiatives became
apparent at the banquet for the first class of HUC graduates in 1883. Although the UAHC and
HUC had declared the college to be nonpartisan, that is to say, not favoring any particular
Jewish denomination, the committee chose to serve shellfish as the first course of the banquet,
and then proceeded to serve a dairy dessert, in blatant violation of traditional dietary law. 118
This so-called “Trefah Banquet” caused many Orthodox Jews in attendance to storm out in
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anger, and effectively cut any ties that Wise and the UAHC had previously created between
Reform and more traditionally-minded members. Although an investigation cleared Wise of
wrongdoing and blamed the faux pas on the caterer, it is unlikely that the Jewish caterer would
have mistakenly violated Jewish dietary law. This banquet demonstrates that Wise’s plan for
American Jews was not only based on the union of all American Jews, but upon his own
particular Reform vision of Judaism. Through his actions at the Trefah Banquet, Wise destroyed
any hope that American Jews would be united under the Union of American Hebrew
Congregations. 119
Unification
Wise’s greatest wish above all of his religious convictions was the unification of
American Jewry under one common program. His efforts to centralize American Jewish
leadership began in his early post in Albany, and intensified as soon as he moved operations to
Cincinnati. There, Wise established his position as the patriarch of American Reform Judaism
and undertook the self-imposed task of uniting American Judaism.
Lilienthal and The Albany Beth Din Proposal
Wise and his mentor and ally, Max Lilienthal, tried to establish an advisory committee
for American synagogues in 1847 that would be the unifying authority in matters of worship
and religious instruction. This effort was initially also supported by the American Orthodox
Rabbi Isaac Leeser (later one of the founders of Conservative Judaism), so the effort had
support from both varieties of Judaism. This Beth Din, or advisory council, was the brainchild of
119
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Lilienthal, who appointed himself and three others to head it. Leeser allowed Wise to publish
an appeal for the Beth Din in his paper, The Occidental. It reads in part:
The majority of our congregations in this country have been established but a
few years back… they have been founded and are now governed for the greater
part by men of no considerable knowledge of our religion, and generally of no
particular zeal for our common cause. The consequence of all this is that many
congregations have no solid basis, no particular stimulus to urge on the youth to
a religious life, and no nourishment for the spiritual Israelite. This naturally
produces an enormous amount of indifference…120
Wise’s appeal was founded on the principle of saving American Judaism, lest the Jews become
“unprincipled infidel” victims of Christian missionaries. 121 The council was to operate without
hierarchical assumption and standardize Jewish education and worship across the country. 122
This plan received significant initial support from nearby Jewish leaders across the north and
west. It was to this committee that Wise first introduced his version of an American set of
rituals and corresponding prayer book, called Minhag America. However, Wise’s and
Lilienthal’s advisory committee in Albany never took root, owing to opposition from powerful
New York congregations.123 The Beth Din held one meeting before disbanding, and many of
Wise’s projects, including Minhag America, fell into dormancy.
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The Cleveland Conference
Wise was given a fresh start when he arrived in Cincinnati in 1854. Within a year, Wise
and Lilienthal began publishing in The Israelite an appeal for a conference of America’s Jewish
leaders. Held in October 1855, the Cleveland Conference was an attempt by Wise to call
together Jewish religious leaders of all kinds and hammer out some kind of agreement or
compromise that would unite all American Jews under the same banner. According to his
student, David Philipson, Wise wanted to unite actions rather than religious thought per se, in
keeping with a new political ethos: “with deference to the prestige which Rabbis may deserve
for learning and piety, the voice and conscience of the people must be respected.” 124 From this
description, it is evident that Wise was attempting to reform Judaism along American
democratic, individualistic lines by turning over some religious authority to the general
American Jewish population. Wise succeeded in attracting Orthodox leaders to his conference
by promising that the basis of the platform would be that “all Israelites agree upon the divinity
of the Bible, and that the Talmud is acknowledged by all as the legal and obligatory
commentary of the Bible.” 125 This can be called a concession on Wise’s part, because Reform
Judaism in Germany argued that the Talmud was not authoritative, even outdated, and that
Jews required a new moral code for modern life. Although the resulting platform did
incorporate the notion that Torah and Talmud are in some ways authoritative, it was decidedly
a more Reform-leaning platform than many Orthodox rabbis were ready to accept. In this
sense, the platform was a demonstration of Wise’s pragmatic, statesman-like character and
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tactical approach: He strived to unify American Jews by appeasing his opponents while guiding
them towards Reform ideals.
The brand of Reform Judaism endorsed by the Cleveland Conference advocated a mix of
modern and traditional Jewish aspects. On one hand, “the Talmud contains the traditional,
legal, and logical exposition of the biblical laws which must be expounded and practiced
according to the comments of the Talmud.” On the other hand, the Cleveland Platform also
states that “statues and ordinances contrary to the laws of the land are invalid,” a clever
reworking of a traditional Talmudic principle: “The Law of the Land is the Law.” 126 Wise, with a
twist of phrasing, fused a Talmudic guideline with the American ideal of acculturation,
legitimizing his program of Reform by using traditional principles. As David Philipson notes,
Wise and his followers seem to announce that “A revision of (Jewish) tradition is necessitated
by the changed environment (of the United States), but it must be undertaken with
reverence.” 127 Wise, ever the prudent statesman, carefully sits on the fence between the
realms of Orthodox and German Reform Judaism.
Like the later Trefah Banquet, the Cleveland conference did not accomplish Wise’s
vision. Instead of uniting all Jews, the event actually exposed a deep divide between Wise’s
western Reformers and David Einhorn’s eastern Reformers. Einhorn opposed lay participation
in nationwide Jewish conclaves, claiming that only properly educated men should have a voice
in the proceedings. In so doing, Einhorn seemed to co-opt some of Wise’s enthusiasm for
American democratic norms. However, Einhorn opposed Wise’s stress on individualism,
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promoting instead uniformity in belief and practice based on harmonizing Judaism with modern
scholarship and rational discourse. In addition, Einhorn was opposed to the idea of establishing
an American style college; he believed that Reform rabbis should be educated in the German
university system. Essentially, Einhorn believed that the United States was not the ideal
environment for Reform Judaism: “the (Anglo-American) element under present circumstances
is a brake to Reform strivings… German research and science are the heart of the Jewish
Reform idea.” 128 Einhorn declared that the Cleveland Platform “would condemn Judaism to a
perpetual stagnation, consign its countless treasures…to the narrow confines of an exclusive
Jewish nationality” and lamented that reforms “can at best be only smuggled in by a disregard
of law, and a resort of juridical trick and chicanery.” 129 Wise responded to Einhorn’s attacks by
noting that German Reform Judaism had not done much in the way of unifying European Jewry:
“Radical reform has had its way in German, it has disintegrated German Judaism; to wit: ‘splits’
in Frankfurt, Mainz, Mannheim, Berlin.” 130 While Einhorn advocated reform as an ideological
and religious imperative alone, Wise was focused on social and institutional unification.
The Union of American Hebrew Congregations
The UAHC was Wise’s third major attempt to unite American Judaism. Founded in 1873
by Wise and the lay leader of his congregation, Moritz Loth, the Union originally included 34
member synagogues from across the West and South. Loth served as the UAHC’s first
president and oversaw the formation of its committees and manifesto. Two years later,
membership had expanded to 72 synagogues, including many of the “radical” ones that had
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previously opposed Wise. 131 By 1876, an estimated 45,000 Jews belonged to the UAHC,
totaling a full 20% of the entire American Jewish population. 73% of all congregations in the
Midwest affiliated with the UAHC, which enjoyed high membership everywhere in the country
except for the Northeast. 132 However, in the late 1870s the UAHC absorbed the old Board of
Delegates of American Israelites, formerly the seat of power on the Eastern seaboard, and
gained enough influence there to call itself the constituent body of nearly all American
Jewry. 133
The UAHC was founded on explicitly “American” principles and on Wise’s view of the
Jewish people. While the UAHC was a leadership center for Reform (and other) Jews, its
constitution gave relative individual freedom to each of its member synagogues. Philipson
explains, “In the interest of the real Union, therefore, every question of doctrine was excluded
and the absolute autonomy of the Congregations indorsed… the local communities were to be
guaranteed an unhampered development.” 134 The UAHC provided advice and recommended
books and rituals, but did not enforce their use. Rather than receiving many proclamations
from Wise, individual synagogues would write him and ask for advice. In addition, the
synagogues were not handed down- liturgical and instructional books from the UAHC
leadership; each individual congregation held a vote to decide what books to adopt.
Wise’s goal for the UAHC was the following: “A uniform liturgy and the music
appertaining thereto; a catechism for schools and for confirmands; a board of examiners to
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protect the congregations from pseudo ministers and teachers; a college and a female
academy.” 135 It appears that the UAHC wanted to be the group to establish the national
doctrine for Reform Judaism, a program which the Union wanted to implement through
certification of ministers and teachers and through careful education of young Jews. The first
objective of the UAHC was the establishment of the Hebrew Union College, in order to create a
successful seat of learning for Hebrew language and literature. 136
The UAHC held committees in five areas, all of which incorporated uniquely American
elements. The practice of “Circuit preaching” followed the example of the Methodists and
Baptists in the Midwest. In fact, the committee attempted to establish a system of circuit
preachers that would be available to any rural congregation that asked.137 Sabbath Schools,
discussed previously in this paper, attempted to emulate the successes of Protestant
congregations in religiously educating the laity. The committee for Agricultural Pursuits
attempted to alleviate non-Jewish fears of infiltration by dispersing large, poor, urban,
immigrant communities into the countryside to pursue farming, a traditional American
occupation. 138 The committee for Civil and Religious Rights held correspondence with the
American Secretary of State as well as with Consuls in Tangiers and Bucharest, and advocated
the application of American diplomatic pressure to better the position of the Jews in foreign
countries. (Even though many Reform Jews considered the United States their homeland, they
and others in the UAHC may have retained their feelings of kinship with Jews in the rest of the
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Diaspora.)139 Finally, the committee that established Hebrew Union College embarked upon a
mission to found the first Jewish seminary in the United States, where students would be
encouraged to take classes in English, and acculturate to American society.
Minhag America
Minhag America, literally “American Ritual,” was a result of the platform compiled at
the Cleveland Conference in 1855. Wise created it so that American synagogues could have a
common liturgical and instructional book to use, as well as a uniquely American book. He could
have chosen “Minhag Askhenaz,” “Minhag Sefard,” or “Minhag Polen,” (German, Spanish, or
Polish rituals, respectively), but he chose to create a new tradition that fit the American way of
life and did not lean towards any one of the old rituals in particular. As a published report of a
meeting of the Albany Beth Din stated, “the strength of the Israelites is divided because every
emigrant brings his own Minhag from his home… such a cause for dissention would be obviated
by a Minhag America.” 140 Introduced in 1857, Minhag America was used by synagogues across
the country for 40 years, until Wise withdrew it in 1885 in favor of the “Union Prayer Book,”
which, as a compromise between the Wise and Einhorn camps, recast the Reform service
following a Protestant model.141
The book was a general guide for worship inside and outside the synagogue, as well as
some Jewish education. One could consult Minhag America to find prayers for the three kinds
of daily services; prayers for Sabbath, New Moons, and holidays such as Purim, Hanukah, Rosh
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Hashanah, Yom Kippur and the Ninth of Ab; grace before and after meals; prayers for nights,
burial services, and mourners; and traditional blessings. 142
Minhag America strived to retain Jewish tradition while adapting to American culture.
The book instructed synagogues to retain their old prayers, including prayers for the coming of
the messiah. The general goal was to keep the order of services as traditional as possible; only
the length of the service was to be kept under two hours. Still, Wise’s American ritual decried
traditional Zionism, the sacrificial cult, the priestly caste, and the customary cry for vengeance
against Israel’s enemies. The book was to be printed in English, German and Hebrew. In one
popular version, the right side of the book was printed in Hebrew and on the left an English
translation. The inside cover of the book instructed readers to “pray in the language thou
understandest best,” a departure from traditional forms of Judaism that mandated Hebrew
worship. 143
The greatest challenge faced by Wise and the UAHC was to create a prayer book that
was unique to American culture but to stay true enough to tradition that the Jewish public
would recognize and accept it as a familiar prayer book. Wise intended his book to be an aid to
his efforts to unify American Judaism. He tried to present Reform Judaism and Minhag America
as a book of traditions that came from American Jewry; his book was the first revised book for
Jewish devotion in America without an editor’s name. 144
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Although many synagogues adopted Minhag America, the ritual guide also had its
opponents. David Einhorn and the Eastern Reform Jews ripped the content of the book
apart.145 Orthodox Jews, naturally, opposed the book. At the Philadelphia Conference of 1869,
an Orthodox coalition challenged it.. A conference of four non-Orthodox New York rabbis met
to discuss the Minhag America. Despite heated argument, the Conference ended in a
compromise: the eastern Reformers agreed that if Wise was willing to reconcile some of his
differences with theirs, they would accept Minhag America as a legitimate prayer book. 146
The (American) Israelite
The Israelite was the US’s first widespread Jewish weekly, established in July 1854. At
the time, there were few Jewish weeklies that enjoyed widespread popularity outside of their
regions of origin (The Occidental, Leeser’s publication, was one exception). The motto of the
paper, “Let there be light!” reflected Wise’s vision of the paper as a tool to spread Jewish news
and knowledge across the country. After only one year, the publication boasted over 1,600
subscribers in four hundred different locales. 147 He published articles that supported him, as
well as his own responses to critiques by his opponents.; The public debate between Einhorn
and Wise after the Cleveland Conference was conducted through articles in The Israelite. This
newspaper was one of the most important tools Wise had in disseminating his agenda and
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projecting the message of Reform Judaism. Not only did it publish editorials by prominent
American Jews, but it also printed many of Wise’s sermons and pulpit addresses. 148
In 1874 Wise abruptly changed the name of the paper to The American Israelite. He
reasoned that the Israelite had succeeded in the fight “for truth, reform, progression, light, and
charity…it has emancipated and naturalized Judaism on the American soil.” 149 His paper
continued to publish both pro-Reform and pro-American statements: “with [Wise’s brand of
Reform] Judaism is nothing outlandish; it is no exotic curiosity… it is American, and fully so, in
language, spirit and form.” 150 The American Israelite allowed Wise to express his Jewish beliefs
in through his weekly in a particularly American way: written in English, and glorifying the ideals
of free speech, a free press, religious tolerance, and individual freedom that made such a
publication possible.151 The Israelite is a manifestation of Wise’s fusion of a modified, modern
Jewish identity and the principle of American acculturation.
Wise utilized his freedom of speech to its utmost extent. His weekly published less
news and more editorials than others of its kind, and was often partial to Wise’s view on the
subject. Several times, he used the paper to publish vehement attacks on those who had
offended him. One of the largest of these conflicts was Wise’s attack on David Einhorn
following the Cleveland Conference. Wise condemned Einhorn as “a Deist, a Unitarian, and a
Sadducee and an apostle of deistical rationalism” and “an enemy of the Jews and Judaism.” He
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asked of Einhorn, “Reclaim publically your false representations of Judaism and your slanders of
the Jew.” 152 Wise’s attacks were often passionate if unfounded, but represented the romantic
spirit sweeping the United States at the time. Einhorn’s preference for rational, educated
Judaism did not sit well with many American Jews, particularly those uneducated but
enthusiastic pioneers who inhabited the Midwest, for in a rough, unpolished, frontier land
swept by the entrepreneurial spirit, the old, seemingly aristocratic, educated ways of the Jewish
European intellectuals did not seem to be relevant. 153
The Central Conference of American Rabbis
The Central Conference of American Rabbis was founded by the UAHC in July of 1889 in
Detroit, Michigan. The CCAR, founded after the celebration of Wise’s seventieth birthday, was
a group of rabbis in the UAHC that met annually to discuss the state of American Jewry and
make recommendations. Wise was elected President of the CCAR annually, from its inception
until his death.154 As its unopposed leader (Wise’s persona was so well known and revered that
no one chose to vote against him), Wise effectively held a patriarchal position among the
UAHC’s member congregations. As president, Wise became the spokesman for the leaders and
members of the UAHC, and often went unopposed because a growing number of the Union’s
members were congregations led by Wise’s former pupils.
The CCAR eventually took over many of the functions of the UAHC. In 1894, the CCAR
adopted The Union Prayer Book, which Wise willingly supported; he removed his Minhag
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America in an effort to retain Jewish religious unity. 155 The CCAR served to unite a usually
scattered American Reform rabbinate. Although it had little authority to enforce its
proclamations and prescriptions, the CCAR was notable in its unity of purpose and decisions;
Wise faced little opposition from within the group during his time as President. 156 Wise
eventually saw the CCAR as the culmination of his efforts to reform American Judaism. He
describes the Conference in 1896: “Independent, self-emancipated, self-governing Judaism in
accordance with the freedom and liberalism of this country.” 157
American Reform: Fathered by Wise or by The United States?
An analysis of Wise’s success with establishing Reform Judaism as a major movement in
the United States begs two questions. First, how many of Wise’s decisions were based on his
personal convictions, and how many on his diplomatic practicality? While Wise had a grand
vision for the United States, he often had to reconcile his views with the fact that he did have
opponents. Often, he was compelled to compromise in his quest for the overarching goal of
unity among American Jews. Second, how much of Wise’s success can be attributed to his
personality and leadership ability, and how much to the American environment in which he
operated, especially in light of the fact American society placed a strong emphasis on
individualism and democracy, both of which laid out a canvas upon which Wise could paint his
program?
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Religious Pathfinder or Pragmatic Statesman (or both)?
Although the background of the formulation of Wise’s plan for American Reform Jews is
hazy, it seems apparent that his convictions were founded in sincere religious belief. However,
these convictions and their subsequent actions were often negotiable, since Wise’s main
concern was his effort to unite American Jews.
Wise’s program for Reform Judaism was built on the principle of acculturation to
American society, for many practical reasons. He saw acculturation as a necessary factor in
order for Jews to be accepted into American society. Throughout decades of organizational
activity, he made his sentiments clear in his newspaper, The American Israelite. For instance, in
1869 he wrote , “We must be naturalized not only in the political sense of the word, but also in
its social signification. Be no Germans, no Polanders, no Englishmen, no Frenchmen, be Jews in
the synagogue and Americans everywhere outside thereof… Be Americanized in language,
manners, habits, and appearances.” 158 From this rhetoric, is clear that Wise was a realist in his
ambitions: no matter the lofty spiritual goals of the Jews, they were still a minority group in a
mainly Christian society. In order to be accepted as Americans, the Jews would have to give up
both their Jewish and non-American nationalities outside of the synagogue . David Philipson
himself constantly refers to Wise as a “statesman” in his biography, because of Wise’s
willingness to compromise his beliefs in an effort to advance the image and following of
American Reform Judaism.
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Indeed, many of Wise’s actions were not part of any altruistic plan at all, and many
seem to only serve Wise’s personal aspirations. Although Wise often appeared to have a grand
plan for American Jewry, many of Wise’s reforms, while fulfilling religious needs for his
followers, were happy coincidences of the situation at hand. For example, Wise’s synagogue in
Albany was one of the first to integrate men’s and women’s seating because the building the
congregation bought was formerly a Christian church and the members did not want to spend
the money to remodel it.159 In addition, Wise was all too happy to move to Cincinnati, but only
after he had been offered a generous salary and a promise of lifetime employment. The cushy
position in Cincinnati did not even gain Wise’s loyalty: once, in order to fortify his position in
Cincinnati, Wise publicly threatened to pull up stakes and return home to New York. 160 In
addition, never in all of his time in the United States did Wise encourage term limits or step
down from any of the positions from which he was elected to. He also never seemed to object
to being venerated as the Moses of American Jewry. Although Wise was devoted to the Jewish
cause, he strategically tailored his actions in order to cater to his personal needs as well.
Charisma or Environment?
Wise’s program was carefully tailored to the nuances of American society. He was able
to accomplish this through a careful understanding of the environment of the United States,
paired with a strong, attractive personality. Mrs. Rebecca Kohut, daughter of Rabbi A.S.
Bettelheim, recalls her impressions when Wise stayed in her home when visiting Richmond
while recruiting for the HUC:
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[Wise] was a delightful talker and full of fun. Dignity and command were his, but
not austerity… our ease in his presence was a delightful contrast with the solemn
reverence we had been taught to show our elders… only a man of his striking
personality could have so large a following as his.161
Wise became popular and earned the Jewish public’s trust through his organic, personable
manners, which were nearly the opposite of the stiff traditional decorum that other Jewish
leaders practiced.
Wise’s aptitude for politics and self-promotion is also evident in his choice of name. He
arrived in the United States with the last name of Weiss, which means “White” in German.
However, he chose as his last name “Wise,” which sounded similar to his German name but
expressed a sense of worldly intelligence that no doubt subliminally convinced some American
Jews to trust him.
The American environment primed the stage for the introduction of Reform Judaism
into the United States. The US in the mid 1800s was experiencing an industrial revolution,
marked by a societal movement of citizens (particularly immigrants) into large cities, where the
sporadic settlement of Jews made it hard to form solid communities where rules could be
enforced. The Reformers’ system of Judaism as a private religion, to be practiced within the
synagogue only, struck a chord with many new Jews who were struggling to be accepted into
American society and function within the American economy as unobtrusive equals. Reform
Judaism was also effective on the frontiers, where communities were newly established and
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rough living conditions made it difficult to adhere to a strict, al-encompassing Judaism.
However, the wide geographic distribution and low demographic weight of America’s Jewish
communities made it difficult to create a unified Jewish program that could present a solid
front and actively recruit new followers into membership.
Wise was able to accelerate the growth in the Reform movement because his
passionate vision and charismatic energy allowed him to harness the influence of American
society. Through his connections and newspapers, he created a flow of information between
different segments of the American Jewish community. With his simple, straight-forward style
of prose, he was able to reach out to many American Jews, such as Rebecca Kohut, held
European-style intellectuals (such as David Einhorn) in suspicion. His vision for Jewry involved
all important aspects of American Jewish life, including worship and education. Finally, in
implementing his vision, Wise chose to imitate the non-Jewish, predominantly Anglo-Saxon
Protestant institutions around him, whether they were Christian church services or Sunday
school. Wise carefully tailored his Reform program to coincide with many aspects of American
life, thus fusing Reformer’s Jewish and American identities together. This unique brand of
American Jewry would not have occurred in its same format had Wise not arrived in the United
States, or had American culture been absent.
Conclusion
Isaac Mayer Wise created a successful Reform movement because he was able to adapt
traditional Judaism to cohabitate with American ideals then sweeping the country. Wise built
up his organizational “empire” just as an American business entrepreneur might, by
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conglomerating as many Jewish congregations as possible into one unified force under the
Union of American Hebrew Congregations. Wise not only drew in the majority of the United
States’ Jewish congregations, but he fortified the Union’s strength by incorporating a
newspaper, a college, and a conference of rabbis. Reform Rabbi Bernard Felsenthal observed
in 1883: “Dr. Wise is now the head of the College not only, but all Israel in the United States. It
is he who educates the rabbis for America. It is he who defines the course in which Judaism in
this country has to run. It is he who gives shape and color and character to our Jewish affairs.
He is the central sun, around which the planets… are moving, some near to him, some more
distant.” 162 As businessmen like Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller built their empires
and amassed economic capital, Isaac M. Wise built his empire upon Jewish religious grounds,
and amassed a great amount of social capital. With this influence was able to create a
powerhouse movement that united American Jews to a degree that no one had been able to
accomplish before.
Wise’s success can be seen in American Jews’ reactions to his death on March 26, 1900.
The Plum Street Temple hosted a grandiose funeral, and his pulpit at the Temple was draped in
black and remained vacant for a full year. 163 At the funeral, Wise’s successor at the Plum Street
Temple, Rudolph Grossman, eulogized,
“A second Elijah, a warrior for right, as bold and fearless, a champion of God as
loyal and devoted, a Jew as staunch and sincere, a man as pure and holy, has
departed from the midst of American Israel, and we his pupils…the whole house
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of American Israel, at whose altar he ministered as a faithful servant, cry out in
this hour of bereavement, ‘Alas! Alas! Our father, our pride, our glory, is no
more.” 164
Grossman’s prose, particularly his frequent use of the term “American Israel,” indicates
that much of American Jewry (at least, those to whom Grossman was speaking) had absorbed
Wise’s vision of a unified Judaism, rallied around American ideals. The eulogy concluded with
the observation that, “grave events occurred during the long period of his [Wise’s] citizenship…
and then he was loyal and a patriot in every fibre.” 165 It is notable that Grossman felt the need
to laud Wise for his patriotism and loyalty, especially in the conclusion of his sermon. It seems
that Wise had indeed succeeded in inculcating in his followers the idea that Judaism and
Americanism were intrinsically connected. In Wise’s religious style, his funeral possessed
elements of both the traditional and the modern. He received the traditional Jewish ritual of
“Kiddush,” chanted in Hebrew, but accompanied by an organ.166
Wise’s program of linking Americanism and Judaism would live on in the United States.
Although Reform Judaism later embraced Zionism and strengthened its bonds with the greater
Diaspora, even popular Zionist activists such as Louis Brandeis used ideas of an American “duty”
to foster democracy and Jewish unity, both within America and within the global Jewish
community. Isaac Mayer Wise was a brilliant man, who cleverly used American ideals in the
construction of his American Reform empire. What he produced was truly a new American
Judaism: combining elements of pragmatism, liberalism, and patriotism with Jewish theology
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and personal morality. The American Judaism that evolved from such a pairing was neither
traditionally Jewish nor fully democratic; rather, it lay somewhere in between.

