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The idea for a Festschrift in honor of Yitz Greenberg initially occurred during a phone conversation between the two editors early in 2008. We both realized that Yitz was about to celebrate his 75th birthday, and we thought it reasonable that his many students, colleagues, and long time admirers would welcome the opportunity to express their appreciation for all that he has contributed to many different areas of contemporary Jewish life and thought. Having quickly come to this decision, we immediately consulted with Blu Greenberg, who urged us to contact two younger scholars, Elli Stern and Daniel Septimus, who had been thinking along similar albeit different lines, and with their agreement the project became a reality.

Soon the concept of the Festschrift began to take shape. The editorial team identified approximately twenty individuals, who by dint of their long-term association with Yitz and their distinguished reputations, seemed a rich pool of potential contributors to begin with. Almost every scholar contacted happily agreed to participate. As a result the roster of contributors to the present volume includes many of the leading intellectuals in contemporary Jewish life. This in and of itself is a powerful testimony to Yitz’s broad influence and high regard in which he is held by his peers.

A number of individuals and institutions have helped make this volume possible. Blu Greenberg served as a marvelous resource and constant source of encouragement. Elli Stern and Daniel Septimus assisted in multiple ways, providing invaluable technical, editorial, and research assistance. Each of the contributors we solicited graciously shared not only their expertise and scholarship but also their enthusiasm for the project. As the project neared completion, one of the contributors, Prof. Benny Kraut, passed away tragically and suddenly. At the time of his passing, he was working on a longer history of Yavneh, the Orthodox college student association. Both the organization itself and Professor Kraut’s research on it were profoundly inspired by Yitz Greenberg. Sadly, the extremely rich article he prepared for the Festschrift is being published posthumously.

The financial assistance of three foundations made the publication of the volume possible. They are The Andrea and Charles Bronfman Philanthropies, the Harold Grinspoon Foundation, and the Charles and Lynn Schusterman Family Foundation. We thank, in particular, Jeff Solomon, President of The Andrea and Charles Bronfman Philanthropies; Joanna Ballantine, Executive Director of the Harold Grinspoon Foundation; and Sanford Cardin, President of the Charles and Lynn Schusterman Family Foundation, for their assistance in securing these grants. The American Jewish Committee (AJC) and Boston University’s Elie Wiesel Center for Judaic Studies both provided a home, and various types of support, for this project from its gestation. The editors are particularly indebted to Ms. Pagiel Czoka, the Administrator of the Elie Wiesel Center, for managing the production of the volume. Once the volume was completed, Judith Rothman, Vice President and Director of University Press of America, graciously agreed to accept it for publication.

On a different level, both of the editors wish to express their deep admiration for and appreciation of Dr. Yitz Greenberg who has served the Jewish community so well as intellectual leader, teacher, and professional mentor over many decades. We, therefore, gratefully dedicate this volume to our distinguished colleague who has provided outstanding intellectual leadership and Jewish public service for nearly the past half-century.
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Dr. Irving Greenberg:
A Biographical Introduction1

Steven Bayme

My first encounter with Yitz Greenberg occurred during my high school years in Brookline, Massachusetts in the mid 1960s. A high school associate principal, charged both with teaching Talmud and college guidance, suggested to me that I would profit from studying with Dr. Irving Greenberg, already a renowned professor of history at Yeshiva University. Knowing of my fascination with history, the administrator wisely explained that Yitz, along with Charles Liebman, Eliezer Berkovits, Emmanuel Rackman, and David Hartman constituted the leading lights of what was then termed the “Orthodox Left.” To be sure, he added that personally he had striven to remain in the “center,” aligning himself with the teachings of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik. However, he conceded, recognizing my leanings, and perhaps subconsciously giving voice to a few of his own, that in all likelihood I would find the Orthodox Left far more compelling and attractive.

Soon I discovered how prescient my high school administrator had been. Yeshiva University in the 1960’s indeed was an exciting place that captured the ethos of a dynamic and vibrant Modern Orthodoxy, best expressed in Yitz Greenberg’s courses and public lectures. Correctly, Greenberg judged that YU students had unlimited potential, and that the university provided an ideal venue to train a distinctive Modern Orthodox leadership for the future. His courses constituted models of synthesis probing the relevance of Jewish teaching to modern culture and challenging students to assess areas of conflict between these two realms. In his view a true Modern Orthodoxy did not connote weakness or concession to the pleasures of modernity but rather an incredible opportunity to wed the best values of the modern world with those of Jewish tradition.

Needless to say, many found this vision inspiring. Others, however, expressed considerable dismay. For the Talmud faculty, Greenberg’s curriculum constituted, at best, unproductive use of time stolen away from the exclusive study of rabbinic text. At worst, his program constituted an invitation to engage in heresy. An in-depth interview of Greenberg printed in the undergraduate student newspaper in 1966 reverberated nationally and may well have diverted Greenberg’s then-ascending career at Yeshiva.2 In the interview, Greenberg specified three areas where he maintained contemporary Orthodox leadership had failed to respond to the challenges of modernity. The areas in question concerned pre-marital sexual contact, biblical criticism, and relations with the non-Orthodox movements.

Naturally, all attention focused on the first of these areas, notwithstanding that the latter two were in all probability of considerably greater significance. As one might imagine, students were far more titillated by the pleasures of the flesh than by the intellectual challenges to contemporary Orthodoxy. More to the point, by focusing on pre-marital sexual contact, Greenberg was wading into an area of Halakha, albeit one often observed more in the breach than in reality. Many Orthodox students at that time prioritized the imperative of developing a long-term relationship with a would-be partner over certain dictates of Halakha. (One might add that the then-nascent practice of a year in Israel following high school eventually transformed the dating practices of Modern Orthodox young people so that by the late 1970s, most YU students adhered to more restrictive modes often neglected in the 1960s.)

Claiming he had been misunderstood, Greenberg chose to retreat. By his own admission some 40 years later, he immediately realized that the interview had been an error.3 Sadly, his two other tropes, the challenge of Biblical scholarship and Orthodoxy’s isolation from the non-Orthodox movements, attracted comparatively little attention. In right-wing Orthodox circles, however, Greenberg now was seen as someone who embodied all the ills of Modern Orthodoxy.

Yet Greenberg retained considerable Orthodox supporters, especially among Orthodox laity. Gratifyingly for him, Greenberg’s own congregation, the Riverdale Jewish Center, stood by him and continued to encourage his teaching. Long-time congregation members to this day fondly recall the intellectual excitement in the community over Yitz’s teachings. One prominent family even claims to have chosen to reside in Riverdale because they found the controversy so interesting! YU students continued to flock to Greenberg’s courses and claimed him as one within a diverse range of views on what constituted a true synthesis of Torah and western culture.

To his credit, Greenberg persevered in his teaching. His courses on intellectual history challenged students to explore new vistas on Christianity and its relationship to Judaism. He promoted a pluralistic model for relations between differing religious groupings, and a reformulation of Jewish theology given the challenges of contemporary scholarship. Few, even among Greenberg’s most vigorous critics, denied either the intellectual demands of his courses or the rewards for fulfilling them.4

Within the Orthodox rabbinate Greenberg continued to take outspoken positions that he believed to be correct. He was willing to court controversy within the pulpit by speaking out on Vietnam, Soviet Jewry, New York City mayoral politics, and even made the New York Times list of Ten Top Sermons by speaking about the New York Mets. The congregation served as a forum for him to develop his ideas. His first book, The Jewish Way, emanated from pamphlets on the history and meaning of the Jewish holidays developed within the Riverdale Jewish Center.5 Publicly he called for new liturgies to commemorate the two seminal events of the modern Jewish experience—the Holocaust and the birth of Israel.

Yet Greenberg’s optimism, so present in the 1960’s, faded somewhat in subsequent decades, particularly given his despair at Orthodoxy’s turn to the right and its growing isolationism from the broader Jewish community. Modern Orthodoxy appeared to forfeit its verve and independence, constantly fearing ever more bold criticism emanating from the Orthodox Right. At Yeshiva University, Greenberg’s base for many years, at which his affiliation terminated in 1972, attention turned to how the university could best position itself so as to attract the growing number of students from right-wing family backgrounds. The concern, of course, reflected a growing Haredi demographic ascendancy at the expense of Modern Orthodoxy. The reasons for this Orthodox shift to the right were complex, emanating from a combination of political, educational, and general religious currents. Put more specifically, the transformational impact of the near-universal practice of post-high school study in Israel for Orthodox students coupled with a rise in absolutist thinking generally shifted profoundly the balance of relations between Modern and Haredi Orthodoxy—with the full implications for the future of American Jewry still to be fathomed.6 More generally, the Greenberg-Lichtenstein debate in effect heralded the rightward shift within Orthodoxy. Modern Orthodoxy redefined itself as “Centrist”—a necessarily vague formulation that ceded far too much ideological power to the Orthodox Right.

For Greenberg personally, this right-ward shift connoted his marginalization within Orthodox circles. His career at YU, once so promising, had been diverted by the aforementioned interview and, subsequently, by his public dissent from Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik’s opposition to interfaith theological dialogue.7 Although he never surrendered either his aspirations or his willingness to battle on behalf of a truly modern Modern Orthodoxy, he began to cast his net more broadly upon the Jewish community generally, which he hoped to transform in a more positively Jewish direction.

Already in the mid 1960’s at Yeshiva University Greenberg had introduced one of the first university-level courses on the Holocaust. The university’s administration, failing to realize how path-breaking Yeshiva might be in introducing such a course, urged that the course be titled “Totalitarianism and Ideology.”8 To be sure, within a decade, the undergraduate dean acknowledged that he had approved the course primarily in order to expose students to Greenberg’s thinking and that the somewhat mystifying name was meant essentially for external consumption. In fact, the course heralded the introduction of Holocaust courses in universities across the country.

In introducing the course into the curriculum, Greenberg was both signaling his shift of academic interests from American history to Jewish theology and identifying the Holocaust as seminal event of the 20th century. To be sure, the Eichmann trial had already penetrated the communications barrier concerning the Holocaust in public discourse, and the fears generated by the isolation of Israel politically in May 1967 brought Holocaust awareness to the forefront of Jewish public consciousness. But it was Greenberg, notwithstanding the opposition of many academic colleagues, who advocated successfully for the place of the Holocaust in Jewish and American higher education.

Understanding the Holocaust as a “central orientating event” in Jewish historical memory on par with the Exodus and the destruction of the Second Temple must be regarded as one of Greenberg’s greatest historical and theological breakthroughs.9 The Holocaust became central to both formal and informal Jewish education. Holocaust commemoration became an ongoing theme on the Jewish communal calendar, particularly in relationship to Yom Ha-shoah.10 Most strikingly, and to the dismay of many, on campuses around the country, the Holocaust by 1980 had become perhaps the most popular course in Judaic studies departments. Or, as Prof. Arnold Eisen, then of Columbia University and today Chancellor of the Jewish Theological Seminary, put it cogently, “I am afraid that we’re educating a generation of students whose only knowledge of Jews is how they died.”11

These efforts culminated in the opening of the Holocaust Museum in Washington in May 1993. Yitz’s dedication, perseverance, and personal leadership helped facilitate the creation of what would become one of the most important American cultural institutions, attracting over two million visitors each year. For two years he served as Executive Director of the President’s Commission on the Holocaust, which developed the initial blueprints for the institution and its educational mandate and functions.12

In subsequent years he served on the Museum’s governing board, chairing it in the opening years of the 21st century. Although the Museum has often been the focus of political and cultural controversy, few today deny its significance as primary vehicle for communicating the story of the Holocaust to American society at large and as permanent memorial of what occurred and reminder of human capacity for evil in the face of public indifference.13

To be sure, this successful initiative to stimulate Holocaust awareness became subject to the “law of unintended consequences.” Few in fact predicted the extent of the initiative’s success. The Holocaust became perhaps the most dominant aspect of Jewish identity, repeatedly trumping in surveys items such as Jewish holidays, family and peoplehood. For Jews, the Holocaust often became the primary lens through which to view the collective Jewish experience. For many, the richness of Jewish history gave way to a return of the “lachrymose conception of Jewish history” soliciting memories of persecution as central to Jewish self-image and identity.14

The success of the Holocaust Museum gives voice to its status as perhaps the most dominant expression of Jewish history and memory in American public space. Over 80% of the Museum’s visitors have been non-Jews, exceeding even the most optimistic expectations of the Museum’s founders. Clearly these successes enabled the Museum to fulfill its vision of creating a permanent memorial. One wondered, however, whether such successes meant that the primary image through which Gentiles viewed the Jewish people was one of a persecuted people. It was as if the Jewish community had been given a magic wand enabling it to teach America one and only one chapter of Jewish history, which would it choose? Rather than privileging the Exodus, the birth of Israel, the richness and creativity of Jewish literature, or other Jewish success narratives, the Jews had chosen to teach the narrative of Jewish destruction.

Greenberg defended this focus upon the Holocaust as both necessary and desirable. The Holocaust represented the most horrendous chapter of Jewish history if not of all human history. Over the years many have sought either to deny its proportions or to relativize them as one tragedy among others. We need not only to answer these voices but to preserve the story and its lessons for future generations.

Greenberg’s primary interest in teaching the Holocaust lay less in its historical dimensions, notwithstanding their importance, and more in its theological ones. Despairing of the traditional “punishment for sin” theology, Greenberg sought alternate models within Jewish tradition to explain the problem of evil – the Book of Job, anger at God as affirmation of Him as reflected in the third chapter of Lamentations, and even kabbalistic tzimtzum or contraction of the Deity. What Greenberg refused to do was to justify Divine inaction by claiming the Jews had sinned. As he put it in a memorable phrase, “No statement, theological or otherwise, should be made that would not be credible in the presence of the burning children.”15

These theological explorations led Greenberg into uncharted waters. Given the reality of the Holocaust, he argued that the Holocaust had shattered God’s covenant with the Jewish people. Post-Holocaust Jewry constituted a “wounded people” for whom the covenant had become voluntary. In turn, it was now up to the Jews to assume responsibility for their own history. Far from being a victimized people, the Jews in fact now had to take responsibility for the wise uses of power in a world in which Jews alone were responsible for their fate.16

In some respects, Greenberg was boldly reconceptualizing Jewish theology in the aftermath of the Holocaust. The Holocaust constituted a unique event shattering the dominant paradigm of Jewish modernity and modern culture generally by demonstrating human potential for the demonic and the limits of Jewish emancipation as safeguard of Jewish security. Yet Jews were now called upon to reaffirm the Covenant. The State of Israel, although hardly a theological response to the Holocaust, provided an opportunity both to rebuild Jewish life and to reaffirm Judaic principles of “living in the image of God” in a modern secular society. That the Jewish people, broken by the Holocaust, could take the opportunity to rebuild a Jewish state upon principles of human rights and democracy constituted a compelling statement of the ongoing vitality of the Covenant in a post-Holocaust world.

Reactions to these theological explorations varied. Some claimed that the Holocaust in fact had posed no novel theological questions. The problem of theodicy had originated as far back as the Books of Jeremiah and Job. Others claimed that there were no real answers in any case and that only questions remained. Still others, particularly on the Haredi right, which in fact had suffered the greatest human losses, persisted in the claim of “punishment for sin.”

Yet others, particularly within Modern or “Centrist” Orthodoxy feared the radicalism of Greenberg’s theology. In their view Greenberg implicitly, and at times explicitly, advocated specific changes in Jewish law. If Jews now were responsible for renewing the covenant, did they not have the authority to make changes when necessary? Greenberg certainly had implied as much and in fact had utilized considerable precedents in Jewish tradition for change. Moreover, the non-Orthodox movements had been advocating changes in Jewish law for the past 150 years. By calling for relatively modest changes, Greenberg was again goring a sacred cow of contemporary Orthodoxy—namely, that in an age of widespread assimilation, Orthodoxy must insist upon the immutability of halakha and the exclusive halakhic authority of rabbinic scholarship rather than meet the needs of the moment, however worthy they might appear. Moreover, by advocating the possibility of change, Greenberg was aligning himself with social movements, e.g., Jewish feminism, which the Orthodox right opposed on cultural and religious grounds.

Last, some remained unconvinced by Greenberg’s theological justifications for change. For one thing, a shattering of the covenant and its replacement by a “voluntary covenant” constituted a leap of faith that could not be proven empirically. In turn, Greenberg’s historical precedents for halakhic change were often dismissed as too glib and as “telescoping of history.” Most importantly, the community of halakhic authorities, temperamentally alien to Greenberg’s models of thinking in any case, maintained that he had failed to provide sufficient grounds to justify a theory of halakhic change, much less the authority upon which changes might be based. The end result, of course, was that Greenberg became even more marginalized within his own community.

By the late 1970’s, Greenberg was retreating from the front lines of Orthodox communal dynamics and found his natural constituency among the leadership of Jewish federations. As early as the 1960’s he had electrified audiences at federation and UJA events. Within a decade he had become the most popular and sought after speaker on the federation lecture circuit. Together with Elie Wiesel and Steven Shaw, as well as academic associates including Reuven Kimelman and Steven Katz, he positioned CLAL—the National Jewish Center for Learning and Leadership, which he founded and served as president for twenty years--as a critical Judaic resource for Jewish leadership. Teaching across the country, serving as scholar in residence, Greenberg challenged Jewish leaders to think more Jewishly.

More specifically, Greenberg underscored the “holy secularity” of federations. He believed strongly, perhaps following Rav Kook, that sparks of Jewish holiness permeated every Jew and that the ostensibly secular work of federation leaders to enhance the Jewish people reflected that holiness. Some criticized this notion as validating “checkbook Judaism”. Others, including Greenberg himself, defined federation work as laying building blocks of Jewish identity but by no means a substitute for serious Judaism.17

At its inception, CLAL aspired to become a think tank and retreat center for American Jewry. Through various CLAL programs and venues—classes, retreats, publications, etc,-- it became primarily a vehicle for adult Jewish education. Federations across the country enrolled current and future leaders in CLAL programs and classes. Greenberg attracted a faculty which sought to demonstrate the power and excitement in Jewish learning and in effect say to Jewish leadership, “Here at your fingertips lies a marvelous treasure underlying all the work you do for the Jewish people, why not turn to it and probe it for its contemporary wisdom?”

In the eyes of many, Greenberg and CLAL were virtually inseparable. CLAL’s projected image was that of Yitz Greenberg teaching and lecturing to Jewish leadership. CLAL classes sought to impart his theological teachings – post-Holocaust, renewal of covenant, third era of Jewish history and, most importantly, Jewish leadership taking responsibility for molding Jewish destiny. This theology in turn was translated as the Jewish communal agenda of pro-Israel political activism, philanthropic support for Jewish causes, and renewal of Jewish identity. In effect, Greenberg became a national rabbi for federation leadership providing Jewish content at federation events and anchoring federation activity in Jewish teachings.

Overtly, Greenberg captured the communal ethos and agenda of Jewish survivalism – a federation fundraising slogan had once stated simply, “Survival demands sacrifice.” One CLAL publication equated fundraising with “Jew raising”. More subtly, however, Greenberg was engaging in a far more transformative initiative to re-shape the map of Jewish communal priorities. The net effect of his teachings and influence upon federation leadership was to challenge Jewish organizations to take tradition seriously, think in Jewish terms, and, most important, to raise the profile of Jewish education among communal priorities. In that respect, Greenberg’s strongest impact was in creating a more Jewishly-grounded Jewish leadership, one which would think beyond survivalist terms and towards a Jewish community worth preserving. In effect, Greenberg’s challenge lay in harnessing the blessings of American freedom and affluence to create a Jewish community so compelling as to retain current members and attract new adherents.

It would be difficult to over-state Greenberg’s personal impact upon Jewish leaders. His lectures and classes were a natural drawing card, and his personal attention to every student endeared him to legions of supporters. Individual communal leaders internalized his message of Jewish renewal and acknowledged how deeply his theology based upon Israel and the Holocaust had shaped their “civic Judaism.” The world of Jewish federations and most particularly the General Assembly, the key gathering on the Jewish communal calendar, were transformed gradually into profoundly Jewish entities.

While CLAL’s distinctive achievement lay in education of Jewish leadership, Greenberg also hoped to create a retreat center and think tank under CLAL’s auspices. As a teacher, he understood the power of a Shabbat retreat as an opportunity to live the full Jewish experience—intellectual learning, shared rituals, and common Jewish family. At one point plans were advanced to merge CLAL with the Brandeis-Bardin adult camp on the West Coast. For multiple reasons the planned merger did not materialize, and the retreat center remained a visionary dream rather than a reality.18

CLAL, however, had greater success in its think tank efforts to catalyze Jewish leadership thinking on critical issues. Greenberg pioneered the field of intra-Jewish relations, hoping to engender sustained dialogue between Jews of differing religious movements and persuasions. Greenberg called for the same perseverance, patience, and dedication that Jewish leaders had given to interfaith dialogue to the ascending field of intra-Jewish relations.

Greenberg summarized the case for such an effort in a 1985 essay, provocatively titled, “Will There Be One Jewish People by the Year 2000?” He predicted that given widening chasms over issues of personal status and incipient tensions over communal and political issues between the religious movements that the flag of Jewish unity would be threatened over the long term. His solution lay in underscoring repeatedly one of his favorite themes—religious pluralism among Jews.19

Again, Greenberg encountered opposition from Orthodox precincts. The very term pluralism became taboo within Orthodox circles. Orthodox leaders equated religious pluralism with religious relativism claiming that Jewish leaders speaking in the name of Judaism cannot sanction whatever it is that Jews happen to be doing. Greenberg’s phrase, “Jewish is as Jewish does” perhaps unwittingly fed this misconception even though he himself continued to underscore both the limits of pluralism and the dangers of relativism.20 More generally, Orthodox leaders dismissed the message of pluralism as an attempt to pander to the natural proclivities of Jews. Unfortunately, the real message of pluralism and the need for intra-Jewish dialogue as a corrective to extremist tensions on both left and right fell on deaf ears in the Orthodox community.

On other issues Greenberg encountered more positive reactions. His powerful intellectual defense of Israel in the face of unfriendly criticism evoked great admiration even from his critics.21 Yet he was by no means impervious to problematic aspects of Israeli policy in the occupied territories, and he criticized some of the support given to West Bank settlers and the Gush Emunim movement.22 He best articulated his message on Israel in a stimulating essay in which he argued that the uses of power must be tempered by ethical considerations, but there can be no Jewish ethics when Jews are powerless.23 Perhaps his finest piece emanating under CLAL auspices consisted of a moving and penetrating essay written in the aftermath of the Rabin assassination. The essay summarized many of Greenberg’s themes concerning polarization, pluralism, and the ethics of power. In a Jewish world saddened and perplexed by an act of political murder, Greenberg provided considerable wisdom, perspective and analysis.24

To be sure, Greenberg’s optimism about Jewish power, influence, and affluence was tempered not only by the failure of Oslo but also by the continuing data concerning Jewish assimilation. Perhaps he had too easily embraced the sense of Jewish empowerment and renewal, so current in the 1980’s and best articulated by Charles Silberman’s 1985 volume, A Certain People. Silberman had celebrated Jewish affluence and power and boldly predicted that no crisis of assimilation threatened the future of the American Jewish community.25

Greenberg had shared some but by no means all of these assumptions and was shaken by the release of the 1990 Jewish population study. The study demonstrated that intermarriage had risen significantly and that conversion to Judaism occurred only in a relatively small minority of cases. Jewish renewal, to be sure, did coexist alongside the specter of continued erosion.26 But Jewish forebodings and anxieties about the future could by no means be dismissed as excessive Jewish worrying.

In this context Greenberg attempted to channel the resources of Jewish wealth towards programs of Jewish renewal. Joining forces with mega-philanthropist Michael Steinhardt, a committed secular Jew, appeared an odd match for Greenberg, a deeply religious man fascinated by theology and questions of belief. Yet philanthropy offered new opportunities to implement Greenberg’s long-term thinking. As far back as 1965, in one of his earliest published articles, Greenberg had taken note of both the opportunities and risks provided by America.27 Having succeeded by American social and economic standards, Jews now possessed the resources to forge their own destinies. The question was whether the wise uses of philanthropy could shape the Jewish future in positive ways. The question confronting Greenberg in this phase of his career was, assuming money were not an obstacle, what could be done to strengthen Jewish life?

Moreover, Steinhardt invited new and unconventional thinking. He was also prepared to risk failure—a trait all too often absent from a Jewish community which consistently touted its successes but only rarely recorded failures. Together, he and Greenberg explored whether American Jewry was ready for a secular high school – perhaps an elite boarding school along the model of Exeter as a training ground for future Jewish leaders. Steinhardt was also keen to learn from other philanthropists and to join forces when possible in partnerships so as to broaden the pool of resources. Clearly the most successful and far-sighted of these coalitions was a partnership of philanthropists, Jewish federations and the Government of Israel in creating the Birthright program, offering an expense-paid trip to Israel to every American Jew aged 18-26.

Philosophically, Birthright articulated several profound messages. First, it signaled that 1948 had changed the map and meaning of Jewish peoplehood in irrevocable ways. After 1948 our relationship with Israel constituted a critical aspect of Jewish identity so as to be part of the “birthright” of every American Jew. Second, Birthright connoted a profound statement of Israel-Diaspora relations by dint of the Israel experience and the partnership with the Israeli government. Thus Birthright signaled a statement about contemporary Zionism—that it was a responsibility of the State of Israel to ensure the future of Jewish life and continuity in North America. Last, Birthright signaled a statement by mega-philanthropists concerning the priorities of Jewish life—namely that for Jewish philanthropists the key priority had become securing Jewish continuity.

To date Birthright appears to have succeeded beyond expectations. Over its first decade, Birthright enrolled in excess of 150,000 young people. The program in turn has expanded to include other Diaspora communities. To be sure, questions of follow-up remain and long-term impact may be measured only longitudinally. By helping to forge the Birthright partnership, however, Greenberg helped create one of the most exciting initiatives to transform the Jewish scene in decades and one that reflected the new realities of 21st century Jewish history.28

A second partnership brought Greenberg full circle to Jewish education. In the 1960’s he had established the SAR Academy in Riverdale as a leading Jewish day school. Together with Steinhardt, he and other philanthropists now helped to establish PEJE, the Partnership for Excellence in Jewish Education. PEJE held out the promise of providing Jewish education with top quality Jewish leadership. It focused on creating and nurturing elite Jewish day schools as the jewel and the crown of the Jewish educational system and the most effective vehicle of securing long-term Jewish identification.

Over a twelve-year period, Greenberg and Steinhardt had in effect challenged the Jewish community to go about its business differently. Their partnership reflected Greenberg’s longstanding hypothesis that Jews can succeed only if they take responsibility for their destiny. The blessings of power and affluence that American Jewry had attained now would be tested in terms of the capacity of Jews to build a Jewish future.

How, then, may we assess Greenberg’s impact? Although least appreciated within the Orthodox world, Greenberg greatly influenced an entire generation of Modern Orthodox intellectuals. For many, he modeled a way to live within two cultures, weighing the areas of consonance and dissonance between them. Whether the issues were religious Zionism, feminism, contemporary scholarship, or intra-Jewish relations, Greenberg provided a lens through which Modern Orthodox Jews perceived a difficult yet highly rewarding path to navigate the claims of each without negating either. Some of his most outstanding students, as evidenced by this volume, went on to leadership positions in academic Jewish studies and Jewish public service—two areas where Modern Orthodoxy continues to thrive.

In concrete terms, Greenberg was responsible for creating new Jewish institutions, many of which prospered subsequently. The SAR Academy in Riverdale stands as a shining example of Jewish day school education at its finest and as an enormous tribute to Greenberg as founder and initial dean. In the 1960s Greenberg also helped establish the Student Struggle for Soviet Jewry (SSSJ), which played a catalytic role in raising the plight of Jews in the Soviet Union and in effect galvanizing the Jewish establishment to take action in one of the most heroic undertakings of 20th century Jewish foreign policy and diplomacy. The United States Holocaust Museum, contrary to many predictions, has become one of the most important of American cultural institutions to focus upon a clearly Jewish theme. As described elsewhere in this volume, Greenberg was instrumental in creating Yavneh as an intellectual organization for Jewish college students, in some respects supplementing and going beyond Greenberg’s intellectual influence at Yeshiva University. Last, as noted, Greenberg rightly merits a place among the founders of the Birthright Israel program.29

Yet Greenberg’s most widespread following lay among federation leadership. For federations he was both instrumental in raising Jewish consciousness and in supplying the Judaic base and content in Jewish communal life. By necessity his tones here were considerably milder rarely challenging federation leadership to the degree he challenged Orthodoxy. Yet he did sensitize federation leadership to prioritizing Jewish concerns and taught an entire generation of federation activists to think and visualize themselves in more Judaic terms. In the constant tension between universal and particular philanthropic needs, Greenberg argued successfully that Jewish philanthropy must become more focused on Jewish causes.
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