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The concept of civil religion is rooted in the American situation, al-
though congenial to Judaism. American civil religious rituals such as a
presidential inauguration, Thanksgiving, and Memorial Day serve as vehi-
cles of national religious self-understanding. Since the earliest days of
the nation, American Jews have maintained their own interpretations of
American civil religion which usually accompanied ideologies of Jewish
civil religion. Some writers focused on the shedding of ethnic otherness
for rebirth as a new American man, while others affirmed the central val-
ues of liberty, justice, and freedom as stemming from God’'s laws. American
Jews build their civil religion on the two traditional contradictory
tendencies of kinship and consent, at times giving priority to one over the
other. Where the saliency of the Jewish political tradition does not en-
counter a vigorous opposite trend within American society stemming from
vernacular folk values, the process of secularization, or the natural rights
tradition protecting the individual, American Jews have continued to
structure their civil religious consensus and organizational life according
to Jewish tenets. However, when conflict occurs between historical Jewish
responses and American values, Jewish civil religion tends to accommodate
to the American.

This essay explores some facets of the relationship between the
Jewish political tradition, as articulated in the writings of Daniel
Elazar and his associates, and Jewish civil religion in the United
States. Since little has been written on Jewish civil religion, with the
exception of Jonathan Woocher’s book, Sacred Survival, on civil Ju-
daism in the United States, and Charles Liebman and Eliezer Don-
Yehiya’s book, Religion and Politics in Israel, on Israeli civil religion,
this essay will suggest the parameters for discussion by focusing on the
relationship with American civil religion. While the concept of an
American civil religion has been ably challenged, the paper will enter
only obliquely into the civil religion debate.! Rather the observations
presented represent an initial effort to place a number of Jewish reli-
gious ideas into context and to link these expressions to corresponding
political concepts. As Yehoshua Arieli observes in his influential book,
Individualism and Nationalism in American Ideology, “social and
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political concepts which have a hold on public opinion have their own
inherent meanings. But they also fulfill definite needs in a historical
situation and thus refer to a wider context of which they are indica-
tive. They are constituent parts of the image the individual and soci-
ety have of themselves and of the world around them.”? Given the
primacy of the American experience for most American Jews, especially
those concerned with civil expressions of Judaism, much of the discus-
sion must deal with the American sources of Jewish civil religion. Civil
religion as a concept is rooted in the American situation, although it is
congenial to Judaism.? The interaction of American and Jewish
metaphors of self-perception produces a rich amalgam whose compo-
nent parts resist examination in isolation. Similar structural analogies
inform Jewish and American modes of communal organization.

The concept of civil religion as an articulated analytic tool and
metaphor entered American academic discourse through an essay,
“Civil Religion in America,” published in 1967 by the sociologist of re-
ligion Robert Bellah. Bellah rejected the argument that Christianity
served as a national faith in the United States, a point of view im-
plicit in much of the writing on American religion in the previous
decade of the 1950s. He also took issue with the alternative view ad-
vanced by Will Herberg in his popular book, Protestant, Catholic, Jew,
that the historic religions celebrate only a generalized religion of the
“American Way of Life.” Instead Bellah postulated “that there actu-
ally exists along side of and rather clearly differentiated from the
churches an elaborate and well-institutionalized civil religion in
America.”* He recognized that Americans deemed the religious sphere
to be private, sharply separated from the public political realm. Nev-
ertheless he argued that a religious dimension existed to the political
realm that involved the subordination of the nation to transcendent
ethical principles, not the elevation of the state to an object of wor-
ship. “This public religious dimension is expressed in a set of beliefs,
symbols, and rituals” which Bellah dubbed American civil religion.’
He included among the significant beliefs a transcendental goal for the
political process — i.e., the obligation to carry out God’s will on earth
— and an activist conception of fundamental religious obligations asso-
ciated usually with Protestantism. Such civil religious rituals as the
inauguration of a president, Thanksgiving, and Memorial Day gave
expression to these beliefs. Thus civil religion served as a “vehicle of
national religious self-understanding.”®

While Bellah located the conceptual source of civil religion in the
writings of Rousseau on the social contract, he disavowed Rousseau’s
emphasis on common dogma. Bellah stressed instead Rousseau’s notion
of civil religion’s unifying power, its ability to transform the modern
nation-state into an organic collectivity with a shared consciousness.
But in reality, Bellah drew more upon the resources of American
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Studies, which had appeared as a new, liberal, missionizing,
interdisciplinary movement in the wake of World War II, than he did
upon French Enlightenment social thought. The concern of American
Studies with such elusive notions as American character and American
distinctiveness led it to approach religious materials from a fresh
perspective and to infuse politics with cultural and potentially reli-
gious significance.” In this manner Bellah arrogated to civil religion
the Christian symbolism applied to America, reserving for Christi-
anity (and implicitly for Judaism) the realm of personal piety and
voluntary social action. He described the Ged of American civil reli-
gion as unitarian, related to law, order, and justice rather than to love
and salvation. This activist God oversaw the destinies of the “Amer-
ican Israel,” leading his chosen people out of the modern .European
Egypt to the New World promised land where they would establish a
social order that would guide the other nations. Bellah translated the
American Revolution into the final act of Exodus, the Declaration of
Independence and Constitution into sacred scriptures. With the Civil
War the Christian theme of death, sacrifice, and rebirth entered
American civil religion. At its best, Bellah maintained, civil religion
apprehended a transcendent and universal religious reality revealed
through the experience of the American people.?

This discovery of what Giles Gunn has called a “New World meta-
physics” — a term coined by Walt Whitman “to designate the spiri-
tual foundations [of]...a new American culture” — underlies much of
American literature as well as writing about America.? These works are
not religious in the conventional sense but “they aspire to take over the
central religious task...of delineating and defining what might be
called American moral space and providing for it an appropriate cos-
mography.”1% Thus, the literary wing of the American Studies move-
ment also sought to explicate the varieties of reflection on the meaning
of the symbol of America. In this sense, “New World metaphysics is a
form of reflection whose purpose is the sacralization of the symbolic
meaning of America itself.”11 As Gunn indicates, this process began long
before the actual discovery of the New World, although the settling of
the continent nourished the process of sacralization. Gunn writes that
“from well before the time America was settled by Europeans, it began
providing Europeans and then, later European settlers, with the sym-
bolic terms to work out their own salvation....The symbolic meaning of
America turned itself immediately to religious use.”??> While the form
of reflection of New World metaphysics differed from American civil
religion, Gunn agrees with Bellah that its substance is rooted “in the
religion of our culture rather than in the culture of any of its historic
religions.”13 Similarly, like Bellah, Gunn finds little conflict between
the historic religions and a New World metaphysics, the former
assenting to America as sacred symbol.
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Yet the roots of the sacralization of the meaning of America and
the experience of its people do lie in the metaphorical reality of the
historic religions. As shown by the classic work of Perry Miller on the
Puritan imagination, The New England Mind, Sacvan Bercovitch’s
more recent study of The American Jeremiad, the religious self-under-
standing of America’s earliest colonists, established the symbolic
grammar of American civil religion. The historian Timothy Smith in
his article on “Religion and Ethnicity in America” extends this analy-
sis to immigrants coming from Central and Eastern Europe. While not
Protestant, they nonetheless drew upon their experience as minorities
in multi-ethnic empires to fashion a religious outlook to identify their
group. They then successfully transplanted their sense of chosenness to
America. If Bellah is right in identifying an American civil religion
apart from the historic religions, the latter clearly have provided not
merely the symbols but a sustaining moral consensus. American civil re-
ligion built upon the foundation provided by the historic religions and
they congenially returned the support. This arrangement facilitated
the secularization of civil religion and the transmutation of religious
values into political ideology. Such analyses of the Great Awakening
in New England as Alan Heimert’s Religion and the American Mind
explore the role of religious revivalism in the development of secular
doctrines of revolution, individual rights, and separation of church and
state. Furthermore, the religious impulse to reform society and the
process of secularization continued to appear throughout the nineteenth
century. Indeed, one could classify Bellah’s later book, The Broken
Covenant, as a modern, secular example of the jeremiad tradition es-
tablished by the Puritans. In fact, John F. Wilson in his extended cri-
tique of the concept of civil religion, Public Religion in American Cul-
ture, does argue that the American civil religion proposal be viewed as
the ideological core of a political-religious revitalization movement,
designed to distill the old political culture supported by a Protestant
establishment.1

It would be wrong, however, to see the context of American civil re-
ligion as wholly Christian. Bellah initially discovered the ramifica-
tions of civil religion through his study of state Shinto in Japanese so-
ciety, Tokugawa Religion. Here Bellah relied on the sociological the-
ory of Emile Durkheim. Durkheim emphasized the collective basis of
religion. His idea that every group has a religious dimension — hence,
since one can be a member of more than one collectivity at a time, one
can also adhere to more than one religion — reflected in part his
understanding of Judaism. As Protestant Christianity was the model
religion for such sociologists as Max Weber, so did Judaism serve
Durkheim. To paraphrase Arieli, if Weber argued that we belong to a
group because we see the same meanings in the world, Durkheim
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responded, we see the same meanings because we belong to a group.’
Thus Bellah bases his analytic construction of civil religion indirectly
upon Jewish — or what he calls “non-Western” — conceptions of
religion. As Bellah writes of Durkheim, he broke the rationalist,
positivist position from within by recognizing religion as sui generis —
i.e,, religious representations do not stand for other phenomena.

Rather, in his social Kantianism, he held that religious repre-
sentations are constitutive of society. They exist within the minds
of individuals so as to inhibit egocentric impulses and to discipline
the individual so that he can deal objectively with external real-
ity. These shared representations, with their capacity to direct
and control personal motivation, are what make society possible.1¢

Historically, Durkheim’s theory of religion, expressed in his great
study, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, and applied to contem-
porary French politics during the Dreyfus Affair in his essay on
“Individualism and the Intellectuals,” provides the conceptual basis
for the ties linking American civil religion with Jewish versions of
American civil religion, leading ultimately to contemporary Jewish
civil religion.

American Jews appear to have maintained their own concept of an
American civil religion from the early days of the nation. At times
their views have resonated with accepted beliefs, as, for example,
when the Jewish congregation of Newport, Rhode Island, sent
congratulations to George Washington on his assumption of the presi-
dency. The Jews stressed their belief in the United States’ adherence to
freedom of religion and Washington replied by echoing their formula-
tion of faith. At other moments Jews have felt isolated when arguing
for their understanding of American civil religion, as, for example,
during the trying years following World War I when cultural pluralism
came under bitter attack by proponents of 100 percent Americanism.
Despite difficulties, American Jews have continuously posited their
ideal American civil religion. What follows is only a small example of
Jewish interpretations of American civil religion, chosen largely to
demonstrate how these conceptions usually accompanied ideologies of
Jewish civil religion.

The years prior to World War I produced a proliferation of Jewish
versions of American civil religion and articulations of the relation-
ship of Jews to the national moral consensus, its symbols and rituals.
During this time not only did American Jews formulate a number of in-
fluential interpretations of the meaning of America and the experience
of its people, but Jews from abroad were attracted to the symbol of
America, seeking in it a similar message of salvation that animated
other Europeans. Jewish writers like Israel Zangwill and Abraham
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