
The adoption of the Pittsburgh Platform in November 1885 
officially signaled the Reform movement’s radical break with 

traditional Judaism.  The eight-plank platform rejected “such 
Mosaic and rabbinical laws as regulate diet, priestly purity and 
dress,” deeming these not in keeping with “the views and habits of 
modern civilization,” and accepted as binding only those laws that 
“elevate and sanctify our lives.”  The Bible, declared the rationalist 
reformers, reflects “the primitive ideas of its own age,” such as the 
obsolete belief in miracles, yet surely remains of great value: 
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We hold that Judaism presents the highest 
conception of the God-idea as taught in our 
Holy Scriptures and developed and spiritu-
alized by the Jewish teachers, in accordance 
with the moral and philosophical progress 
of their respective ages.

 The authors of the platform provided the 
foundation for the longstanding Reform re-
jection of Zionism: 

We consider ourselves no longer a nation, 
but a religious community, and, therefore, 
expect neither a return to Palestine, nor a 
sacrificial worship under the sons of Aaron, 
nor the restoration of any of the laws con-
cerning the Jewish state. 

 The final plank of the platform expressed 
a commitment to social justice, which re-
mains a central tenet of Reform Judaism to 
this day: 

In full accordance with the spirit of the Mo-
saic legislation, which strives to regulate the 
relations between rich and poor, we deem 
it our duty to participate in the great task 
of modern times, to solve, on the basis of 
justice and righteousness, the problems pre-
sented by the contrasts and evils of the pres-
ent organization of society.

 All in all, in the words of Isaac Mayer Wise 
(1819-1900), founder of Hebrew Union Col-
lege, the Pittsburgh Platform constituted a 
“Declaration of Independence.”  The princi-
pal drafter of this declaration – and organiz-
er of the conference that produced it – was 
Kaufmann Kohler (1843-1926), who trained 
as an Orthodox rabbi in his native Germany 
and became the leading expositor of Ameri-
can classical Reform.  Kohler was a disciple 
of the great pioneer of German Modern Or-
thodoxy, Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, who 
promoted the integration of Jewish tradition 
with secular education: Torah im derech eretz.  
But as a university student in Berlin, Kohler 

broke with Orthodoxy, and wrote a doctoral 
thesis in the field of “scientific” biblical criti-
cism (entitled “Jacob’s Blessing”) that was so 
radical as to disqualify him from any rabbini-
cal post in Germany.
 He made his way to America in 1869, 
served as a Reform pulpit rabbi in Detroit 
and Chicago (where in 1874 he introduced 
Sunday services), and in 1879 succeeded his 
father-in law and mentor David Einhorn – 
the uncompromising rival of the more mod-
erate Wise – as rabbi of  Temple Beth El in 
New York City. It was there that Kohler as-
sumed ascendancy in the Reform movement, 
strengthening its radical wing.  In 1903, he 
became president of Hebrew Union College 
in Cincinnati, where he served until his re-
tirement in 1921. 

 The text below is excerpted from a ser-
mon that Kohler delivered early in his tenure 
at Temple Beth El, entitled “Arise and Give 
Light, or Judaism and the Jewish Pulpit.”*  
Although the Pittsburgh Platform he formu-
lated a few years later referred more gingerly 
to “the God-idea,” God is everywhere in this 
flowery, poetic sermon – in nature, in man, in 
human history – and the preacher’s job is to 
enlighten his congregation so that “His maj-
esty may fill heaven and earth.”  And though 
classical Reform famously extols reason and 
science and seeks to ameliorate society, here 
Kohler is critical of positivist philosophy, 

*  The full text may be found in The American Jewish Pulpit: A Collection of Se -
mons (Cincinnati, 1881).*

God is everywhere in 
this flowery, poetic 
sermon – in nature, 
in man and in human 
history.
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which “wants to confine religion to the duty 
of man toward man, leaving God and soul as 
insoluble problems out of sight.” Indeed, even 
the scientist cannot escape God, for his own 
researches inevitably reveal the wonders of 
God in nature.  
 For Kohler, Judaism is a progressive, evo-
lutionary religion whose beliefs and practices 
adapt to the advance of civilization at large.  
Yet there are limits to his faith in Darwin-
ism.  “Never,” he writes, “will man be robbed 
of his crown of divine nobility; never will he 
allow himself to be ranked among baboons 
and chimpanzees.”  Man is “a child and co-
laborer of God,” and an autonomous, rational 
being.  But Kohler warns against the empha-
sis upon the “self,” which constitutes “rebel-
lion against God and the world,” and leads to 
“pestiferous atheism.”

 Kohler yearns for the brotherhood of man, 
and sees signs of its dawning: “By the inter-
ests of commerce and industry, by material 
and intellectual pursuits, the wide world is 
rendered one. Words of peace and concord are 
with lightning speed flashed from one conti-
nent to another.”  Of course, the noble goal 
remains elusive: “Universal brotherhood, 
morality and humanity still lack the center 
and soul, the recognition of God’s father-
hood.”  Kohler’s staunch universalism was 
echoed in the Pittsburgh Platform, though 
his rejection of Jewish nationalism remained 
a controversial issue for later generations of 
Reform Jews. 

 Indeed, the Reform movement modified 
its platform in 1937, and again in 1976, but 
the greatest departure from the radical 1885 
platform occurred at the turn of the mil-
lennium.  In 1999, the Central Conference 
of American Rabbis returned to Pittsburgh 
and adopted a new set of principles, “in the 
hopes that the name ‘Pittsburgh’ would now 
be permanently associated with a document 
that showed how much the Movement had 
changed since 1885.”  The anti-Zionism that 
characterized the early Reform movement 
was supplanted by support for the State of 
Israel, and for aliyah.  No less significant was 
a call for renewed emphasis on God, Torah, 
and mitzvot. 
 “Today,” reads the preamble of the 1999 
document, “when so many individuals are 
striving for religious meaning, moral pur-
pose and a sense of community, we believe 
it is our obligation as rabbis once again to 
state a set of principles that define Reform 
Judaism in our own time.”  In this new era of 
American Reform, its adherents – along with 
other Jews, and non-Jews as well – may be 
surprised to find deep significance in Kauf-
mann Kohler’s eloquent celebration of God’s 
revelation in the world, “ever true and fresh, 
striking and enrapturing.”

Even the scientist cannot 
escape God, for his own 
researches inevitably 
reveal the wonders of 
God in nature.
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Arise and Give Light
Light is the emblem of Judaism. Among all 
the sacred pieces of the tabernacle the great-
est prominence is given in the law to the gold-
en seven-armed candlestick. To keep its lights 
in purest order and brightness is one of the 
chief duties of the priesthood, suggestive, no 
doubt, of the diffusion of knowledge of God 
incumbent on the guardian of the sanctu-
ary. Indeed, Heathendom in general marked 
religion by the glare of fire, by the sacrificial 
blaze and smoke whirling up to heaven. To 
Christendom, too, religion is a hazy mysti-
cism, a blind belief rather than an enlighten-
ing and convincing truth. And ask the mod-
ern pagan, the atheistic moralist, after the 
nature of that feeling which prompts man to 
kneel before a Supreme Being, and he will re-
spond in similar strains: This is all- emotion 
and pathos, a fire within, a steam engine to 
impel the soul to a right conduct, yet wrongly 
applied to our thinking faculty. The Jewish 
religion, on the contrary, presents itself as a 
light to brighten up the path of man and as 
a convincing truth to guide him. Like light, 
truth wants to spread; so does Judaism. Far, 
however, from enforcing its world-redeeming 
doctrines on the surrounding world, it casts 
its seeds of heavenly blessing abroad, waiting 
for their gradual growth in the hearts of men 
. . . It holds forth its great truths, saying: “Let 
there be light !”; Let the light of God be on na-
ture, on man and on human history, that His 
majesty may fill heaven and earth ! This is its 
glorious calling and particularly the privilege 
of the Jewish pulpit. Let me dwell on these 
three points to-day.
 God in nature! This is the first stream of 
light emanating from Jewish revelation . . .  
The much-admired wisdom of today, that 
philosophy called positive, because it denies 
all that can not be grasped by the senses or 
measured and weighed by chemical analy-
sis, wants to confine religion to the duty of 
man toward man, leaving God and soul as 

insoluble problems out of sight. But pray, 
can we, indeed, shut our eyes to all the beau-
ties of light reflected in myriads of shades 
and colors on the bold rocks and the luxuri-
ant meadows beneath, on the wings of the 
butterfly and on the nocturnal sky? Can we 
cease wondering at the peals of thunder and 

Rabbi Kaufmann Kohler.  
Photo: The Jacob Rader 
Marcus Center of the 
American Jewish Archives
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at the melodious notes of yon sweet war-
blers reaching our ear out of creation’s grand 
chorus? Can we help asking who has vaulted 
this blue dome studded with so many silver 
and golden groups of stars? . . . 
 Behold, the universe reveals us the King of 
Glory! . . . To perceive this majestic order of 
wisdom and beauty is to revere and to adore, 
not the blind cosmos, nor the primordial mat-
ter but the Sublime Mind who arranged all 
this with a spirit akin, though infinitely su-

perior, to ours. Be not deceived by the idiotic 
assertion: This is all nature’s action, the work 
of law. For what is law but divine wisdom’s 
rule? Through Jewish monotheism alone the 
mighty empire of law has been established 
throughout the universe . . . Only a God, at 
whose bidding nature rushed into life, could 
set boundaries to the sea and the snow-
flake, fixing for man and star their course 
according to one harmonious plan. Only 
the Jewish idea of God is compatible with 

Illustration by Y. Apter 
from H.N. Bialik’s King 
David at the Cave (1923).
The Jewish National 
& University Library, 
Shapell Family 
Digitization Project
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reason and science, and, while it illuminates 
the majestic temple of nature, it also casts 
its rays on the holy of holies, where in dark-
ness and awe faith alone spreads its Cherub 
wings to bear witness of God’s presence . . .  

 There is no more than one truth in heav-
en and earth, for heart and brain. This con-
viction led the rabbis of the Talmud and the 
Jewish philosophers of Alexandria, Persia 
and Spain ever to blend reason and faith, to 
harmonize the biblical miracle stories with 
the unchangeable laws of creation. And we 
today dare break away from the holy ground 
of revelation, because our insight into the 
world’s process of formation and order of be-
ings has grown deeper and clearer ever since. 
Ought we not rather to sing the psalms of Da-
vid tuned to more majestic organ-peals? . . .  
Ought we not to read the grand poetry of 
Job and the sublime prose of Genesis with 
greater rapture, as, bewildered by the great 
spectacle of wheels within wheels and lives 
upon lives strewn along the infinities of 
time and space, the soul comes back with a 
cry for the Father whose footsteps it traced 
even where, but whose face it failed to see? 
Yes. We welcome the light cast on God’s 
creation by modern research. Religion, be-
ing itself light, can as little be consumed by 
any light of knowledge as, to use a rabbini-
cal metaphor, the fiery salamander can by 
fire . . . Reason, our armor and our lantern 
on our victorious campaign against old hea-
thenism, will also force modern paganism 
to surrender at last . . .  

 [T]rue enlightenment ushers man into 
the presence of God, the fountain-head of 
all light and wisdom. Now, it is, as it ever 
was, the privilege of the Jewish pulpit to let 
this sacred truth shine forth in all its capti-
vating luster, not as buried in old venerable 
books, but as bright and fresh as the crystal 
water flowing forth from the rock . . . How 
can we expect that a religion made ours only 
by the chance of birth and education will of-
fer us real comfort and hope, unless it be 
the very substance and marrow of our own 
feelings and thoughts and aspirations? If 
we are to take shelter under Israel’s Rock of 
Ages, committing to Him all our cares and 
burdens, we must realize, that He who spoke 
to Moses and Elijah through the fire and fed 
and clothed our fathers in the wilderness 
is still with us to day, revealing himself in 
the wonders of creation, providing all our 
wants, guiding us through all perplexities 
and responding from on high to all our cries 
from the deep . . . 
 Religion must be, like nature, an actual 
revelation of God, ever true and fresh, strik-
ing and enrapturing. Hence it follows that, in 
order to inspire, the preacher of God’s word 
must be inspired. He must keep within the 
full sweep of the ruling ideas of the age, and 
with eyes wide open to the views and achieve-
ments of the surrounding world, imbibe the 
invigorating mountain air of freedom and 
still feel within his breast the electric cur-
rent of the past, the warm pulse of history 
running through all the centuries . . . A glori-
ous task, indeed, yet how difficult, how much 
beset with obstacles and dangers! . . . 

II
 And the second flood of light streaming 
forth from Judaism to lighten up the dark 
recesses of the heart and the various av-
enues of the brain is the revelation of God 
in man. God is the Father, man the son; God 
the sun of truth and righteousness, man’s 
soul a spark of His rays. God the fountain 

The Jewish religion 
presents itself as a 
light to brighten up 
the path of man and as 
a convincing truth to 
guide him.
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and ideal of all that is, man the image and 
outflow. This is the basis of all ethics, the 
master-key to all philosophy. Science may 
succeed in explaining some part or other; 
this explains the whole of man. Many a no-
ble trait and faculty was, no doubt, roused 
and cultivated in man by this and that re-
ligion; Judaism alone accorded to him his 
full dignity by placing him in the center of 
creation and investing him with the scepter 
and mantle of royalty, with the nobility of 
heaven-born freedom and immortality . . . 
To strive for the good and the right, to sub-
due the beast and let the spirit of God rise, 
is to win the prize of eternity; and each hu-
man struggle for independence and great-
ness, the life and property, the household, 
the honor and happiness of each member of 
society, is marked as holy unto God by the 
seal of religion. 
 Now, friends, is there any truth by which 
this Sinaitic doctrine about man can be su-
perseded and obscured? . . . No, never will 
man be robbed of his crown of divine nobil-
ity; never will he allow himself to be ranked 
among baboons and chimpanzees. Darwin-
ism, so far as it renders the world an inter-
action of mere mechanic forces, tends, like 
socialism, its twin brother, to glorify the 
struggle not for right, which is celestial, but 
for might, which is brutal. Amid the all-lev-
eling tendencies of our age self has become 
the watchword. It means rebellion against 
God and the world. It drives the conceited 
thinker into pestiferous atheism, the reck-
less, discontented citizen into ruinous Ni-
hilism, and the disappointed lover and mon-
ey speculator into a suicide’s grave. Is there 
any remedy in a system of morals which 
either drowns the individual in the State 
or an international laboratory, or launches 
him out into the foggy sea of an aimless, 
God-forsaken world? Only a religion which 
regards man not as a mere wheel in the mill, 
nor as a passing wave in the ocean, but as 
a child and co-laborer of God; only a theis-

tic system of ethics which works with the 
frown and smile of the Eternal, with the 
threats and promises of a divine justice on 
the springs and motives of the human will; 
only the Sinaitic revelation will guide and 
save mankind from shipwreck and misery.
 And of this the Jewish pulpit must be the 
shining reflector, a beacon to the storm-
tossed, to rescue the one from the whirlpool 
of a deceptive science and the other from 
the dangerous cliff of exclusive church dog-
matism. In order to prove a stanch defend-
er of man’s greatness, the modern Jewish 
preacher must, while comparing the spirit 
of past ages with that of our own, point out 
ever anew the matchless luster of Jewish 
morals, their constant progress with and 
their controlling influence on civilization . . .  
And instead of yoking people to a ritualism 
and ceremonialism which have lost hold on 
their minds, he must, like the prophets of 
old, emphasize the eternal moral laws, the 
rules of conduct written with the divine 
finger on the tablets of the human heart as 
the kernel and essence of revelation . . . And, 
indeed, it requires all the earnestness and 
unbending firmness of the holy seers of old, 
the boldness and uncompromising zeal of an 
Elijah and Isaiah, to be in these days a build-
er-up of characters, a teacher and monitor 
of virtue and holiness, a restorer of the old 
paths of integrity and righteousness, in an 
age addicted to greed and passion to become 
a repairer of breaks, a regainer of souls for 
God and His truth!

III
 And last, but not least, is the ray of light 
shed by Judaism on the path of human histo-
ry. The idea of progress, though modern in its 
phrase, is of Jewish extraction  . . . Only the 
Jewish prophets, watching amid the down-
fall of nations the steady rise of Israel’s glori-
ous heritage, the knowledge of the one and 
holy God, detected the standard with which 
the world’s moral and intellectual progress 

“Behold, the universe 
reveals us the King 
of Glory!”  Photo by 
Steven Klemow
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was to be measured. Before their eyes there 
loomed up the kingdom of the God of righ-
teousness and love, to which all lands and 
ages were to contribute their share while toil-
ing and working for the beautiful, the good 
and the true . . . True, this inspiring hope of 
a Messianic kingdom did in the garb of na-
tional expectations, under the disguise of 
personal and sectarian dreams and visions, 
bring many sad disappointments and sor-
rows upon mankind, and particularly on Is-
rael, its heaven-sent apostle, its heroic priest 
and martyr. Nevertheless, in creating world-
conquering religions, it scattered the seeds of 
truth abroad. It established great centers of 
light to unite the race. And when this light 
had in the hands of Christianity grown into 
a scorching hell-fire to consign the larger ma-
jority of the world to eternal doom, the Jew-
ish people, at the price of their own precious 
blood, held aloft the light of divine salvation 
as a promise for undivided mankind, secur-
ing eternal salvation to all righteous and 
good of whatever race or religion. 
 Nor have they worked and waited in vain. 
Behold, the church walls of intolerant fanati-
cism are tottering and sinking to-day. Insults 
offered to Jews or to any other sector race are 
resented by the governments, the pulpit and 
the press of the whole civilized world. The 
common brotherhood of man is established. 
By bonds of iron and steel, by the interests 
of commerce and industry, by material and 
intellectual pursuits, the wide world is ren-
dered one. Words of peace and concord are 
with lightning speed flashed from one con-
tinent to another . . . But then has human 
civilization not reached its pinnacle? Has not 
the day of reason come? . . . What is the use of 
still carrying the lantern about, needed only 

during the night which lies behind? Thus the 
short sighted crowd shouts forth, taking the 
dawn of the new era for the midday. Breth-
ren, the struggle is not ended yet; our mis-
sion as watchmen of human civilization is by 
far not fulfilled. Darkness still prevails round 
about us . . . God, the true bond of union, is 
not felt. Universal brotherhood, morality 
and humanity still lack the center and soul, 
the recognition of God’s fatherhood. 
 Israelites, we stand for true cosmopoli-
tan humanity today as we ever did! Are you 
ashamed of the name Jew? It means the 
guardianship of mankind s highest truths . . .  
Our storm-beaten but never-surrendered 
flag stands for further rise and progress. Our 
national priesthood, our Sabbath and his-
torical festival days remain a pledge of that 
covenant of light and bliss which, including 
all sects and races, renders the whole earth 
a mountain of God shining in heaven’s ev-
erlasting splendor. Oh, how holy, how grand 
and important is the task of the Jewish min-
ister in this materialistic age of ours to hold 
this lofty mission of the Jewish people forth 
as a lamp unto their feet and as a light unto 
their path! . . . The Jewish pulpit must by all 
feasible ways and means be brought within 
the reach of the rising generation and ren-
dered an attractive source of instruction 
and enlightenment, awakening thirst for 
Jewish knowledge in all, young or old, rich 
or poor, and kindling ardent love and zeal 
for our great history and mission . . . Would 
to God that His help and grace be with my 
work in your midst, that I may succeed in fol-
lowing this ideal to become a bearer of light 
and truth, a true priest with lips overflowing 
with blessing for you each and all, for Israel 
and humanity. Amen.
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