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Rabbi Jacob Joseph, New York’s Chief Rabbi:

New Perspectives

KiMmy CAPLAN
Center for Jewish Studies, Harvard University

The religious history of Orthodox Jews in America during the mass immigration
period has not received a great deal of attention in academic research. In 1955
Abraham J. Karp published an extensive and remarkable article on the events that
brought Rabbi Jacob Joseph to be chosen as Chief Rabbi of several Orthodox congre-
gations in New York. Rabbi Joseph arrived in New York in July 1888 and soon after
his social,religious and physical situation gradually began to deteriorate — a process
that led to his death fourteen years later, in July 1go2.

Thisarticle attempts to reexamine certain aspects of Rabbi Joseph's East-European
background and his American experience and suggest a number of reasons that
caused his failure in America. By analyzing new sources — some of which shed new
light on those events which have been previously discussed — such as his sermons
and the eulogies delivered after his death, we will present several new perspectives
and details relating to Rabbi Joseph’s personality,image and American experience.
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The worshippers who attended his sermons found them ‘green’— a term ap-
plied in the New York ghetto to everything that is not up to the American stan-
dard as interpreted by the ‘East Side’. . . a gap was yawning between the chief
rabbi and his people, one which foreshadowed the tragedy of the newcomer’s
life in this country.
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Some of the leading spirits seeing that the rabbi was unacquainted with prac-
tical affairs, took advantage of his ignorance to feather their own nests. The
rabbi himself who was a good, kind hearted man and a great scholar was un-

consciously played into their hands.
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It was not long before father broke with R.Joseph and his entourage on ac-
count of their unscrupulous methods in trying to get control of the Kosher
meat trade and of the resources which that trade might have yielded for com-

munal purposes.
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Nor is R. Joseph the bigot which the reformers prophesied he would prove to
be.While courageously maintaining the verities of our holy religion, he does
not unnecessarily attack persons,and he has already obtained the respect of
the most extreme representatives of “advanced” Judaism, such as the notorious
Felix Adler. Indeed, there are some who pretend that Rabbi joseph, being en-
lightened, must of necessity be no orthodox man,buta reformer in disguise —
afallacy which is too often found nearer home than America.
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