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Still Relevant after All These Years: Jacob Cohen on Mordecai Kaplan

Jack Cohen is one of the leading writers on Morde-
cai M. Kaplanâs thought. Democratizing Judaism gathers
together a number of Cohenâs already published articles
and talks on Kaplan from the last forty years. Roughly
half of the book, however, is comprised of previously
unpublished material, much of which was written in the
last two to five years. The book is divided into two sec-
tions. The first, approximately two-thirds of the book,
mostly explicates and defends the continued relevance
of aspects of Kaplanâs theology and highlights Kaplanâs
writings. The second deals largely with Cohenâs per-
sonal thoughts on how the State of Israel can be both a
democracy and a Jewish state. This section references
Kaplan rather sparsely.

Cohen first met Kaplan in 1939, one year before be-
ginning his rabbinic training at the Jewish Theologi-
cal Seminary where Kaplan taught. It was reading Ka-
planâs Judaism as a Civilization (1934) that inspired Co-
hen to become a rabbi. He quickly became one of those
students–Ira Eisenstein and Emmanuel Goldsmith can
also be counted among this group–whose intellectual

worlds were so transformed by Kaplan that they became
his disciples. They sought contact with him outside of the
classroom, grew into jobs in the emerging Reconstruc-
tionist movement, and wrote books and articles that dis-
seminated his ideas. Cohen moved to Israel in 1961, and
has worked tirelessly to find an Israeli audience for Ka-
planâs thought.

Democratizing Judaism opens with a wonderful essay
in which Cohen shares his personal memories of Kaplan.
The picture of Kaplan that emerges–one that echoes the
recollections of others who were close to Kaplan–is of a
difficult person. Kaplan had a temper, âcould be ruth-
less in his criticism of students,â needed to control the
content of conversations, would tell you what to think
âif you did not respond as he wanted you to,â had lit-
tle patience for small talk, and was thus ânot easy to get
to knowâ (pp. 12-13, 18). How can we account for the
love that Cohen and other members of Kaplanâs inner
circle had for him? Cohenâs chapter makes clear that
his attachment to Kaplan was rooted in his great respect
for Kaplanâs ideas, for âthe cogency of his analysis of
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the problems of Jewish lifeâ (p. 13), and for the breadth
of his interests and knowledge. Cohen also admired Ka-
planâs intellectual honesty. Although Kaplanâs first re-
action was to reject fiercely any criticism of his ideas, the
next day he would accept all âcogent criticism[s]â that
had been made. Cohen credits Kaplan with teaching him
how to think clearly, by insisting that âif I could not for-
mulate [an] idea in one statement, it could not be clear
in my mindâ (p. 16). But Cohenâs love of Kaplan cannot
only be traced to his admiration of Kaplanâs intellect. He
reports that âthose of us whomanaged, for whatever rea-
son, to gain his affection and confidence were able time
and again to observe his solicitude and concern for our
welfareâ (p. 18). Kaplan gave generously of his time to
students and colleagues and some soon learned that be-
hind a tough exterior lived a deeply emotional man who
struggled with his temper and his unfortunate tendency
to be an unsympathetic critic of human shortcomings.

Cohen is clearly frustrated by the way the work of
his beloved teacher has been treated since his passing.
Very little has been written on Kaplan âgiven the rich-
ness of [his] interests and the suggestiveness of many of
his proposalsâ (p. 122). Some of his ideas are accepted
but without proper attribution. More importantly, Ka-
planâs theology is often rejected in favor of writers who
put forth conceptions of God and the tradition that ei-
ther cannot be defended intellectually or that carelessly
ignore the real challenges facing the Jewish people. Thus
Abraham Joshua Heschelâs belief that God is in search
of man, is valued even though it claims to know God and
His will in a way that Cohen believes is âpretentiousâ
(p. 102). Franz Rosenzweig is admired, although, in Co-
henâs view, his thought leads to a âdisembodied intellec-
tualism, unrelated to the changing environmentâ (p. 70)
that dangerously sanctifies âhomelessness [and] power-
lessnessâ (p. 69). For Cohen, there is much to learn from
Kaplanâs insistence that theology âmust be tied to manâs
existence as it evolves in real lifeâ (p. 72) and that it must
avoid all assertions that cannot be justified through ex-
perience. Thus, whereas âcreativity is experienced at all
timesâ (p. 105) and can be plausibly associated–as Kaplan
did–with a force in the universe that makes it possible, to
insist that God created the world is to venture into ter-
ritory of which humanity has no knowledge. This belief
in Creation is based on an embrace of the Torah account,
even though âthe evidence is heavily weighted in the di-
rection of the belief that Jewish tradition and the tradi-
tions of the peoples were fashioned and continue to be
developed by men and women of all manner of mental
ability, temperament, and moral statureâ (p. 171). More-

over, attributing Creation to God raises many troubling
questions, including âthe age-old perplexity as to why
an omnipotent, all-good God should have created such a
messy worldâ (p. 105).

Some answer such questions by stating that Godâs
ways are ultimately unknowable. Indeed, there is much
about the world that humans cannot understand, but the
Jewish view that âman is created in the image of God
and therefore capable of reasoning and discriminating
between right and wrongâ (p. 292) obligates us not to
plead ignorance when other understandings are possible.
Like Kaplan, Cohen rejects any theology âin which the
human mind is debasedâ by elevating âDivine morality
… to a sphere beyond human reachâ (p. 282). Cohenâs
faith in the abilities of man to understand the world and
to improve it echoes similar beliefs held by secular hu-
manists. Cohen lives in Israel, where secular-religious
rifts often threaten to tear society apart. He devotes a
number of the bookâs essays to showing that the divide
between religion and secular humanism is not so wide
when one approaches religion from a non-supernatural
perspective. Cohen clearly wishes that more religious Is-
raelis would embrace naturalism, but he would settle for
the more modest goal of convincing humanists that their
belief in Man, like Kaplanâs faith in a cosmic force that
makes for human salvation, though substantiated by ex-
perience, also âflies in the face of the immanent disconti-
nuities of the universe and of human behaviorâ (p. 292).
It, too, requires a leap of faith. Recognizing this com-
monality could help build bridges between secular and
religious Jews.

Cohen, like Kaplan, believes that the desire of Israeli
Jews to have a state that is both Jewish and democratic
is irreconcilable in the way it is approached currently.
A democratic state belongs equally to all of its citizens.
Such a state cannot set out to be Jewish; it can be Jewish
only in the natural way that the âcultural ambienceâ in
states, like Israel, with âa large ethnic or religious ma-
jority … will undoubtedly be conditioned by the way in
which that majority conducts itselfâ (p. 234). Cohen feels
that both the flag and national anthem of Israel are too
Jewish to be the national symbols of a democracy and
that their continued use âproclaim[s] that all non-Jews
are second-class citizensâ (p. 231). He laments the fact
that Israeli Arabs can face discrimination in the work-
force and that the countryâs leadership often gives pri-
ority to the housing and other needs of Jews. Although
Cohen is clearly critical of Israelâs approach to its mi-
norities, I found him to be a fairly even-handed critic. He
recognizes that Israelâs approach to its Arab population
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is influenced by the continued state of war between Israel
and its Arab neighbors. Though it must strive to do bet-
ter, it is hard for the Jewish majority to fully empathize
with the needs of its Arab citizens at this time. Similarly,
Cohen points out that Israelâs neighbors have built their
national symbols around their Islamic faith and that it
would be unfair if âIsrael should be the only people in the
world that is asked to abandon expression of its dominant
culture in the symbols of the stateâ (p. 238). Cohen hopes
that in time Israel, and other nations, will develop a set of
less particularistic national symbols to complement their
current ones. Like Kaplan, he dreams of a time when the
worldâs nations will develop âforms of polityâ that are
âmore conducive to international peace and amityâ than
the current ones, and calls upon Jews to âcooperate in
efforts to engender those formsâ (pp. 213-14).

Cohenâs article on the kotel (Western Wall) is a high-
light of the collection. He believes that the countryâs
leadership erred when it allowed theMinistry of Religion
to turn theWall into a place of organized (Orthodox)wor-
ship. The Wall should be a symbol of Jewish peoplehood
and unity; a âsite where every Jew can come to reflect
on his or her renewed encounter with the history and
cultural development of this unique peopleâ (p. 254). Be-
cause of the proliferation of different streams of Judaism,
including secular expressions, worship serves to divide
Jews today. Accordingly, liberal and secular Jews can-
not feel comfortable at the Wall as currently organized.
Instead of fighting for the right to pray collectively as
non-Orthodox Jews at theWall, Cohen believes that Con-
servative and Reform Jews should be working to trans-
form the Wall into a neutral, non-synagogue space. This
would avoid the problematic of figuring out how to share
the Wall between the various religious and non-religious
streams–a requirement of any democracy–and make it
more likely that non-Jews can also be moved by contact
with the Wall. Cohen is a realist and recognizes that his
vision âhasnât the slightest chance of being accepted by
this generation of our peopleâ (p. 256). I admire Cohenâs
courage in putting forth this controversial position.

Cohenâs essays on contemporary Israeli issues,
though compelling, do not fit seamlessly into the book.
Stylistically, their content is much lighter, much less aca-
demic, than the other articles in the collection. More
importantly, the majority of Democratizing Judaism dis-
cusses Kaplanâs thought directly and delves quite deeply
into aspects of his work. These other essays, however,

make scant reference to Kaplanâs writings, although Co-
henâs positions on Israel often echo ones that Kaplan ex-
pressed in his lifetime. In the bookâs introduction, Cohen
writes that these essays âillustrate Kaplanâs influence on
my own Weltanscauungâ (p. 10). Yet because the other
pieces of the bookmostly focus onKaplanâs theology and
not his Zionism, the connection between the sections is
lost. Cohen needed to preface his essays on contempo-
rary Israel with an extended discussion of Kaplanâs Zion-
ist writings.

Cohen acknowledges that as a close colleague and ad-
mirer of Kaplan, he can be accused of âbeing too emotion-
ally involved and therefore incapable of treating Kaplan
with the requisite disinterestâ to convincingly defend Ka-
planâs ideas against his detractors. Cohen believes that
his âcase will have to rest on its meritsâ (p. 121) and on
these terms, Democratizing Judaism is a success. For the
most part, Cohen responds convincingly to the criticisms
of Kaplan put forth by Eliezer Berkowits, David Novak,
Eugene Borowitz, David Hartman, and others. On the
other hand, Cohen does not hesitate to put forth his own
critique of his teacherâs work, noting for example, that
Kaplan erred when he claimed that âit is impossible for a
modern-minded person to hold an idea of God as Wholly
Otherâ (p. 145), and that he was naÃ¯ve to believe that
âreason is powerful enough to overcome, in a brief span
of time, peopleâs resistance to new ideas and idealsâ
(p. 193). He believes that Kaplan could have attracted
more Jews to his program if he had rooted his vision for
changes to ritual more persistently in traditional sources.
He laments the fact that Kaplan only moved to Israel in
his later years when he could no longer have any effect
on the intellectual life of the country. Although Cohen
is justified in noting that contemporary Reconstruction-
ism has not engaged with the State of Israel to the extent
that Kaplan would have wanted, his belief that Kaplan
would have been against Reconstructionismâs endorse-
ment of rabbinic officiation at homosexual marriages is
pure conjecture.

Democratizing Judaism is full of unpublished excerpts
from Kaplanâs diaries that are often a joy to read. Cohen
is a sensitive and knowledgeable reader of his teacherâs
work. Scholars of modern Jewish thought will undoubt-
edly find something of interest in this book. Cohenâs
work, however, lacks a systematic treatment of Kaplanâs
thought and is thus not the place for neophytes to begin.
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