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Jewish community. In addition to Milwaukee and Madison, 
German Jewish immigrants were prominent in business and 
politics in Appleton, an industrial and university city whose 
first rabbi was Mayer Samuel Weiss, father of illusionist Harry 
Houdini, born Erich Weiss. The 19t-century Wisconsin Jewish 
population was estimated at 2,600 in an 1880 study. So it was 
the mass Russian and eastern European Jewish immigration 
from 1881 to 1924 that gave the state most of its Jews. By 1899, 
the Jewish population had risen to 10,000, then to 28,000 in 
1920, and more than 39,000 in 1937, the peak year. Most of the 
second wave of immigrants came to Milwaukee, where the es-
tablished Jewish community formed the Settlement House. 
The facility offered classes to immigrants that led to publica-
tion of the long-running Settlement Cookbook. Other Russian 
and eastern European Jews spread around the state, creating 
Orthodox Jewish communities in two dozen municipalities 
in the 1920s and 1930s and accounting for a Jewish presence 
in some 180 more – primarily as merchants. In 1904, five im-
migrant families cleared land for a Jewish farming settlement 
in central Wisconsin. Part of a national Jewish agricultural 
movement, the Arpin settlement grew to 20 families and in 
1915 established the county’s only synagogue. Poor crop yields 
and a lack of marriageable young Jews compelled most fami-
lies to leave by 1922. Sheboygan Jewry exceeded 1,000 in the 
1920s and 1930s. With three Orthodox synagogues and several 
shoḥatim, Sheboygan was known among U.S. Jews as “Little 
Jerusalem.” Other traditional Jewish communities with syn-
agogues developed in: Antigo, Ashland, Hurley, Marinette, 
Superior, and Wausau in the north; Eau Claire and La Crosse 
in the west; Beloit, Madison, and Monroe in the south; and 
Appleton, Fond du Lac, Green Bay, Kenosha, Manitowoc, 
Milwaukee, Oshkosh, and Racine in the east. After the war, 
most of the smaller Jewish communities shifted to Conserva-
tive or Reform Judaism, building or buying new synagogues 
in a dozen cities. By the year 2000, Wisconsin’s synagogues 
were centralized to 14 municipalities, but Jews remain a pres-
ence in nearly 70 communities. Most of the small-town syna-
gogues serve Jews in outlying areas. Regional havurah groups 
meet regularly in Waukesha County, west of Milwaukee; Door 
County, on Wisconsin’s Lake Michigan peninsula; and the 
northernmost three counties – Douglas, Bayfield and Ash-
land. The University of Wisconsin campuses in Milwaukee 
and Madison house Centers of Jewish Studies, both founded 
with the help of the Wisconsin Society for Jewish Learning. 
B’nai B’rith, once a unifier for Jewish men and their families 
throughout the state, has faded, though the B’nai B’rith Youth 
Organization reaches a plurality of Jewish teens. Hadassah, 
National Council of Jewish Women, and Na’amat USA con-
tinue to attract women. The Milwaukee Jewish Federation and 
Madison Jewish Community Council raise funds and coordi-
nate local Jewish activities. Wisconsin Jews who attained na-
tional recognition include Israeli Prime Minister Golda *Meir, 
of Milwaukee; Sens. Herbert *Kohl of Milwaukee and Rus-
sell *Feingold of Madison, both Democrats; Socialist Victor 
*Berger; playwright and novelist Edna *Ferber of Appleton; 

Newton Minnow, chairman of the Federal Communications 
Commission; Martin F. Stein of Milwaukee, national chair-
man of the United Jewish Appeal and CLAL; Depression-era 
photographer Esther Bubley of Phillips; Allan H. “Bud” *Selig 
of Milwaukee, commissioner of major league baseball; jazz 
pianist and scholar Ben Sidran of Madison; and Yiddish poet 
Alter Esselin of Milwaukee.

 [Andrew Muchin (2nd ed.)]

WISDOM; WISDOM LITERATURE.
Connotation of Wisdom
Wisdom (Heb. ḥokhmah) has a wide range of meanings in dif-
ferent contexts, as illustrated in stories about Solomon, the 
traditional paragon of wisdom: cunning (I Kings 2:6, 9), moral 
discernment (3:9, 12), understanding of justice (3:28), encyclo-
pedic knowledge (5:9, 14 [4:29, 34]), literary skill (5:12, [4:32]), 
and ability as ruler (5:21 [5:7]). In Job 39:16–17 and Ecclesias-
tes 2:3 it means simply intelligence. Its primary meaning is 
superior mental ability or special skill, without a necessary 
moral connotation (Ex. 35:31–33; II Sam. 14:1ff.). The ḥakham 
was the knowledgeable man, hence a counselor, teacher (Ex. 
35:34; Prov. 12:15). Skills were acquired through training, musar 
(Prov. 1:2–6); life situations called for counsel, eʿẓah (I Kings 
12:8; Prov. 1:30). The highest skill was that of living successfully, 
with divine and human approval. The idea of wisdom as a fun-
damentally ethical and religious quality of life is developed in 
Job, Proverbs 1–9, the Wisdom Psalms, and Daniel, and later 
in Ben Sira, Wisdom of Solomon, and Tobit. Special senses of 
ḥokhmah are understanding of dreams and omens (Gen. 41:15, 
39; Dan. 1:17); knowledge properly belonging to God alone 
(Gen. 3:22; Ezek. 28:2–3); and righteousness, in eschatological 
times (Dan. 11:33; 12:10; the term here is maskilim).

As a historical phenomenon, biblical wisdom desig-
nates a distinctive cultural tradition and scholarly activity in 
the history of ancient Israel, continuing in early Judaism and 
Christianity. It was a way of thinking and an attitude to life 
that emphasized experience, reasoning, morality, and gen-
eral human concerns not restricted to Israelites. Its interest 
was in individuals and their social relationships rather than 
in the distinctive national religion and its cult. A generalized 
religious element was present from the first in wisdom’s rec-
ognition of the rightness of a certain order of life; only in its 
later stages – as in Ben Sira – were the wisdom and the na-
tional-religious traditions joined together. In keeping with 
this striving for order and equilibrium, the wisdom teachers 
sought to provide rules and examples of personal morals and, 
on a theoretical level, meanings and values through reflection, 
speculation, and debate.

History of the Wisdom Tradition
The history of the wisdom tradition in Israel can be sketched 
only in broad strokes because the evidence is slight and of-
ten ambiguous. Wisdom was a tradition as old as the society 
itself, a constant factor in its daily life rather than a self-
conscious movement. The folk wisdom rooted in the mo-
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res of family and tribe has left traces in popular proverbs 
(Gen. 10:9; I Sam. 24:14; I Kings 20:11) and in references to 
local sages (II Sam. 14:2; 20:16). With the advent of the mon-
archy, royal counselors became influential (II Sam. 16:20ff.; 
I Kings 12:6ff.), and in effect, some were cabinet ministers 
(I Kings 4:1ff.; Isa. 36:3). Professional scribes and a literate 
elite court were probably mainly responsible for the produc-
tion of wisdom and other literature later attributed by tradi-
tion to King *Solomon himself (I Kings 5:9–14 [4:29–34]; cf. 
Prov. 25:1). Temple scribes would be engaged in the compo-
sition of psalmody.

In the eighth century Hezekiah’s men engaged in collect-
ing Solomonic proverbs (Prov. 25:1) and probably also in as-
sembling the religious and other writings of Judah and North-
ern Israel. That Isaiah had been a teacher of youth is implied 
by his opponents’ mockery (Isa. 28:9–10; cf. 19:11–12). Both 
Isaiah and Jeremiah found themselves in conflict with royal 
counselors who thought themselves wise, i.e., politically ex-
pert (Isa. 29:14ff.; Jer. 9:22 [23]; 38:1ff.). Jeremiah clashed with 
the temple scribes as well (8:8). In *Baruch we see a profes-
sional scribe at work (Jer. 32:9ff.; 36:4). When Jerusalem fell to 
the Babylonians, the exiled scribes undoubtedly carried with 
them scrolls around which literary activities were centered in 
their new community.

After the Return, when Judah became a semi-indepen-
dent temple state under a Persian governor, religious authority 
was assumed by priests and scribes as custodians of the na-
tional-religious tradition. This tradition had now taken form 
as the Torah and other sacred books, which implied changes 
in the status of the learned. Ezra the priest bore the official 
title “secretary of the Law of the God of heaven” (Ezra 7:12). 
The Torah was both code and creed; it was also the summa-
tion of Israel’s distinctive religious wisdom (Deut. 4:6). Temple 
scribes and wisdom teachers turned their attention to Torah 
study, with two results: the two streams of wisdom tradition 
and covenant theology coalesced, and a new kind of wisdom 
piety developed (cf. Ps. 1, 119). At the same time the folk wis-
dom of home and marketplace continued, but with a more 
positive ethical and religious orientation as in Proverbs 1–9 
and Ben Sira. Independent thinkers like *Koheleth and the 
author of the Wisdom of Solomon in the Hellenistic period 
began to write in more philosophic language, and found a fol-
lowing among their compatriots.

International Background and Setting
The international background and setting of Hebrew wisdom 
are acknowledged in the Bible itself and have become fully evi-
dent with increasing knowledge of the literary remains of an-
cient Near Eastern peoples. Solomon’s wisdom is said to have 
surpassed that of Egypt and the *Kedemites (I Kings 5:10–11 
[4:30–31]). The wise men of Egypt are referred to again in Gen-
esis 41:8 and Isaiah 19:11–12; those of Edom in Jeremiah 49:7 
and Obadiah 8; those of Phoenicia in Ezekiel 27:8–9; 28:3–5; 
and those of Persia in Esther 1:13. Although in Babylonia “‘wis-
dom’ refers to skill in cult and magic lore… [there is] a group 

of texts which correspond in subject matter with the Hebrew 
Wisdom books” (W.G. Lambert; cf. Dan. 1:20).

In Egyptian thought the cosmic order and the moral or-
der were one, to be realized in thought, speech, and behavior. 
Characteristic documents are the “Instructions” by a king or 
high official to his son, such as those of Ptah-hotep, Merika-Re, 
Ani, and Amen-em-opet (cf. Pritchard, Texts, 412ff.). Amen-
em-opet bears remarkable similarities to Proverbs 22:17–24:12. 
Other Egyptian wisdom works are The Divine Attributes of 
Pharaoh, The Song of the Harper, The Eloquent Peasant, and 
The Dispute over Suicide (Pritchard, Texts, 405–10, 431–34). 
The last two, like Job, touch on an innocent sufferer’s cry for 
justice and the dubious value of a sufferer’s life. Another type 
of Egyptian wisdom is found in the onomastica or “noun lists” 
with their comprehensive outline of knowledge; these may 
have influenced Genesis 1; Psalms 148; Job 38–39; etc.

Mesopotamian wisdom writing originated with the Su-
merians. They too produced noun lists of phenomena, and in-
troduced evaluations of them in dispute fables, e.g., between 
summer and winter, cattle and grain (Pritchard, Texts3, 592–3). 
Human experiences and character were portrayed in adages, 
parables, and anecdotes (Pritchard, Texts3, 593–4). Corre-
sponding to the “Instruction” form are the Counsels of Wis-
dom, Counsels of a Pessimist, Advice to a Prince, Teachings 
of *Ahikar (the last of Assyrian origin but preserved in Aram; 
Pritchard, Texts3, 595–6). In the “problem” writings, the main 
issues are death and the suffering of the righteous. In the Gil-
gamesh Epic, the hero goes in search of the secret of immor-
tality and learns that only gods are deathless. In the Dialogue 
of Pessimism, death is seen as the great equalizer. In a Sume-
rian poem “Man and his God” an upright man who suffers has 
no recourse but to pray for deliverance. Two works from the 
Kassite period in Babylonia deal with the same theme: in “Let 
me praise the Lord of Wisdom” a sufferer reflects that trouble 
comes without apparent reason, because humans cannot know 
the will of the gods; in “The Babylonian Theodicy” the issue is 
debated by a sufferer and his friend, their views correspond-
ing broadly to those of Job and his friends (Pritchard, Texts3, 
589–91, 596–604). The Sumerian gods represented forces with 
which humans must come to terms, whereas the Babylonian 
gods were more thought of as subject to moral standards, like 
human beings. To the Egyptians ma’at (“truth, right, justice”) 
was a cosmic reality to which even the gods were subject. The 
Egyptians looked for judgment and compensation in the af-
terlife. In Babylonia (as in Israel until a late period, cf. Dan. 
12:2) appropriate rewards or punishments were expected in the 
present life, and divine justice was often called in question.

No wisdom writings survive from Edom or Phoenicia. 
Ugaritic literature includes maxims in the father-to-son form, 
and presumably a more extensive Canaanite wisdom litera-
ture existed.

The Wisdom Books of the Hebrew Bible
These wisdom books are *Proverbs, *Job, and *Ecclesias-
tes, with which *Psalms and Song of Songs are associated in 
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Roman Catholic tradition. Significantly, all these are among 
the Hagiographa (Ketuvim), the part of the Hebrew Bible 
most remote from the interests of the Torah, and the last part 
to be approved as scripture. Most of the other works in the 
Hagiographa have some connection with wisdom in form, in 
content, or historically. In addition, though not accepted as 
canonical in Jewish tradition, two major wisdom books and 
some shorter works from pre-Christian Judaism were included 
in the Greek and Latin Bibles: the Wisdom of *Ben Sira, a lat-
ter-day Book of Proverbs; the Wisdom of *Solomon, a treatise 
on Hebrew wisdom addressed both to Jews and to non-Jews; 
*Tobit, a morality tale incorporating two short collections of 
precepts; the poem in Baruch 3:9ff. calling on Israel to return 
to the ways of wisdom; an account of a wisdom contest in-
serted in I Esdras at 3:1–4:41; and three highly colored para-
bolic tales added to the Greek version of Daniel.

The great variety comprised within the category of wis-
dom literature is evident. These writings have in common 
the theme and practice of wisdom as a distinct way of life 
and thought, and employ certain favorite literary forms and 
a characteristic vocabulary. The theme is developed with dif-
ferent emphases: on the one hand traditionally conservative, 
didactic, and worldly-wise, on the other hand radically critical 
and theologically innovative. The first is carried out by vari-
ous methods of authoritative instruction; the second – on a 
more sophisticated level – by challenging accepted ideas and 
stimulating original thought. It will be noticed that the reli-
gious component of wisdom teaching becomes more explicit 
as time goes on.

Wisdom was not seen as a natural endowment, though 
the capacity to attain it might be considered a natural endow-
ment. Wisdom had to be learned, and could be taught. Even 
so, it remained a divine gift rewarding those who desired it 
enough to submit to its discipline (Prov. 2). The two princi-
ple methods of teaching were musar (instruction, training) 
and eʿẓah (counsel, persuasion), according to whether the 
teacher’s authority was imposed or freely sought. A parent’s 
instruction was mandatory and entailed correction of the 
disobedient (Prov. 23:13). To the extent that the teacher in a 
school assumed the parental role (Prov. 1:8) his words had the 
same dogmatic tone. In the main, however, the teacher’s mu-
sar was an appeal to reason and conscience, and to the pupil’s 
own desire for knowledge and understanding. This is evident 
in the variety of literary forms found in the wisdom writings, 
whose primary objective was to teach: the sentence saying or 
proverb; the rhetorical question; the admonitory precept or 
maxim and their expansion into longer discourses; soliloquy 
and debate; descriptive, metaphorical, and meditative po-
etry; parable and allegory; the imaginative tale and the illus-
trative anecdote.

Precepts express the imperatives of social order or reli-
gious belief; with the teacher they take the form of exhorta-
tion to which is added a statement of motive or result (cf. Prov. 
19:20; 25:17). Often the imperative is implied rather than ex-
pressed (Prov. 25:27a). In Proverbs 1–9 precepts are expanded 

into ten longer discourses beginning “My son(s)!” In the two 
poems in 1:20–33 and chapter 8 wisdom itself is personified 
as a female; in the former she berates fools for their refusal to 
listen, and in the latter appeals for a hearing on grounds of her 
priceless worth and her prime role in the creation of the world. 
Behind this personification lies the reality that there is regu-
lar reference to wise women in the Bible (Judg. 4:29; II Sam. 
14:2; 20:16) and that a mother might teach her son (Prov. 6:20). 
Some scholars view Wisdom as an ancient Hebrew goddess. 
Precepts predominate in 22:17ff., the section closely resem-
bling the Instructions of Amen-em-opet.

A proverb is a short pregnant sentence or phrase whose 
meaning is applicable in many situations and which is made 
memorable by vivid imagery or witty expression, often marked 
by alliteration or assonance. It draws attention positively 
or negatively to an order of life, right values, and propor-
tions. The prosaic folk saying is brief and pointed: “From 
wicked men comes wickedness” (I Sam. 24:14 [13]) or “One 
donning armor should not boast as if he were taking it off ” 
(I Kings 20:11). The proverbs of two (or more) lines in a paral-
lelism, characteristic of Solomonic proverbs in Proverbs 10:1ff. 
and 25:1ff., have been expanded probably for teaching pur-
poses as cue and response. Examples of folk sayings sup-
plemented in this way are Proverbs 11:2a; 12:11a; and 26:17a. 
Sayings in the form of a culminating numerical progression 
like Proverbs 30:18–19 are a kind of riddle, also suitable as a 
teaching tool.

The art of composing vivid narratives, similes, and meta-
phors also serves the purposes of the teacher. The word mashal 
(“likeness”) has a wider connotation than “proverb.” Its com-
monest form is the simile: “Like clouds and wind that bring 
no rain is a man who boasts of giving but does not give” (Prov. 
25:14). When a simile is expanded into a short story, it becomes 
a parable. The best-known parables in the Hebrew Bible come 
from the prophets Nathan and Isaiah (II Sam. 12:1ff; Isa. 5:1–7); 
the only developed wisdom parable also is found in Isaiah, in 
28:23–29. Ecclesiastes 9:13–16 is sometimes cited as a parable 
but strictly this is rather an illustration since in a parable the 
audience is expected to recognize the analogy and draw its 
own conclusions. Although the wisdom teachers do not use 
the parable, they do make effective use of teaching illustra-
tions. In Proverbs 1:11–14 the very words of the thugs who are 
tempting the unwary youth are quoted, and 6:12–13 is a true-
to-life description of the conspirator. In Proverbs 7:6ff. there 
is a graphic sketch of the prostitute’s behavior and in 23:29ff. 
one of the drunkard’s.

An allegory relates to a metaphor as a parable relates to 
a simile. In Ecclesiastes 12 the approach of death is pictured 
in terms of the onset of darkness in a village street. The meta-
phor of wisdom, personified as a woman (Prov. 7:4), is devel-
oped in the poems of Proverbs 1:20–33, where she speaks like 
a prophetess, and in chapter 8 (cf. Ecclus.), where she speaks 
of YHWH’s co-worker in the creation of the world. In Proverbs 
9 wisdom and folly are personified as rival hostesses inviting 
men to different kinds of banquets.
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The paradigmatic narrative, which evokes admiration 
for a hero or heroine evincing moral qualities deserving of 
imitation, was another tool of the wisdom teachers. The story 
may be quasi-historical, as in the case of the story of Joseph in 
Genesis. It may be clearly fictional, as with Ruth, Daniel 1–6, 
Esther, and Judith. The prose folk tale which introduces the 
poem of Job serves the same purpose. The wisdom charac-
teristics of the Joseph story have been pointed out by G. von 
Rad: a man of unusual ability, intelligence, and moral integ-
rity is shown as triumphing over all adversities, and becoming 
the principal counselor at the court of Pharaoh. The story in 
Genesis 3 of human disobedience and expulsion from Eden 
also has certain wisdom features. The wondrous tree and the 
talking snake belong to the world of the fable, but these are 
only incidental. The story can be read as a parable of human 
alienation from God through disobedience, and illustrates 
graphically the subtle process of temptation. More important, 
it probes profound problems in the sphere of wisdom: the 
nature and limitations of human knowledge and the relation 
of knowledge to morality. Humans claim to decide for them-
selves what is good and what is evil, in response to desire, but 
in asserting their independence find themselves exiled from 
life and good to a world of death and evil.

See Books of *Proverbs, *Job, and *Ecclesiastes.

Wisdom Psalms
The Wisdom Psalms are those with resemblances to the char-
acteristic themes, tone, literary forms, and vocabulary of the 
wisdom tradition. They appear to be the products of a new 
type of personal piety which developed after the Exile, when 
the written Torah replaced prophecy as YHWH’s living voice 
to His people. Scribal experts in the handling and interpre-
tation of scripture had assumed a new position of religious 
authority, and the wisdom, prophetic, and cultic traditions 
were mingled. “God” in the generalized sense of older wis-
dom writings was now definitely identified with YHWH, the 
covenant God of Israel.

Some Psalms, such as 1 and 37, are unified compositions 
representing this new wisdom piety. In others the sapien-
tial features are apparent only in certain parts (e.g., 94:8–13). 
In still others a poem of another type has been labeled as a 
wisdom poem (Ps. 2:12d; 111:10). The Psalms with the best 
claims to be classed as Wisdom Psalms are 1, 19b, 32, 34, 37, 
49, 78, 112, 119, 127, 128, and 133. Their most significant fea-
ture is that they are addressed primarily to a human audience 
rather than to God, and their tone is didactic or hortatory. 
The presence of wisdom vocabulary and stylistic forms can 
be observed. Psalm 37 is an alphabetical acrostic comprising 
a series of precepts and proverbs commending a life of piety. 
Psalm 49 identifies itself as a mashal, or wisdom utterance, 
concerning a riddle (ḥidah). Psalm 127 consists of two ex-
panded proverbs.

The principal themes of the Wisdom Psalms are:
(1) the antithetical ways of life of the righteous and the 

wicked;

(2) the appropriate rewards and retribution in store for 
each respectively;

(3) the qualities and behavior of the righteous as evok-
ing admiration;

(4) study of the Torah as the focus of piety and a source 
of pure delight;

(5) life and vitality as fruits of righteousness, which is 
true wisdom;

(6) personal trust in YHWH;
(7) the search for light on problems of faith;
(8) encouragement to faith and obedience through re-

flection on YHWH’s mighty acts on behalf of His people (see 
also *Psalms).

The Concept of Wisdom
The concept of wisdom as developed in the long course of Isra-
el’s cultural and religious history is different from and broader 
than the various meanings and uses of the term ḥokhmah (see 
above). All these denote elements and aspects of one thing – 
the activity of mind – introducing order in place of confusion, 
expanding and structuring knowledge, and purposefully di-
recting the actions of men. The continuity of the wisdom tra-
dition lay in the constant enlargement and enrichment of this 
faculty of applied intelligence.

At first the noun ḥokhmah denoted simply the state of 
being wise. It was no more than a linguistic correlative of the 
adjective ḥakham (“wise”) and the verb ḥakham (“to be wise”), 
the adjectival use being basic. The wise were more capable, 
knowledgeable, skillful, intelligent, imaginative, and resource-
ful than their fellows, who consequently would look to them 
for counsel and leadership. The sharing of knowledge made of 
the wise man a teacher. Confidence in his counsel imbued him 
with the potentiality for leadership and ultimately for govern-
ment. The general orderliness observable in the natural world 
called for an order of values as well as a structure of power in 
human society, and for meaning to justify both. Stimulated 
by access, through literacy, to the ideas of other wise men, the 
counselor became a thinker, concerned with understanding 
and moral judgments as well as with knowledge. Worshipping 
a God whose commands were not arbitrary but ethically con-
ditioned, this counsel passed beyond the defensive morality 
of the tribe and the prudential morality of the individual to 
an ethic resting on beliefs held to be sacred.

If men could be wise to some degree in this deeper sense, 
God axiomatically was all-wise, good, and just, despite any 
appearances to the contrary. The creative and providential 
ordering of the world were acts of divine wisdom, which is 
sovereign, creative, and dynamic. Thus wisdom becomes fully 
conceptualized when personified pictorially in Proverbs 8 as a 
personal instrument of God in the planning and implemen-
tation of the created order.

Bibliography: W.G. Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Litera-
ture (1960); B. Gemser, Sprüche Salomos (19632); O. Eissfeldt, The Old 
Testament, an Introduction (1965); R. Gordis, The Book of God and 
Man (1965); idem, Koheleth the Man and his World (1968); W. Mc-
Kane, Proverbs (1970). Add. Bibliography: R. Harris in: J. Gam-
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mie and L. Perdue, The Sage in Israel and the Ancient Near East (1990), 
3–17. See bibliographies to *Ecclesiastes, *Proverbs, and *Job.

 [Robert B.Y. Scott]

WISE, GEORGE SCHNEIWEIS (1906–1987), sociologist; 
first president of *Tel Aviv University. Born in Pinsk, Poland, 
he went to the U.S. to study in 1926 and graduated from Co-
lumbia University in 1930. He served as associate director of 
its Bureau of Applied Social Research from 1949 to 1952, and 
lecturer on the sociology of Latin America from 1950 to 1952. 
For his assistance in the anti-illiteracy campaign in Mexico 
in 1944–46 he was decorated with the order Aguila Azteca by 
the Mexican government in 1946, and was visiting professor 
at Mexico University from 1956 to 1957. Long a supporter of 
The Hebrew University, he was chairman of its board of gover-
nors from 1953 to 1962. In 1963 he was elected president of the 
newly established Tel Aviv University, which developed rap-
idly during his tenure of office. In 1971 he became its chancel-
lor. Apart from wide business interests, he took part in Jewish 
public activities in the United Jewish Appeal and other bod-
ies. He is author of The Breakdown of Parental Authority in 
Polish Immigrant Families in the United States (1931), Caudi-
llo (1951), a study of Latin American dictatorship, and Mexico 
de Aleman (1952).

WISE, ISAAC MAYER (1819–1900) U.S. Reform rabbi, archi-
tect of Reform Judaism in America. Wise was born in Stein-
grub, Bohemia, and studied at yeshivot in Prague and Vienna. 
In 1843, he became the rabbinical officiant (Religionsweiser) 
in Radnitz, Bohemia. Disillusioned about career prospects 
for Jews in central Europe, he emigrated to the United States 
in 1846. He became rabbi of Congregation Beth El in Albany, 
N.Y., introducing reforms such as mixed seating, choral sing-
ing, and confirmation. In 1847, he joined a *bet din in New 
York, presided over by Max *Lilienthal, and conceived the 
idea of its authorizing a single ritual for the American Jewish 
community. The attempt proved abortive; but in 1848, he is-
sued a call for a meeting the following year to establish a union 
of congregations. Again the attempt failed, but Wise persisted 
in advocating the idea. Meanwhile, he was earning a reputa-
tion as a writer, contributing regularly to Isaac *Leeser’s Oc-
cident and the New York Jewish weekly, Asmonean. In 1850, 
as Wise pondered accepting the position of rabbi of Congre-
gation Beth Elohim in Charleston, South Carolina, disagree-
ments among the members of Beth El over Wise’s reforms 
caused a split in the congregation that erupted into an actual 
melee at Rosh Hashanah services; Wise and his followers left 
to form a new congregation, Anshe Emeth, the first syna-
gogue in the United States to be established with mixed seat-
ing from the outset.

In 1854, Wise became rabbi of Congregation B’nai Jeshu-
run in Cincinnati, Ohio, where he remained for the rest of his 
life. Within a few months of his arrival, he began to publish 
a national weekly, The Israelite, later renamed the *American 
Israelite, and a German supplement Die Deborah. By the end 

of the year, he had founded Zion College, which combined 
Hebrew and secular studies. In 1855, he issued a call for a synod 
that would be the guiding authority of American Judaism, and 
succeeded in organizing a rabbinical conference, which met 
that year in Cleveland. The conference agreed to call a synod 
and adopted a platform that recognized the Bible as divine 
and declared that it “must be expounded and practiced ac-
cording to the comments of the Talmud.” The Orthodox, as 
represented by Isaac *Leeser, were at first satisfied, but soon 
grew suspicious of Wise’s intentions. Moreover, the Cleveland 
Platform was scathingly attacked as treachery to the cause of 
Reform by David *Einhorn, a radical Reformer from Ger-
many who had just become a rabbi in Baltimore. The plan 
for a synod collapsed. 

Wise nevertheless went ahead with some of the projects 
discussed at Cleveland. In 1856, he published Minhag America, 
a prayer book that modified traditional Hebrew ritual. Despite 
repeated setbacks, Wise always returned to his advocacy of a 
union of congregations, a common prayer book, and a college 
to train American rabbis. He expounded his ideas not only in 
his writing but in repeated visits to the scattered Jewish com-
munities of America. The recriminations over the Cleveland 
Conference, and then the Civil War, deferred practical action. 
The establishment of the *Board of Delegates of American Is-
raelites (1859) and Maimonides College (1867) by traditional-
ist forces aroused his sarcastic hostility.

Wise showed no sympathy for the Abolitionist agitation 
which preceded the Civil War. He venerated the American 
Union and was prepared to tolerate slavery rather than con-
template its dissolution. During the Civil War, he joined the 
“Copperhead” Democrats and even accepted their nomination 
to be a candidate for the Ohio State Senate, until his congre-
gation forced him to withdraw from the race. After the Civil 
War, Wise renewed his push for a union of congregations. He 
attended the 1869 rabbinical conference in Philadelphia orga-
nized by Einhorn (see *Reform Judaism), but distanced him-
self from its resolutions, fearing that their radical standpoint 
would put an end to the dream of a comprehensive union of 
American synagogues under his leadership.

The next few years were punctuated by fierce exchanges 
between Wise and the more Germanic and radical Reform 
eastern rabbis – who refused to attend rabbinic conferences 
organized by Wise in Cleveland, Cincinnati, and New York. 
In 1873, lay leaders in Cincinnati closely associated with 
Wise succeeded in forming the *Union of American Hebrew 
Congregations, a loose confederation of congregations pri-
marily from the South and West. Wise was particularly fo-
cused on one of the UAHC’s objectives – the establishment of 
a rabbinical college. In 1875, he was appointed the first presi-
dent of *Hebrew Union College. The famous treife banquet 
served on the occasion of the first ordination of HUC rabbis 
ended all hope for a unified American Judaism. The obser-
vant stormed out and, for a time, there was only Reform Ju-
daism and everybody else. (More than 125 years later, at the 
inauguration of David Ellenson as president of HUC, a kosher 

wise, isaac mayer


