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Sermon on the legacy of Rabbi Stephen S. Wise
March 13, 2010 – 27 Adar 5770

In 1942 a cable was wired to Rabbi Stephen S. Wise of the American Jewish Committee. Having already been alerted to the suffering of the Jewish people in World War 2, another cable would hardly garnish any more attention, except for the fact that no one beyond the borders of Easter Europe truly understood the reality of the Nazi Final solution.  In this message sent in code from Geneva to Berne, to the British foreign office and finally to NYC, Wise learned of the gas chambers and that Hitler was actually planning to exterminate all the Jews of Europe, and so far no one was stopping him.   In his diary Wise wrote that it was the unhappiest day of his life.  To hear that in just one week 100,000 Jews had been massacred by the Nazi’s in the Warsaw Ghetto and their corpses used to make soap and fertilizer, left him sleepless at night.  Yet even in this depressive state, Wise still had fight within him.  He used this information to demand action at the highest levels of the US government.  And he wrote, “and still I do not lose faith – my faith that we will, in part because of these awful sacrifices, march on to a decenter, juster and, it may be, a warless world.  Faith isn’t a thing to be reasoned about.  One has it, or one has it not.  Both of us see the divine, even from far off, toward which all creation moves, though it move haltingly, painfully and perhaps it must be so, sacrificially.”

If a coded cable were smuggled out of Europe and needed to get to someone of high influence in the USA, including having the ear of President Franklin Roosevelt, Rabbi Stephen Wise was that person.  In those days Rabbi Wise had risen to such prominence in American Jewish life that people often wrote letters addressed to “the Rabbi, USA” – and they would reach him.  In many ways he represented Jewry to the world.  Today, on my birthday and 4 days before the anniversary of the birth of Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, I feel it is important to think about his legacy and the impact he has had one me and the Jewish world.

Stephen Wise the original was born on March 17, 1874 – and I was born on March 13, 1974.  Being born on the auspicious St. Patrick’s Day led Stephen to a curious quirk of using exclusively green pen for all his correspondence.   A descendant of generations of Rabbi’s, Stephen was born in Budapest, Hungary but the family moved a year later to NYC where his father had an Orthodox pulpit.  Stephen studied Torah at home and secular subjects at NYC public schools. Upon graduation from Columbia he was sent back to Vienna to study with the chief Rabbi.  Wise returned to America at the tender age of 20 to become the assistant Rabbi at B’nai Jeshurun, the 2nd oldest synagogue in all of NYC.  A funny story is told that one of his very first sermons greatly impressed the congregation.  One of the leading members protested to the synagogue president that the sermon was actually the words of Wises’ father.  The president replied “if young Wise is wise enough to prefer a good sermon from his father’s bag to a bad sermon of his own, he is truly worthy of serving in the rabbinate”.

Within a year of taking the pulpit, the senior rabbi passed away and at 21 years old Stephen became the spiritual leader of the congregation. His own father passed away 2 years later so Stephen became the head of his family as well.  But later that year he met the love of his life, Louise Watterman and after a 2 year courtship there were married in November 1900 and together they left NYC for a pulpit in Portland, Oregon.  

What makes Wise so impressive was he quickly realized that his pulpit could, and should, be used as a platform to fight for social justice.  He pioneered the idea of interfaith cooperation and civic leadership by Rabbis.  That is part of the legacy as to my training in rabbinical school that our prophetic ideals did not extend only within our community but beyond the synagogue walls.  That is why I have always striven to be active in the social fabric of Oakville – the interfaith council, the multicultural council, the political leadership, the police service.  All these serve to expand the role of clergy into the community to be a voice of compassion, justice and leadership on all moral issues.  

Wise also toed the line on the divisive issue of Zionism.  In its early years Zionism met resistance ironically from both the liberal and orthodox communities of Europe.  The religious felt that any move towards redemption in the holy land had to come from God and so Zionism usurped God’s authority.  The early Reformers felt that there was no need for a Jewish homeland as Jews ought to feel the country they live in is home and have all the freedoms and rights there.  By encouraging a Jewish homeland, we could be accused of dual loyalty.  

In America especially this vision took hold because America was so welcoming to every immigrant group – from all religions and ethnicities.  But though the enlightenment promised total Jewish emancipation, the lessons of the 19th and 20th century suggest otherwise.  Moreover, one could be a committed Zionist and also love in the Diaspora.  We understand this today, but it was quite controversial when Wise articulated it in the 1890’s, helping organize the Zionist movement in America founding the New York Federation of Zionist societies in 1897 and a national group a year later.  He was honorary secretary for close to a decade and formed very close ties with Theodore Herzl.   In 1916 he served as an important intermediary to President Woodrow Wilson and Louis Brandeis in helping formulate the Balfour declaration a year later proposing the possibility of a Jewish state in Palestine.  In his ecumenical fashion, he also pleaded for the cause of the Armenian people at the Versailles peace conference in 1918 recognizing that the nationalistic aspirations of our people was echoed by other similarly displaced nations.  

To further direct American Jews into pro-Zionist channels, lead them to more liberal objectives in the United States, and create a more democratic base in American Jewish life, Wise led in the organization of the American Jewish Congress which is still active in Jewish advocacy to this day.   

 
Beyond his public role lay the commitment to his vocation as a rabbi. Wise first sprang into national prominence in 1906 when, after preaching trial sermons at Congregation Emanu-El in New York City, he was offered the pulpit but rejected it because his demand for a "free pulpit," not subject to control by a board of trustees, was refused. His famous "Open Letter to the Members of Temple Emanu-El of New York on the Freedom of the Jewish Pulpit" was widely read and debated.   When Wise finally returned to New York a few years later he founded the Free Synagogue, based on freedom of pulpit, free pews to all without fixed dues, outspoken criticism of social ills, the application of religion to their solution, and an extensive program of social welfare. This seems rather normal today that a Rabbi should be free to speak his or her mind from the pulpit but in a milieu where the Jewish people were still under scrutiny in the US and faced anti-Semitism, it was not unusual to oversee the Rabbi’s public discourse.  I take it for granted that I can speak my mind but am thankful to Rabbi Wise for leading the way.  

I am especially impressed by one particular sermon that Wise gave against the conditions of factory workers.  He was a proponent of unions and he battled for the rights of workers to organize, and championed the strike against the U.S. Steel Corporation in 1919 and the Passaic textile union strike in 1926.  Many of his own congregants owned those factories and had pledged hundreds of thousands of dollars towards the building fund.  In response many pulled their donations and in fact the building wasn’t finished for another decade because of it.  Rabbi Wise refused to edit his views on what was right, even if it affected his own congregants and his own synagogue.  That took great courage.   

If that isn’t enough, Rabbi Wise was also a co-founder of the NAACP, the National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People in 1909 and the American Civil Liberties Union in 1920. He was also active in organizations such as the Child Labour Committee, the Old Age Pension league, the Religion and Labour Foundation, and the League to Enforce Peace.  With John Haynes Holmes he headed the City Affairs Committee which exposed corruption in New York City and finally succeeded in forcing the resignation of Mayor James J. Walker in 1932.

What more can I say about my namesake, they are impossibly big shoes to fill.  Perhaps my parents had an inkling about what my life was supposed to be when they named me.  But to be fair, they actually didn’t name me after Rabbi Stephen Wise, I was named after Stephen Lewis, a heroic social justice leader in his own right.  It was later in life when I realized who Stephen Wise was and I remember clearly the day I interview at the New York campus of the Hebrew-Union College – Jewish institute of Religion which he co-founded in the 1920’s.  There I was sitting in the waiting room, staring at a bust of Stephen Wise waiting for my chance to enter the rabbinate.  Those piercing eyes staring down at me as though asking if I thought I was worthy enough to enter those hallowed halls.  I only hope and pray that I can live up to his expectations and in my own right follow his leadership example that he set.  

And follow his famous words that were quoted at my ordination by Rabbi Ellenson who couldn’t believe his good fortune to ordain the next Rabbi Stephen Wise – “Vision looks inward and becomes duty.  Vision looks outward and becomes aspiration. Vision looks upward and becomes faith”.

Shabbat Shalom


