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Ahad Ha'am, the early twentieth century philosopher of Zionism shows that all minorities in
western society have no choice but to imitate the larger environment in which they live. Yet,
there are two ways to imitate. He calls them “imitation of absorption” (or absorptive imitation)
and “imitation of competition” (or competitive imitation). The first kind of imitation leads to

total assimilation.

Introduction

“How well are American Jews getting
along as Americans?

How well are American Jews getting
along as Jews?”

“A Study of American Jewish lden-
tification,” which appeared in the Jour-
nal for the Scientific Study of Religion, in
1980, begins with these questions.

“How well are American Jews getting
along as Americans?” All we have to do
is look around at our Jewish neighbors,
friends and family members. While
there are some mountains in the Ameri-
can success story that Jews have not yet
scaled, we have done very well in the
goldene medina if socioeconomic status is
the barometer of success as Americans.

“How well are American Jews getting
along as Jews?” This is another question
entirely. To be sure, the profusion of
studies, articles, seminars and confer-
ences on this problem during the past
decade has been unmatched in any
other arena of Jewish concern.

I don’t presume to have the answers
or the wisdom required to understand
and respond to the complex challenge
of Jewish alienation. But I do have a
Jewish educator’s point of view on how
well Jews are getting along as Jews.

* Presented at the Isadore Sollod Symposium,
sponsored by the Associated Jewish Charities and
Welfare Fund, Baltimore, Maryland, for staff
members of its agencies, May 28, 1983.

The best way to begin is by defining a
Jewish telegram. Do you know what a
Jewish telegram is? It’s a five-word mes-
sage. “Start worrying! Details will fol-
low.” This paper is an attempt to pro-
vide some of the salient details.

First, a note about what this essay is
not. I could have chosen to consider the
psychopersonal dimensions of aliena-
tion and indifference. This would have
required a casework approach which, in
essence, would have individualized the
treatment of this subject. I chose, in-
stead, to deal with alienation as a social
group phenomenon. My discussion,
therefore, will use demographic and
sociological information about the
American Jewish community qua
community as its baseline.

The Communal and Historical Context
of Alienation

The problem, the challenge and the
threat of alienation must be considered
in the broad context of Jewish life. That
context contains a variety of significant,
positive developments in the American
Jewish community. According to Rabbi
Judah Nadich (who made a point of un-
derscoring progress in American Jewish
life at a recent Jewish Welfare Board
Task Force meeting) the positive devel-
opments are: growth of Jewish day
schools; increased Federation support
to Jewish education; growing awareness
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by communal leadership of the im-
portance of Jewish education; the
growth of Jewish summer camps; the
year-round youth and adult tours and
visits to Israel; and the growth of
Judaica courses, programs and depart-
ments on the University campus.
Moreover, rabbinical seminaries are
producing their own faculties and the
American Jewish community is pro-
ducing its own Judaic scholars.! Each of
us can add other positive indicators of
Jewish life.

Nadich underscored his optimism re-
garding the future of the American
Jewish community by citing from his
close to fifty-year rabbinic experience.

In the 1930’s, he noted, when a
grandfather was called to the Torah in
the synagogue, he knew the blessings
well, but his sons recited them hesitat-
ingly, and his grandchildren hardly
knew them or did not know them at all.

In 1983, the children know the
blessings well, but their parents barely
make it, and their grandparents cannot
recite them at all.2

According to Charles Silberman, it's
been hard, but Jews are making it as
Jews in America. “What is amazing in an
open society,” he claims, “is not how
many Jews are opting out, but how
many are opting in.”® However that may
be true, the problem of opting out is
growing more serious.

Rabbi Richard Israel, director of the
Hillel Foundations of Greater Boston,
places the challenge of alienation in a
sociohistorical perspective:

“In Vilna at the turn of the century,
or in the Warsaw Ghetto in the forties,
there was no concern about unaffiliated
Jews. In both of these situations, Jews
had options about the sort of Jews they
wanted to be, but the option not to be
Jews was hardly available. Qur people
today have clear options not to be
Jewish. Without having to be pro-
grammatic assimilationists, they can
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drift away quietly as non-Christians,
something that could not have hap-
pened easily to many generations of the
past.”?

Americanization and Deculturation

This drifting away is our concern
today. Fewer than one in five Jews in the
United States is foreign-born and most
of these are elderly. Fully 40 percent are
third-and fourth-generation Americans.
Except for a relatively small number of
immigrants (including those from the
Soviet Union and Israel) the American
Jewish community, notwithstanding the
impact of Israel, is now left to stand
largely on its own for maintenance of
both its numbers and vitality.?

This seemingly innocent statement
has powerful implications for Jewish
continuity. It is abundantly clear that
Jewish identification declines as the
distance from the immigrant generation
grows. (The recent growth of a Baal
Tshuvah movement may appear to con-
tradict this, but the movement has only
affected a very small segment of the
Jewish population.) As Jews become
more Americanized, Jewish involve-
ment decreases, with the exception of
two observances that seem to have a
strong hold on large numbers of Jews.
These are attendance at a Passover
seder and lighting of Hanukkah can-
dles. Several reasons have been sug-
gested for this phenomenon. These
rituals seem to provide a Jewish alterna-
tive to Easter and Christmas; they do
not demand social isolation or adoption
of a unique Jewish lifestyle, they are
child-centered and they are performed
infrequently—only once a year.®

If the process of diminishing Jewish
affiliation with each succeeding genera-
tion continues to its logical conclusion,
the American Jewish community should
be totally de-Judaized in the not-too-
distant future. However, even though
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our future as a uniquely Jewish com-
munity is endangered, the worst-case
scenario has not materialized.

Several reasons for this have been ad-
vanced by Marshal Sklare, who notes
that “American ethnic groups move
through three stages: (1) self-
segregation, (2) acculturation, and (3)
assimilation.”” According to Sklare,
“Jews reached the second stage with
great speed. Yet, while almost all Jews
have acculturated, the majority have not
moved to the final position on the cycle:
assimilation.”® He suggests that ten fac-
tors have kept American Jews from
moving beyond the stage of accultura-
tion to that of mass assimilation. In
analyzing these factors, we see that five
of them have to do with the relationship
of the larger gentile society to the Jew.
Essentally, the role of the gentile has
retarded the movement of assimilation.

Five of the factors are specific to the
Jewish community. These are:

1) The size of the American Jewish
community has been sufficiently large
and concentrated to make Jewish life
possible.

2) The new-found secularism of the
Jew has retained a religious base.

3) The belief that Jewish culture is
supra-social as well as social—that it can
retain a hold on individuals for more
than sentimental reasons.

4) The widespread belief that to be a
Jew is to be a member of an elite people;
and

5) The emergence of the State of Is-
rael and the impact which it has had
upon Jewish identity.®

While these factors are not debatable,
they are changeable-—thereby leading to
the possibility of assimilation. As Jews
move to exurbia, concentration of

~Jewish population becomes weakened.

Moreover, the very mobility of young
adult Jews has reduced the level of their
Jewish affihation.

Also, as time marches on, the religious

base of Jewish secularism fades away.
And, the supra-social nature of Jewish
culture cannot endure unless reinforced
by positive Jewish experiences. This
holds true also for the matter of Jewish
pride in and identity with the State of
Israel.

While we may only be on the
threshhold of assimilation, as Sklare
maintains, and not assimilated entirely,
deculturation of the vast majority of
American Jews is an ever-present
danger.

What are the characteristics of Jewish
alienation with which we should be con-
cerned as Jewish communal workers?

Although sociologists and demogra-
phers don’t all interpret available Jewish
demographic data in the same manner,
there is a consensus about the principle,
“As goes the larger gentile society, so
goes the Jewish minority.” The greatest
influence on trends in the Jewish com-
munity, all demographers concur, is the
open American society and its rapidly
changing demographic characteristics.

Jewish Family Patterns

According to Urie Bronfenbrenner,
“the family is falling apart.”1?

Everyone understands that the family
is the key to establishing patterns of
identity. However, although not all re-
searchers agree about the degree of
danger that the Jewish family faces, all
feel that we should concentrate our ef-
forts on counteracting the erosion that is
taking place in the Jewish family.

That erosion has several dimensions:

Outmarriage increased from three
percent in 1930 to 40 percent in 1980,
and continues to grow. According to
Professors U.O. Schmelz and Sergio
Della Pergola of the Hebrew University,
only 25 percent of children of outmar-
riages contracted since 1965 are
Jewish.!!

While there is some evidence, if not
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hard data, to substantiate the observa-
tion that conversions make up for some
or all of the dropouts due to intermar-
riage, from a Jewish school enrollment
point of view, the fallout is significant.

. A 1978 study by sociologist Egon
Mayer points to the long-range implica-
tions of intermarriage. According to
Prof. Mayer, “Intermarriage represents
a threat to Jewish continuity as evi-
denced by low conversion rate, the low
level of Jewish conduct and practice in
mixed marriages, the low proportion of
Jews regarded as Jews, and the fact that
most of the children are not socialized as
Jews.”12

Prof. Mayer’s assessment of the situa-
tion received graphic confirmation in
two studies conducted by the Board of
Jewish Education of Greater New York,
in 1978 and 1979. Our studies revealed
the extent to which intermarriage af-
fects Jewish belongingness and identity.
In each study, one hundred Reform and
Conservative congregational schools
with a combined enrollment of 12,000
children were surveyed. Based on the
intermarriage rate for the Jewish parent
cohort involved, we expected to find
between 15 and 25 percent of the chil-
dren coming from intermarried
families. We found instead that only
three percent of the children enrolled in
these schools were offspring of inter-
marriage.!3

Not unrelated to the growing phe-
nomenon of intermarriage is the level of
interdating—a practice that must be ad-
dressed by all Jewish communal agen-
cies.

Another threat to Jewish continuity is
the fact that marital rates are lower
among Jews than among non-Jewish
white population. Jews marry less and
later, and the fertility rate is significantly
lower than in the non-Jewish white
population (8-10 births per 1000 Jews
compared to 15 births per 1000 non-
Jews).!* The current estimated average

196

ALIENATED AND INDIFFERENT JEW IN AMERICA

of 1.4 to 1.6 children per Jewish family
is dramatically less than the 2.3 children
needed for sheer replenishment.!®

One leading demographer, Calvin
Goldsheider of the Hebrew University,
is not pessimistic about family size per
se. To be sure, Jewish family size in
America has always been smaller than
virtually all other ethnic groups.
Goldsheider has asserted that the low
Jewish birthrate is neither new nor sur-
prising “because that fits into the way of
life that Jews and other middle-class
people are living in contemporary
America.”!®

Goldsheider’s optimism stems from
his belief that numbers are less impor-
tant than strength of commitment. It is
the least committed Jews who choose
not to reproduce and who marry out of
the faith. He even suspects that the in-
termarriage rate may be stabilizing as
“the less committed Jews are being fil-
tered out.” The lifestyle of those who
live intensely Jewish lives includes a
commitment to the traditional values of
family and children. Therefore he urges
a shift from a concern with the quantity
of Jews to one that concentrates on “how
to improve the quality of Jewish life, and
how to improve the Jewishness of the
Jewish community.”!?

Other scholars, however, underscore
the serious implications of the dropping
birthrate on the potential for Jewish
group continuity.!8

In addition to marrying later or not
marrying at all, and having fewer chil-
dren, Jews are divorcing more fre-
quently. As a result, the number of
single-person households has more than
doubled in the last decade. The number
of young-adult households without
children has also sharply risen. And we
may expect Jewish singlehood and di-
vorce rates to increase.!®

Jewishness is inextricably connected
with Jewish family life. Jewish identifi-
cation is closely related to the family life




JOURNAL OF JEWISH COMMUNAL SERVICE

cycle. Involvement of young people in
Jewish affairs and Jewish ritual is
greatest when their children become of
school age and tends to remain at that
higher level thereafter.2®

One of the most consistent findings in
the research dealing with Jewish iden-
tification is the positive relationship
between an individual’s Jewish identifi-
cation and that of his parents.?! More-
over, the influence of the spouse—par-
ticularly the akeret habayit (the woman of
the house)—is most crucial in identity
formation among the members of the
family. Indeed, according to Prof.
Harold Himmelfarb, of Ohio Univer-
sity, the spouse is “the single most im-
portant interpersonal influence upon
adult Jewish identification.”2?

It follows that the dramatic changes in
Jewish family patterns are bound to
spell a dangerous decline in Jewish
identification during the next several
decades. Prof. Steven M. Cohen of

“Queens College in New York suggests
that changing family patterns will sig-
nificantly diminish Jewish identification
in at least three ways:

1) Alternative households—singles,
childless couples and divorcees—are less
Jewishly oriented. Since the number of
these alternative households is growing,
overall Jewishness will decline.

2) Singles, childless couples and di-
vorcees have created their own com-
munities, subcultures and counter-
norms to support and justify their
once-deviant status. As a result, they
may have less use for the conventional
Jewish community and may well be less
likely to undertake Jewish activities,
public or private. In short, they may be
moving further away from Jewish life.

3) Finally, alternative family growth

" entails a long-range impact. In the past,
the few Jews in alternative family stages
decreased their Jewish activities upon
leaving their parental homes and then,
as married parents, they resumed

higher levels of Jewish activity. But the
rapid growth in alternative Jewish
households means that many Jews are
spending a greater portion of their lives
outside of a conventional family, possi-
bly rubbing out eventual resumption of
higher levels of Jewishness.??

Jewish Observance Patterns

Since Jewish continuity is a Jewish
communal objective, inevitably the
quality of the Jewish dimension of the
relationship of Jewish communal work-
ers with clients and agency members is
crucial. The nature of the challenge is
highlighted by the current observance
patterns of Jewish families.

The Gallup Poll in 1979 revealed that
40 percent of Jews belong to a
synagogue, compared with 70 percent
of non-Jews who belong to a church.
Twenty percent of Jews attend
synagogue with some regularity. On the
other hand, 40 percent of non-Jews at-
tend church regularly.?

The National Survey of Jews in
1981-82 noted that candles are lit on
Friday night in 22 percent of Jewish
homes. Fifty-four percent of Jews fast
on Yom Kippur and a similar percent-
age attends synagogue on Rosh
Hashanah. Fifteen percent have kosher
dishes. Fewer than 10 percent observe
the Sabbath.?®

The Jewish School and the Home

According to the current enroliment
trends, only 60 percent of Jewish youth
will be exposed to a formal Jewish edu-
cational experience during their life-
times.2®

If being alienated from Jewishness
means ignoring or negating values im-
portant to Jewish continuity, then the
trend in Jewish school enrollment is as
enlightening as it is disheartening. It re-
veals a Jewish community becoming
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polarized between the Jewish “haves”
and Jewish “have nots.”

In 1962, the peak year of Jewish
school enrollment in America, there
were some 600,000 Jewish children at-
tending Jewish schools. Of these,
540,000 were in Jewish supplementary
schools (afternoon congregational
schools, communal Hebrew schools and
one-day-a-week schools); 60,000 were in
Jewish all-day schools and yeshivot.??

Now, in 1983, only 340,000 pupils are
enrolled in Jewish schools of all types,
an overall drop of 45 percent from
600,000. What is critical here is the dual
nature of the trend; Jewish sup-
plementary school enrollment de-
creased dramatically from 540,000 to
220,000 (a 60 percent decline). At the
same time, the Jewish day school pupil
population almost doubled, from
60,000 to 117,000.%8

The decline in supplementary school
enrollment is due essentially to three
reasons, related in different ways to
Jewish family values:

1) The precipitous drop in birthrate
has decreased the pool of available chil-
dren.

2) Intermarriage has diminished the
number of enrollees.

3) Apathy to Jewish life (particularly
to the synagogue) and to Jewish educa-
tion viewed as preparation for Jewish
synagogue life has reduced the percent-
age of school age children attending
Jewish schools.2®

The findings of several recent studies
shed light on the last reason for
nonenrollment—adult apathy to Jewish
life.

Some parents interviewed simply
“dislike the temple” or “don’t like the
rabbi.” Moreover, many young adults
indicated that they do not see religion
playing a role in their modern lifestyle.

Many parents for whom permissive-
ness is an important dimension of home
life, don’t feel that Jewish education is
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that important to warrant forcing chil-
dren to “lose their free time after public
school hours.” This feeling is reinforced
by their own unfavorable childhood
Jewish school experiences.

The young Jewish adults studied
clearly feel comfortable in the process of
becoming assimilated and feel no per-
sonal or social need for Jewish educa-
tion.

Finally, by their own admission, many
young parents are materialistic. Paying
for Jewish schooling makes less money
available for social, recreational and
other family activities.?®

These reasons together present for-
midable evidence of alienation. The
home is crucial to the effectiveness of
the Jewish school. Research findings in
general education clearly underscore
the key role of the family in the effec-
tiveness of the school experience.?!
Studies in Catholic education have
shown vividly that Catholic religious
education, by and large, can only affect
pupils whose parents are religiously ob-
servant.3? Similarly, there is evidence to
show that Jewish education has its
greatest impact on those who come from
highly religious homes.33

To be sure, Jewish schooling is effec-
tive and possible only in the presence of
parental commitment.34

This set of findings sends a powerful
message to the Jewish community and
suggests that new levels of understand-
ing and cooperation ought to be estab-
lished between schools and communal
agencies dealing with Jewish families.

While the family is clearly pivotal, we
should not lose sight of the impact that
other institutions can have. In an essay
on Jewish identity in Australia, Geula
Solomon notes that “The social role of
the school in fostering friendship
groups and discouraging intermarriage
is often denigrated and mocked. Yet,
schools along with the family, youth
movements and other communal orga-
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nizations, are socialization agents. They
help young people to feel comfortable
with other Jews and to form close per-
sonal bonds with them.”33

Schools and other Jewish communal
agencies can help reinforce each other
as Jewish socializing agents. Cooperative
efforts can help make programs like
Jewish family retreats and shabbatonim a
widespread phenomenon.

The Jewish Community and Jewish
Identification

Moving out from the family, the
school, and individual communal agen-
cies, it is evident that the community
itself has an influence on a person’s
Jewish identification. Here we are faced
with a mixed bag of facts.3®

On the one hand, Jewish affiliation
rates in small communities are signifi-
cantly higher than in large urban cen-
ters. Toledo and Charleston, South
Carolina, boast affiliation rates in excess
of 90 percent. On the other hand,
smaller communities and suburban
communities further away from centers
of Jewish concentration seem most in
danger of assimilation.

In her candid essay on Jewish identity
in Australia, Solomon notes that “a basic
factor creating problems of identity and
survival is the small size of Jewish com-
munities.” She claims that “minority
communities need to be of some mini-
mum size in order to be viable and to
maintain a distinctive identity.”3? Indi-
rectly, this message can be applied to
larger Jewish communities in America
about the small Jewish satellite com-
munities in their vicinity.

Another finding about the Australian
Jewish community has interesting impli-
cations for American Jewry. According
to Solomon, “One of the major reasons
for the difficulty of developing a Jewish
identity in Australia is that we are a

Jewishly ignorant community ... The
mass of Australian Jews,” she says, “do
not know the content of Judaism, nor
the values, attitudes and behavior ap-
propriate to Jews” .. .38

Echoing this point of view, Jonathan
Omer-Man, director of religious out-
reach of the Los Angeles Hillel Council,
claims that all of the people, 20-55 years
of age, he has counseled were “individ-
uals whose Jewish knowledge was so
limited that they were unable to find
access to the sources and resources of
Jewish wisdom when they needed it.”%®

According to Solomon, “One practical
consequence of this mass ignorance is
that the Jewish family can no longer ful-
fill its traditional role as the primary
Jewish socialization agent. This role has
been relegated to the Jewish school, the
institution which is now expected to
make the child into a Jew, rather than to
educate him as a Jew. Whether Jewish
schools can, in fact, provide a sense of
Jewish identity is problematic. “Jewish
schools in Australia,” Solomon empha-
sizes, “are themselves adaptations to the
values and institutions of the dominant
Australian ethos. Far from conflicting
with the home influence, they reinforce
it.”4?

Whatever Lola wants, Lola gets. That
is why the quality of Jewish sup-
plementary school programs, reflecting,
as they do, the level of parental com-
mitment to Jewishness and Jewish edu-
cation, can do little to counteract the
influences of the environment and the
homes from which pupils come.

Before tackling another dimension of
alienation, it might be in order to indi-
cate that Geula Solomon’s prognosis for
Jewish survival in Australia is negative.
She believes that “it is only a question of
how long before the Jewish identity of
Jews in Australia disappears. Gener-
ally,” she says, “the long-term prospects
for the development of viable Jewish
identity when Jews are a minority in an
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open Christian society appear mini-
mal.”4?

She stresses that “only where Jews are
themselves the dominant majority and
only when the dominant culture of their
environment is Jewish, can they live in
circumstances favorable to the devel-
opment of a meaningful and creative
Jewish identity.”42

For Geula Solomon, the answer is'

Aliyah.

While this is not, by any means, a
realistic solution for most American
Jews, Solomon’s analysis underscores
the need for a Jewish environment, the
creation of which is a major challenge to
each Jewish community.

Upsurge of Orthodox Jewry

The Orthodox Jewish community has
understood the significance of creating
or maintaining a communal environ-
ment conducive to continuity.

Recently, front-page headlines in the
New York Times declared, “Orthodox
Judaism is Buoyed by a Resurgence in
New York.” In the rather long, well
documented article, Kenneth Briggs,
the Times religion editor, notes:

“Earlier in this century, many stu-
dents of Jewish life looked on the small
remnant of Orthodox Judaism as an
anachronism that would soon fade
away. They said Orthodoxy, with its
strict rules for much of daily life and its
attitudes toward women, would be left
behind as Jews were attracted to more
liberal branches of Judaism, which
seemed better attuned to the modern
world.

“On the contrary, Jewish leaders
from all branches, including Reform
and Conservative, say that in the last two
decades Orthodoxy has shown the
greatest vitality among the major
branches of Judaism, growing from
within and attracting Jews seeking a
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clear spiritual philosophy and a total re-
ligious commitment.

“Both cultural and religious factors,
religion experts say, have contributed to
the rise of Orthodoxy. Among the most
prominent trends has been a shift to the
right across a broad spectrum of Ameri-
can religion. The chief beneficiaries
have been the most conservative Chris-
tian and Jewish groups such as Or-
thodoxy.

“Another reason experts cite for the
surge is a search for a clear set of reli-
gious and philosophical beliefs by those
who feel adrift in a culture of wide-
spread uncertainty. Orthodox Judaism
is seen as a sharp alternative to this cli-
mate, offering solid meaning in an age
of ambiguity.

“Gone are the predictions of the inev-
itable demise of what was widely dis-
missed as an obsolete movement that
could not cope with the challenges of an
‘open society.’ "3

To add several other reasons for the
Orthodox resurgence. Orthodox Jews
have succeeded in forming their own
subcommunities. More Orthodox Jews,
particularly the sectarian Orthodox,
marry; they marry younger and have
more children, assert their right to be
Jewish in a pluralistic society, and have
succeeded in making Judaism an intrin-
sic part of the home and community.

In contrast to the New York Times essay
on Orthodoxy I just cited, which be-
speaks continuity, the very same issue of
that newspaper highlights the opposite
phenomenon as well. The obituary sec-
tion lists 17 obituaries with Jewish-
sounding names. Of these, one had a
non-Jewish wife; at least four had in-
termarried children, and six had non-
Jewish burials.**

It is clear that the Jewish continuity of
the offspring of a substantial number of
the deceased is very much in question.

If Orthodoxy is flourishing, it means
that the Jewish future of this population
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is assured. But Orthodox Jewry repre-
sents only 10 percent of the American
Jewish population. Our concern here is
with the majority of the other 90 per-
cent who have no Jewish affihation—
neither Orthodox, Conservative, Recon-
structionist, Reform or Zionist.

Needed Models of Identification
That Work

What works for Orthodoxy will not
necessarily be applicable to the other
denominations and all the nondenomi-
national Jews. Needed are a variety of
models that can work for the rest of the
Jewish population and that can stem
erosion of Jewish identification.

Where does one begin in developing
the response? How does one go about
responding? Fortunately, providing the
response has not been my charge in this
essay.

However, I shall conclude with sev-
eral possible approaches or guidelines.

1. First, in dealing with alienation
and indifference we should use a pre-
ventive approach and begin with margi-
nally affiliated families. This means
working with parents of supplementary
school children and nursery school
pupils. Doing this requires skills that
educators do not always have. Re-
sponding to the challenge therefore,
provides a unique opportunity for an
interdisciplinary approach—utilizing
the skills of a variety of Jewish com-
munal workers. This also means con-
centrating, at first, on member or client
Jews who are the best potential for in-
creased Jewish identification, and leav-
ing the harder-to-reach Jews for a later
time.

Here, the value of Jewish family life
education looms large. It is another op-
portunity for an interdisciplinary ap-
proach whereby Jewish educators can be
helpful to other workers who lack the
necessary Judaic knowledge and skills to

vitalize the Jewish dimension of family
life education.

2. There are degrees of alienation
and indifference. The target population
must be viewed as a varied group of
potential involvees or returnees.

Some alienated Jews may have indeed
left the fold, have been “turned off”; yet
they may retain some nostalgia. Others
never were part of a Jewish experience,
having themselves grown up in an indif-
ferent or alienated environment. They
have no memory of Jewish affiliation or
activity and no Jewish nostalgia.

The week my wife and I spent as in-
filtrators in the Hebrew-Christian
movement some years ago revealed that
a large portion of the young Jews who
were searching for a value system were
never exposed to any Jewish experience
or study. In fact, many of the young
Jews who joined the Hebrew-Christians
had just had their first exposure to Suk-
kot as Hebrew-Christians. With few ex-
ceptions, none of them had been in a
Sukkah as Jewish children or young
adults and were thrilled to have a Suk-
kah experience.

3. Further study and experimentation
is needed to determine the baseline in-
dicators of Jewish identification. When
this is done I'm ready to wager they’ll
include Kashrut; some form of Sabbath
home observance; (Ahad Ha’am: “More
than the Jews kept the Sabbath, the Sab-
bath kept the Jews”); regular synagogue
attendance; and some form of organi-
zational relationship with Israel.

4. The development of alternative en-
vironments emphasizing the experien-
ttal aspect of Jewish life (Havurot and
leisure-time fellowship) needs to be
seriously explored.

5. Innovative approaches and creative
Jewish programming must be devel-
oped to respond to the unique needs of
the growing single, divorced and inter-
married populations.

6. Intergenerational activity should be
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considered. As Jews have less intergen-
erational contact, they demonstrate
more alienation from their past.

7. Finally, staff training and continu-
ing education are essential. Here, Jewish
educators and rabbis can be valuable as-
sets to communal agency programs.
Staff must show a willingness to learn
more and “do” more Jewish.

In Conclusion

How well are American Jews getting
along as Jews?

Poorly, at best. Dangerously, at worst.

Ungquestionably, American Jews have
acculturated rapidly. Whether their
continued Americanization will be ac-
companied by increasing de-culturation
remains to be seen.

In his penetrating essay “Imitation
and Assimilation,” Ahad Ha’am, the
early twentieth century philosopher of
Zionism shows that all minorities in
western society have no choice but to
imitate the larger environment in which
they live. Yet, there are two ways to im-
itate. He calls them “imitation of ab-
sorption” (or absorptive imitation) and
“Imitation of competition” (or competi-
tive imitation). The first kind of imita-
tion leads to total assimilation. Via the
second form of emulation, the minority
group—in this case, the Jews—becomes
stronger and competes with the majority
culture as it learns to use the technical
skills and know-how of the larger society
in order to communicate and reinforce
its own values. “Competitive imitation”
is also a philosophy for our times.

The challenge here is two-fold: 1) to
counteract the forces that are eroding
Jewish family life; and 2) to respond
creatively to new demographic realities,
particularly to the unique Jewish needs
of growing numbers of unaffiliated
Jews.

What can accomplish this better than
the cooperative interdisciplinary efforts
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of Jewish communal agencies! Who can
do this better than Jewish communal
workers and educators especially pre-
pared for this awesome challenge!

The time is now!

To paraphrase the Almighty’s charge
to Gideon, some 3,000 years ago, when
the survival of the Israelites was en-
dangered: “Go forward with your spe-
cial skills and commitment and insure
the continuity of the Jewish people!”
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