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SUMMARY                                                                                                                       
 

This book presents the issues and challenges of Modern Orthodox Judaism in 

America from the 1920s to the 1960s and discusses the economic, social, and political 

influences that impacted on its development. This is the story of the renaissance of 

American Modern Orthodoxy, from the disorganization of the older Orthodoxy to the 

new spirit of confidence that emerged after World War Two. Modern Orthodoxy 

adjusted to the challenges of modernity and a new environment. Modern Orthodoxy 

will be examined in the context of Orthodox invigoration and change. By 1960, a 

foundation had been laid for a movement to the “right,” which was marked by the 

tightening of religious standards. Rabbi Leo Jung is a fulcrum around which many 

such issues can be explored.  
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Before the 1980s and 1990s, there was a paucity of books on American 
Modern Orthodoxy. At that time, a new stirring of scholarly atten-

tion reflected that there was something interesting occurring. Jeffrey 
Gurock, Saul Bernstein, William Helmreich, Charles Liebman, Gilbert 
Klaperman, and Aaron Rothkoff-Rakeffet have written about some 
aspect of Orthodoxy. This book gives an expanded look at the phenom-
enon of Modern Orthodoxy, which will also be referred to as 
“American-style” Orthodoxy.1 

1 Saul Bernstein, The Orthodox Story: A Centenary Portrayal (Northvale, NJ and  
Jerusalem: Jason Aronson Inc., 1997); Saul Bernstein, The Renaissance of the Torah 
Jew (New York: Ktav Publishing House, 1985); M. Herbert Danziger, Returning to 
Tradition: The Contemporary Revival of Orthodox Judaism (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1989); Jeffrey S. Gurock, American Jewish Orthodoxy in 
Historical Perspective (New York: Ktav Publishing House Inc., 1996); Jeffrey S. 
Gurock, Men and Women of Yeshiva: Higher Education, Orthodoxy and American 
Judaism (New York: Colombia University Press, 1988); Jeffrey S. Gurock, ed., 
Ramaz: School, Community, Scholarship and Orthodoxy (Hoboken, NJ: Ktav 
Publishing House, 1989); William Helmreich, The World of the Yeshiva: An Inti-
mate Portrait of Orthodox Jewry (New York: Free Press and London: Collier 
MacMillan, 1982); Gilbert Klaperman, The Story of Yeshiva University (New York: 
MacMillan, 1969); Aaron Rakeffet-Rothkoff, Bernard Revel (Philadelphia: The 
Jewish Publication Society of America, 1972); Aaron Rakeffet-Rothkoff, The Silver 
Era in American Jewish Orthodoxy: Rabbi Eliezer Silver and His Generation (New York: 
Yeshiva University Press; Jerusalem: Feldheim Publishers, 1981).
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PREFACE ix

Up to and including the 1950s, scholars told the story of 
Modern Orthodox history in America from the viewpoint of 
decline. Dr. Meyer Waxman, an editor for the Orthodox 
journal Jewish Forum, wrote in 1924: “In fact voices are being 
heard in the Jewish press and especially in the Zionist press—
that Orthodox is disappearing, that whoever speaks in the 
name of Orthodox Jewry speaks in the name of fiction.”2 Many 
Socialist Yiddish newspapers actively participated in discred-
iting religion and Orthodoxy in particular, winning over huge 
numbers of religious Jews to their socialist cause.3

Mordecai Kaplan, the founder of Reconstructionist Judaism, wrote 
in 1920 that Orthodoxy was out of keeping with the march of modern 
thought and that the fundamental doctrine of Orthodoxy was repug-
nant to the thinking man of the time.4 

Oscar Fasman, a former head of Hebrew Theological College, 
remembered one of his confreres remarking (when he graduated in 
1929) that he, as a rabbi, would be able to recite to a generation or so 
later the final kaddish for Orthodoxy.5

Marshall Sklare, perhaps the most influential exponent of this 
notion, saw Conservative Judaism as the only possible alternative for 
American Jewry, and saw Orthodoxy as alien to the American environ-
ment. He wrote in the 1950s that the history of Orthodoxy in America 
could be written in terms of a case study of institutional decay.6 Amidst 
all the tales of woe and doom and gloom, this book presents an opti-
mistic and positive view. 

2 Dr. Meyer Waxman, “American Orthodoxy—The Fifth Unknowable,” Jewish Forum 7, 
no. 5 (October 1924): 652.

3 Tony Michels, A Fire in their Hearts: Yiddish Socialists in New York (Cambridge, 
MA, and London: Harvard University Press, 2005), 12.

4 Mordecai Kaplan, “A Program for the Reconstruction of Judaism,” The Menorah 
Journal 6, no. 4 (August 1920): 182.

5 Oscar Fasman, “After Fifty Years an Optimist,” American Jewish History 69, no. 2 
(December 1979): 227.

6 Marshall Sklare, Conservative Judaism: An American Religious Movement (Glencoe, 
IL: Free Press, 1955), 43.



PREFACEx

Dr. Marc Shapiro, editor of the Academic Studies Press series on 
Orthodox Judaism and Professor at the University of Scranton, 
suggested that I make my doctoral thesis into a book; this is the result. 
The thesis, “Trends in Modern Orthodoxy as Reflected in the Career 
of Rabbi Dr. Leo Jung” (which was completed in 2004 at Concordia 
University in Montreal), deals with Modern Orthodox Judaism in 
America from 1920 to 1960.

My thesis supervisor was Dr. Ira Robinson; in the many years since 
I have graduated, I have not stopped working with him, seeking his 
advice, his constructive criticisms, and helpful suggestions. He continues 
to share his wide knowledge base and experience with me, and I continue 
to think of him as teacher and mentor. His help in writing this book is 
greatly appreciated.

I thank the members of the Institute for Canadian Jewish Studies 
for their assistance and support. The institute encourages and enables 
research, publications, and educational programs for academics, 
students, and the community at large. In these areas, they have many 
accomplishments.

I also wish to thank Shulamit Berger, chief archivist at Yeshiva 
University, for her help and attention throughout many years.

My husband, Stephen, has been a fine example in his devotion to 
ongoing learning and professional excellence. He has always been 
patient, encouraging, and has taken pride in my accomplishments.  
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This work presents the issues—from the 1920s to the 1960s—of a 
particular Orthodox group in America that would become known 

as Modern Orthodox, by looking at the activities and involvements of 
one of its leaders, Rabbi Dr. Leo Jung. Rabbi Jung’s career as a pulpit 
rabbi, community leader, and avid writer spanned over 60 years, begin-
ning in the 1920s. This Orthodox group went from being a threatened 
entity on the American scene to a well-recognized, respected force in 
Judaism. The phenomenon of Modern Orthodoxy will be examined in 
the context of Orthodox invigoration and change. 

The chapters appear in chronological order, beginning with the 
1920s. Though time frames can be artificial and certain issues are 
ongoing, chronological treatment does give a full picture of the move-
ment, its involvements, concerns, and achievements at a given time. 
The goal is to understand the issues and challenges that Modern Ortho-
doxy faced in each decade. 

The chapters deal with progress in organizational activity, educa-
tional programs, and capable leadership as they are instrumental in 
developing Modern Orthodoxy and reflect progress in the movement. 
The chapters will also demonstrate how the economic, social, and polit-
ical influences impacted Modern Orthodoxy and how they influenced 
Rabbi Jung’s activities and philosophy. 

INTRODUCTION



Modern Orthodoxy in American Judaism2

Rabbi Jung’s path crossed with some of the most interesting people 
of his time. He collaborated with Chaim Weizmann (the first president 
of Israel) on Zionist issues, and he worked with Albert Einstein to 
promote Yeshiva College. Herman Wouk, an American author and 
Pulitzer Prize winner, studied with Rabbi Jung, who exposed him to 
the classics of Judaism; Wouk claimed that Rabbi Jung was a profound 
influence on him. In Rabbi Jung’s search for universal peace and a 
major role for religion, he planned a project with Pearl Buck, a Nobel 
Prize laureate and Pulitzer Prize winner. 

Rabbi Jung is a fulcrum around which many issues can be explored. 
This book does not focus on him exclusively, but rather on the signifi-
cance of his interests and activities and its impact on his surroundings. 
As noted by Samuel Heilman, “the notion of using the rabbi as an 
indicator of the Jewish state of being is useful as a tool for tracing the 
development of Orthodoxy.”1

Rabbi Jung was one of the spokesmen for an American-style Ortho-
doxy; he combined the religious faith of Orthodoxy with the American 
way of life. He was involved in almost everything that was going on in 
American Orthodox Judaism, either in a major or minor way. He was 
involved in institutions that articulated the Modern Orthodox posi-
tion; these organizations are part of the history of American Orthodox 
Judaism. 

Modern Orthodoxy in the 1920s lacked hard lines and clear 
concepts, and was floundering as it tried to adjust to its new environ-
ment. These concepts became somewhat clearer over time. Modern 
Orthodox institutions were weak; there was a lack of adequate facili-
ties necessary for an Orthodox community to exist and a lack of 
adequately trained educators. There was a widespread laxity in obser-
vance of the most basic Judaic laws among Jews espousing Modern 
Orthodoxy. For the most part, its adherents were transplanted Eastern 
Europeans, religiously uneducated, unobservant, and in awe of America 
and the modern world.

1 Samuel C. Heilman, “The Many Faces of Orthodoxy,” Modern Judaism 2, no. 1 
(1982): 26.
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By 1960, a foundation had been laid for a movement to the “right,” 
which was marked by the tightening of religious standards, more iden-
tification with the tenets of halakhic Judaism, stricter piety, and more 
distrust of the secular world. Though this pursuit of stringency rather 
than leniency, known as the movement to the “right,” has been noted 
by scholars (such as Saul Bernstein, Haym Soloveitchik, and Jeffrey S. 
Gurock), this book will try to make clear some of the factors leading to 
this shift.2

What Is Modern Orthodoxy? 
First, there was no agreement on the use of the term “Modern Ortho-
doxy”; the term itself has caused discomfort to many scholars and rabbis. 
Rabbi Jung pointed out that the term “Orthodox” had a Christian 
connotation, referring to those who clung to the official tenets and 
dogmas of their respective churches. He preferred the term “Torah-true 
Judaism,” but it was never widely used and Rabbi Jung used “Orthodox” 
in some of his writings.3 Rabbi Jung wrote:

And in want of a better word in English we may use it 
[Orthodox], provided we know it as a means to designate the 
genuine Jew, the man or woman who lives in strict accordance 
with Jewish law.4

2 Saul Bernstein, The Renaissance of the Torah Jew (New York: Ktav Publishing 
House, 1985), 2–6, 54, 274–275; Herbert M. Danziger, Returning to Tradition: The 
Contemporary Revival of Orthodox Judaism (New Haven, CT and London: Yale 
University Press, 1989), 1–3, 335–338; Ralph Pelcowitz, Danger and Opportunity 
(New York: Steingold Publishers, 1976), 20–26; Shlomo Riskin, “Conservatism and 
The Orthodox Resurgence,” in vol. 8 of The Alteration of Orthodoxy, ed. Jacob 
Neusner (New York: Garland Publishers, 1993), 231–233; David J. Schnall, 
“Orthodox Resurgence,” in vol. 8 of The Alteration of Orthodoxy, ed. Jacob 
Neusner (New York: Garland Publishers, 1993), 234–240; Haym Soloveitchik, 
“Rupture and Reconstruction: The Transformation of Contemporary Orthodoxy,” 
Tradition 28, no. 4 (Summer 1994).

3 Leo Jung, The Path of a Pioneer: Autobiography of Leo Jung, Jewish Library, Second 
Series, vol. 8 (London and New York: Soncino Press, 1980), 4.

4 Leo Jung, The Essentials of Judaism, Jewish Library, First Series, vol. 2 (New York: 
Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of America, 1924), 11.
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Though Rabbi Jung spoke always of Americanization and tradi-
tion, he failed to give the followers of this type of Judaism a lasting 
name. One of the earliest uses of the term “Modern Orthodox” was 
found in a 1924 article in the Jewish Forum, an American, Modern 
Orthodox, monthly journal that was published from 1918 to 1962. It 
appears more prominently again in the Jewish Forum in August 1937, in 
an article entitled “Neo and Modern Orthodox Judaism” . 5

Briefly, this group is fully committed to the Torah tradition and is 
open, at the same time, to the wider culture of the modern world. Rabbi 
Jung described Orthodoxy as Torah im derekh eretz (Torah along with 
the way of the world), offering all the intensity and true beauty of true 
Judaism plus decorum and a system of modern method; that was the 
goal to which he devoted his life. Rabbi Jung’s response was not unique; 
his responses and attitudes are typical of a specific group, which today 
is widely known as Modern Orthodoxy.

Jacob Breuer, in his introduction to Nineteen Letters, by Rabbi 
Samson Raphael Hirsch, said that the term “Torah-true” had been used 
to refer to this group, and only later when their opponents called them 
“Orthodox Jews” was that term used.6 Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan, as well 
as others, used the term “Neo-Orthodoxy” because it was felt that 
Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s Torah im derekh eretz philosophy deviated from 
that of traditional, premodern Judaism. This conception of Judaism 
was, in fact, different from traditional practices of preceding genera-
tions. The term “Jewish Jews” was also used, but infrequently. The 
cover of Jung’s book, Living Judaism, dated 1927, states that he is the 
rabbi of the Jewish Center, a synagogue for “Jewish Jews.” Jung begins 
an article, “Modern Trends in American Judaism,” written in 1936, 

5 Isaac Marks, “The Phenomenal Growth,” Jewish Forum 7, no. 4 (April 1924): 
240–241; Joseph Barondess, “Achievement and Failings of Borough Park,” Jewish 
Forum 7, no. 4 (April 1924): 243.Phineas Israeli, “Neo and Modern Orthodox Juda-
ism,”Jewish Forum 20, No.8 (August 1937):140-141. Also mentioned in Jenna 
Weissman Joselit, New York’s Jewish Jews: The Orthodox Community in the Interwar 
Years (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1990), 21.

6 Jacob Breuer, introduction to Nineteen Letters, by Samson Raphael Hirsch (Jerusalem: 
Feldheim Publishers, 1969), 4.
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with the motto for “Jewish Jews.”7 Jenna Weissman Joselit, author of 
New York’s Jewish Jews, wrote that the term was used to show that this 
group was superior, as well as in a defensive way; therefore, its usage 
was private and not often found in print.8 

The dilemma of the term “Modern Orthodox” has never been 
completely resolved. Norman Lamm, a former president of Yeshiva 
University (1974–2003), wrote in 1969: “…To use the two dreadfully 
inadequate words which describe us as a distinct group, we are both 
‘modern’ and ‘Orthodox.’ I shall be using these terms only with the 
greatest hesitation.”9 Like his predecessors, he tried unsuccessfully to 
define this group.

The Torah im derekh eretz philosophy is associated with Rabbi S. R. 
Hirsch, one of Rabbi Jung’s influences. Torah im derekh eretz was a 
novel and influential approach to Torah-true Judaism in the nineteenth 
century, when the emancipation of Western European Jewry confronted 
Jews with unprecedented challenges and dangers.10 Emancipation 
meant that Jews could partake in the general society. This change was 
either welcomed or rejected to some degree, which divided the Jewish 
community.

Only in response to the Reform movement did Orthodoxy, as a 
whole, have to think about defining itself and its response to Emanci-
pation.11 The Reform movement was the first to embrace the 
Enlightenment by reforming classical Judaism and abandoning most of 
halakhah, or Torah-based Jewish law. It became a powerful force to 
contend with by the end of the nineteenth century in Western Europe. 
Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s book, Nineteen Letters, first published under the 
pseudonym “Ben Uziel” in 1836, was written in defense of Orthodox 

 7 Leo Jung, “Modern Trends in American Judaism,” in Harvest: Sermons, Addresses, 
Studies, ed. Leo Jung (New York: Philip Feldheim Inc., 1956), 219. “Modern Trends 
in American Judaism” first appeared in Mizrachi Jubilee Publication in New York 
in 1936 and is available at the Jewish Center Synagogue Archives in New York.

 8 Personal interview with Jenna Weissman Joselit, November 11, 1996.
 9 Norman Lamm, “Modern Orthodoxy’s Identity Crisis,” Jewish Life (May–June 

1969).
10 S. R. Hirsch, The Nineteen Letters (Jerusalem: Feldheim Publishers, 1969), 112–116.
11 Jung, The Essentials of Judaism, 11.
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Judaism and was addressed to those who were turning to Reform. In 
this book, Rabbi S. R. Hirsch showed how modernity could be recon-
ciled with Judaism and he welcomed Emancipation; at the same time, 
however, he defended Orthodox Judaism. The Nineteen Letters offered 
an alternate to the Reformers’ approach with the Torah im derekh eretz 
philosophy, which stated that Jews must not only live among gentiles, 
but with them, and that they must learn the language and adopt the 
culture of the land while keeping intact the halakhic tradition.12 

Rabbi S. R. Hirsch introduced changes in the synagogue, including 
aesthetic changes, in keeping with some of the modern demands, which 
had been attractive to Reformers. He felt that isolation from worldly 
activities was not a Torah precept and was therefore unjustified.13 The 
philosophy applied to an educational system established by Rabbi S. R. 
Hirsch; Jewish studies could exist alongside secular studies.14 The 
Hirschian philosophy of Modern Orthodoxy is that interpretation of 
halakhah is nourished when drawn from life’s experiences. 

Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s Orthodox group abandoned special Jewish 
dress, speech, and mannerisms. In Frankfurt am Main, Rabbi S. R. 
Hirsch had a devoted following, who remained loyal and apart from 
other Modern Orthodox groups, even when they came to America as 
refugees in the 1930s and became known as the Breuer Community. 
Rabbi Jung befriended this group when others did not.

Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s philosophy was a new interpretation of tradi-
tion, reflecting bourgeois norms, universal aspirations, and a worldly 
emphasis. This type of Orthodoxy was presented as compatible with 
the modern values of individualism, autonomy, and tolerance. Rabbi S. 
R. Hirsch had a Kantian understanding in keeping with nineteenth- 
century moral sensibilities. He thus affirmed free will, and he felt that 
humans had the ability to decide between good and evil.15 He negated 
the virtue of pure literalism; the words were open to different 

12 S. R. Hirsch, The Nineteen Letters, 107–111.
13 Ibid., 107–110.
14 Ibid., 123, 127.
15 Ibid., 45.
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interpretations.16 For him, Judaism was fully up to the most advanced 
standard of modern thought. Rabbi S. R. Hirsch affirmed the need for 
the rejuvenation and reformulation of Judaism while maintaining the 
Jew’s commitment to halakhah. 

However, according to the historian and rabbi Zev Eleff, Rabbi S. 
R. Hirsch never set out a clear program of how to achieve the goals of 
Torah im derekh eretz, and for many reasons, his disciplined, scientific, 
and Germanic approach never resonated with great success in America.17 
First, American Jews were emancipated from the start, thus had no 
need to respond to Emancipation. Most German Jews that came to the 
United States turned to Reform Judaism, and Reform leaders condemned 
Rabbi S. R. Hirsch.18 In America, a large percentage of Jews were from 
Eastern Europe, where Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s work was relatively 
unknown; hence, many of the Eastern European rabbis were not inter-
ested in spreading his work. As America’s Orthodox Jews were too 
illiterate to access Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s writings on their own, his work 
remained largely unknown.19 Among the exceptions were Rabbis 
Bernard Drachman, Bernard Revel, Leo Jung, Phillip Klein, and Shraga 
Feivel Mendelovitz.20 Rabbi Drachman translated Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s 
Nineteen Letters, hoping it would help stem the tide to Reform. Bernard 
Revel, the president of the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary 
(RIETS) and the founder of Yeshiva College, wrote about Rabbi S. R. 
Hirsch but had reservations about his teachings for American Jews, and 
Revel’s seminary differed from Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s philosophy. Rabbi 
Jung wrote about Rabbi S. R. Hirsch and cited his work as a model 
message for Orthodox Judaism; he championed the legacy of Rabbi S. 
R. Hirsch in the 1920s and 1930s with his sermons, publications, and 
Jewish Library series.21 Rabbi Jung learned of Rabbi S. R. Hirsch’s 

16 Ibid., 83–87.
17 Zev Eleff, “American Orthodoxy’s Lukewarm Embrace of the Hirschian Legacy, 

1850–1939,” Tradition 45, no. 3 (2012): 36.
18 Ibid., 37 and 41.
19 Ibid., 40 and 44.
20 Ibid., 40 and 48-49.
21 Leo Jung, “What is Orthodox Judaism?”, in Essentials of Judaism; Leo Jung, The Path 

of a Pioneer, 20; Leo Jung, ed., Preface, Guardians of Our Heritage: 1724–1953, 
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message when he was a student at Hildesheimer Rabbinical Seminary; 
he came from Moravia, the birthplace of Rabbi S. R. Hirsch, and Rabbi 
S. R. Hirsch had had an influence on Rabbi Leo Jung’s father, Rabbi 
Tzevi Jung, therefore on Rabbi Leo Jung himself.22 

Rabbi Ezriel Hildesheimer had much in common with Rabbi S. R. 
Hirsch; yet there were also significant differences between Rabbis S. R. 
Hirsch and Hildesheimer.23 Both men were strong opponents of 
Reform, and both felt that without adjustments and innovations in 
Orthodox practice, Orthodoxy would not survive the onslaught of 
modernity. However, for Rabbi S. R. Hirsch, secular and religious 
studies could only exist side by side. Unlike Rabbi S. R. Hirsch, 
Hildesheimer integrated or synthesized secular and religious studies.24 
Rabbi S. R. Hirsch advocated coexistence, not synthesis. In other 
words, the Modern Orthodox individual lives in two civilizations by 
either synthesizing secular and Torah learning or by assigning each to a 
specific area of thought and action. Since Yeshiva University, which 
represents Modern Orthodoxy in America, strives to synthesize secular 
and religious studies, Hildesheimer is a more accurate model for 
Modern Orthodoxy in America than is Rabbi S. R. Hirsch.25 

Rabbi S. R. Hirsch was an anti-Zionist; from the start, American 
Jews had misgivings about such a stance. In light of recent history, few 
Jews would identify with this anti-Zionist philosophy.26 

Jewish Library, First Series, vol. 7 (New York: Bloch Publishing Co., 1958).
22 Leo Jung, Jewish Leaders: 1750–1940, Jewish Library Series, First Series, vol. 6 

(Jerusalem: Boys Town Jerusalem Publishers, 1953 and 1964); Leo Jung, Guardians 
of Our Heritage.

23 Jacob Katz, A House Divided: Orthodoxy and Schism in Nineteenth Century European 
Jewry (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 1998), 125–126 and 128.

24 Ibid., 97-100; Michael K. Silber, “The Emergence of Ultra Orthodoxy: The Inven-
tion of Tradition,” in The Uses of Tradition: Jewish Continuity in the Modern Era, ed. 
Jack Wertheimer (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1992), 
31–32, 36–37.

25 Marc Shapiro, Between The Yeshiva World and Modern Orthodoxy: The Life and 
Works of Jehiel Jacob Weinberg, 1884–1966 (Oxford, UK and Portland, OR: The 
Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 1999), 76-79, 130, and 140.

26 Eleff, “American Orthodoxy’s Lukewarm Embrace of the Hirschian Legacy, 1850–
1939,” 52.
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Hildesheimer was an active supporter of the idea of Jews working 
for Eretz Israel. For Rabbi S. R. Hirsch, Jews were exiled from the Holy 
Land to enable them to perfect themselves and to fulfill the mission of 
the “chosen people” by remaining faithful to the Torah and God. He 
felt that this mission could only be accomplished when Jews were 
dispersed throughout the nations.27 Rabbi S. R. Hirsch would not meet 
with non-Orthodox Jews to discuss issues of concern to all, as he felt 
that this accorded them legitimacy; Rabbi Hildesheimer thought that 
such engagement was necessary.28

The differences between the two men are mentioned because the 
dilemmas they adumbrate persist and are examined throughout the 
book. For example, Orthodoxy’s relationship with non-Orthodox Jews 
has never been completely solved. The problems concerning how to 
integrate Judaism and modernity and how to integrate sacred and 
secular studies likewise have never been completely resolved. 

Modern Orthodoxy has no main authoritative body. It has been 
argued that, because it lacks a clear authority structure, it may not in 
fact be a movement.29 Rabbi Emanuel Rackman pointed out that there 
are certain freedoms in Modern Orthodoxy because of its lack of a 
central authority.30 Rabbi Rackman described Modern Orthodoxy as a 
coterie of rabbis in America and Israel whose interpretation of the 
tradition has won approval of Orthodox intellectuals, who are knowl-
edgeable in both Judaism and Western civilization. Jenna W. Joselit 
said: “Modern Orthodoxy was a less coherent ideological or intellectual 
statement than a system of expressive religious behaviors.”31  

There is no agreement in the contemporary sources on the use of 
the term “Modern Orthodoxy.” This term will be used for the purposes 

27 S. R. Hirsch, The Nineteen Letters, 62–64.
28 Ibid., 104; Katz, A House Divided: Orthodoxy and Schism in the Nineteenth Century 

European Jewry, 103.
29 Chaim I. Waxman, “Dilemmas of Modern Orthodoxy,” Judaism 42, no. 1 (Winter 

1993): 59.
30 Emmanuel Rackman, “Orthodox Judaism Moves With The Times: The Creativity 

of Tradition,” Commentary 13, no. 6 (June 1952): 547.
31 Jenna Weissman Joselit, “Of Manners, Morals, and Orthodox Judaism: Decorum 

Within the Orthodox Synagogue,” in Ramaz: School, Community, Scholarship and 
Orthodoxy, ed. Jeffrey S. Gurock (Hoboken, NJ: Ktav Publishing House, 1989), 28.
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of this work, as it is the most descriptive of the dilemmas that will be 
discussed and because it is most commonly used and recognized. The 
combination of words conveys the potential tension between the will to 
maintain Jewish integrity and the will to play a full part in the world. 
“Modern” and “Orthodox” seem to be a contradiction in terms, 
because Orthodox bespeaks traditional values and therefore not 
modernity.

The Modern Orthodox Jew has been pulled in two directions: the 
direction of the secular world and the direction of the religious world. 
Opposing sides, the religious and the modern, were both critical of 
Modern Orthodoxy: one side felt that it was not religious enough, the 
other side that it was not modern enough. Rabbi Jung reported: “…As 
we proceed to the right, we will be told that Torah-true Judaism is 
dead, and on the left that it is not fit for modern life…”32 The word 
“modern” evokes negative reactions for traditionalists, as modernity 
negates the traditional worldview; the absolute status of religious 
norms and values are challenged. The concept of divine revelation of 
Torah and Oral Torah, which is to be accepted without debate, without 
empirical proof, can be a problem for “moderns,” who are also 
Orthodox. 

Orthodoxy contains many groups that are far removed from one 
another. However, there are two broad groups in Orthodoxy, Modern 
Orthodox and Ultra-Orthodox, which include the Yeshiva Orthodox 
and Hasidic groups.33 The Ultra-Orthodox, also referred to as Haredi, 
reject any change to Judaism on the grounds that all new things  
are forbidden by Torah law. They believe that secular learning is a 
waste of time and dangerous, as secular ideas are incompatible with 
Jewish beliefs. For these groups, individual autonomy is denied and 
decisions rest with the religious leaders. Ultra-Orthodoxy emphasizes 
the glorious past and its own leaders’ interpretation of Torah. Within 
the Orthodox movement in America, Modern Orthodoxy prevails, 

32 Leo Jung, “Jew and Jewishness in America,” Jewish Forum 9, no. 3 (May 1926): 132.
33 Samuel Heilman, “The Many Faces of Orthodoxy, Part I,” Modern Judaism 2, no. 1 

(February 1982): 26. Heilman identified two trends in Orthodoxy, Modern Ortho-
doxy and traditional Orthodoxy, though he is not the first or only one to do so.
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although the Ultra-Orthodox—newer on the scene—are increasing in 
numbers.

Modern Orthodoxy has core beliefs that distinguish it from Ortho-
doxy generally. The goal of Modern Orthodoxy is to harmonize the 
secular and religious aspects of life in ways that are compatible to both. 
The Ultra-Orthodox group seeks to exclude modernity. At one end of 
the spectrum is the insistence on the meticulous and punctilious obser-
vance of the commandments in the context of separate and segregated 
communities. Unlike Modern Orthodoxy, the Ultra-Orthodox usually 
avoid cooperating with other Jews. For these Jews, there is conflict 
between commitment to Torah and full participation in the scientific 
and cultural activities of modern society. Most traditionalists believe in 
the self-sufficiency of the Torah, written and oral, and the observance 
of halakhah, or Jewish law.  

Historically, there have always been some Jewish scholars opposed 
to the comingling of sacred and secular learning. The lines of the divi-
sion between groups are not so simply marked, as there are degrees, in 
each group, as to how much modernity is accepted or rejected, and as 
to how much coexistence or synthesis there should be between the 
secular and the sacred. 

In America, the traditionalist “right” coalesced organizationally in 
1902 and was originally represented by the Agudath Harabbonim 
(Union of Orthodox Rabbis of the United States and Canada). It spoke 
mostly for first-generation European rabbis, who found it harder to 
acclimate to the American environment. The Agudath Harabbonim 
tried to curb the influence and growing power of the American 
Orthodox rabbinate. The Agudath Harabbonim felt that American 
Modern Orthodox rabbis were not up to the required standards of 
Judaic knowledge that they themselves had acquired.34 Modern 
Orthodox Judaism is very much worldly, with its validity determined 
by its personal and social significance in the here and now, but conversely 
with the premise that all the Torah law is God’s revealed will. Rabbi 
Jung thus addressed real and rational issues such as honesty in business, 

34 Jonathan D. Sarna, American Judaism (New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 2004), 191-193.
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ritual food, sexual purity, industrial fairness, and commercial integrity.35 
He said that Judaism even promised prosperity.36 There is a respect for 
human reason along with the acknowledgment of faith. There is 
acknowledgment of personal autonomy, human responsibility, and 
activity rather than passive submission and fatalistic resignation. Rabbi 
Jung thus presented Modern Orthodoxy as a religion of reason, and he 
denied that it conflicted with the findings of science.37 He wrote that 
superstition was opposed to the meaning of Judaism.38 One had to take 
every advantage of science and the ingenuity of the human mind. 

Openness to new interpretations is one of the things that separate 
Modern Orthodoxy from other groups within Orthodoxy. Rabbi Jung’s 
message was that “on every occasion we must contribute our own 
endeavour first and only after we have done all in our power to get well, 
should we beseech God to aid our work.”39 Rabbi Jung wrote: “Human 
history is the plan of God for the perfection of man by his own free 
will.”40 He also said: “When practice is not undermined, interpretation 
is a religious duty.”41 No interpretation is definitive, and as he said, any 
worthwhile interpretations that shed new light on the scriptures are 
“welcomed by modern rabbis as long as they are based on the unchanging 
foundation of Jewish life—the belief in Torah min ha-Shamayim, or the 
divinely revealed Torah.”42 This helps to keep the Torah “a Book of 
Life” relevant to all ages, young and dynamic.43

A key issue in Modern Orthodoxy is the belief that Jewish studies 
can exist harmoniously with secular studies. This facilitated the possi-
bility of integrating Jews into secular society. For many Orthodox Jews, 

35 Leo Jung, Towards Sinai: Sermons and Addresses (New York: Pardes Publishing 
House, 1929), 27.

36 Ibid., 218.
37 Ibid., 23.
38 Yeshiva University Archives, Jung Collection, Box 1, Folder 1—letter to Albert 

Einstein, April 15, 1943, in German.
39 Leo Jung, “Judaism and Health,” Jewish Forum 7, no. 5 (May 1924): 304.
40 Leo Jung, Foundations of Judaism, Jewish Library, First Series, vol. 1 (New York: 

The Jewish Center, 1923), 40.
41 Leo Jung, The Path of a Pioneer, xvi-xvii.
42 Yeshiva University Archives, Jung Collection, Box 41, Folder 4—letter from Leo 

Jung to Isaac Rosengarten (editor of the Jewish Forum), March 16, 1937.
43 Ibid., Box 1/4—a letter to Albert Einstein, April 15, 1943, in German.
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there is no attempt to integrate secular and religious studies; for others, 
the challenge is to integrate the two in a creative, fruitful way. 

Rabbi Jung was sensitive to modernity and aware of his mission, 
which was to show that Orthodoxy could hold its own in the modern 
world. 

Some Biographical Details 
The following is not intended to be a complete biography of Rabbi Leo 
Jung. The social, communal, and intellectual aspects of his life from the 
1920s to the 1960s are discussed as the book progresses.44

Rabbi Jung was born on June 20, 1892 in Ungarish-Brod in Moravia, 
then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and died in 1987 at the age 
of ninety-five, in New York.

44 For a more complete biographical sketch, see Marc Raphael, “Rabbi Leo Jung and 
the Americanization of Orthodox Judaism,” and Monty Noam Penkower, “From 
Catastrophe to Restoration: The Response of Leo Jung,” in Jacob J. Schacter, ed., 
Reverence, Righteousness and Rachmanut: Essays in Memory of Rabbi Dr. Leo Jung 
(Northvale, NJ and London: Jason Aronson Inc., 1992); see also Jung, The Path of 
a Pioneer.

Rabbi Dr. Leo Jung as a young man. Courtesy 
of Anne Etra, granddaughter of Rabbi Jung
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He received a secular and Talmudic education. Cambridge was his 
alma mater; he received his doctorate from the University of London.45 
In 1910, he attended the yeshiva of Eperies, Hungary (present-day 
Prešov, Slovakia). In 1911, he went to study in Galanta, Hungary (now 
also in Slovakia). He also attended the Hildesheimer Rabbinical Semi-
nary in Berlin, the prized enterprise of Rabbi Hildesheimer, which was 
the first Modern Orthodox rabbinical seminary. Rabbi Jung claimed 
that he received three rabbinic ordinations—from Rabbi Mordechai 
Tzevi Schwartz, Rav (Rabbi) Avraham Yitzhak Hakohen Kook, and 
Rabbi David Tzevi Hoffman of Berlin.46 He regarded his semikhah, or 
rabbinic ordination, from Rabbi Hoffman as “his last and most cher-
ished semikhah.”47 These luminary figures were Rabbi Jung’s mentors, 
along with Rabbis S. R. Hirsch and Hildesheimer, all regarded by 
historians as founders and leaders in the Modern Orthodox movement. 
Their writings and philosophy served as Rabbi Jung’s examples, and he 
helped spread their influence in America.

Certain attitudes and perspectives emerged from the works of Rav 
Kook that influenced Rabbi Jung and Modern Orthodoxy. Rav Kook 
became the first Chief Rabbi of Palestine, and had worked together in 
London with Rabbi Jung’s father, Rabbi Meir Tzevi Jung.48 Rav Kook’s 
religious philosophy was one of tolerance; he extended a hand of friend-
ship to all, including his ideological adversaries. Rav Kook’s writings 
are a guide pointing the way toward a synthesis between Orthodox 
tradition and secular values, though he comes from Eastern Europe, 
where Modern Orthodoxy did not develop until later. 

45 Milton R. Konvitz, “Leo Jung—Rabbi For All Jews,” Midstream 39, no. 6 (August/
September 1993): 38.

46 Schacter, “Rabbi Dr. Leo Jung: Reflections on the Centennial of His Birth,” Jewish 
Action 53, no. 2 (Winter 1992–1993): 22; Yeshiva University Archives, Public Relations 
(PR) File, Leo Jung, 1985–1988; Konvitz, “Leo Jung—Rabbi For All Jews,” 38.

47 Jung, Preface, Guardians of our Heritage.
48 Yeshiva University Archives, Jung Collection, Box 1, Folder 1—notice of a rabbi’s 

conference in conjunction with Kenethiyoth Hayiroelis (that is the spelling on the 
stationery—Kenethiyoth Hayiroelis). The president was Rav Kook, and the 
vice-president was Rabbi Dr. Meir Jung, the Chief Minister of the Federation of 
Synagogues of London. 
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Rabbi Hoffman, a native of Hungary (and Germany’s leading 
halakhic authority in the early twentieth century), was Rabbi Jung’s 
“guiding light at the Hildesheimer Seminary in Berlin before the First 
World War.”49 Rabbi Hoffman studied at the Hildesheimer Yeshiva in 
Eisenstadt and was exposed there to a combination of Torah and secular 
learning. He wrote his doctoral thesis at the University of Tuebingen, 
one of Germany’s oldest and most famous universities. Rabbi Hoffman 
also studied with Abraham Sofer, son of Rabbi Moses Sofer, known by 
his main work, the Ketav Sofer. Rabbi Hoffman was in a position to 
evaluate different Orthodox points of view. His choice was Modern 
Orthodoxy; Rabbi Hoffman became a major figure in that wing of 
Orthodoxy.50 When Rabbi Hildesheimer established an Orthodox 
rabbinical seminary in Berlin, Rabbi Hoffman joined the faculty and 
became the rector in 1899, the year that Rabbi Hildesheimer died, 
serving until his own death in 1921. 

In London, Rabbi Jung was able to earn his reputation as a 
wonderful English-speaking orator. He was sought after to fill an Amer-
ican pulpit in Cleveland, where he arrived in January 1920. At this 
time, American Jews were still going to Europe to look for their rabbis. 
In Cleveland, he was an “utterly novel phenomenon, the first English-
speaking Orthodox rabbi, bearded and a Ph.D.”51 After serving in 
Cleveland, at the Knesset Israel Congregation for two and a half years, 
he was asked, in 1922, to be the rabbi at the prestigious Jewish Center 
Synagogue in New York, where he went with Irma Rothchild, his bride 
of six months.

A Look at Orthodoxy in America Through the  
Eyes of Rabbi Jung
This is the story of how a religious group adjusted to the challenges of 
modernity and a new environment in a country very young in tradition. 
Rabbi Leo Jung gave an account of what Orthodoxy in America was 

49 Letter from Rosalie Rosenfeld (Jung’s daughter) to Maxine Jacobson, October 29, 
1997, in the possession of Maxine Jacobson.

50 Heilman, “The Many Faces Of Orthodoxy, Part I,” 44 and 46..

51 Jung, The Path of a Pioneer, 47.
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like when he started out as a young rabbi, and of what his goals and 
plans were to facilitate the adjustment. He wrote: 

I wish to transplant Judaism from the marshy grounds of 
eastern Europe into the new American mentality, recreating a 
new unity, a view of life forged out of the two poles—of Jewish 
ideals and modern method, of Hebrew enthusiasm and Gentile 
accomplishment, of Torah and derekh eretz.52 

Rabbi Jung sang the praises of America, but at the same time, he 
talked about the challenges and dangers that the new land presented. 
America was a land of freedom of religion. The commitment to freedom 
of religion made Americans sympathetic to those escaping persecution; 
in return, the Jews were very appreciative of American liberties. Rabbi 
Jung wrote that it was “a story of Jewish readjustment in a country as 
young in tradition as the U.S.A. … in flight from tyranny of a 

52 Jung’s address, 1926 Convention, Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of 
America.

Rabbi Jung with his wife, Irma and three of his four daughters Erna, Rosalie, Julie. Fourth 
daughter, Marcella was not yet born.  Early 1930’s. Courtesy of Anne Etra, granddaughter of 
Rabbi Jung
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continent of old patterns, both of individual grace and of communal 
evil.”53 As immigrants changed their geographical location, they tore 
themselves away from an established order of living where they had 
spiritual and cultural roots. 

Jews had lived in lands where they had been mistreated and where 
they had no opportunity to advance economically, socially, and intellec-
tually. They came to America because they treasured what America 
stood for and for what they could achieve there. Rabbi Jung expressed 
the views of many immigrant Jews who felt that America constituted 
potentially another promised land. He wrote:

What is America but man’s second opportunity, the second 
chance for culture? What is America but another effort of 
God’s to let man find himself free from the ballast of past 
wrongs, free for the glory of self-worked salvation.54

America, the nation-state, was the product and agent of the process 
of modernity, which stood for democracy, equality, justice, and prog-
ress. For Rabbi Jung, American democracy and the basic ideals of 
Judaism coalesced. In America, religion was considered a good thing 
and America stood for cultural pluralism.

Rabbi Jung reminded his congregants that the welfare and ways of 
the country were binding when they did not interfere with religious 
principles.55 He hoped that the Modern Orthodox could contribute to 
the American scene. 

There was freedom of religion but also freedom from religion. 
There was freedom to choose, and religious leaders had to win over 
adherents through intellectual, emotional, and practical appeal. One had 
the right to arrive at one’s own religious belief independently and to 
practice—or not practice—religion as one felt to be correct. Jews were 

53 Yeshiva University Archives, Jung Collection, Box 21, Folder 11—Jung, excerpt 
from sermon, second day of the Jewish New Year (year unknown).

54 Jung, Foundations of Judaism, 99.
55 Jung, “Orthodox Judaism,” in Variations of American Religion, ed. Charles Samuel 

Braden (Chicago and New York: Willet, Clark and Co., 1936), 242.
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not answerable to communal bodies capable of punishing deviant 
behavior; traditional structures of authority were absent.56 

Orthodoxy in America had to confront a new environment, which 
was “modern,” materialistic, and secular in nature. Though America 
was the Promised Land, Rabbi Jung feared that there was a loss of 
Jewish feeling and devotion on the part of many Jews. Many did not 
wish to maintain their religious way of life.57 Some had come to America 
seeking change, wanting to throw off what they saw as the yoke of their 
old lifestyle. There was an eagerness to Americanize and to part with 
customs that were identified as different. For these Jews, America was 
everything to them and the Jewish past was little. 

Jewish education and observance were swept away as the value of 
material achievement was ranked higher or was seen as a necessity.58 
Many of those who wished to maintain their Jewish traditions and 
observe the Sabbath were forced to work long hours (often in sweat 
shops) on the Sabbath and on Sundays. When they were better settled, 
it was hard to return to religious ways.59 Many Orthodox among the 
working class neglected Jewish learning, violated dietary laws, broke the 
Sabbath, and deserted the synagogue. After work, they sought intellec-
tual advancement. The demands of Torah scholarship were neglected in 
deference to the demands of secular education. Rabbi Jung wrote:

When I arrived in New York, I discovered that Judaism  
(I prefer that term for the classic faith of our people in prefer-
ence to Orthodoxy, which is a Christian term, or even to 
Torah-true, a term which I introduced in the United States of 

56 Tony Michels, A Fire in Their Hearts: Yiddish Socialists in New York (Cambridge, 
MA and London: Harvard University Press, 2005), 12.

57 Samuel Heilman, “The Many Faces of Orthodoxy, Part II,” Modern Judaism 2, no. 
2 (May 1982): 186; Michels, A Fire in Their Hearts, 12–16 (identifies the particular 
problem of the Orthodox); Philip Davis, “‘Jewish Working People…Have Lost All 
Interest in the Synagogue’ (1905),” in Jewish Radicals, ed. Tony Michels (New York 
and London: New York University Press, 2012), 168–173; Henry Periera Mendes, 
“Orthodox Judaism,” Jewish Forum 3, no. 1 (January 1920): 33; Sarna, American 
Judaism, 161; Michels, A Fire in Their Hearts, 17.

58 Sarna, American Judaism, 158–159 and 162.
59 Michels, Jewish Radicals, 169–170.
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America) was generally unknown in theory and too often seen 
in deplorable practice, a combination of Eastern European 
culinary habits, considerable superstition, and disorganized, 
unharmonious, often unintelligent presentation. There was an 
almost complete lack of available information about the Jewish 
solution of modern problems.60

Status and adjustment in America were associated with the amount 
of Americanization and the amount of financial gain. For many, the 
“American dream” was attaining wealth. Americans were seemingly 
not worried about their souls.61 Rabbi Jung wrote that there was a 
“continual looking for… gold.”62 There was rampant disloyalty to 
Jewish tradition, not because of modern science, according to Rabbi 
Jung, but because of pleasure seeking.

No more was God the theme, but, man; no more perfection, 
but, enjoyment the aim of life. No more fidelity to the ideal, 
but to the use of our opportunities. No more duty but right. 
Drink to the full the cup of pleasures, did this new life tell 
him. Drink and enjoy yourself; tomorrow you may be no more. 
The hereafter is no concern of yours.63

Dedication to material values deadened the capacity for religious 
experience. Rabbi Jung lamented: “Why indeed does this country save 
the man and destroy the Jew?”64 He wrote: “What boots it that we gain 
all the world if we lose our children; what if our children gain all the 
world, if they lose themselves?”65

Both Jews and non-Jews saw Orthodoxy as a product of Eastern 
Europe, un-American, and alien.66 America was not friendly to the 

60 Jung, The Path of a Pioneer, 126.
61 Leo Jung, Foundations of Judaism (New York: The Night and Day Press, 1927), 14.
62 Jung, Toward Sinai, 178.
63 Jung, Foundations of Judaism (1927), 46.
64 Ibid., 80.
65 Ibid., 81.
66 Jung, The Path of a Pioneer, 105.
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concept of “Orthodoxy.” In America, Orthodox Judaism was associ-
ated with the “grotesque panorama of unsightly mass habitation.”67 
Orthodoxy was not felt to be “modern,” and it was seen as medieval; it 
was designated as out of date. Orthodox Judaism was associated with 
the past, with old ways. It was associated with the immigrant experi-
ence, and it was felt that it would appeal only to the old, the poor, and 
the unacculturated.68 Orthodoxy thus had to be presented in a different 
way, in keeping with the times. It is American conditions that devel-
oped the anomaly of the “Orthodox Jew,” who neither observed the 
Sabbath nor followed the dietary laws or any other commandments. 
Rabbi Jung wrote:

In this country one may be Orthodox although the Sabbath 
has departed from one’s life and trefa (unkosher) food is one’s 
daily fare, the use of this term to designate the law observing 
Jew, is at least very curious.69

Judaism in this context did not seem to have much to do with 
observing the mitzvot (Jewish laws). The term “Orthodox” in America 
was applied to many of whom were not Orthodox. 

Jews were exposed and opened to new ideas. Some were capitalists, 
but many were socialists. The Orthodox were troubled by young Jews 
turning to socialism, since the socialists won over huge numbers 
(including religious people). There was rivalry between the Orthodox 
and the socialists.70 The socialists felt that the synagogue had nothing to 
offer them, that it had no concern for the cause of labor, and that the 
language of the synagogue was foreign. To the socialists, the synagogue 
was dead, sterile, and retrogressive.71 The Orthodox felt that social 
values stemmed from Torah values. Rabbi Jung espoused socialist ideals, 

67 Leo Jung, Living Judaism (New York: The Night and Day Press, 1927), 5.
68 Jenna Weissman Joselit, “Modern Orthodox Jews and the Ordeal of Civilization,” 

American Jewish History 74 (1984): 133.
69 Leo Jung, “Agudath, Zionism and a Modus Vivendi,” Jewish Forum 7, no. 11 

(November 1924): 715.
70 Michels, A Fire in Their Hearts, 15; Michels, Jewish Radicals, 168–173.
71 Michels, Jewish Radicals, 172–173. 
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but always as part of the basis of Jewish values. He always maintained 
that social activism was an outcome of traditional Jewish values, saying: 

Instead of deploring the poverty of the poor, the Torah strives 
to prevent it. Hence, the commandment to support the falling 
lest he fall, to lend a helping hand—to show brotherhood…72

Orthodox rabbis were sympathetic with socialists but felt it was more 
important to promote their brand of Judaism. Rabbi Bernard Drachman 
worried that socialism estranged large numbers of Jewish laborers from 
Judaism and that their only concern was economic improvement with 
no interest in Judaism.73

America introduced many changes in Jewish life. With these 
changes, the role and status of the rabbi changed drastically; Orthodox 
rabbis had lost their dominance.74 An ongoing problem, as Rabbi Jung 
pointed out, was how spiritual leaders could be authoritative.75 No one 
had to listen to the rabbi; there was certainly no social pressure to do 
so. Rabbis had no coercive power; they could do little more than 
beseech. The leaders had to stimulate the will to Jewishness. The 
message had to be appealing, as there could be no coercion. There was 
also competition in winning adherents and in effective religious leader-
ship. Religious leadership had to keep these things in mind. Rabbi Jung 
said: “Be very patient with your flock but fight with grit and determi-
nation the destroyer of the faith.”76 According to Rabbi Jung, the rabbi 
had to give “unfailing direction” and had to “translate the creed of 
Judaism into Jewish life.”77 

There was conflict between Orthodox rabbis who were educated 
in America and their colleagues of the European school who rejected 

72 Jung, Essentials of Judaism, 7–8.
73 Bernard Drachman, “Plan For the Organization of a Society for the Promotion of 

Jewish Religious Life,” Jewish Forum 3, no. 10 (December 1920): 592. 
74 Michels, A Fire in Their Hearts, 14.
75 Jung, “Modern Trends in American Judaism” (New York: Mizrachi Jubilee Publication, 

1936), 6. Available at the Jewish Center Synagogue Archives.
76 Jung, Living Judaism, 132.
77 Ibid., 158.
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American and modern ways. Orthodox rabbis struggled to preserve 
Judaism; however, the two groups differed on how to do this. The two 
groups are described by Jeffrey Gurock as accommodators and resisters. 
Gurock pointed out that resisters refused to compromise with Amer-
ican society, while accommodators were willing to modify certain 
aspects of Judaism without sacrificing fundamentals.78 Many rabbis 
who had come from Europe were ill equipped, as the role of congrega-
tional rabbi in America differed greatly from that of the rabbi in 
Europe. 

From the shores of America, the role of the Old World rabbi 
seemed uncomplicated, static, clearly defined, and well respected. He 
was the head of his community, and a last resort to whom all Talmudic 
and halakhic problems were referred for final decision. The European 
rabbi’s main function was solving questions of Jewish law. The commu-
nity in which the Old World rabbi lived did not seem to experience 
drastic changes, although in actuality change was inevitable. The 
premodern Ashkenazi rabbi was expected to deliver but two sermons a 
year, before Yom Kippur and Passover. As a rule, the Eastern Euro-
pean rabbi did not even attend synagogue, as he had a minyan in his 
own home. The rabbi spent most of his time in study, and his home was 
a meeting place for scholars. People arose when he walked into a room 
and stood until he was seated, a sign of the utmost respect.79

In Europe, the community paid the rabbi’s salary, and he was thus 
an employee of any particular synagogue. The European rabbi, 
according to scholar Kimmy Caplan, earned more in the United States 
than in Europe but was considered to be underpaid in the United 

78 Jacob Rader Marcus and Abraham J. Peck, The American Rabbinate: A Century of 
Continuity and Change, 1883–1983 (Hoboken, NJ: Ktav Publishing House Inc., 
1985); Jeffrey Gurock, “Resisters and Accommodators: Varieties of Orthodox 
Rabbis in America, 1886-1983,” American Jewish Archives 35, no. 2 (November 
1983); Joshua Bloch, “The Orthodox Rabbinate in America: The Older vs. the 
Younger,” Jewish Forum 39, no. 11 (December 1956).

79 Max Drob, “The Rabbis’ Role in Jewish Life,” Jewish Forum 24, no. 6 (June 1941): 
132; Yeshiva University Archives, Collection—Hazedek, Box 19, Folder 4—Judah 
Stampler, “What Is The American Yeshiva?,” Hazedek 11, no. 1 (April 1945). 
Hazedek is a publication of the Student Organization of Yeshiva University.
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States.80 In many cases, the Old World rabbi was viewed as an outmoded 
antique. Often in America, the European rabbis were even scorned.81 
His tenure was also uncertain and in the hands of laymen as judges.82 
Lower salaries and status resulted in a shortage of rabbis. Rabbis had to 
supplement their income often by supervising over kosher food, 
providing other religious services, and—to a lesser extent—selling their 
published material. This they did in Europe also. Reform rabbis had 
wealthier congregations, earned more money, and therefore earned 
more respect.83 

The Old World rabbi went to yeshiva exclusively to learn; there 
were no courses in homiletics and practical rabbinics in Europe.84 In 
America, the yeshiva took on a duality of function, trying to be a profes-
sional training school and a school for the sake of pure study.85

The education of the American Orthodox rabbi had to be complex; 
he had to be equipped to master two spheres, the religious and the 
secular. The rabbi could be called upon to be chaplain, scholar, educator, 
theologian, philosopher, preacher, preserver, and interpreter of the 
law. In America, in the early part of the twentieth century, a main func-
tion was speaking and organizing communal life.86 The American rabbi 
had to be a preacher, giving weekly sermons and lectures at many other 
functions. The better he was at preaching, the higher was his social 
status. He had to be a social director, and he had to raise funds, bury 
the dead, and visit the sick. The American rabbi also was a public rela-
tions person vis-à-vis the gentile public.87 He had to battle for observance 
of the laws, which were either under attack or else not known.

80 Kimmy Caplan, “In God We Trust: Salaries and Income of American Orthodox 
Rabbis, 1881–1924,” American Jewish History 86, no. 1 (March 1998).
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America was a land where respect for Torah scholarship was lost, 
and emphasis in Modern Orthodox circles was on the rabbi being a 
good English speaker. Rabbi Jung was articulate, English-speaking, 
secularly and religiously educated, and proficient in Talmud and 
Kant—a new and respected phenomenon in the American Orthodox 
milieu. He was knowledgeable in the ways of the secular world and the 
ways of America. Rabbi Jung’s presentation of American Orthodox 
Judaism demonstrated that it was relevant and compatible with America 
and modernity. His Torah education, secular education, social skills, 
and mastery of speaking made him able to compete with Conservative 
and Reform rabbis and to influence Jews in America. Rabbi Jung was 
thus able to appeal to the large group of Jews who rejected European-style 
Orthodoxy, who were more interested in what America stood for than 
in Jewish learning, but who still preferred to call themselves “Orthodox.”

The interaction of Modern Orthodox Jews and their American 
environment had an effect on the type of Judaism they practiced. Rabbi 
Jung pointed out that social conduct had always changed in new condi-
tions, and that there had always been new explanations, derived from 
the experience of each generation.88 An accord between Torah and 
daily life had to be constantly created in times of changes in social 
conditions. 

Orthodoxy, in particular, had to adjust to America; in the process 
of doing so, it continued to change. Modern Orthodoxy in general had 
to develop ways to survive and thrive, and to develop and affirm what 
it stood for. The Orthodoxy of the Eastern European shtetl could not 
be transplanted intact. 

Rabbi Jung felt that the best way Jews could contribute to the 
glorious new country was by being true to their own rich heritage and 
religion; “the Jew must be a Jew to be American.”89 He wrote:

We shall not have done our full duty to America unless we 
have contributed our real selves, unadulterated Jewishness. 
We have our message for this country, but the message must 

88 Jung, “Modern Trends in American Judaism,” 2.
89 Jung, Foundations of Judaism, 101.
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come from the fullness of Jewish life. From the colorless abode 
of assimilation it has no meaning.90

He reiterated this message many times through the years: “To the Jew 
this new America says [that] your greatest contribution to the concert 
of nations is your religion.”91 Rabbi Drachman concurred that the ideal 
American Jew was one who was a complete Jew and a thorough genuine 
American.92

The Modern Orthodox approach was that changes had to be made 
that were both acceptable to Orthodoxy and to American culture. The 
challenge in America for Rabbi Jung was finding teachers who would 
transplant Judaism from the marshy grounds of Eastern Europe into 
the new American mentality, who—with love and foresight—would 
prepare young souls for the teaching of Torah, and who would system-
atically sow the seeds of harmonization. They would recreate, in a new 
unity, a view of life forged out of the two poles of Occidentalism and 
Orientalism, of Jewish ideals and modern method, of Hebrew enthu-
siasm and gentile accomplishment, and of Torah and derekh eretz.93

Rabbi Jung’s Jewish Center Synagogue in New York represented 
something new, with its varied educational, cultural, and social activi-
ties. New York was, and still is, the heart of American Jewry and the 
pulse of its Jewish life; Rabbi Jung was thus in a position to influence all 
American Jews.

He worked at making Orthodoxy appealing to the American psyche 
or consciousness, developing an Orthodoxy that would be acceptable to 
Jews “outside the ghetto.” For Rabbi Jung, “Orthodox Judaism…is 
part of the cosmopolitan society and modern culture.”94

90 Ibid., 100.
91 Yeshiva University Archives, Jung Collection, Box 23, Folder 2—Jung, “The Modern 

Program for 5701 (1941).”
92 Bernard Drachman, “Jewish Educational Problem in America,” Jewish Forum 3, 

no. 9 (November 1920): 515.
93 Yeshiva University Archives, Jung Collection, Box 23, Folder 2—Jung, “The Modern 

Program for 5701 (1941),” B’nai Brith Messenger combined with Jewish Community 
Press (September 1940), 92.

94 Leo Jung, “What is Orthodox Judaism?” in Essentials of Judaism, ed. Leo Jung, Jewish 
Library, vol. 2 (New York: Union of Jewish Congregations of America, 1953), 115.
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Rabbi Jung was one of the spokesmen for an American-style Ortho-
doxy; he combined the religious faith of Orthodoxy with the American 
way of life. He served as a bridge between the old Eastern European 
Orthodoxy that did not develop in America beyond the immigrant 
generation and the Modern Orthodoxy of today.

Why Read This Book?
This book has relevance for further studies in several areas. It is part of 
the study of religious acculturation, of the interaction of religion with 
the different social systems, of the conflict between tradition and 
modernity, and of religious reinvigoration in a secular society.

America prides itself on being an amalgam of various immigrant 
groups. This is the story of adaptation of one particular group in 
America and of its accommodation with contemporary society and 
changing times. Having lost their moorings, the Modern Orthodox 
looked for a definition of who they were and what they stood for in the 
land of democracy and freedom of religion. In terms of communal 
problems, it would be interesting to compare and contrast this group’s 
experience with other groups. This is an immigrant story and an inte-
gral part of the history of United States.95

A religious system does not exist in a vacuum; it interacts with 
other social systems. The time period covered depicts an era of change, 
of new vitality, and of self-confidence and maturity in Modern Ortho-
doxy. This parallels the change, new vitality, and maturity in the 
political, social, and economic history of the United States itself. 
Modern Orthodoxy responded to the cultural, economic, and political 
challenges presented in America.

The social values of America affected its religious outlook. The 1920s, 
with its heightened value of material things, had led to a mounting 

95 Elliot Robert Barkan, ed., Immigrants in American History: Arrival, Adaptation and 
Integration (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2013); Richard Alba, Albert J. Rabo-
teau, and Josh DeWind, eds., Immigration and Religion in America: Comparative and 
Historical Perspectives (New York and London: New York University Press, 2009); 
William A. Scott (with collaboration from John Stumpf), Adaptation of Immigrants: 
Individual Differences and Determinants (Oxford, UK and New York: Pergamon 
Press, 1989).
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permissiveness in society and had set the moral and social tone of the 
nation, which made for a poor religious milieu. Rabbi Jung and other 
leaders stressed morality and ethics instead of emphasizing the law, and 
tried with little success to present the spiritual benefits of Orthodoxy. The 
economic depression of the 1930s made Modern Orthodoxy focus on the 
social issues and social justice that were part of the religious tenets of 
Judaism, and it increased Orthodoxy’s need for outreach. The economic 
recovery, after World War II, accompanied a sense of renewal and revival, 
which also affected Orthodoxy’s religious outlook. 

This book is also a study of religious responses to the Holocaust. 
The Holocaust is an example of modernity at its worst. It is an example 
of how the abusive Nazi regime led Jews to react with a call for stronger 
religious leadership and involvement, a call to which Modern Ortho-
doxy, among other movements, responded. It was clear that assimilation 
and accommodation had not saved Jewish lives; it was clear that the 
values of the Enlightenment had been ignored.

Modern Orthodoxy can be included as part of the study of the 
rightward drift in religion and its implications. A movement to the 
right can be a sign of rejecting the establishment. When Jews first came 
to America there was, for the most part, wholehearted acceptance of 
the status quo of America, making religious adherence a dilemma. By 
the late 1930s and 1940s, Rabbi Jung (a religio-political activist), as well 
as other Modern Orthodox leaders, drew attention to the flaws of 
modernity and of Enlightenment values, and he tried to improve 
society and reshape American life. The movement to the right is part of 
the quest for good values. The growth of the right reflects develop-
ments in other faiths as well, such as Christianity and Islam.96 Modern 
Orthodoxy can be included in the study of those who return to a reli-
gious life in the various faiths, called “born agains” or “returnees,” or 
in Hebrew, ba’alei teshuvah.

96 David Zeidan, The Resurgence of Religion: A Comparative Study of Selected Themes 
in Christian and Islamic Fundamentalist Discoveries (Leiden, The Netherlands and 
Boston: Brill, 2003); Richard T. Antoun and Mary Elaine Hegland, eds., Religious 
Resurgence: Contemporary Cases in Islam, Christianity and Judaism (Syracuse, NY: 
Syracuse University Press, 1987).
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The “right” has had political spin-offs. Political issues affect reli-
gious outlooks, but the reverse is also true. With the reassertion of 
religious values, there is a decline in the liberal establishment and a 
trend to more conservatism. The “right wing” has concerned itself with 
issues such as abortion, homosexuality, and the role of women and 
family. It embraces issues of religious significance such as store open-
ings on Saturdays or Sundays. Religious variables are important in 
understanding political behavior. This thesis could lend information to 
such a study.97

The movement to the right, as mentioned, serves as a lens to focus 
on the conflict of modernity and tradition. While modernity is flawed, 
most groups are not reactionary and they do appreciate Enlightenment 
thinking. This study of Modern Orthodoxy presents the dilemmas, 
conflicts, and choices that have been made in the ongoing quest to coor-
dinate or synthesize modernity and tradition. 

97 Anita Shapira, Yedidia Z. Stern, and Alexander Yakobson, eds., The Nation State 
and Religion: The Resurgence of Faith (Sussex, UK: Academic Press, 2013); Gilles 
Kepel, The Revenge of God: The Resurgence of Islam, Christianity and Judaism in the 
Modern World, trans. Alan Braley (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 1994); E. J. 
Dionne, Souled Out: Reclaiming Faith and Politics After the Religious Right (Princ-
eton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008).
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Introduction
American Modern Orthodoxy began in this decade with the development 
of its landmark organizations and institutions so that the proper facilities 
necessary for an Orthodox community would exist. The 1920s was a 
period of responding to outside criticism, diagnosing the problems, and 
developing solutions. The new leaders articulated an effective response to 
the criticisms of the movement, and thereby began to define Modern 
Orthodoxy. Successes were few; new institutions and new leaders repre-
sented only the beginning of the work. Rabbi Jung was involved in 
building the groundwork; the 1920s, to quote him, was an “uphill road.”1 
Modern Orthodoxy was adjusting to the modern American scene.

In the 1920s, Rabbi Jung joined the battle to revive and promote 
Orthodox Judaism. He began his involvement with his synagogue (the 
Jewish Center) and with Yeshiva College. Rabbi Jung became active, 
through his organizational work, in ensuring proper kosher facilities, 
rights for Sabbath observers, updated educational programs and facili-
ties, and support for Eretz Israel (the Land of Israel). His first challenges 
were to ensure proper facilities for Sabbath observance, basic kashrut, 
and family law.

1 Leo Jung, “Modern Trends in American Judaism” (New York: Mizrachi Jubilee 
Publication, 1936), 5. Available at the Jewish Center Synagogue Archives.
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“What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow out of this 
stony rubbish?” 

(T.S. Eliot, The Wasteland)
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He presented a platform of Torah-true Judaism. In his view, 
“Orthodoxy was the only legitimate form of Judaism,” and those who 
were not Orthodox were dissenters and misguided. It was their lack of 
knowledge that led to this dissension, to attraction to the newest fads, 
one of which was Reform.2 By the 1920s, Reform was far from being a 
fad, but this was Rabbi Jung’s description.

Always sensitive to American needs and determined to preserve 
Torah-true Judaism, Rabbi Jung presented Orthodoxy as compatible 
with modernity and with America. The presentation, not the tenets, of 
Orthodoxy had to change from the spectacle of disorder associated 
with the ghetto-style Eastern European service to an aesthetic Ameri-
canized modern presentation. He worked to enhance Orthodoxy’s 
image through decorous synagogue service and through a “modern,” 
“harmonious” education that would teach, inspire, and reclaim Jews.

The State of Orthodoxy 
American Orthodoxy in the 1920s was undefined. It appeared unlikely 
to many observers that Orthodox Judaism would remain an important 
factor on the American scene.3 By force of numbers, Orthodox Judaism 
was important; its staying power was nonetheless in question. By the 
1920s, Eastern European Jews had been in America long enough to begin 
to assimilate; as they Americanized, European Orthodoxy (transplanted 
from Europe) lost its hold since respect for religion weakened.4 

Though prospects for Orthodoxy’s future in America were grim, 
Rabbi Jung remained optimistic that the future would rest with Torah-true 
Jews, saying:

Orthodoxy was in “winter’s laboratory” in its embryonic stage. 
To the one, winter’s snowstorms convey enduring decay; to the 

2 Leo Jung, Towards Sinai: Sermons and Addresses (New York: Pardes Publishing 
House, 1929), 78 and 183.

3 Leo Jung, Living Judaism (New York: The Night and Day Press, 1927), 208.
4 Jeffrey S. Gurock, “The Winnowing of American Orthodoxy,” in Approaches to 

Modern Judaism, ed. Marc Lee Raphael, vol. 1 (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1983), 
42–44; Jung, Living Judaism, 334; Leo Jung, Foundations of Judaism, Jewish Library, 
First Series, vol. 1 (New York: The Jewish Center, 1923), 45.
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other, the most ferocious snowstorm is but the forerunner of 
spring. The one sees the disintegration of a nation in the cold-
ness of its members, in the indifference to the holiest ideals of 
their people; the other views such periods from a perspective 
which reveals bright vistas of revived energies, of reawakened 
love, of a nation again aware of its soul, again alive to its historic 
past.5 

He felt that Jews had a future in America; he wrote:

It hasn’t even begun to appear in its clear light. American 
Jewry has never rejected  Orthodox Judaism for American 
Jewry has never seen what Orthodox Judaism is.6

The common complaints of Orthodox leaders were that there were 
few knowledgeable, inspiring Orthodox leaders, and they lacked proper 
educational facilities to produce more Orthodox leaders in America. At 
this time, there were no big centers of Jewish learning in America, 
though there had been a shift in Jewish settlement. New immigration 
laws halted immigration after World War I with great effect on educa-
tion, as religious and intellectual leaders were not able to come to 
America.7 

Jewish education was in a shambles; the system needed to be 
 Americanized. Mordecai Kaplan’s study of Jewish educational condi-
tions in New York in 1909 showed distressing results. When Isaac 
Rosengarten—associate editor of the Jewish Forum, the first Orthodox 
journal to be written in English—gave an account of Jewish education, 
it did not vary from Kaplan’s findings.8 There was no harmony or coor-
dination between secular and religious teaching; the Hebrew schools 

5 Jung, Towards Sinai, 104.
6 Leo Jung, “Jew and Jewishness in America,” Jewish Forum 9, no. 3 (May 1926): 133.
7 Harris L. Selig, “What Will The Yeshiva Do?,” Jewish Tribune (March 1926): 46.
8 Isaac Rosengarten, “Order Out of Chaos in Jewish Education,” Jewish Forum 3, no. 

9 (November 1920); Jonathan B. Krasner, The Benderly Boys and American Jewish 
Education (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2011), 41, 55, and 75; Meyer 
Berlin, “Jewish Education in America,” Jewish Forum 3, no. 9 (November 1920).
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were “dusty, malodorous, and utterly unattractive” and were not up to 
the standards of public schools.9 Their teachers, inadequately trained, 
were pedagogically generally inferior to those in public schools.10 Facil-
ities, materials, equipment, and methods were inadequate, attendance 
was spotty, and attrition rates were high.11 Hebrew teachers often were 
uncommitted to what they taught; teachers in sympathy with the teach-
ings of Judaism and the culture of America were required. 

The question of Jewish education included the problem of adjust-
ment, harmonization, and Americanization.12 Educational materials 
from Europe had to be adapted to the American scene; as well, new 
material had to be worked on.13 If Yiddish was the language of instruc-
tion, then the students could not understand the teachers; thus, the 
teachers were out of touch with the young people. That fact, in addi-
tion to outdated and incompetent teaching methods, meant that the 
youth were not learning what was being taught. Rabbi Meyer Berlin, 
president of Mizrachi of America, bemoaned the fact that, with the 
exception of New York, there were few parochial schools anywhere.14 

Lack of Jewish knowledge and educational facilities as well as the 
difficulty of living an Orthodox life in America resulted in many 
members of Modern Orthodox synagogues being unobservant. Reli-
gious commitment and observances were at a low level and 
nonobservance of the Sabbath was the norm.15 According to Rabbi 
Jung, they were attached sentimentally to Jewish tradition but lacked a 
clear identity.16 Choosing between earning a living or observing the 
Sabbath meant that a tremendous number of Jews, even the ones who 

 9 Jung, Living Judaism, 213; Krasner, The Benderly Boys and American Jewish Education, 41.
10 Rosengarten, “Order Out of Chaos in Jewish Education,” 520; Krasner, The Benderly 

Boys and American Jewish Education, 32.
11 Krasner, The Benderly Boys and American Jewish Education, 41.
12 Jenna Weissman Joselit, New York’s Jewish Jews: The Orthodox Community in the 

Interwar Years (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1990), 6; Bernard 
Drachman, editorial, Jewish Forum 3, no. 9 (November 1920): 515.

13 Krasner, The Benderly Boys and American Jewish Education, 33 and 41.
14 Berlin, “Jewish Education in America,” 588; Cyrus Adler, “Dr. Solomon Hurwitz,” 

Jewish Forum (June 1923): 370.
15  Jung, Towards Sinai, 111.
16 Ibid., 244.



1. MODERN ORTHODOXY IN THE 1920S 33

desired to observe the Sabbath, succumbed to the temptation of 
working on the Sabbath. 

The congregants of the Jewish Center Synagogue in Manhattan, 
where Rabbi Jung was the rabbi, were representative of this trend. 
Affluent suit and cloak manufacturers from Orthodox immigrant fami-
lies started the synagogue. The congregants had limited religious and 
secular educations, but retained a respect for Orthodox Judaism. The 
congregants remained affiliated with an Orthodox synagogue as a 
reminder of the Jewish traditions of their parents.17 

Orthodoxy lacked organization, unity, leadership, institutions, 
and financial support; this added to its decline. Rabbi Jung wrote that 
Orthodoxy “had a genius for escaping organization.”18 Similarly, the 
Jewish Forum (an American Orthodox monthly journal) lamented that 
“all parties in Israel have a united front except Orthodoxy.”19 The 
different factions, including the Vaad Harabanim, the Rabbinical 
Board of Greater New York, the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congrega-
tions of America (UOJCA), and Mizrachi, were not united. 
Disorganization resulted in powerlessness and replication of services, 
which in turn led to extra financial burdens. The chaotic kashrut situa-
tion was an example of this lack of organization. Without kosher 
facilities, there could not be any Torah-true Jewish community, thus 
this was a serious problem.

Orthodoxy did have a central lay organization, the UOJCA; 
however, unlike the Reform and Conservative movements, the Orthodox 
group had several seminaries and several rabbinic conferences.20 The 
UOJCA was not intimately related to Yeshiva College and the Rabbi 
Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary (RIETS), as was the case with 

17 Jeffrey S. Gurock and Jacob J. Schacter, A Modern Heretic and a Traditional Commu-
nity: Mordecai M. Kaplan, Orthodoxy, and American Judaism (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2013), 115.

18 Leo Jung, “Of Orthodoxy in America,” American Jewish Chronicle, volume and 
issue unknown (1939, month unknown): 6. 

19 Editorial, Jewish Forum 10, no. 11 (November 1927), 547. For more about the Jewish 
Forum, see the following article: Ira Robinson and Maxine Jacobson, “‘When 
Orthodoxy was not as chic as it is today’: The Jewish Forum and American Modern 
Orthodoxy,” Modern Judaism 31, no. 3 (October 2011): 285–315.

20 American Jewish Year Book, 39 (1937–1938), 70.




