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To Joshua-Marc Bennett Tanenbaum 
That he may know the father he never met





Preface

MORE THAN A QUARTER CENTURY has passed since Rabbi Marc Tanenbaum died in 1992, but his legacy endures. Indeed, his remarkable life provides a roadmap for transcending these troubled times. Fascinating, featuring intimate encounters with the religious, political, and communal leaders who shaped our contemporary world, it is a guide for anyone seeking to live according to the principle of Tikkun Olam—the Jewish imperative to fix what is broken in the world.

In his daily life, Rabbi Tanenbaum challenged the status quo, understanding that bringing about lasting change required tenacity and struggle. His actions were as bold and transformative as his words; he fought the good fight. His legacy lives on in the bridges he built, the conflicts he mediated, and the advances in human rights for which he fought. He played a historic role in the removal of systemic anti-Semitism from Catholic liturgy. He catalyzed Jews and evangelicals to overcome their mutual suspicion and find common ground. He made common cause with Muslims, Sikhs, and any others willing to join forces with him in pursuit of justice. He was active in the American civil rights struggle. He mobilized support for Vietnamese boat people, starving Biafrans, and anti-apartheid forces in South Africa. And he was a key player in liberating Soviet Jews.

His deep involvement in all of these game-changing undertakings was highly visible as they were unfolding over the course of Rabbi Tanenbaum’s career. As a result, he became widely known as “the human rights rabbi,” “the foremost apostle to the gentiles,” and the “Secretary of State of the Jews.”

Much has been written about Rabbi Tanenbaum’s work, but this is the first account to focus on his life in its entirety, presenting a multi-dimensional and holistic portrait of this iconic individual. Our goal in publishing this work is not merely to memorialize Marc Tanenbaum, but to enable the lessons of his leadership to inspire those who want to bring about lasting social and political change.

Many hands and minds shaped this work. Extensive research was conducted by Gerald Strober, who worked closely with Marc at the American Jewish Committee. Strober and his wife, Deborah, drew on extensive oral and written histories compiled by the AJC as well as numerous interviews they themselves conducted with many individuals who worked with Rabbi Tanenbaum in a variety of his causes. Most of the facts and stories, the tales and quotations, that form the corpus of this volume are drawn from those histories. This historical record was supplemented by the vast trove of material in the Tanenbaum collection at the American Jewish Archives in Cincinnati. In addition, the rabbi’s widow, Georgette Bennett, also gave generously of her time, not only by offering her recollections, but also by providing original source materials.

The text was further shaped and edited by Harvey Shapiro, an experienced writer with a keen understanding of the issues and themes animating the Jewish world and the American polity during Marc Tanenbaum’s distinguished career.

For more than a quarter century, the Tanenbaum Center for Interreligious Understanding, founded after the rabbi’s death by his widow, has worked to sustain and advance his objectives and aspirations. The Center’s focus has not been on buffing its namesake’s reputation, but on building upon his achievements.

Those who want to go beyond what’s recounted in this book and learn more about Rabbi Tanenbaum and his work can visit The Rabbi Marc H. Tanenbaum Collection at the American Jewish Archives (https://fa.americanjewisharchives.org/tanenbaum/).





Introduction

“We had no food and water. We began to drink the seawater and eat seaweed. Our children became deathly sick and feverish and we were certain that we would die. Rabbi, you as a Jew, will understand this better than most people…. The worst thing of all was the awareness that we were abandoned by the world, that our lives meant absolutely nothing to anybody—that human life had become worthless.”

—Nguyen Than, one of thousands of Vietnamese boat people fleeing tyranny, describing his and his immediate family’s ordeal to Rabbi Marc Tanenbaum

FEBRUARY 1978, SOUTHEAST ASIA. IT is a typically hot, humid day on the banks of the South China Sea. As jeering Indonesian officials massed on the shore to look on, a Westerner of patrician bearing in his early fifties plunges fully clothed into the choppy waters and swims toward a group of small boats adrift within sight of land.

The craft are overloaded with starving men, women, and children. Struggling against the strong current, their would-be rescuer grabs hold of one after another of the flimsy boats and pushes them with all his might toward the shore—and, he hopes, to safety.

This courageous—and perhaps quixotic—effort is being undertaken by Rabbi Marc Tanenbaum, an expression of his sense of innate human decency and compassion—and his embodiment of Leviticus 19:16: Thou shalt not stand by idly while the blood of your brother cries out from the earth. Tanenbaum is being taunted by the scoffing authorities. Not content with merely shouting down the frightened mass of humanity fighting for their very lives, the onlookers attempt to push the fragile boats back into the water.

But the rabbi does not desist. The director of the American Jewish Committee’s Department of Interreligious Affairs, Tanenbaum has journeyed many thousands of miles from his comfortable life in New York to participate in a two-week-long humanitarian mission to Southeast Asia organized by the International Rescue Committee. He is not one to stand by, immune to the human suffering before him.

Among those traveling with the rabbi are such luminaries as film and stage star Liv Ullmann, folksinger Joan Baez, former Soviet refusenik and Prisoner of Zion Alexander Ginzburg, civil rights activist Bayard Rustin, and Holocaust survivor and scholar Elie Wiesel. They are bearing witness and offering humanitarian assistance to refugees housed in camps throughout the region.

It is during their stop in Jakarta that Rabbi Tanenbaum has walked purposefully onto a rotting pier and plunged into the city’s teeming harbor. Continuing his very personal rescue mission, he climbs into a leaky craft he recalled as having been “no larger than an oversized rowboat.” It is crammed “in sweltering closeness” with fifteen Vietnamese boat people, among them Nguyen Than, his wife, and their eight children.

As the rabbi sat with the Than family on their decrepit boat, struggling to keep from falling back into the water, he learned of the family’s odyssey following the events of April 30, 1975. On that day, victorious Vietcong forces had overrun Saigon, the South Vietnamese capital, bringing to an ignominious end America’s long presence in that nation. On April 30, 1975, iconic television footage would focus on the roof of the US embassy, the scene of a chaotic evacuation of American personnel as well as of those Vietnamese lucky enough to be able to climb onto the hovering helicopters.

Nguyen Than and his family would not be among the fortunate ones. The Communist regime in Hanoi, which would become the new capital of Vietnam, had ordered the Thans to the rural countryside for “reeducation.” Than was dismissed from his position as a teacher and ordered to perform agricultural work in a rural collective, while the regime confiscated the family’s meager property. Through bribery and stealth, however, the family escaped from their rural prison. Making their way through the Vietnamese forest, they reached the coast. There, Than and his brother purchased the leaky boat on which they would escape under the cover of darkness and sail for four weeks across the roiling China Sea.

On reaching land, the Thans would be turned away by border patrols in both Singapore and the Philippines. Soon, their supplies of food and water exhausted, the starving families were forced to drink seawater and eat seaweed in order to survive. Recalling their ordeal, Nguyen Than says, “We were certain that we would die.”

But suddenly, there was someone in their boat trying to help. Gazing intently into the rabbi’s eyes, this beleaguered refugee said, “I now understand what it meant to be a Jew in Nazi Germany in the 1930s, when the world knew that the Jewish people were being destroyed and you were abandoned.” The rabbi, in turn, would later say that Than’s description of his family’s ordeal would “penetrate my heart.”

In years to come, Marc Tanenbaum’s heart would continue to absorb the travails of others, not only as he served as a fierce advocate for his people, the Jewish people around the world, but also on behalf of victims of oppression in dozens of countries. Hillel, the ancient Jewish sage, poised this question: “If I am not for myself, who will be? If I am only for myself, what am I?” Rabbi Marc Tanenbaum sought to resolve this dilemma by working tirelessly on behalf of Jews and gentiles and, above all, bringing together people of diverse beliefs.

He is best remembered for his significant role in helping to bring about Nostra Aetate, the Vatican II declaration that laid to rest long-embedded Catholic doctrines blaming the Jews for the crucifixion of Christ and condoning anti-Semitism. While he sought to improve relations between these two great religions, Marc Tanenbaum also played an integral role in enhancing relations among the Jewish community, evangelicals, and Muslims. He was a vigorous proponent of the downtrodden throughout the world. He was animated by the core value of Tikkun Olam: the imperative to fix our broken world.

This is his story.






PART I

IN THE BEGINNING







CHAPTER 1

Baltimore: Living above the Store

Every spring, as the Passover and Easter holidays approached, Sadie Tanenbaum [Marc’s mother] would prepare extra food—matzo balls and other kosher-for-Pesach delicacies—and distribute them to their Jewish and Gentile neighbors alike, a gesture toward the less fortunate that had “quite an impact on” on young Marc Tanenbaum.

—Sima Scherr, Marc’s sister

MARC TANENBAUM’S STORY BEGINS IN Baltimore, a city with an important past in early American history. Given Baltimore’s excellent natural resources and the development of major shipping and rail lines, it is not surprising that the city became a magnet for immigrants from nations throughout Europe seeking economic opportunities and, in the case of Eastern European Jews, freedom from anti-Semitism.

While there had been a Jewish presence in major eastern seaboard cities from New York to Savannah since the late seventeenth century, Jewish settlement in Baltimore dated back only to the mid-eighteenth century. Among the city’s earliest-known Jewish residents was a merchant named Jacob Hart, a native of Fürth, Germany, who supplied the Marquis de Lafayette with war matériel during the American Revolution.


One explanation for the relatively belated arrival of Jews to Baltimore was that during the administration of Cecil Calvert, the second Lord Baltimore, in 1649 the Toleration Act was promulgated, granting freedom of religion to Catholics and Protestants—but not to Jews. Following the American Revolution, a further hindrance to Jewish settlement in the city may have been a clause in the state of Maryland’s Constitution limiting the rights of non-Christians. In 1826, however, legislation known as “The Jew Bill” was enacted, nullifying the religion-based restrictions, and Jewish settlement in the city began to increase.

The Jewish population grew, particularly during the great Jewish migration from Eastern Europe at the end of the nineteenth century. By 1925, Baltimore was home to approximately 65,000 Jews. While the first to arrive were mainly immigrants from Germany, a much larger group came later, composed of those fleeing the virulent anti-Semitism and pogroms that had erupted throughout Eastern Europe.

Much of Baltimore’s Jewish population would be concentrated in East Baltimore, where a number of significant Jewish institutions would be developed, including synagogues and day schools. In 1850, Baltimore would become home to the first YMHA to be established in the United States. Baltimore Hebrew College was founded in 1919 and the Ner Israel Rabbinical College in 1933.

Early in the twentieth century, the stream of immigrants arriving from Ukrainian shtetls would include Sadie Baumsiger, from Olita, and Abraham Tanenbaum, from Dimidivka, near the Bug River. Sadie, born in 1900, was sixteen years old when she arrived at Ellis Island. Sadie was acutely aware that those seeking a better life in America could be turned back at the whim of an immigration officer. And so, she prepared carefully for her arrival. While she had been wearing her auburn hair fashioned in a long pigtail that made her look younger, she thought she would stand a better chance of passing muster by cutting it off and, thus, appearing more mature, as well as looking very healthy.

Sadie’s careful preparations paid off; she was admitted to the United States without incident. But she almost didn’t arrive when she intended to. Sadie’s older brother, Harry—she was the middle child, and Max was the youngest of the three siblings—had sent money intended to purchase a ticket, but for Max. But the high-spirited Sadie declared, “Oh, no! I’m going next!” She arrived in America in the middle of World War I and quickly went to work sewing clothing for soldiers. Max made it to America not long afterward, but not before witnessing fierce fighting during the war between Red and White Russian factions. He was at one point forced to hide behind tombstones in a cemetery while bullets were flying back and forth.

Meanwhile, Abraham Tanenbaum was witnessing terrible acts of anti-Semitism in Dimidivka. During a Good Friday sermon at a local church, the priest raged about the Jews as Christ killers. Soon after, Abraham’s brother, Aaron, was abducted, taken to a bridge, and thrown into the Bug River, where he perished. This was the unambiguous signal for Abraham that it was time to leave for America. Arriving in New York in 1907, he joined the city’s Jewish immigrant community on Manhattan’s Lower East Side and found work in a sweatshop there.

After a time, Abraham made his way to Baltimore, where a landsman—someone from his village—named Grossblatt and his family were living. The Grossblatts not only offered Abraham temporary lodging in their home, they introduced him to the young woman with beautiful auburn hair who had so carefully prepared herself for inspection at Ellis Island.

Soon thereafter, Sadie Baumsiger and Abraham Tanenbaum would be married. The newlyweds would operate a series of grocery stores at various locations in Baltimore before moving into a modest 2,200-square-foot brick-and-stucco corner house built at 1850 Light Street in 1905. It was across the way from a factory that manufactured metal buckets in what was then a largely Italian, German, and Irish neighborhood not far from the city’s Inner Harbor.

Assuming that the local streetcar line would one day extend as far as 1850 Light Street, the Tanenbaums opened a shop on the ground floor, reasoning that people getting off the streetcar in front of their store would shop there on their way home. But the streetcar extension never materialized, and the family would always struggle to make ends meet.

The Tanenbaums lived behind and above their store. Their dining room was in back of the store, and at the rear of the building, there was a kitchen, in which there was a small sofa. There were three bedrooms on the second floor: Sadie and Abraham’s at the front, overlooking Light Street; another one next to theirs, then a hallway; and at the back of the house, another bedroom.

It was in this house that Herman Marc Tanenbaum, the second of Sadie and Abraham’s three children, was born on Tuesday, October 13, 1925. His Hebrew name was Chaim Mordechai, which pays homage to the hero of the Purim story. He would later adopt “Marc” as his first name because he never liked his original first name, and he would relegate Herman to serving as his middle name. Herman’s older brother, Ernest—everybody called him Ernie—had been born three years earlier, and his sister Sima would come along in 1928.

As the three Tanenbaum children were growing up, their father, whom Herman would later recall as having been “more the dreamer of the family, the poet,” loved to tell stories about Sholem Aleichem. But he also told his American-born children about the dark side of shtetl life—the terrible acts of anti-Semitism and the horrific pogroms. Abraham provided his children with plenty of love, but it was impossible to shelter them from the growing awareness that he had a serious heart condition.

Still, the Tanenbaum home was full of life. While Abraham was deeply rooted in Orthodox Jewish observance, he enjoyed secular pursuits, among them keeping up with current events. And so he would begin each day by switching on his radio and listening to the news of the world.

When it came to their children’s education, Abraham and Sadie believed in a strong grounding in Jewish tradition. And so they enrolled Herman in the city’s Talmudical Academy, which at that time provided students through the eighth grade with both a secular and Jewish education. Its students began their school day with prayer and the study of the Bible as well as other Jewish texts. Then came secular subjects, including languages—Hebrew, English, French, and Latin—as well as mathematics, sciences, and history.

Following Herman’s years at the Talmudical Academy, he attended Baltimore City High School. An excellent student, he would graduate from high school at the age of fifteen.

As the Tanenbaum children grew into adolescence, Herman and Ernie would often wrestle in their back bedroom. Sima, who could hear their horseplay, was both angry and resentful because she longed to share in the fun. But the boys would have none of her. As Sima would recall many decades later, “I felt like I missed out on that part of our youth.”

Despite that grievance, Sima looked back with great affection at her brother Herman, whom she at that time called by his Hebrew name, Chaim. “He was the serious one, the academic, always sitting at the dining room table, studying,” she recalled. Ernie, four years Herman’s senior, was tall, handsome, and gregarious, she recalled, adding he was “more outgoing, the comedian, an actor and a performer.” By contrast, Sima described Herman as being “short, plump, and pimply.”

Herman would adopt a very protective attitude toward his sister, helping her academically and also helping her to understand the physiological changes wrought by adolescence—developments that Sadie, due to her own upbringing and modesty, wasn’t able to discuss with her daughter. “At that time,” Sima would recall many years later, “immigrant parents didn’t speak too easily about such things.” When Herman became a rabbinical student, she said, “I felt free to ask him what was happening. And he did an excellent job, and I always appreciated that.”

Herman, Ernest, and Sima were true children of the Depression. After school and during vacations, they helped out in their parents’ small grocery store, where credit was always extended to their mostly poor customers. One day, when Herman opened the cash register, he found only a single quarter in the change section. He recalled feeling intense panic, because he couldn’t understand how the Tanenbaum family could possibly survive.


But survive they did, and every spring, as the Passover and Easter holidays approached, Sadie, the major businesswoman of the family, would prepare extra food—matzo balls and other kosher-for-Pesach delicacies—and distribute them to their Jewish and gentile neighbors alike, a gesture toward the less fortunate that Sima said had “quite an impact on Herman.” Moreover, at Christmastime, Sadie would fill baskets with food for their needy neighbors, because she felt that they could not be without food on their big holiday. Herman would accompany his mother as she distributed these gifts.

While the Tanenbaums managed to support their family on the income from the store, Abraham urged his son Herman to become a physician, because, as he liked to say, “There will always be sick people,” and therefore, Herman would always be able to make a living. Being able to say “my son the doctor” was, of course, hardly an unfamiliar aspiration among Jewish immigrant parents. Sadie, however, despite being the more practical parent, wanted Herman to become a rabbi. Herman would later conclude that one reason for this aspiration was that she felt that she had to prove her own orthodoxy to her parents, and there was no better way to do so than to produce a rabbi for the family.

Initially, Herman’s father’s wish seemingly prevailed. As Herman began to contemplate going to medical school in Baltimore, he and his Uncle Max Baumsiger, who regarded Herman as the son he never had, began to explore the possibility of Herman obtaining a scholarship. And so Herman applied to both the University of Maryland and Johns Hopkins University for financial assistance.

In the 1930s, however, such preeminent institutions had stiff quotas for Jewish students, and Herman’s prospects for admission seemed shaky. And so a bit of a conspiracy was hatched: the principal of the Baltimore Hebrew Academy and Sadie joined forces to obtain Herman a scholarship to study at Yeshiva College—it was not until 1945 that this college would become the liberal arts division of the larger Yeshiva University—in New York City. There, Herman was assured, in addition to religious training in the Orthodox tradition, he could take science and premed courses in preparation for medical school later on.


While resisting that idea for several months, Herman went on to enroll in several individual premed courses at Johns Hopkins. Herman was also interested in literature, and he took several courses in Shakespearean plays, all the while realizing that he was merely avoiding a major decision about his future.

Herman’s scholarship came through, and Sadie and Abraham escorted their reluctant teenager up to New York and handed him over to Yeshiva’s registrar. Herman, six months shy of his fifteenth birthday, cried “like a baby,” because, as he told an interviewer nearly forty years later, “I was a baby.” Indeed, he was still wearing children’s knee pants on the day he reported for classes at Yeshiva College.

Despite Herman’s reluctance to confront his future and leave his loving family, his college experience in New York City would profoundly affect his life.






CHAPTER 2

A Rebel in New York City

“I sensed from the minute I met him that he was a very curious person, he was very open; he was very pluralistic. He was different than most of the people I was meeting at that time.”

—Myron Fenster, rabbi emeritus, Shelter Rock Jewish Center, Roslyn, New York; schoolmate of Herman Tanenbaum at Yeshiva College and the Jewish Theological Seminary

IMAGINE HERMAN’S SENSE OF WONDER on the day in 1940 that he first eyed one towering skyscraper after another as he and his parents arrived in New York City en route to the campus of Yeshiva College in the Washington Heights section of Manhattan!

And imagine Herman’s amazement as he caught sight of Yeshiva’s main building, a massive, four-storied edifice at 500 West 185th Street, replete with such architectural features as a soaring corner tower, turrets, minarets, arches, buttresses, and balconies. Its walls were infused with surprising orange-hued and marble striping reminiscent of Byzantine architecture.

The building had been erected in 1929 as the epicenter of the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary and Yeshiva College, America’s oldest and largest Jewish-sponsored institution of higher learning.


At the time of Herman’s enrollment, classes in which the students studied Talmud began in the morning and continued until 3 p.m. The remainder of the day and the early evening hours were devoted to liberal arts, including Jewish history, literature, and philosophy.

Once Herman had gotten over the initial shock “of being thrown into this whole different kind of world,” he adjusted well to his new surroundings. Loving dormitory life, he made friends with “some wonderful guys, a bunch of very bright, very gifted people,” and he experienced “a real sense of continuity and family.” He did so despite being several years younger than most of his classmates.

Herman thrived academically, receiving A’s in all his courses that first year. Best of all, however, Yeshiva’s biological sciences program was proving to be as excellent as Uncle Max had promised—a fortunate situation, given Abraham’s hopes for his son’s future success as a doctor.

Despite the demands of Herman’s coursework, he managed to find time to pursue his budding interest in a number of extracurricular activities, among them journalism. He joined the staff of the campus newspaper, The Commentator, as a news editor and went on to become the publication’s editor during his senior year. There, Herman met and became friends with another future rabbi, Myron Fenster. Several years younger than Herman, Myron would serve as The Commentator’s sports editor. Herman, an avid reader of that section of the paper, was by then also a stringer for the Denver, Colorado–based Intermountain Jewish News, an English-language weekly. He was so impressed with Myron’s sports stories that he sought him out.

“He like spotted me when I was a freshman,” Rabbi Fenster recalled. “I started writing sports stories as soon as I came to Yeshiva College, and he apparently was reading them—I hope others were too—but he came up to me one day and said, ‘I like what you’re writing. I have a job for you. I said I had just decided to become a rabbi a short time before, and I was very into it, so I said, ‘A job?’”

“He said, ‘I’d like you to write some stories’—he wanted me to be a stringer for the Intermountain Jewish News, as well—and he would say to me every once in a while, ‘Hey, there’s a good story downtown today; so-and-so is coming, and you go there and write up that story. I’ll see to it that it gets in.’ And I would very often say to him, ‘I can’t do that; I don’t have time for that right now!’”

Myron’s family lived in Brooklyn, so he would stay during the week in a room near the campus and join his family for Shabbat. Herman remained on campus, only rarely going home to Baltimore, but the two young students bonded and remained friends until Herman’s death. Myron, who, unlike his schoolmate, would spend most of his career as a congregational rabbi, appreciated Herman’s openness to a wide range of differing views. “Most of the people I was meeting at that time would ask a lot of questions—what books I was reading, and that kind of thing,” Rabbi Fenster recalled. But Herman “never did that; he accepted you for what you were. He was interested in what you were and wanted you to tell him about it, but that was the extent of his intrusion into your personal life. I respected that in him.”

Another fellow student whose life was positively impacted by Herman Tanenbaum was Ted Comet, of Cleveland, Ohio. Like Herman, he was a dormitory resident, in contrast to most of Yeshiva’s approximately 250 students, who were commuters. A year behind Herman at Yeshiva, Comet would go on to a distinguished career in Jewish communal service. “If you ask me whose presence was very much felt,” he said, “I saw him more as an activist, which he later became, rather than as a pastoral type. He was a fulsome, fully developed man with enormous energy, a lot of ambition and drive.” Comet found Herman to be charming, but with “a strong ego that needed to be fed.” Yet Comet never sensed that personality trait overrode Herman’s essential human decency. As Comet put it, “He was well rounded, well put together, smart, focused, and ambitious, and in some ways, driven too.”

Despite the intense atmosphere at Yeshiva, there could be light-hearted moments, too, with students sometimes playing boisterous pranks.

In one Hebrew class, the teacher was describing the use of dots that serve as vowels in the Hebrew language. Noticing that Herman did not seem to be paying attention, the instructor asked him to describe what the teacher had just explained. “You just made a vowel movement,” Herman replied.

When Herman decided to pursue collegiate politics, he was elected president of his class. At this time, he was also beginning to realize that his curiosity about the greater world would likely preclude a career as a congregational rabbi. While Herman found his coursework in general history, Jewish history, and Biblical studies to be stimulating, he was beginning to sense that some aspects of his Talmudic studies were not readily applicable to day-to-day life.

For example, he disdained discussion of such subjects as sacrifice or whether an egg is kosher or not or how a slaughtered chicken can be plucked so as to locate its veins. “What the hell has that got to do with real life?” he asked rhetorically during an interview conducted more than thirty-five years later by an AJC lay leader. While acknowledging that “For every Orthodox Jew it meant a great deal,” Herman was discovering that “the rabbinical school in Yeshiva was becoming increasingly repressive, increasingly fundamentalist orthodox.”

He attributed that development to the influx of faculty members from Eastern Europe, notably Poland. Among them was one professor Herman regarded as being “a spiritual KGB operative who was given keys to open rooms to look in and see what the boys were doing, whether they were shaving with a straight razor, which was forbidden, and that sort of thing.”

Herman was beginning to sense that he was not suited for life as an Orthodox Jew—indeed, intuited that he “was not Orthodox in my guts.” Despite the fact that many Conservative rabbis of his day had been born into the Orthodox tradition, moving to a more liberal form of observance was no small consideration for him. His decision was not just an affront to the values of his home, but upended the role he was expected to play in Sadie’s desire to confirm her own religious bona fides to her parents.

Though fully aware of the consequences for his parents, Herman was not one to withdraw from Orthodoxy quietly. He decided to use The Commentator as his bully pulpit. He would write what he later called “angry editorials of a veiled nature.” While he didn’t cite what he described as the KGB-like atmosphere of the institution, he questioned whether Yeshiva “was going to create a synthesis for science or technology in the real world that we were living in.”

While the adolescent Tanenbaum struggled with his religious identity in New York City, the early 1940s saw a world engulfed in a war raging from Europe to Africa to Asia to Australia. Even more ominously for Jews, news of the methodical roundup, ghettoizing, deportation, and annihilation of European Jewry—the Nazi genocide that would go down in history as the Holocaust, the Shoah in Hebrew—was beginning to reach the United States. Horror vacillated with skepticism; the stories seemed too horrific to be true. Important newspapers, such as the New York Times, failed to report the truth until far too late, and yet the truth trickled out. American Jews watched the slaughter of their brethren from afar, powerless. There was only one bit of positive news for world Jewry during those terrible years: some of those European Jews who had managed to escape before the Nazi implementation of the “final solution” had made their way to Palestine. There they joined previously arrived Zionists who had already established communities and were engaged in an epic struggle to end the British Mandate and establish a modern Jewish state in the historic land of Israel.

On May 8, 1945, the war in Europe was officially at an end. Six million Jews had been murdered, together with many million of other innocents. The world stood in shock as the scope of these crimes was revealed. Finally, the Nazi killing apparatus had been dismantled, and Nazi war criminals were on the run. But the war against the Jews would continue, especially in Poland. There, on July 4, 1946, more than a year after the cessation of hostilities in Europe, a pogrom would take place in the town of Kielce, where forty Jews were murdered by a furious mob of anti-Semites, likely at the instigation of Communist security forces.

During the spring of 1945, as Herman’s senior year was coming to an end, the formerly knickers-clad weepy adolescent had matured into a poised collegian, as shown in a stately photograph he would publish in Masmid, his college yearbook.

Upon graduating with a bachelor of science degree, Herman was still grappling with his resistance to the strict demands of Orthodox observance. At this time, Herman began to seriously contemplate identifying with the more liberal Conservative branch of Judaism, which was gaining momentum among American Jews. As Herman rethought his identity, he decided to follow his father’s advice to pursue a career as a physician, thus avoiding drawing any denominational lines in the sand. He applied to—and was accepted by—the Essex County Medical School in New Jersey.

Herman’s acceptance to medical school was no easy feat given the ongoing restriction imposed by medical schools under the numerus clausus, which barred many Jewish students from attending American institutions of higher learning. It was the same quota system under which Herman had earlier been rejected by the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine. This time, however, Uncle Max Baumsiger intervened, pulling strings to assure Herman’s acceptance at the New Jersey school.

It did not take long for Herman to realize that he was not destined for life as a physician. On his very first day of studies, upon walking into the cadaver room, he exclaimed: “My God! What am I doing here? I’m not going to spend my life cutting up people!” Dashing out of that room, his medical career came to a abrupt end.

Herman now was in possession of a bachelor of science degree that he would likely never use. He also knew that he would never become an Orthodox rabbi. As he would say years later, “I was completely at sea.” Not yet nineteen, he pondered his future.

The only other thing that really interested Herman was writing. Given his success at The Commentator, he began to pound the pavements in Manhattan in the hopes of landing any kind of editorial position. His dedication finally paid off in the form of employment, for the very modest sum of $35 a week, as an assistant to the editor of a newsletter, Current Events, which, as he observed, had “a kind of elitist Jewish circulation in the United States and in Israel.” Herman’s boss, a “brilliant” journalist named Grossman, was a member of the movement headed by the right-wing Israeli underground leader Menachem Begin, and Grossman’s daughter Rena wrote for Time magazine.

Despite Herman’s good fortune in being able to work in his field of choice rather than being reduced to odd jobs like many other aspiring writers, he was virtually penniless. All he could afford for lodgings was a room in somebody else’s apartment. He found one on 42nd Street and 8th Avenue for only $10 a week—only to discover that his German-born husband-and-wife landlords were most likely Nazis and definitely heavy drinkers. Every night after dinner, they would argue. Worst of all, the husband would beat his wife. Fearing for his own safety as his landlords fought, Herman would lock the door of his room, get into bed, and lie there in terror until he fell asleep.

There were two consolations, however: the cheap rent and the fact that the Current Events office, on 42nd Street and Sixth Avenue, was only two blocks east of his living quarters.

One day in 1946, while strolling up Broadway, Herman ran into a friend from Yeshiva College, Harold Shulweis. Like Herman, he had begun to question his Orthodox roots. He said that he was planning to take the entrance exam for admission to the Jewish Theological Seminary of America (JTS), a Conservative institution.

This was a life-changing encounter.

“I’m going with you!” Herman told his friend.






CHAPTER 3

Seeking God in Morningside Heights and Beyond

“It was a very congenial atmosphere in many ways … it was an atmosphere in which you had a chance to grow and find yourself.”

—Rabbi Marc H. Tanenbaum, reminiscing in 1980 about the Jewish Theological Seminary

THE MOMENT THE IDEA OCCURRED to him, Herman Tanenbaum was eager to take the entrance exam for the Jewish Theological Seminary of America (JTS), the nation’s preeminent Conservative Jewish seminary. It had been founded in 1887 in several rooms of an Orthodox institution, Congregation Shearith Israel, also known as the Spanish and Portuguese Synagogue, on 19th Street, just west of Fifth Avenue. After a few subsequent relocations, JTS was ultimately moved to its present site at 3080 Broadway. Its grand Georgian-style buildings, designed by the architectural firm Gehron & Ross, reflected the seminary’s stature as a spiritual and academic center of Conservative Judaism.

At 8:30 on the morning of September 9, 1946, Herman made his way to the seminary’s Teachers Institute Building, located on the northeast corner of Broadway and 122nd Street, to begin the rigorous admission examinations.


Both he and his friend Harold Shulweis did well on those examinations and were accepted as rabbinical students by the seminary, the flagship institution of Conservative Judaism in the United States. Classes for the academic year 1946–1947 would begin following the High Holy Days. They were enrolling at the beginning of what would come to be referred to as the seminary’s “Finkelstein era.” From 1940 to 1972, the noted Cincinnati-born rabbi and scholar Louis Finkelstein—himself a graduate of the seminary and successor as chancellor to such notable rabbi-scholars as Sabato Morais, Solomon Schechter, and Cyrus Adler—made numerous innovations.

This was the beginning of Conservative Judaism’s golden age. The leadership of the movement were superstars—brilliant, articulate, modern, charismatic. Rabbi Finkelstein made a priority of reaching out to and engaging the American public via broadcast media. The seminary developed The Eternal Light, a dramatic series that began in 1945 and for several decades was aired every Sunday afternoon on radio and later on television. Scripts were written initially by the highly regarded author and dramatist Morton Wishengrad, with the participation of major Jewish personalities of the day. The Eternal Light explored Judaism and the religion’s holy days in the context of history, literature, and social issues. It was designed to be accessible and interesting to people of other faiths. Herman, who by this time had significant experience as a writer, would become one of the program’s research assistants and, for four years, its scriptwriter.

Rabbi Finkelstein also made major academic appointments to the faculty, including the Talmudic scholar Saul Lieberman, who joined such distinguished scholars as Boaz Cohen, H. L. Ginsberg, Louis Ginzberg, Robert Gordis, Alexander Marx, and Mordechai Menahem Kaplan. Moshe Davis was appointed to the faculty in 1942; Shalom Spiegel in 1943; and, most significantly for Herman Tanenbaum, the eminent Polish-born scholar and theologian Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, in 1945.

JTS classes began at nine o’clock each weekday morning and ran through the late afternoon, except on Friday, when students prepared for the Jewish Sabbath, which begins at sundown. Each student was required to participate in a minimum of two elective seminars and submit two term papers during his year of study. Herman reveled in what he would call “an intellectually free atmosphere,” one devoid of the oppression that he felt had dogged his days at Yeshiva College. While there were religious services, attendance was not mandatory. “Nobody was going to hit you over the head if you didn’t go,” he would observe years later. “You weren’t looked on as an infidel by the faculty members.”

Herman would retain vivid memories of his residence in the seminary’s comfortable living quarters, consisting of two-bedroom suites. His roommate was Harold Weisberg, “a brilliant philosophy major who turned out to be a radical socialist.” Harold spent his spare time traveling to Union Square to stand on a soapbox and preach to the masses. He was fond of buttonholing Herman in the bathroom and challenging him to prove the existence of God. Their freewheeling discussions often degenerated into screaming matches that would last until three or four o’clock in the morning. One night, during a verbal joust between the roommates, a visiting novelist who was bunking next door barged through their door, shouting, “Will you people please go to sleep? You are not going to solve that problem tonight in the john! Get the hell out of there; I want to go to sleep!”

Repeating his Yeshiva College pattern, Herman concentrated on the subjects that really interested him, namely, Jewish history, philosophy, and literature. Meanwhile, he continued to regard Talmudic studies as being remote from contemporary life and human needs, and he paid less attention to that discipline.

Herman also found time then to explore the art of poetry writing. A number of his verses were subtly romantic in nature, likely the result of his having met and dated the young relatives of his classmates or young women from other schools in the area, including Barnard College and the City College of New York (CCNY). For example, in December 1946, in a verse titled “Frustrate,” Herman reveals conflicted emotions regarding sexual stirrings and the necessity of observing religious proscriptions against acting on one’s desires.

Another of his poems, written the following spring, was titled “Labyrinthine Heart.” The original text was embellished with Herman’s handwritten inscription, “To the partner of an astonishingly wonderful relationship!” The poem suggested that he may have become involved in a meaningful relationship:

I took my heart in hand

and looked through it.

Nothing could be seen

for inflamed, festered tissue

Enveloped, beveiled the

Pumping soul.

With scalpel’s shimmering edge

I incised the veiling, opaque tissue

Thru the rent aperture I peered

To fathom the mystery of

Passion, heart, mind.

Probed, I probe

And widen the breach did I.

But more did I gaze an’ seek

Less did I know

Less could I comprehend the maze.

Mending temporarily the cut

I placed the torn heart

Within the bosom well

Leaving it to heal with time,

Leaving it till mind could comprehend

the incised, festering heart.


(Conceived wistfully on a

morbid morn sprinkled abundantly

with lurid moonlight … 4/6/47)

In “Anvil Tones,” an undated verse on a totally different theme, Herman seemed to be pondering the impact of the Holocaust, and he invoked Jewish and Christian imagery:

Peace, called they, and

Good will bellowed lustily

But hollow the sham

Did din on crushed souls.

The prince prophecy glorious

On page engraved

But in disciples’ soul

Sham—lip mockery.

O, how long must

Circumcised hearts

Smart under blessures

Chiseled with Christian love?

Abraham’s sires turned

The cheek over and o’er

Yet butchered the Pius sword

To the anvil-ring:

“Peace, good-will”.

In sepulchrous grave,

The prince, if he be,

Muttered: The words are mine

But thine the hypocrisy.


Meanwhile, Herman’s next major academic achievement came in spring 1947, when he was one of two students given awards during the seminary’s commencement exercises on June 8.

His burgeoning rabbinic career was unfolding alongside significant historical markers. Less than six months later, on November 29, 1947, the UN General Assembly approved Resolution 181, which called for the partition of Palestine into Jewish and Arab states. As the delegates cast their voice votes, Jewish families throughout the world, including the Tanenbaums in Baltimore and their son Herman in New York, sat by their radio consoles tabulating the results. Finally, with thirty-three nations voting in favor, thirteen opposed, and ten abstaining, the resolution, known as the Partition Plan, was passed. Six months after that, on the warm afternoon of May 14, 1948, David Ben-Gurion, the leader of the Mandate-era Yishuv, ascended the dais at the Tel Aviv Museum of Art to read the new Jewish state’s declaration of independence.

The destiny of the Jewish people would be forever changed. The creation of the Jewish state led almost immediately to armed attacks by the armies of Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, and Syria. That conflict would go down in history as Israel’s War of Independence.

Surprisingly, the events of November 1947 through the following spring did not necessarily resonate positively among the administration and faculty of the JTS. For example, the singing of “Hatikvah,” Israel’s national anthem, was not permitted at that year’s graduation ceremonies, or for some years to come, according to Herman’s schoolmate Myron Fenster. Many years later, in 2012, Myron, now Rabbi Fenster, acknowledged that inquiries regarding the post–Independence War banning of the singing of “Hatikvah” on campus raise certain “very delicate questions.” He added, “This was the decision and the students didn’t like it! And they always spoke of various rebellions.”

This reflected a theological tension at JTS that mirrored a concern in Orthodox circles. As Rabbi Fenster explained, “Religious Jewry always had a strain of (being) very pro-Israel—part of the daily prayers of every Jew are: ‘We build, O God Jerusalem; help us to rebuild Jerusalem, Amen; God help us to rebuild Jerusalem with compassion, with peace.’” The view that the creation of the State of Israel should await the coming of the Messiah was not only an article of faith among very Orthodox Jews, it also infused the thinking of some Conservative Jews, as well. “And, also,” Rabbi Fenster said, “who was rebuilding Palestine in those days? It was the secular element, the kibbutz movement, Halutzim, not known for their religious fervor. Many people saw that as an antithesis to what they had dreamt about and hoped for, as to what would be the nature of the new Jewish State.”

During the 1948–1949 academic year, Herman’s weekly schedule of courses was taught by professors who constitute a Who’s Who of 20th Century American Jewish life. For those who knew the world of Conservative Jewish thinkers, Herman’s schedule was the theological equivalent of an All-Star team.

Herman took a course in medieval Jewish history, which was taught by Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel. During that academic year, Professor Heschel’s scholarship and personal values had a profound impact on Herman’s worldview. At a time when Herman should have been exhilarated by the intellectual ferment surrounding him, he was despondent because his beloved father’s health was steadily deteriorating. During Herman’s senior year, Abraham had suffered a heart attack. The young rabbinical student—who had forsaken his father’s dream—was overcome with concern for his father’s health and with guilt for being in New York, instead of at home in Baltimore to comfort Sadie and Sima.

On the morning that he learned of his father’s heart attack, Herman happened to encounter Rabbi Heschel as they were both entering an elevator. The great scholar, sensing his student’s distress and wanting to ease his pain, said, “Something is bothering you; come into my office.” As soon as teacher and student were alone, Herman broke down and cried as he told Rabbi Heschel of his father’s heart attack and of his concern for his mother and sister. The rabbi immediately picked up his telephone and called Sadie in Baltimore to comfort her. “It was like God calling!” Herman said. Thus began the enduring bond between teacher and student. As Herman would one day recall, “I fell in love with him.”

Rabbi Heschel’s daughter, Dr. Susannah Heschel, said that her father’s gesture toward his troubled student was “very typical of how he was—he knew how to be a rabbi; he knew how to comfort someone, to be attentive, to be what nowadays we call ‘pastoral,’ to be a ‘Seelsorge,’ someone who takes care of your soul, as they used to say in Germany.”

Susannah Heschel remembers Herman as “a very warm person, tall, handsome, smart, very polite, and very well-mannered, very dignified.” Herman would become very much a presence in her family’s life. “My father often referred to him and met with him and talked to him; he was devoted to my father and was a good friend,” she recalled.

Herman’s despondency over Abraham’s ongoing health problems was relieved by visits from Sima. She was now grown and living in Greenwich Village, the center of New York City’s vibrant bohemian culture. Aspiring to a career in the visual arts, she had taken a course at the Maryland Institute in Baltimore. Then, wishing to spread her wings, she moved to Manhattan, where she made and wore a red cape befitting her new identity as an artist.

Sima was torn, however, because of her mother’s opposition to her decision to pursue a career. While charitable and friendly with her Gentile neighbors, Sadie had feared that having grown up in a largely Christian neighborhood, her only daughter would become romantically involved with a non-Jew. She wanted Sima to marry as soon as possible, settle down, and have children.

Sima, aware of Sadie’s hopes for her future yet determined to realize her dream, turned to Herman for advice. He understood both her yearning to express herself artistically and their mother’s concern. Sima believed that her brother possessed “the wisdom of the ages,” a virtue that had enabled him to reorder his religious identity. “Do what you feel is the right thing,” Herman said. Sima did precisely that. She became a jewelry designer and then returned to Baltimore and married a Jewish lawyer named Herbert Scherr, with whom she would have two children, Abby and Adam.


During Sima’s stay in New York, there were often lighthearted moments between sister and brother. One Sunday, while waiting to move into the apartment she had rented, Sima appealed to Herman for help. His next-door neighbor at the seminary happened to be away for the weekend, and so he said that Sima could stay in his room. “So we’re walking down the hallway of the dormitory—he’s carrying my suitcase and I’m walking behind him—and doors start opening up,” Sima recalled. “And I thought: ‘Oh, my, he’s going to get it tomorrow!’”

While Sima enjoyed Herman’s company enormously, she was concerned about his smoking and black coffee consumption—excesses she attributed to “a lot of pressure in all his various writings and demands,” including his scriptwriting for The Eternal Light. Herman was living with that pressure at the time in the hope of “getting this writing thing out of my system.” Rather than affording him the opportunity to do so, however, his four-year span of creativity with Morton Wishengrad and The Eternal Light was leading to his further immersion in literary pursuits. He became a contributor of articles to Jewish newspapers and was hired as the Jewish Post’s New York bureau chief, two opportunities he thought would provide him “entrée to study Jewish life and the important things that were happening” in that community.

The very industrious rabbinical student was also doing public relations for the seminary, as well as for major Jewish organizations including the Mizrachi Organization of America, the Rabbinical Assembly (the association of Conservative Rabbis), the Jewish Reconstructionist Foundation, the National Women’s League (composed of women in the Conservative movement), and the New York Board of Rabbis.

Not all of Herman’s time was being spent in pursuit of academic excellence, extracurricular activities, and employment as a publicist, however. Having shed the baby fat of his childhood—he was now nearly six feet tall and slender—he was becoming more confident and outgoing.

As Herman approached his graduation from JTS, he was still dogged by the same issues he had grappled with while an undergraduate at Yeshiva College. These centered around his very serious doubts, “theologically and religiously, about the relevance of the ritualistic parts of the tradition.” Only this time he was questioning the Conservative branch of Judaism instead of Orthodoxy.

So ambivalent was Herman that he had written a paper on the ancient ritual of sacrifice, which, in his words, “upset one of my professors terribly.” Among the questions he raised was: “Is [sacrifice] really essential to the faith, this primitive stage of development we had to pass through?” Herman said that his questioning attitude caused certain faculty members “to feel that they were raising a heretic” and that it would be “better to take care of him beforehand.” And so, according to Herman, “Rabbi Finkelstein used to call me in occasionally to give me a long lecture about the importance of religious observance and being a religious leader to your people, and all that.”

Despite Herman’s theological rebelliousness, on the afternoon of June 18, 1950, on the occasion of the Jewish Theological Seminary’s fifty-sixth annual commencement ceremony, he was one of seventeen graduating students ordained as “Rabbi, Teacher and Preacher” with the degree of Master of Hebrew Literature. During the ceremony, the honorary degree of Doctor of Hebrew Letters was conferred on Harry J. Carman, Dean of Columbia College, and Simon H. Rifkind, a former federal judge. Both Simon Rifkind and his son, the prominent attorney Robert Rifkin—the latter having dropped the final “d” from the family surname—would one day work closely with Herman at the American Jewish Committee, the judge as a lay leader of the agency and his son as its president.

Herman celebrated his graduation in a unique manner. He had long disliked his first name, and after graduation from the seminary, he decided to style himself as “Marc.” In consideration of his parents, however, he retained Herman as his middle name.

Marc went on to work for about a year as the religion correspondent of Time magazine, writing several cover stories. One of them was about Rabbi Finkelstein. At Time, Marc encountered genteel anti-Semitism, as well as a social culture replete with drug and alcohol excesses and alleged wife swapping, and he soon decided to move on.


After establishing his own firm, Marc H. Tanenbaum and Associates, he joined the publishing house of Henry Schuman, where he served as both public relations director and literary editor. Marc proved to be unusually gifted in his latter role. He had an eye for fine literature, and one of his major acquisitions was the manuscript of Rabbi Heschel’s The Earth Is the Lord’s, his close friend and mentor’s first book written in the English language.

Rabbi Heschel had sent Marc the manuscript, which he read and liked. Going to Schuman, Marc said, “Henry, you absolutely must publish this book!” and the receptive publisher agreed to do so. Marc served as Rabbi Heschel’s editor and commissioned an artist to illustrate The Earth Is the Lord’s with woodcuts. Marc also arranged for the eminent Protestant theologian Reinhold Niebuhr to review The Earth Is the Lord’s. That effort not only contributed to the book’s success, but also marked the beginning of Niebuhr’s enduring relationship with Rabbi Heschel.

By fall 1952, however, Marc’s multifaceted endeavors were beginning to take their toll. He was simply exhausted, and, as Sima recalled, “He was smoking too many cigars,” a new passion. Marc’s workload was overwhelming, and his father was increasingly ill. As a devoted son and a rabbi, how could he possibly continue to pursue his very stimulating life in New York when he felt responsible for helping Sadie and Sima care for Abraham? It was becoming abundantly clear to Marc that he needed a sabbatical so that he could return to Baltimore, at least temporarily.

There was yet another reason for Marc’s homecoming at that moment: he yearned to write a fictionalized account of life in Depression-era Baltimore. In order to do so, this first-generation American who had achieved so much at such a young age needed to return to his roots in what he called “this poor neighborhood, surrounded by incredible stimuli.”






CHAPTER FOUR

The Return of the Prodigal Son

“I thought I had a novel in my belly.”

—Rabbi Tanenbaum in 1980, on his literary ambitions

MUCH HAD CHANGED IN THE Tanenbaum family’s circumstances besides Abraham’s medical condition by the time of Marc’s return to Baltimore. His older brother, Ernie, was now the manager of radio station WGAY in Silver Springs, Maryland. He had changed his last name to “Tannen” and had gone into show business prior to World War II as a member of the Alliance Players. Later, he would marry Ada Rhea Cohen, a member of that little theater troupe. As for Sadie, Abraham, and Sima, they had moved from the house on Light Street where they had lived and worked for more than a quarter century to 4012 Hilton Road. Marc joined them there in the fall of 1952.

In addition to assisting his mother and sister in caring for Abraham, the ever-industrious young rabbi also had to earn money, so he taught Hebrew at Temple Beth El, which was conveniently located near Hilton Road. Marc would become a close colleague of the congregation’s prominent spiritual leader, Rabbi Jacob B. Agus.

Marc was also eager to begin to fulfill his ambitions as a writer. But at that juncture in his life, he received a letter with an intriguing offer. Dated November 24, 1952, it was from Abraham Rockmore, the first vice president of the Northeast Hebrew Congregation, in nearby Washington, D.C. Writing as the chairman of this Conservative congregation’s “Committee to Engage a Rabbi,” Rockmore was offering Marc the pulpit there. The Korean War had broken out two summers earlier, and the Congregation’s temporary rabbi, Louis Barish, was awaiting orders to go to the Far East as an Army chaplain.

Rockmore informed Marc that Rabbi Wolfe Kelman of the seminary’s Commission on Rabbinic Placement had proposed Rabbi Tanenbaum. He suggested that Marc join the congregation for Friday night and Shabbat as a visiting rabbi on the weekend of December 25–26.

Marc was indeed eminently qualified, even at a young age, to serve a major urban congregation. After all, he had conducted services or served as a weekend rabbi at several prestigious synagogues, including Temple Beth El in Baltimore, under Rabbi Agus’s supervision; Temple Beth El, in Easton, Maryland; Congregations Adath Jeshurun and Beth Am, both in Philadelphia; Temple Beth El, in Utica, New York; Kehilath Jeshurun, in Boston; and the Park Avenue Synagogue on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. A Baltimore luminary, Judah Nadich, had become the senior rabbi there, and Marc conducted the overflow High Holy Day services. (He almost didn’t make it. Park Avenue Synagogue had booked him a room in a nearby hotel so that he could walk to services. Just as he was preparing to leave, he got locked in the bathroom and couldn’t get out. He did make it to services and apparently was deemed to have done a good job despite his unnerving experience.)

Marc was willing to consider Rockmore’s offer, albeit with several caveats. Replying to the synagogue chairman’s letter four days later, he wrote:

I am currently involved in writing a book and am therefore only free to accept a weekend position. I am not clear whether your congregation is considering this type of candidacy or only that of full-time candidates. If the former, I shall be glad to visit with you on the stipulated date of December 26.

He added, “Forgive me, but I do not easily discuss ‘salary’ and much less so in a letter. Could we save this for a conversation?”

More correspondence between the search committee chairman and the young rabbi followed. On December 11, Marc told Rockmore he would conduct Shabbat services, but ultimately, he begged off on the original date because of ill health. He did eventually preside over the Congregation’s Shabbat services, an experience he said was “singularly enjoyable.” Nonetheless, in one of two letters written to Rockmore on January 21, 1953, he reiterated that he was not willing to assume a full-time position.

The Northeast Hebrew Congregation’s Board of Directors accepted his conditions, and Marc celebrated his first Shabbat there on February 3, 1953. According to the terms of Marc’s agreement with the Congregation, his compensation would be $200 per month for the conducting of services from February through May 31. Furthermore, it was agreed that shortly before the conclusion of Marc’s three-month commitment, the Congregation would consider whether to retain him as its full-time rabbi. But even if no such agreement were to be reached, Marc would agree to conduct the Congregation’s 1953 High Holiday services for the fee Marc requested: $600.

Given Marc’s long-held interest in interfaith relations, he was pleased to learn that on February 20, the Congregation would observe National Brotherhood Week, and the guest sermonizer would be the Rev. Carl G. Howie, pastor of the Sherwood Presbyterian Church.

Meanwhile, at the age of twenty-seven, Marc was nominated for inclusion in both Who’s Who in America and Who’s Who in World Jewry.

While Marc’s work with the synagogue seemed to be going well, on May 12, Marc wrote to A. B. Kapplin, an official of his new shul, saying that he wished to spare his frequent weekend hosts, “the wonderful Claymans,” the inconvenience of having him share their home every Shabbat, and that he was requesting funds amounting to “12–15 dollars” weekly for a hotel room and food. “Now for me the most difficult part of this writing,” Marc went on:

I’ve been trying to see my way clear to dispose of my complicated and personally distressing family situation, to finish my increasingly neglected book, and to accept the position with your wonderful people.

The more I have tried to work this out, the less I am able to see how I can manage it. It is a certainty that I cannot make a final dissolution of my family affairs before the next six or eight months, if then. Knowing how trying all of this has been until now, I am quite convinced that when, please God, I have finally unraveled this, I shall be more emotionally drained than I already am, which is hardly a background out of which to launch immediately into such an important effort as the developing and helping grow of a new congregation.

Marc, clearly anguishing over his decision, wrote that had circumstances been different, he and the Hebrew Congregation “would have made a first-rate shidduch.” But given Marc’s personal situation at that difficult time in his life, he felt that it would be unfair of him to “have me attached to you while a heavy umbilical cord tugs me elsewhere.”

Having given up his pulpit, in the summer of 1953, Marc was free to concentrate on his novel. And so, despite his commitment to his family, he was prepared to embark on a more concentrated process of self-discovery. He needed a distraction-free place where he could concentrate. Luckily, Ernie knew a farmer who owned a shack on the side of a mountain in western Maryland and who agreed to rent it out. While the rustic place lacked both running water and electricity, it would be the ideal place for Marc to work for a time.

Camping there in not-so-splendid isolation, he would be awakened every morning by the mooing of cows roaming around outside. Leaving the shack, he would trek down the hill to a gas station, relieve himself in the men’s restroom, fill a large can with water for washing and drinking, purchase enough food for that day’s meals, and then make his way back to his primitive aerie. Then he would devote the remainder of the day to writing. Later, his sister Sima would recall, “I vividly remember taking a pot of cooked food which my mother prepared so that her ‘Chaimie’ would not starve.”

Within a week of Marc’s arrival on the mountain, however, he was facing an all-too-familiar dilemma: he was virtually penniless. But this time, unlike the moment years earlier when he had been so traumatized on opening a nearly empty cash register in the family store in Baltimore, he felt empowered: he could earn some quick money writing short stories, for which there was a still a flourishing magazine market in the early 1950s.

One of these stories, which was undated, was semiautobiographical and revelatory. It clearly reflected Marc’s attitude about the strictures of religious orthodoxy as well as his feelings about the power of prayer. As the story begins, the narrator, at times appearing more the protagonist, reflecting Marc’s experience as a scriptwriter for The Eternal Light, explains to the reader: “To begin with, I’m not suggestible. My friends accuse me of having no imagination and that’s alright with me, I plead guilty. What’s more, I want to stay that way and that’s why I think the story I have to tell has its point.”

His character goes on to explain that three years earlier, while spending the night in his younger brother Harry’s dormitory room in an orthodox Jewish seminary—“He’s not like me at all”—at about three o’clock in the morning he was awakened by loud pounding on the door—“Someone was knocking as if he wanted to break the door down, enough to wake my kid brother up, which means it was only slightly less than earthquake proportions.”

The door-pounding individual turns out to be “a short youngster with red hair” who says that his mother, who lives in Cincinnati, is sick and in a coma. Wishing to assemble a minyan, the quorum of ten Jews needed so that prayers can be said for his mother, he invites Harry and his visiting brother to join him in his own room. They oblige, and as they make their way to the anxious student’s room in the chill night air—the younger boy suggests that the heat be turned off after 11 o’clock—Harry’s brother asks, “Aren’t you supposed to do this at the bedside?” He wonders: will prayer work “if we’re in NY and his ma’s in Cincinnati?”

Harry shoots his big brother “a dirty look,” and the visitor thinks: “All right, don’t answer. You can be a rabbi if you want to, but I still can’t take this voodoo seriously.” The brothers arrive in the distraught boy’s room to find it filled with very sleepy boys ranging from the ages of fourteen to sixteen. The sick woman’s son then leads the group in prayer. The skeptical older brother is touched by their ardent entreaties. As he observes in an aside to the reader:

There is something about reading the psalms in the middle of the night, in a hushed voice; it leaves you with a kind of sober excitement, in spite of myself this thing was getting through to me.

The hours pass. At four o’clock, a “wild-eyed kid” rushes into the room and hands a telegram to the red-headed boy. He tears it open, sobs, and then reads:

The doctors say mother will get well.

Father

What is the older brother’s conclusion?

You may think it was penicillin but I know that it was the 10 kids in bathrobes in a room on Washington Heights. But, of course, I don’t expect you to believe me.

Marc’s summertime sojourn on that rural mountain—his Walden—permitted him to write the novel he had been determined to produce. In this revelatory effort, which survives in manuscript form, Marc clearly drew inspiration for his characters from the plight of gentile newcomers to the Light Street neighborhood of his youth—people he knew while living opposite the bucket factory because they shopped in the Tanenbaum family’s store.

In Marc’s detailed five-page-long typewritten synopsis of the manuscript—direct quotes are reproduced here with his punctuation—he described a family “happy on farm (secure in food material, content in being producers, united in common effort).” Their lives begin to come unglued, however, when, as Marc described the downward trajectory of their existence, they “Come to the city (to establish a ‘future’ for growing children, to ease the work of farm-life, to educate children, to get them wives, to enjoy civilized blessings—cars, toilets, radio, gas, electricity, washing machines).

“To survive in the city,” Marc’s synopsis continued, “they must get jobs in factory.” When Willie, the father in Marc’s story, worked, “there was great hope for future (children went to school but quickly fed up because they were in lower classes, they were outdoor kids and couldn’t stand indoors).” Marc’s story ended in tragedy: Willie, the family’s breadwinner, is laid off from work, the family seems to fall apart, Willie dies, and the bruised survivors’ wistful dreams of returning to the farm are ended.

While Marc was writing about the lives of rural gentiles, he is obviously expressing the aspirations of immigrants like his parents—absent, of course, any hint of despair or the specter of anti-Semitism that had impelled the Jews’ migration from shtetl to city.

In a separate four-page-long addendum, Marc provided intriguing descriptions of his main characters. Gracie, “about 45, who lives in the corner house near the bucket factory, supervises gate entrance for trucks”; Willy, her husband; their eldest son, Albert, 26, “lean, wide-nostrils, blond, blue-eyes, false teeth,” resembles Britain’s King George VI; the middle son, the “headstrong” Henry, 24; the “superstitious, stringy, nervous, jumping, sly, honest” Robbie, 21; their blonde kid sister, Margie, 16, “with black teeth from cavities”; and Howard, 50, the new garage mechanic, and Gracie’s love interest, “Appealing to office women (left impression of exciting, freshman), cover up of vacuum of loneliness and want of companionship and home-maker.”


One other character, Mrs. Levin, the neighborhood’s kindly Jewish storekeeper—obviously modeled on Sadie Tanenbaum—is mentioned in the synopsis. One day when Gracie comes into the store, Mrs. Levin notices that she “looks troubled.” She listens as Gracie unburdens herself: she had wanted to leave Willie “long ago.” And now she can’t pay her store bill because she has to buy medicine for her ailing, underachieving husband.

Marc, too, may have been concerned with finances as he sketched out Gracie’s traits. At the top of page one of his handwritten version of “Character Descriptions,” he has scrawled the number 75,000, divided by 20, equaling 3,750. Was he trying to figure out a twenty-month budget should he sell his novel?

At summer’s end, his sojourn on the mountain over, Marc seemed to have put aside his literary ambitions. He does not seek to get his manuscript published. Instead, Marc was turning his attention to yet another interest: his growing belief in the importance to humanity of better interfaith understanding and harmony. He had begun working as the public relations director of the Synagogue Council of America, the central Jewish religious agency in the United States whose purpose was to promote fellowship and cooperation among the Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform movements and to represent the Jewish community to the government as well as to Christian organizations.

In early 1954, Rabbi Meyer Passow was resigning his position as the executive director of the Synagogue Council of America. Passow would go on to become the general manager of the New York and Tel Aviv offices of the Israel Tourist Service, and Rabbi Tanenbaum was asked to become the Synagogue Council’s “acting executive director.” On March 4, 1954, the council issued a press release from its headquarters at 110 West 42nd Street, in Manhattan, announcing Marc’s appointment to that post. He would go on to assume the title of “executive director” in 1955. At the age of twenty-eight, Marc was the youngest professional leader in the agency’s history.

He was ready to begin his quest of fulfilling the Biblical admonition: To Be a Light unto the Nations.







PART II

THE BRIDGE BUILDER WHO SERVED AS “SECRETARY OF STATE FOR THE JEWS”







CHAPTER 5

Shaking up the Synagogue Council of America

“The Orthodox were not opposed to having social action cooperation with Christians, but they didn’t want any ‘God-talk’ and Marc believed it was necessary to have so-called God-talk—to be able to talk religion with Christians—and he couldn’t do it at the Synagogue Council.”

—Judith Banki, former assistant director, Interreligious Affairs, American Jewish Committee

WHILE THE YOUNG RABBI MARC Tanenbaum was half the age of many of those who headed major Jewish community organizations, he possessed an indispensable attribute for attaining both personal harmony and professional achievement: self-knowledge. He had the courage during his student days at Yeshiva College to contemplate the world beyond the Orthodox community he had been born into. Even then, he realized that he could not remain within that world. And, having briefly held a variety of pulpits, he realized that his true calling lay in ecumenical outreach. He felt so passionately about his destiny that he summoned the courage to go against the grain of the expectations of those dearest to him: his parents, Sadie and Abraham.


Now, on assuming his new position at the Synagogue Council, he knew exactly what he wanted to accomplish. And he knew how to go about realizing his goal. Being the executive director of the Synagogue Council, he believed, would afford him the platform to convince the leadership of the American Jewish community that it must take an active role in public life. Otherwise, he feared that the community would be even more marginalized than it had been prior to the establishment of the modern State of Israel, and anti-Semitism would not decrease.

On assuming his seemingly ideal leadership position, he thought that he would flourish, but this would not turn out to be the case. In fact, his tenure at the Synagogue Council of America may have been compromised almost from its very inception by the organization’s roots. The Synagogue Council had been established early in 1926 by a small number of individuals who had highly ambitious—but also highly unrealistic—goals of bridging the rabbinical and congregational interests of its constituent groups and of speaking with a united voice, while not interfering with the constituents’ individual autonomy.

Two years earlier, in January 1924, Rabbi Abram Simon, president of the Central Conference of American Rabbis, a Reform group, had suggested that there should be cooperation among all of American Jewry’s religious movements. Then in January 1925, Rabbi Simon offered a resolution during a gathering at the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, calling for a meeting to be held to discuss the disparate groups’ commonalities.

Their disagreements, however, would frequently outweigh their commonalities. Thus, Marc’s nearly seven-year-long tenure at the Synagogue Council would be fraught with frustration, particularly for someone so open to a broad range of concepts. In fact, the cleavages were deep, particularly between the Orthodox and Reform movements (and those tensions continue into the present day).

Nonetheless, foreshadowing what the rabbi would one day achieve as the American Jewish Committee’s director of Interreligious Affairs, Marc had several meaningful achievements during his tenure at the Synagogue Council. Within the context of 1950s Christian-Jewish relations, for example, he succeeded in reaching out to several of the more controversial Christian leaders, including televangelists and primates of the Greek Orthodox Church. And in an early demonstration of his passionate belief in justice for the African American community, he made common cause with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
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“More than a biography, Confronting Hate serves as a call to arms.”
—HENRY LOUIS GATES, JR., Alphonse Fletcher University Professor at Harvard University
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