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THE VIEW FROM THE LEFT
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Inherent Contradictions in Conservatism
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Z USED TO BE A CONSERVATIVE ]EW. I AM

one no longer. Perhaps that is an overstatement, for I continue to main-
tain my membership in the Rabbinical Assembly. But, to all intents and
purposes, I have withdrawn from the "movement," after more than thirty
years of active participation. Iwas graduated from the Jewish Theological
Seminary; both synagogues which I served between 1931 and 1959 be-
longed to the United Synagogue; and, until Reconstructionism became a
movement, I allowed myself to be identified as a member of the "left
wing" of the Rabbinical Assembly. It was a misnomer at the time-but let
that stand. Today I am an "outsider" and it is as such that I was invited to
share in this symposium on Conservative Judaism by the distinguished
editor of this journal.

If it took me so many years to decide upon withdrawing, it was
because Conservatism has many virtues; its strengths are not to be
minimized. The emphasis upon Zionism (and later Israel); the recogni-
tion of the importance of the Hebrew language; the reverential approach
to the Tradition; the high level of scholarship represented in the Faculty
of theJTS and among its graduates; the promise inherent in Schechter's
notion of "catholic Israel"; and, perhaps most of all, the association of
Mordecai Kaplan with Conservatism instilled in me a deep respect and
demanded that long deliberation precede any fundamental break with
the institutions of the movement.

I believed in the declared purposes of "conserving" the Tradition,
and in the seriousness with which Conservative leaders went about mak-
ingJudaism once again dynamic. If Orthodoxy's image was that of rigid-
ity, Conservative's image was that of adaptation and change. Conser-
vatism satisfied-for a while, and partially-my hunger for continuity,
and my zeal for necessary changes.

But I was disappointed. Throughout the years of my association, I
was torn; my psyche was in constant conflict. I felt almost schizoid. The
reasons should become clear as this essay proceeds, but I pause only to
apologize for the personal approach to the problem. There is, for me, no
other way to describe Conservatism and evaluate it, except through my
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