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SUMMARY                                                                                                                       

 

American Jewish identity has changed significantly over the course of the past half 

century. During this time, Irving Greenberg developed a unique theology that                  

anticipated David Hollinger's notion of postethnicity and represents a compelling 

understanding of contemporary American Jewish identity. Greenberg's covenantal 

theology and image of God idea combine into what Kleinberg refers to as Hybrid            

Judaism. Central to Greenberg's theology is recognition of the transformative power 

of encounter in an open society, heavily influenced by his own encounters across 

Jewish denominational boundaries and through his participation in the Christian-

Jewish dialogue movement. Presented here for the first time, Greenberg’s theology of 

Hybrid Judaism has great relevance for our understanding of American Jewish   

identity in the twenty-first century.  
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PRAISE                                                                       
 

 

“Darren Kleinberg offers a masterful integration and analysis of the theology of Yitz 

Greenberg. Sophisticated, holistic, and insightful, I highly recommend this work.” 

 
— Aaron J. Hahn Tapper, Mae and Benjamin Swig Associate Professor of Jewish Studies,  

University of San Francisco, author of Judaisms: A Twenty-First-Century Introduction to Jews 

and Jewish Identities 

 

 

“For the past half century Rabbi Yitz Greenberg’s role as an innovative institution 

builder and thinker on issues related to the Holocaust are well known. Kleinberg   

underscores the significance of Greenberg’s importance as a Jewish thinker by                 

presenting a full analysis of Greenberg’s novel conception of Hybrid Judaism.                 

Kleinberg traces the growth of Greenberg’s thinking, situating it within Greenberg’s 

rich and complex life experiences.” 

 
— Joel Gereboff, Associate Professor, Religious Studies, Arizona State University 

 

 

“In Hybrid Judaism, Darren Kleinberg presents a comprehensive and sophisticated 

analysis of Rabbi Irving Greenberg’s mature thoughts on a host of subjects crucial to 

modern Jewish life and religious thought, and does so by situating him against the 

larger backdrop of American religious history and sociology. In this insightful and 

compelling portrait of Greenberg, Kleinberg has helped us understand how this 

preeminent Jewish thinker was shaped by the American setting as well as the                     

critical role Greenberg has played in defining the nature and overall directions of 

modern Judaism. This book is required reading for anyone who wishes to understand 

Judaism in the modern world as well as American religion as it moves on into the 

21st Century.” 

 
— David Ellenson, Director, Schusterman Center for Israel Studies at Brandeis University and 

Chancellor-Emeritus, Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion   

 

 

“American Jewry is in the midst of a sustained period of introspection and                               

re-organization. This is playing out along any number of axes: The repercussions of 

the Holocaust, the significance of the State of Israel, withering denominational and 

institutional divisions, and the polarization of religious and political commitments. 

In this volume, Kleinberg makes a strong case for Yitz Greenberg as one of the                   

leading thinkers of this period, whose writings shape not only how we understood 

Jewish life in the 20th Century, but how we ought to understand it in the 21st.” 

 
— Ari Y Kelman, Jim Joseph Chair in Education and Jewish Studies Stanford University 

Graduate School of Education  
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It’s a challenge to navigate identity. What Israel Zangwill offered as a 
rather simplistic melting pot metaphor describing how peoples and 
their cultures integrated into a new composite America developed some 
years later into Horace Kallen’s orchestra, a pluralist approach that 
celebrated each sound in a way that strengthened the nation for its 
cultural differences. In contemporary America, neither of those 
approaches to describing identity pass muster. The melting pot 
demands the end of distinctiveness since everyone must give up the 
Old World to become part of the amalgamated new nation. The 
orchestra, while celebrated in theory, favors the cultural mores of 
the dominant group at the expense of minorities. To dramatize the 
point: which ethnic group gets to be the culture-defining tuba in the 
orchestra and which must be relegated to status as a lowly flute, 
struggling to have its contribution recognized? 

In recent years, scholars have advanced a variety of new models 
to better understand the contours of identity. “Postethnicity,” for 
example, asks us to look beyond the timetables of the early theorists 
and imagine identity along a much longer chronology. Others reject 
the very constructs of identity, describing it all as “the invention of 
ethnicity.” In today’s headlines, we read about intersectionality, the 
notion that each of us lives a variety of identities simultaneously. 
Sometimes they exist in conflict with one another and at all times 
our multi-identified selves force us to imagine new ways of under-
standing and describing who we are, what we believe, and why.

As Darren Kleinberg explains in Hybrid Judaism: Irving Greenberg, 
Encounter, and the Changing Nature of American Jewish Identity,  
these seemingly secular concepts of identity resonate within the 

Preface
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theological and sociological experiences of American Jews. To better 
articulate models of ethnicity, he argues, we must examine American 
Judaism as a gateway that offers vital new insights into our sense of 
individual identity and its impact on larger questions of intergroup 
relations. For Kleinberg, this exciting new model of ethnic identity 
grew from the thinking and writing of his mentor, Rabbi Irving 
Greenberg. “Yitz,” as he is known to all, dove into these questions more 
than half a century ago, fashioning novel understandings of identity 
that sought to reconcile some of the most challenging identity-based 
questions in both American and Jewish life. While his work predates 
the term, Yitz lives an intersectional existence. Greenberg, a tradi-
tion-bound Jew with a Ph.D. in history from Harvard University, 
wrestles with how these different identities intersect, especially in a 
post-Shoah world. What a remarkable journey it has been.

Greenberg embodies what anthropologists call liminality, an 
in-between ritual moment during a person’s transition from one 
sociological space to another. Applied more broadly, liminality has 
also been employed to describe a person who enjoys the rewards of 
simultaneous membership in more than one cultural group, yet, as 
a consequence, can never enjoy complete access to either. Greenberg’s 
life journey, then, proves liminal. A modern Orthodox Jew, he cannot 
enjoy modernity to its fullest extent because of his observance of 
Jewish law. Complete adherence to traditional Judaism, in a similar 
way, remains elusive as long as he chooses to interact in the modern 
world. Many of his teachings, as a consequence, brought scrutiny 
from his rabbinical colleagues fearful that he went too far. His deci-
sion to maintain a primary identity as rabbi precluded an academic 
career typical of Harvard doctoral graduates.

In that space between Jewish tradition and modern America, in 
that tension and drama, Greenberg got to work. Liminality, it turns 
out, offers insights available only to those navigating between cultures. 
From his platform, Greenberg opined on the essential theological 
relationship between Judaism and Christianity, on the influence of 
modern America to the traditional world, on the horrors of the Shoah 
and its reframe of the cosmos. He can offer these perspectives in 
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ways his predecessors could not because he trespassed identity 
bounds at each and every possible moment.

And so did Kleinberg. A student of Greenberg’s, Kleinberg’s ode 
to his mentor grows from his own journey through the spaces 
between cultures. Born and raised a secular Jew in London, Kleinberg 
rebelled against the culture of his youth, eschewing the university 
pathway in favor of a yeshiva experience in Israel that led to a four-
year immersion in the tradition-bound Orthodox world of Eretz 
Yisrael. While the ba’al teshuvah pathway is not so unusual, Kleinberg 
elevated his with his own, sometimes intense, liminal experience. 
Navigating between a secular upbringing that lacked a passion for 
Judaism and an adult life in haredi and Modern Orthodox Judaism 
that seemed far too rote, Kleinberg eventually landed as a student in 
the second-ever graduating class of Yeshivat Chovevei Torah, New 
York’s liberal Orthodox rabbinical school. There, seeking a via media 
between the cultures that defined his life, Kleinberg met Greenberg, 
who would emerge as his most-important teacher, mentor, and 
friend. Greenberg helped shape the contours of Kleinberg’s then-
emerging theology, understandings of Judaism, and its application 
in American life. In the years that followed, Kleinberg applied his 
secular adolescence and impressive understanding of text and tradi-
tion to his Greenberg apprenticeship, wrestling with the most 
essential questions about what Jewishness and Americanness mean.

Kleinberg’s journey eventually brought him out of Orthodoxy 
and, in a fitting reverse parallel to his mentor’s path, into his own 
Ph.D. program at a secular American university. This book, the 
product of those doctoral studies at Arizona State University, details 
the life of Yitz Greenberg as it, in its very creation, reflects as well the 
pathway of his student, Darren Kleinberg. Hybrid Judaism, then, 
when read with an understanding of the story behind its creation, 
mirrors itself. It is the story of a teacher, an Orthodox Jew who dove 
into secularity, written by his student, a secular Jew who embraced 
Jewish tradition.

To read this work, then, is to watch three streams intersect: 
the life of Greenberg, the life of Kleinberg, and the overlay of the 
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last 50 years of American Jewish life and theology. It is a treat and 
it offers its readers a deep dive into the most fundamental and 
the most complex questions that animate all who think about 
ethnicity, about theology, and about what it means to identify as 
an American Jew.

Marc Dollinger
San Francisco State University



The American Jewish community is changing. In simple terms, 
Judaism today is but one choice among an almost endless list of 
available identities. One way of understanding this change is rooted 
in the writings of the central personality of this study, Rabbi Dr. Irving 
Greenberg. In 1974, Greenberg presented the opening paper at the 
International Symposium on the Holocaust, held at the Cathedral 
of Saint John the Divine, in New York City. The paper was subse-
quently published in a volume entitled Auschwitz: Beginning of a 
New Era? Reflections on the Holocaust (1977). Greenberg’s chapter, 
“Cloud of Smoke, Pillar of Fire: Judaism, Christianity, and Modernity 
after the Holocaust,” represents his “most important statement on 
the subject” of the Holocaust (Katz, “Irving,” 62). In the fourth 
section of the essay, addressing “Jewish Theological Responses to the 
Holocaust,” Greenberg introduced his original concept of Moment 
Faiths. Extending Martin Buber’s notion of “moment gods,”1 Greenberg 
wrote that a full realization of the horrors of the Holocaust had to 
“end[] the easy dichotomy of atheist/theist . . .,” and that, in a 
post-Holocaust age, “We now have to speak of ‘moment faiths,’ 
moments when Redeemer and vision of redemption are present, 
interspersed with times when the flames and smoke of the burning 
children blot out faith—though it flickers again” (Greenberg, “Cloud 
of Smoke,” 27). In a post-Holocaust era, Greenberg declared, faith 
in God could only be fleeting. 

 1 Greenberg explained Buber in this way: “God is known only at the moment when 
Presence and awareness are fused in vital life. This knowledge is interspersed with 
moments when only natural, self-contained, routine existence is present.” 
(Greenberg, “Cloud of Smoke” 27).

Introduction
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Today, more than 40 years after the symposium, and more than 
70 years after the end of the Second World War, American Jews are in 
a different “moment.” Rather than moment gods or moment faiths, 
the twenty-first-century American Jewish reality is one of Moment 
Judaisms. In this coinage, the plural form “Judaisms” is intended to 
indicate the very real distinctions between the many different expres-
sions of Judaism across the American Jewish landscape.2 The sheer 
variety of Jewish behaviors, rituals, and social mores demands an 
acknowledgment of the plurality of Jewishness and Judaisms. 
Furthermore, the simple fact that some will deny that other self-iden-
tified Jews are members of the same religious community demands 
that we cannot but think of Judaism in plural terms.3 

In addition to highlighting the plurality of contemporary 
American Jewish life, it is also my contention that contemporary 
Judaisms are “momentary.” The intent here is to recognize the 
impact of increasingly complex individual and group identities in 
the American Jewish context. For an increasing number of American 
Jews, the many Judaisms from which to choose are only some of the 
various identities that are available for adoption and that contribute 
to the complex identity politics of postethnic America. David 
Hollinger has described identity in postethnic America as no longer 
inherited, singular, or fixed, but rather voluntary, overlapping, and 
dynamic. As such, postethnicity has very real implications for Jewish 
identity in the twenty-first century. As Shaul Magid has written, in an 
era of postethnicity, “. . . American Jews are multiethnic. For many of 
them, being Jewish is one part of a more complex narrative of  

 2 The same might be said for world Jewry; however, my work addresses only the 
American Jewish experience.

 3 For example, according to the interpretation of Jewish law (halachah) recognized by 
most members of the Orthodox community, one can only claim Jewish status if one 
has a halachically Jewish biological mother or if one has completed a religious 
conversion according to Orthodox standards. As such, those Reform Jews that have 
a Jewish father and a non-Jewish mother, or that convert to Judaism according to 
non-Orthodox standards, are not considered Jewish by most members of the 
Orthodox community. Therefore, it is appropriate to describe the Orthodox and 
Reform Jewish communities as representing distinct Judaisms.
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identity” (Magid, American Post-Judaism, 11). These plural and momen-
tary qualities call our attention to the fact that the nature and 
meaning of American Jewish identity—of American Moment 
Judaisms—is being renegotiated in the twenty-first century. 

Rather than merely attempting to describe the changing nature 
of American Jewish identity, I will also offer a theological viewpoint 
that welcomes and embraces, rather than rejects, the changes I will 
outline. At the heart of this book is an appreciation and exploration 
of the theological contributions of Irving Greenberg. The postethnic 
reality that David Hollinger described in sociological terms was 
powerfully anticipated and conveyed in the language of theology by 
Greenberg. I have called Greenberg’s theology of encounter Hybrid 
Judaism. Although not a biography, per se, I will also draw on 
important biographical episodes in Greenberg’s life to provide 
important context for the development and culmination of his 
theology of Hybrid Judaism. Before fully introducing this concept, it 
is important to define some key terms.

Encounter and Identity

Encounter and identity are key terms that are interconnected and 
require definition. Simply put, encounter refers to interactions that 
result in a transformation of identity. Such transformations can be 
the result of encounters with individuals or groups, and sometimes 
as a result of encounters with ideas or past historical events. As we 
shall see later,4 for Greenberg, encounter is also a theological term 
that refers to interactions that are informed by recognition that 
human beings are created in the image of God. Whether understood 
sociologically or theologically, encounter is central to our under-
standing of the changing landscape of identity. 

As David Hollinger has suggested, the word “identity” is less 
than ideal. In Hollinger’s words, “the concept of identity is more 

 4 See Part II, Chapter 9.
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psychological than social, and it can hide the extent to which the 
achievement of identity is a social process by which a person 
becomes affiliated with one or more acculturating cohorts” 
(Hollinger, Postethnic America, 6). Hollinger’s point, that individ-
uals become affiliated with groups (i.e., they adopt identities) as a 
result of a social process, is of central importance. Throughout this 
book, the term “identity” is intended to refer to an individual’s 
affiliation, and thus sense of identification, with a given group—
whether religious, cultural, ethnic, or any other—that results from 
socialization with that group. This emphasis on affiliation “calls 
attention to the social dynamics” that are involved in the achieve-
ment of identity (Hollinger, Postethnic America, 6). As a result, 
identity may be comprised of multiple affiliations with a variety of 
social groups. This is a critically important realization in the age of 
postethnicity.

Regarding the changing nature of American Jewish identity, 
intermarriage must be acknowledged as the most significant of 
social encounters contributing to the rise of Moment Judaisms. The 
Pew survey, A Portrait of Jewish Americans (2013), showed that in the 
1970s more than a third of the marriages of American Jews were to 
a non-Jewish spouse and that, since the second half of the 1990s, 
the percentage had risen to more than half. These couples, and the 
offspring that are raised by them, have increasingly complex identi-
ties that are informed by the various religious, cultural, and ethnic 
ties that intersect their family lives. Shaul Magid5 has proposed that 

 5 Magid is the first scholar to pay significant attention to “[American] Judaism in 
an increasingly postethnic world, a world where identities are mixed . . . . . . ” 
(Magid, American Post-Judaism, 5). In addition to Magid’s assessment of American 
Judaism in an age of postethnicity, he also makes the case for the Jewish Renewal 
movement and its founding figure, Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, as repre-
senting a path for “‘Jewish’ survival in such a shifting society” (Magid, American 
Post-Judaism, 2). While I am generally in agreement with Magid’s assessment of 
the meaning of American Judaism in an age of postethnicity (notwithstanding 
the distinction I draw above), it is my contention that Irving Greenberg’s life and 
work are more accessible to a broader cross-section of American Jewry than are 
Schachter-Shalomi’s, whose worldview—and the Renewal movement that 
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the changing nature of Judaism in America “is only partly the conse-
quence of the empirical nature of intermarriage.” According to 
Magid, “It is also the consequence of the changing nature of identity 
in America, moving from the inherited to the constructed or 
performed” (Magid, American Post-Judaism, 2). In contrast to Magid’s 
claim, I am proposing that the changing nature of identity that he 
has highighted is precisely the result of increasing social encounters 
across group lines, with intermarriage being the most significant 
example. When the influence of high rates of intermarriage is 
accounted for alongside a wide variety of Jewish beliefs and prac-
tices, as well as differing standards for claiming personal status as a 
Jew, it becomes clear that we need to develop a more thoughtful and 
nuanced way of thinking about American Jewish identity in the 
twenty-first century. 

Hybridity

In 2007, the Spertus Museum in Chicago took a step in the right 
direction when it hosted a groundbreaking exhibit entitled The New 
Authentics: Artists of the Post-Jewish Generation. The accompanying 
volume opened with an essay from curator Staci Boris, in which she 
wrote that “Post-Jewish . . . takes its cues from postmodernism—a 
pervasive if highly contested state of cultural affairs in which all 
notions of purity and certainty (modernism’s key values) are rejected 
in favor of hybridity and relativity” (Boris, The New Authentics, 20). 
As the ensuing chapters of this book will demonstrate, it is the 
quality of hybridity that distinguishes contemporary Moment 

followed from it—is appealing to a much more rarefied group. For an important 
discussion of Magid’s book, see Allan Arkush, “All-American, Post-Everything,” 
Jewish Review of Books, Fall 2013, https://jewishreviewofbooks.com/articles/473/
all-american-post-everything/; Shaul Magid, “’Why Bother?’ A Response,” Jewish 
Review of Books, August 29, 2013, https://jewishreviewofbooks.com/articles/545/
why-bother-a-response/; and Allan Arkush, “’Why Bother?’ A Rejoinder,” Jewish 
Review of Books, August 29, 2013, http://jewishreviewofbooks.com/articles/543/
why-bother-a-rejoinder/.+
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Judaisms from earlier articulations of American Jewish identity.6 
“Hybridity” is defined for my purposes as “Anything derived from 
heterogeneous sources, or composed of different or incongruous 
elements” (Oxford English Dictionary [OED]), and points to the afore-
mentioned impact of social mixing on identity formation.7

Pluralism

Pluralism is the final key term that requires definition. In a sense, 
this book is as much a critique of pluralism as it is anything else.  
It is my contention that pluralism is an outdated notion that has 
been superseded by postethnicity. We will explore Horace Kallen’s 
sociological concept of cultural pluralism in detail in Chapter 3 
but, for the time being, a few introductory observations are in 
order.

The earliest usage of the term “pluralism” dates back to the 
eighteenth century and referred to the simultaneous holding of two 
or more ecclesiastical offices by one cleric in the Church of England. 
In this sense, it was seen as a corrupt institution in which “parishes, 
or benefices, could be bought and sold to the highest bidder” 
(Bender and Klassen, After Pluralism, 7). In addition to this ecclesi-
astical application, later usages of pluralism have fallen into the 
philosophical, political, and sociological realms. Philosophically, 
pluralism has been used to mean “that the world is made up of 
more than one kind of substance or thing; (more generally) any 
theory or system of thought which recognizes more than one irre-
ducible basic principle” (OED). This philosophical application of 

 6 Other works that have explored the changing nature of American Jewish identity 
include the wide-ranging collection of essays edited by Vincent Brook, You Should 
See Yourself: Jewish Identity in Postmodern American Culture (2006); Martin Jaffee’s 
collection of short musings, The End of Jewish Radar: Snapshots of a Postethnic American 
Judaism (2009); and Shaul Magid’s American Post-Judaism: Identity and Renewal in a 
Postethnic Society (2013).

 7 For a more heavily theoretical treatment of hybridity, see Homi K. Bhabha, The 
Location of Culture (1994), and Robert J. C. Young, Colonial Desire: Hybridity in Theory, 
Culture, and Race (1995). 
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pluralism is most often associated with Harvard philosopher 
William James (1842–1910) and his 1909 Hibbert Lectures, later 
published in the volume, A Pluralistic Universe. Politically, pluralism 
has been understood as a “theory or system of devolution and 
autonomy for organizations and individuals in preference to mono-
lithic state power” or “a political system within which many parties 
or organizations have access to power” (OED). Of these three 
usages—ecclesiastical, philosophical, and political—the first has 
largely fallen out of use, with only the philosophical and political 
senses of pluralism still being employed.8 

Turning to the sociological meaning of pluralism, the Oxford 
English Dictionary states its fourth definition of pluralism as: “The 
presence or tolerance of a diversity of ethnic or cultural groups 
within a society or state; (the advocacy of) toleration or acceptance 
of the coexistence of differing views, values, cultures, etc.” (OED). 
Within this definition are included both descriptive and prescriptive 
qualities of pluralism. Descriptively, pluralism refers to the simple 
fact that there is a plurality, a diversity, of peoples. Prescriptively, the 
definition refers to “(the advocacy of) tolerance of a diversity of 
ethnic or cultural groups within a society or state.”9 While “the pres-
ence or tolerance of a diversity of ethnic or cultural groups” is 
descriptive, “(the advocacy of) tolerance . . .” prescribes, in Martin 
Marty’s words, “ways of doing things about the diversities of constit-
uencies . . . or ways of thinking about and conceiving them” (Cohen 
and Numbers, Gods in America, x).

 8 For example, the political scientist, William E. Connolly, has published a philosoph-
ical work on the subject of pluralism. See William E. Connolly, Pluralism (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2005). On the political side see, for example, Thaddeus J. 
Kozinski, The Political Problem of Religious Pluralism: And Why Philosophers Can’t Solve 
It (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2010), and Stephen V. Monsoma and J. Christopher 
Soper, The Challenge of Pluralism: Church and State in Five Democracies (Lanham: 
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2009).

 9 The questions of who is being tolerated, who is doing the tolerating, and what 
that means for power dynamics in a given society are important ones. For a 
 thoroughgoing critique of the notion of tolerance, see Wendy Brown, Regulating 
Aversion: Tolerance in the Age of Identity and Empire. (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2006).
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My consideration of pluralism will be limited to its sociolog-
ical application, paying attention to both descriptive and 
prescriptive usages of the term. Because the major theorists of 
pluralism have failed to appreciate the importance of encounter 
in the achievement of identity, they have also misunderstood the 
changing nature of identity in America. An appreciation of 
postethnicity leads to a recognition of the shortcomings of 
pluralism as a framework with which to understand identity in 
America in the twenty-first century. Moreover, pluralism is no 
longer useful if we are to understand the nature of American 
Jewish identity or navigate the contemporary realities of American 
Jewish life in the twenty-first century. 

Irving Greenberg and Hybrid Judaism

Irving Greenberg is one of the most influential American Jewish 
thinkers and activists of the past 50 years. He anticipated the 
changing nature of contemporary American Jewish identity long 
before it would become more widely recognized. Until now, 
much of the scholarship on Greenberg has suffered from an over-
emphasis on his work as a Holocaust theologian and as an activist 
on behalf of Holocaust memory. 10 The result has been that some 
of his most noteworthy theological and programmatic contribu-
tions have passed unnapreciated. Even the most thoughtful 
treatments of his work have failed to detect how far-reaching his 
ideas are and the importance they hold for understanding 
American Jewish identity in the twenty-first century. For 
Greenberg, the rise of hybrid identities is both a positive and 

10 See, for example, Steven T. Katz’s collection of essays, Historicism, the Holocaust, and 
Zionism: Critical Studies in Modern Jewish Thought and History (1992); Michael L. 
Morgan’s chapter, “Irving Greenberg and the Post-Holocaust Voluntary Covenant,” 
in Beyond Auschwitz: Post-Holocaust Jewish Thought in America (2001); and Edward 
T. Linenthal’s Preserving Memory: The Struggle to Create America’s Holocaust Museum 
(1995).
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necessary development that represents a shift of potentially 
messianic proportions. Greenberg articulated this understanding 
through his theology of encounter and his understanding of the 
evolving nature of the covenant that combine in what I call 
Hybrid Judaism.

Greenberg’s theology of Hybrid Judaism and its emphasis on 
the power of human encounters can be located along a century- 
long arc of sociological theories of individual and group identity 
in America. Beginning with Israel Zangwill’s drama of the melting 
pot and ending with David Hollinger’s notion of postethnicity, the 
greater part of the arc centers around three conceptions of pluralism. 
Each of these articulations of pluralism—Cultural Pluralism, the 
Triple Melting Pot, and Multiculturalism—have failed to capture 
the importance of social dynamics in the achievement of identity, 
to which David Hollinger has alerted us and to which the realities 
of contemporary American Jewish life clearly point. Greenberg’s 
work has generally been mischaracterized (by himself as well as 
others) as advocating pluralism. In actuality, Greenberg’s ideas 
represent a proto-postethnic theology of identity that has much 
more in common with David Hollinger’s work than anyone else 
along the arc. 

Given my emphasis on the importance of social dynamics 
(encounter) in the formation of identity, it should come as no 
surprise that Greenberg was himself deeply influenced by a number 
of profoundly impactful social encounters. As well as receiving great 
praise for his intellectual and communal efforts, Greenberg has also 
been publicly criticized by his peers in the Orthodox community, 
threatened with heresy charges by his rabbinical association, and 
rejected as an outsider by the centrist Orthodox mainstream and the 
haredi wing of the American Orthodox community. These and other 
episodes, each of which influenced the formulation of Greenberg’s 
theology of Hybrid Judaism, will be presented throughout the book 
as evidence in and of themselves of the transformative power of 
encounter. 
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Overview

In order to address the dual purposes of this book—an under-
standing of the changing nature of contemporary American Jewish 
identity and an appreciation of Irving Greenberg’s theology of 
encounter as a way of addressing that reality—it is divided into 
two parts. Part I introduces Greenberg and examines the broader 
trends confronting Jewish life in America in particular and religion 
in America in general. It concludes with an exploration of the 
century- long arc of sociological theories of identity, culminating 
with David Hollinger’s conception of postethnicity. Part II is 
devoted to exploring the key encounters in Greenberg’s life and the 
development of his theology of Hybrid Judaism. By presenting 
these two sections side-by-side, my hope is that the reader will gain 
a deeper understanding of our contemporary postethnic moment, 
as well as an appreciation of the opportunity that this new reality 
presents.

In Chapter 1, I introduce the central figure of this book: Irving 
Greenberg. By right, Greenberg is one of the most celebrated 
American Orthodox Jews of the second half of the twentieth century. 
An ordained rabbi, a Harvard-trained Ph.D., and one of the most 
influential public figures in American Jewish life, Greenberg was, 
among a long list of achievements, a founding member of the 
Association for Jewish Studies, a leading figure in the Christian–
Jewish dialogue movement, centrally important to the establishment 
of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, in Washington, 
DC, and a tireless activist on behalf of intra-Jewish community 
building. It is my claim that Greenberg was also the earliest American 
Jewish thought leader to engage notions of postethnicity (although 
not by that name) head on. 

Chapter 1 then turns to American Judaism. Sketching the major 
contours of the history of the American Jewish community serves  
to provide the necessary background and context with which to 
understand the reality into which Greenberg was born and raised. 
Because so much of Greenberg’s work involved attempts to overcome 
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intra-Jewish division, this section is organized primarily around the 
rise of denominational Judaism in the United States and the accom-
panying tensions that have plagued the American Jewish community. 
The chapter concludes with examples of the challenges that confronted 
American Jewish institutions as they attempted to respond to the 
increasingly fractious community that they served.

Chapter 2 presents a survey of the historiographical record of 
American religious history. The historiographical lens serves to 
narrate the changing understanding—and reality, to be sure—of 
religion in America. It also highlights the relatively recent emphasis 
on pluralism by scholars of religion in America and the very real 
limitations of such an approach if we are to gain an accurate under-
standing of contemporary American religious diversity. 

Chapters 3 and 4 turn our attention to a discussion of the century- 
long arc of sociological theories of group life in America. By pursuing 
the shift from the melting pot to postethnicity, it is possible to 
arrive at a clear understanding of pluralism as a sociological theory 
that originated with the work of Horace Kallen. Milton Gordon’s 
important critique of Kallen provides the bridge from cultural 
pluralism to David Hollinger’s notion of postethnicity. Gordon’s 
appreciation of the importance of social contact between primary 
relationships provides the basis for my emphasis on the notion of 
encounter, a concept central to Greenberg’s work. Ultimately, the 
arc provides a theoretical framework with which to understand the 
full extent of Irving Greenberg’s theology of Hybrid Judaism. 

Part II turns our attention to the life and work of Irving Greenberg. 
By weaving a tapestry of personal encounters and theological insights, 
the chapters in Part II map the development of Greenberg’s thinking, 
culminating in his theology of Hybrid Judaism. Taken together, the 
chapters in Part II represent the first complete and systematic presen-
tation of Greenberg’s theology of Hybrid Judaism. Although 
Greenberg himself adopted the language of pluralism, it is clear that 
his ideas extend beyond pluralism, embracing notions of religious 
identity that are immediately recognizable as precursors and paral-
lels to Hollinger’s conception of postethnicity. Greenberg’s notion 
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of Hybrid Judaism describes those Jews who are deeply rooted in 
their Jewish identity but are also radically open to opportunities for 
hybridity. Hybrid Judaism affirmatively acknowledges the reality that 
different expressions of Judaism (including, but not limited to, 
denominational ones) are influenced, transformed, and—in some 
cases—coupled with other religious (and ethnic and cultural) identi-
ties. Hybrid Judaism has no outer limit and communicates the ability 
of contemporary expressions of American Moment Judaisms to 
incorporate any new attachment or affiliation from within or beyond 
the Jewish context. The full implications of Greenberg’s theology of 
Hybrid Judaism serve to reassert his importance and shed new light 
on the relevance of his work for our understanding of American 
Jewish identities in the twenty-first century.


