
~---···· .. --· ·- --

FORWARD, AUGUST 11, 2000 3: 

-Lieberman Candidacy May BqostModern Orjhodoxy~ 
. .' ; . . 

------------~--------------------------~----~~--------- . 
Gore's Veep Pick Shows Community It Need Not_ Abandon Its Faith To Succeed 
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The selection of Joseph Lieber
man as America's first major-party 
Jewish vice presidential candidate 
holds at least three lessons for 
American Jews. The ~ two have · 
already been widely noted in the 
press. The third may be the most 
important of all .. ,, · y. . . , , · 

The first lesson, of course, is that 
anti-Semitism has declined to his-. 
torically low levels in_the_ United 
States- ~low,·thatbeingaJewis 
no longer seen· a$ a significant polit
ical liability., The late .1950s and 
early 1960s witnessed a "precipi
tous decline of every variety of anti
Semitism,, historian John Higham 
dtes in a 1962 opinion poll where· 
only "1 %'"of the respondents .. ;:. 
named the Jews as a threat to 

· . Americ8. Oruy 3% said they would .. 
dislike bavin'g a Jewish:,family. 
moVe in neXt door., . \ ~ ,. ;,v .• ' ' 

While anti-Semitism' blipped 
upward in the late 1970s and early 
1980s (just at the time that Mr. 
Lieberman lost a race for 
Congress), the return of prosperity 
in the 1990s has brought about a 
further decline in measurable anti
Semitism. The authoritative 
"American Jewish.Year Book" in 
1999 barely filled two pages on the 
subject. To be sure, American Jews 
continue to perceive anti-Semitism 
as a significant communal chal
lenge. But the political realities 
speak far more loudly. Today there 
are as many Jews in Congress- 34 
--as there were in all of the first 66 
Congresses put together. Places 
once known as hotbeds of anti
Semitism, like Minnesota and Indi
anapolis, have now elected Jews to 
high political office. 

In 1960, another Jewish senator 
from Connecticut, Abraham Ribi
coff, declined John F. Kennedy's 
invitation to serve as his attorney 
general for fear that the country 
was nocready for a Jew to appear in 
such a visible position of power. He 
declined once more, in 1972, when 
George McGovern invited him to 
serve as his vice presidential run
ning mate. Now, just one genera
tion later, a Jewish senator from 
Connecticut has willingly accepted 
a vice presidential offer. And in 
doing so, he has won, wall-to-wall 

section centerfold for a dot-com 
company called Abuzz featured
young, well-dressed, yarmulke<lad' 

. businessmen, one of whom "know~ 
technology, politics, baseball, bad' 
movies, fancy restaurants and hip-~ 
hop"? Mr. Lieberman's candidacy~ 
in short. strengthens the hand of 
those who insist that, in America,; 
Jews can have it all: their Jewish 
faith and rituals, their secular: 
habits and culture. and the securi~ 
of knowing that today, unlike in the' 

· past, they need not abandon one for 
the other in order to rise to the high-~ 
est positions in the land. • 

. Finally, the Lieberman candida-! 
cy reinforces what has, for Jews, 
been one of the defining lessons of
the whole American experience_ .. 
that merit matters. Overlooked in~ 

; :all of the talk about Mr. Lieber:' 
~man'sfaith is the' fact that he wai 

:: jactiliilly-selected for the vice presi~~ 
. dency not because he was ari Ortho

. /dox Jew, and not out of any sense of' 
,.. . ., • : .. APWIDBWORLD ' ."affirm~~ive action" towa~d an 

FAMILY MAN· SenatorUeberrT.an posedthlsweekwlth hlsWHe Hadassah.· underpnvileged group, but sunplY, 
• · . . , ' because. from Mr. Gore's perspec-. 

plaudits, even from Republican 
opponents and the Rev. Jerry Fal
well. 

The second lesson that the 
Lieberman selection teaches us is 
that a Jew no longer need abandon 
most of the practices of his faith in 
order to succeed; even an Orthodox 
Jew can aspire to the highest offices 
in the land. The first Jewish senator 
in American history, in 1845, was 
not only intermarried, but he had 
changed his name from David Levy 
to David Yulee. and became a pious 
Christian. The second Jewish sena
tor, Judah P. Benjamin of Louisiana 
(1853) never converted, but he too. 
intermarried, raised his children as 
Christians and observed no known 
Jewish rituals. Even Louis Bran
deis, the first Jewish Supreme 
Court justice, whose nomination in 
1916 set off a firestorm of protests, 
was a completely secular Jew. 
While a committed Zionist and mar
ried to a Jew, he had a strong dis
taste for religious forms, celebrated 
Christmas but no Jewish holidays 
and delighted in the tasty hams that 

·his brother Alfred periodically 
shipped him from Louisville.· 
Indeed, as Samuel G. Freedman 
pointed out this week in the New 
York Times, for most of the 20th cen
tury,."the Jews who rose in govern
ment service or partisan politics 
tended to be of Reform belief and 
German ancestry. Herbert Lehman, 
Henry Morgenthau and ·Felix· 
Frankfurter arose from a ·subcul; · 

ture of Jews who had shed much 
observance and ritual, [and] who 
had embraced English liturgy as 
part of becoming American." There 
are exceptions: One of Senator 
Lieberman's political predecessors 
in Connecticut, the Odessa-born 
Herman P. Kopplemann, Connecti
cut's Congressman between 1932 
and 1946, is remembered as the 
first Congressman to have been 
president of a synagogue - the 
Conservative Emanuel Synagogue 
in Hartford. But no Jew in high elec· 
tive office has ever before been self
identified as an Orthodox Jew, and 
none has so publicly committed 
himself to the observance of the 
Sabbath, and of Jewish dietary 
laws. . 

To be sure, Mr. Lieberman 
embraces the more liberal stan
dards of Modern Orthodoxy: He is 
clean-shaven, does not wear a 
yarmulke full-time, and his wife 
does not cover her hair. This kind of 
Orthodoxy - displaying what the 
Modern Orthodox.organization 

. Edah calls "the courage to be mod
ern and Orthodox" - has been 
much on the deferi'sive in recent 
years, condemned by more reli
giously right-wing Jews as scarcely 
Orthodox at all. Now, with Lieber
man as its role model, Modern 
Orthodoxy may well be poised for a 
come-back. Is it just coincidence 
that onthe_very_m~~ing that.,.!~e 
selection. of Mr: ;Lieberman w·as 
reported;in the Ner.V York,Times:·a 

. ' • • '( ·t-... • ···: """'-· .. ·~·, ~ ~ .... .. . . . .. ..~~. ·~ .. 
... _ ~- ~·--

tive, he was far and away the best 
candidate for the job. In the final: 
analysis, it was Mr. Lieberman's 
demonstrated experience. his repu'"' 
tation for ethics, and above all. his'· 
character that won him his place on· 
the ticket. And that is precisely as it 
should be.·· · 

In 1788, when North Carolina 
debated whether or not to ratify the · 
new federal constitution with itS' 
guarantee that "no religious test' 
shall ever be required as a qualifi-· 
cation to any office or public trust· 
'under the United States," its gover: · 
nor, Samuel Johnston, described 
two possible conditions under· 
which "Jews, Mahometans, pagans~· 
&c." might be elected to "the office 
of President or other high office.": 
"First," he declared, "if the people. 
of America lay aside the Christian• 
religion altogether, it may happen.,· 
"Another case." he continued, "is if· 
any persons of such descriptions 
should, notwithstanding their reli-. 
gion, acquire the confidence and· 
esteem of the people of America bY' 
their good conduct and practice of-"· 
virtue, they may be chosen." :: •· 

Mr. Lieberman has now come clo5'0o:! 
er than any Jew before to meeting .: 
the second of these conditions. (: 
Whether he is ultimately chosen or ; 
not, his success has much to teach us. :: 
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