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Religion and State in the American Jewish Ex‐
perience,  co-authored  by  Jonathan  Sarna  and
David Dalin, is a valuable compendium of sources
for the study of American Jewry. As such, it takes
its  place  beside  similar  collaborative  efforts  in
which Sarna has participated, such as American
Jewry:  Selected Bibliography of  Hebrew Publica‐
tions (with Yocheved Liss, Hebrew University and
Hebrew Union College, 1991) and American Syna‐
gogue  History:  A  Bibliography  and  State-of-the-
Field  Survey (with  Alexandra  Shecket  Koros,
Wiener Publishing, 1988). The book is the expan‐
sion of a monograph written by Sarna in 1984 at
the invitation of the American Jewish Committee,
entitled "American Judaism and Church-State Re‐
lations: The Search for Equal Footing," which also
forms the basis of the book's Introduction and its
chapter structure. These chapters portray the rep‐
resentative religion-state issues for Jews in each
era of national development by means of a histor‐
ical overview, the essential correspondence, and
relevant legal documents.  With the exception of
the  Introduction,  the  book  substitutes  extensive
Suggestions for Further Reading for conventional
scholarly apparatus. 

Sarna and Dalin amply demonstrate that Jews
and non-Jews alike have diversely interpreted the
separation of church and state enshrined in the
U.S.  Constitution at different points in American
history. Moreover, they maintain that what is of‐
ten perceived as an iron-clad Jewish consensus fa‐
voring  the  strictest  separation  has  not  always
been  the  case,  opening  the  way  for  increased
recognition by American Jews that religion has a
place  in  the  common  good  and  in  the  public
square. 

The selection of religion and state issues faced
by Jews are extensive and their temporality well
substantiated.  Reacting  to  the  deeply  religious
character  of  American  society,  the  pattern  that
emerges is one of Jewish responses to the shifting
winds of Christian religious sentiment in the Unit‐
ed States. American Jews have chosen their bat‐
tles carefully, if not always consistently. Thus, in
the Civil War, with its overtones of a great Chris‐
tian crusade, Jews petitioned to send Jewish chap‐
lains into the field as was permitted for Christian
denominations. "Jewish representatives prudently
ignored radical claims that the military chaplain‐
cy as a whole violated the Constitution," the au‐



thors write.  "They warned instead that infringe‐
ments on Jewish equality would inevitably spiral
down to affect the religious freedom of all" (pp.
129-30). 

Yet, beginning just a decade later, when one
of America's periodic waves of Evangelical fervor
produced a flood of popular agitation to proclaim
America  a  Christian nation,  "American Jews be‐
gan to express public support for secular govern‐
ment, and began increasingly to invoke the princi‐
ple of strict church-state separation" (p. 167). 

The circle closes in the second half of this cen‐
tury. Following decades of successfully defending
the legal doctrine of strict separation, some Jewish
thinkers  began  to  question  whether  this effort
was coming at the expense of a more positive ap‐
proach to the place of religion in general, and Ju‐
daism particular, in American society. Part of this
change  resulted,  in  part,  from  the  increased
prominence of Orthodox Jews in American Jewish
life, who legitimately petitioned for accommoda‐
tion of their religious needs in the public sphere.
Further, the destruction of European Jewry by the
Nazis illustrated the extremes of which a society
devoid  of  transcendental  principles  is  capable.
The authors quote Rabbi Jakob Petuchowski, one
of the critics of strict  separation,  in this regard:
"Jews fared infinitely worse in those modern soci‐
eties from which the God of Abraham and of Jesus
had been banished" (p. 223). 

Sarna and Dalin present both the Jewish con‐
sensus and the dissenting voices on religion-state
issues in the various periods of American Jewish
history. Indeed, the book culminates in the obser‐
vation that the concept of consensus no longer ap‐
plies to the American Jewish scene. In choosing a
representative  and  comprehensive  selection  of
materials, the authors of necessity favored some
examples over others. For example, they included
the  case  of  Jewish  opposition  to  a  commercial
treaty  with  Switzerland  in  1850  because  of  an
anti-Jewish  clause  in  the  Swiss  Constitution,
rather  than  the  cancellation  of  a  similar  trade

agreement with the anti-Semitic regime of Russia
in  1912.  The  reader  can  only  speculate  if  this
choice  was  influenced  by  the  current  investiga‐
tion into Swiss conduct toward Jewish lives and
property during the Second World War. 

Religion and State in the American Jewish Ex‐
perience organizes, in an annotated and accessi‐
ble format, rare documents on a central aspect of
the evolving Jewish encounter with America.  In
the process, the authors make a case for a public
presence  for  Judaism  as  a  positive  addition  to
American civilization that is  consistent with the
Constitution. By so doing, the book places the Jew‐
ish experience in America within the context of
other legal systems under which Jews have lived:
dhimmi status under Islamic law, corporate rights
in Constitutional Poland between the world wars,
or  enforced  nationality  under  Soviet  law.  As  in
those states, Jews have also served as the litmus
test  of  the  state's  principles  in  America,  albeit
with far more favorable results. This chronicle of
the uniquely positive accommodation of Jews and
Judaism by the American system, with all its con‐
flicts  and  imperfections,  is  the  book's  essential
contribution. 
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-judaic 
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