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"AH" we can do with the newest arrivals is to begin the development of a (Jewish) 
interest (or even better, begin to estabish what Rabbi Posner called a "Jewish need") 
during the initial resettlement period. 

Potent ia l o f Jewish Consc iousness 
A m o n g Soviet Jews 

Let me lay to rest at the very outset of 
this presentat ion any false expecta t ions 
that may exist . We have seen no single, 
clear pattern of absorpt ion for Soviet immi­
grants , Jewishly speaking, and certainly, 
n o c l e a r p r e s c r i p t i o n for s u c c e s s h a s 
e m e r g e d , at least in the reports we have 
received. 

N o t only is success not in hand , but o n 
every outs tanding issue there seem to be at 
least two emphat ic and fairly unrelenting 
sides. I a m reminded of a remark by an old 
professor of mine at Hebrew University, 
"There are t w o kinds of people in the 
w o r l d , " he said, "1) those that tend to see 
things as a s imple, unbroken unity, and 2) 
Jews , w h o are forever dividing everything 
up into at least two kinds ." 

In the last few m o n t h s , it has b e c o m e 
apparent that accul turat ion in general , and 
Jewish acculturat ion in particular, is be ­
g inning to emerge as a major priority in 
communi t i e s . If it is not today on a par with 
"employment" and "maintenance ," it s o o n 
will be. A part of this may be attributed to 
the fall in numbers we are exper ienc ing . 
This has a l lowed us the luxury to 1) m o v e 
in to an a tmosphere characterized more by 
planning than crisis, and 2) shift a higher 
propor t ion of staff t ime off the t ime-
c o n s u m i n g tasks associated with the initial 
period and onto the main item of c o m m u n a l 

* Presented at the Annual Meeting of the Con­
ference of Jewish Communal Service, Denver, May 
26, 1980. 

agenda, i.e. we lcoming Soviet refugees back 
into the Jewish c o m m u n i t y . 

H o w e v e r , I suspect that even if it were 
not the case that a growing percentage of 
the refugees we deal with are over the initial 
resett lement traumas , that is, even if the 
numbers remained the same or even grew, 
the emergence of Jewish acculturation issues 
was an inevitable part of the "maturat ion" 
of our c o m m u n i t y program. Before we 
begin to deal with a few of the issues 
involved in Soviet Jewish acculturat ion, we 
should put the whole matter in a broader 
c o n t e x t in order to help us understand the 
"Jewish baggage" brought to the U .S . by 
Soviet Jewish immigrants . 

There are m a n y preconcept ions a bo ut 
what the Soviet immigrant is, in Jewish 
terms, which influence both our att itudes 
and programs. Generally, reports to us are 
prefaced or conc luded by a clear pos i t ion 
concerning the prospects for Soviet Jewish 
accul turat ion. (The majority of written 
reports are generally posit ive , while the 
oral reports tend to be much more cynical) . 

N o w may be the t ime to review s o m e of 
the facts that we all knew once concern ing 
these Soviet immigrants . 

The so-called ass imilat ion of Soviet Jews 
is not to be equated with the ass imi lat ion of 
substantial port ions of Amer ican Jewry. 
Amer ican Jews can c h o o s e to comple te ly 
forget their identity, whereas the Soviet 
Jews are punished to the extent they express 
their J e w i s h n e s s . Therefore , observab le 
Jewish c o m m i t m e n t in the Soviet U n i o n 
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would be an act of pure masochism. 
It is less than 28 years since "the night of 

the murdered poets" when twenty-three of 
Soviet Jewry's leading writers, poets and 
artists were murdered on Stalin's orders in 
Lubyanka Prison. This night signalled the 
start of the systematic slaughter of nearly 
every prominent Jewish artist and intel­
lectual in the Soviet Union—the literal 
murder of a whole culture was completed 
in one year. 

The cut-off date from the possibility of 
cultural Jewishness in the Soviet Union 
may be said to be not 60, but less than 30 
years ago, a relatively short time ago. The 
wounds are still quick. Since then, the anti-
Jewish campaigns, as most of us here 
know, have been waged so fiercely and with 
such constancy that, to a considerable 
extent, Jewish self-expression, except in 
selected geographical areas, was reduced to 
the fact of having Yevrei stamped on the 
internal passport of those born to Jewish 
parents. Yet this Yevrei brands Soviet Jews 
with their Jewishness in a most inescapable 
manner, and on more than one level of 
their existence. 

Despite a relative lull in the campaign 
during the Khrushchev years, there has 
been more than ample proof that the 
present Soviet leaders have completely 
rededicated themselves to an anti-Jewish 
policy. Recent Samizdat disclosures report 
that not one Soviet Jew may have been 
allowed to enter the prestigious Moscow 
State University since the academic year 
1977-78. Jewish enrollment in all insti­
tutions of higher learning has been reduced 
from 111,900 in 1968-69 to the approxi­
mately 44,000 today. While Jewish profes­
sionals constituted 11 percent of the Russian 
professional class in the late sixties, today's 
level has been reduced to around 5 percent. 

One of the most shocking of recent 
revelations was made by Dr. William Korey 
in a recent issue of Foreign Affairs. He 
quotes a secret party directive discouraging 
the employment of Jews "at responsible 

levels"and adds that such institutions have 
been directed to exclude "even those listed 
as Russian in their internal passport but 
whose mother or father was Jewish." 1 Thus 
even those who have desperately tried to 
hide their nationality are forced to live with 
the burden of their Jewish blood. 

Dr. Korey expands on this theme in a 
recent issue of the London Jewish Chronicle 
(5/16/80). "Ineluctably there will be those 
who wil l seek to eliminate all vestiges of 
Jewish identity so that they might 'pass' in 
order to enter the university or obtain de­
sirable jobs. But the internal passport re­
mains an obstacle. And the Nuremberg 
Factor constitutes a new obstacle in' various 
institutions. Officials want to know whether 
a single parent was Jewish." 

What do the Russians want from the 
Jews? " A leading Soviet hate-monger, 
Vladimer Begun, some months ago was 
asked: 'What is the future of the Jewish 
people, then? Assimilation?' He responded: 
i don't believe in assimilation. There always 
remains something Jewish in a Jew anyway.' 
When queried as to what Jews should do, 
Begun replied: 'Live quietly and that's it.' " 2 

The turbulent effect that the relentless 
anti-Jewish assaults have caused in the 
minds of the ordinary Soviet Jew can only 
be imagined. One effect is certain. His 
Jewishness, if only in the negative sense, 
has to be felt as one of the central factors 
controlling his personal destiny. 

Even without recourse to research or 
studies, common sense tells us that there 
were two possible directions for this Jewish 
identification to go. The Soviet Jew could 
redouble his attempts to Russify himself 
and his children, or strike back with a 
Marrano-like refusal to be negated. How 
does a secular Jew in a ruthlessly anti-
Semitic country make a clandestine 

1 William Korey, "The Future of Soviet Jewry: 
Emigration and Assimilat ion," Foreign Affairs 
Quarterly, Fall, 1979. 

2 Ibid., p . 80. 
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Marrano statement? By assoc iat ion with 
J e w s , by justified pride in Soviet Jewish 
ach ievements , by hop ing his child will 
marry a Jew, by celebrating with Israel 
after the 6 - D a y War and fearing for her 
during the Y o m Kippur War, by dec iding 
to give up the Soviet Union . 

It is probable that the Soviet Jewish 
family unit has funct ioned as the sole 
transmitter of posit ive Jewish assoc iat ions; 
its three generat ional c o m p o s i t e creating a 
bridge between the chi ldren, educated as 
Russ ians , and the grandparents , rooted in 
the pre-Stal in period of Soviet Jewry. This 
accords well with the fact that the most 
"posi t ive" Jewish identities seem to be 
found, according to a slew of recent articles, 
o n b o t h ends of the age spectrum. There 
should be significant impl icat ions for us in 
this , as our immigrat ion has been, by 
R u s s i a n J e w i s h s t a n d a r d s , extremely 
y o u n g . 3 

F o r a descr ipt ion of the full extent of 
these "posi t ive" feelings, cons ider a rather 
startling article issued as a press release 
f rom Tel Av iv University in April of 1979 . 4 

The article outlines the findings of Professor 
Robert Fain , a refusenik, w h o while in 
Russ ia did a survey of 1500 Sov ie t Jews 
from 20 different cities. The sample did not 
include any refuseniks, activists or people 
w h o had declared an intention of emi­
grating. The quest ionnaire was g iven, in 
fact, on ly to those w h o stated that they 
considered themselves primarily as Russians 
and were content to stay in Russia. 70 
percent were university graduates. Here are 
s o m e of the results: 

1) 96 percent of those surveyed said they 

3 Compare the HIAS Statistical Abstracts, fourth 
quarter, 1979, p. 16 with figures given by Dr. William 
Korey, ibid., p. 79. 

4 Elissa Allerhand, "Professor's Survey Reveals: 
Soviet Jews Harbor Strong Jewish Identity Feelings," 
Tel Aviv University, Information and Public Relations 
Department, Ramat Aviv, April 4, 1979. Press Release 
No. 249. 

would buy a b o o k o n Jewish history if it 
were available. 

2) 87 percent said they w o u l d visit a 
Jewish restaurant if there were one . 

3) 80 percent expressed a desire to learn 
the Jewish language . (60 percent wanted t o 
k n o w Hebrew). 

4) 50 percent of those quest ioned would 
have wanted their children to attend Jewish 
schoo l s or courses . 

5) The survey indicated a strong Jewish 
revival a m o n g the youths , with the younger 
and older Jews bearing similar Jewish 
feelings and att i tudes. 

6) 34 percent said all five of their c losest 
friends were Jewish , and the great majority 
of the remainder of those sampled said that 
at least three of their c losest friends were 
Jewish . 

7) 32 percent had a strong preference for 
their chi ldren marrying Jews , while the 
remainder const i tuted a c o n t i n u u m range 
from "no-object ion-to- intermarriage" (22 
percent) to "clear preference for marrying 
Jewish ." (46 percent) 

8) Pos i t ive att i tudes towards ho l idays , 
religion and synagogues were a significant 
factor in the responses . 

9) "Even Soviet Jews w h o . . . wanted 
their chi ldren registered on their passports 
as non-Jews , were in large majority favor­
able to k n o w i n g more a bo ut Jewish heri­
t a g e , f r e q u e n t l y a J e w i s h r e s t a u r a n t , 
want ing Jewish educat ion for their chil­
dren, and v iewing Juda i sm and Jewish 
identity in a posit ive l ight." 1 think that the 
a b o v e statistics would compare quite favor­
ably with statistics from a comparable 
sampl ing of Amer ican Jews. 

Finally, we should remember that even 
w h e n the Sov ie t J e w has dec ided o n immi­
grat ion for reasons that he bel ieves have 
noth ing to d o with his Jewish birth (as if he 
doesn't realize, on one level or another , 
that e c o n o m i c reasons and Jewish reasons 
are the same) , the entire exper ience of 
emigrat ion and resett lement has to re­
awaken an awareness of his Jewish identity. 
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T o quote Dr . Jerome Gi l i son of Balt imore 
Hebrew Col lege , "It was only by asserting 
his Jewishnesss that he could acquire the 
exit visa from the Soviet government , and 
from the t ime he arrives in Vienna he is 
g iven help because he is a Jew, and this help 
c o m e s exclusively from Jews. The net result 
is that Jewishness , from being someth ing of 
a d i sadvantage in the Sov ie t U n i o n , sud­
denly becomes the one essential e lement of 
his identity which automat ica l ly confers 
a d v a n t a g e s . " 5 Thus one would expect that 
the incoming refugee, whatever his attitudes, 
is more o p e n to things Jewish than ever 
before in his life and this very probably 
account s for why so m a n y of the Russ ians 
i m m e d i a t e l y buy M o g e n D a v i d s u p o n 
arriving in R o m e . 

M u c h of the research done over the last 
few years a m o n g the refugee communi t i e s 
in the United States corresponds well with 
relatively optimist ic result of the Fain 
sample , taken in Russia . In a remarkable 
study by Roberta Markus, nearly 60 percent 
of the respondents ranged in a cont inuum 
from not objecting to their chi ldren be­
c o m i n g more religious to wanting their 
children to be more re l ig ious . 6 

A comprehens ive report on Baltimore's 
refugee c o m m u n i t y deve loped by the Balt­
imore Hebrew Col lege reported that 4 
percent said they wanted a Jewish educat ion 
for their children. 58 percent of the Russians 
c la imed to have learned about Judai sm 
from their parents , even if to a very modes t 
degree. 64 percent acknowledged that they 
had observed Jewish hol idays . 82 percent 
reported that the majority of their Soviet 
friends were Jews , and 83 percent said that 

5 Jerome Gilison, "Problems and Prospects of 
Soviet Jewish Emigration." Presented to the Advisory 
Committee on Soviet Jewish Resettlement of the 
Council of Jewish Federations, Friday, June 17, 1977, 
p. 6. 

they "feel" Jewish but not re l ig ious . 7 The 
Balt imore report conc ludes , "It is hard to 
escape the c o n c l u s i o n that the feeling of 
being Jewish can be crucial in a person's life 
even without that person knowing anything 
abo ut Jewish history and rel igion." The 
report described in this group as ethnic 
J e w s with "the most t enuous connec t ion to 
observable Jewishness ." 8 

S o m e local agencies may be confused by 
these statistics and conc lude that they have 
been sent only "tough cases ." T o that 
lament let me say a number of things. 

1) Obvious ly , we are deal ing with a large 
immigration. We cannot pretend to account 
for individual Sov ie t s . We can at best 
provide a general profile of the group. 
C o m m u n i t i e s , part icularly c o m m u n i t i e s 
that receive only a small number of families, 
may for m a n y reasons find themselves with 
a d isproport ionate representation of per­
sons from o n e end of the scale or the other. 
There are even m a n y communi t i e s that 
register surprise at h o w "fantastic" nearly 
all their refugees have been. I have long 
suspected that negative reactions may as 
often be a problem of staff's perception of 
the emigres , as it is a prob lem of the 
emigres themselves. 

2) Perhaps most importantly, the arriving 
Soviet Jews have been dropped from the 
sky into an al ien env ironment . It has often 
been reported that m a n y seem to g o into a 
period of active mourn ing for the rich 
Russ ian culture they loved and lost. This 
obvious ly deepens the resettlement trauma 
and severely decreases their receptivity to 
new "American-Jewish" ideas. 

3) In addit ion, the trauma of resettlement 
in an utterly strange culture is further 
compounded by having to deal with material 
needs to the exc lus ion of all else. The 
earliest contacts with Jewish agencies re-

7 Jerome M. Gilison, "Summary Report of the 
Survey of Soviet Jewish Emigres in Baltimore," 
Baltimore Hebrew College, p. 23. 

* Ibid., p. 23. 
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v o l v e a l m o s t e x c l u s i v e l y a r o u n d m a i n ­
tenance. 

They have c o m e here with n o understood 
language , both in the usual sense and in the 
profounder sense of shared s y m b o l s and 
referents. Yet the first language they are 
taught is to secure them employment and 
often concentrates o n professsional n o m e n ­
clature. 

The refugee's openness to things Jewish , 
to the extent that it ever existed, has been 
pushed w a y d o w n in his order of priority. 
In the cases where the refugee's a t tachment 
t o his Jewishness was very fragile, the 
thread m a y very likely be broken during 
this process . A large part of this appears 
inevitable, particularly during periods when 
the refugee intake is very nearly b e y o n d the 
capacity of staff and volunteers . 

However , some communi t i e s have begun 
to address this problem. The N e w York 
Federat ion is a t tempt ing to deal with it by 
bui lding a strong Jewish c o m p o n e n t into 
their E S L program. Other communi t i e s are 
putt ing one or two mornings , af ternoons , 
or evenings aside for the purpose of d o i n g 
Jewish programming with the refugee at 
the E S L site (so as not to require h im to 
take the initiative of returning) and c o m ­
munit ies are more and more sensitive to the 
fact that particularly during this initial 
period when Jewish programming cannot 
a l w a y s h a v e the h i g h e s t p r i o r i t y , the 
select ion of staff that have themselves a 
strong Jewish identity, and can transmit 
their commitment, will have a powerful 
impact on the refugees even to the extent of 
partially neutralizing the inadvertent re­
inforcement of the emigres ' materialistic 
emphases . 

Still , despite all of these efforts, if the 
" M a s l o w i a n " hierarchy of needs is correct, 
we should not be d i sappointed if we d o not 
see a full b l o w n "search for identity" until 
after the refugee is well settled. 

4) Lastly, the Soviet Jew often c o m e s to 
a c o m m u n i t y where the average American 
Jews is not a commit ted Jew. He has little 

Jewish educat ion and his chi ldren have 
less. He rarely, if ever, at tends synagogue 
and then d o e s it more for social reasons 
than not . He is active o n no commit t ee s 
and gives meagerly to Jewish institutions, if 
at all. 

It probably doesn't take long for the 
emigre to grasp the level of c o m m i t m e n t 
and identif ication of average American 
Jews in m a n y of our c o m m u n i t i e s . In fact, 
in m o s t communi t i e s , we should be able t o 
use the more settled emigre c o m m u n i t y as a 
mirror for ourselves as Jews. If the Soviet 
J e w d i sappoints us , it may be we w h o are 
disappoint ing. 

Recent ly , c o m m e n t s from a number of 
communi t i e s conta in reflections a bo ut this 
process of identif ication with the c o m ­
munity's level of involvement . "Newcomers 
identify with the Jewish c o m m u n i t y , but 
not in a rel igious sense , which is, n o d o u b t , 
a reflection of the general tenor of American 
J e w i s h l i f e" ( W a s h i n g t o n , D . C ) . S a n 
Francisco reported that there is involvement 
in the J C C but not in religious activit ies or 
organizat ions . Los Angeles states its c o n ­
cern that "unless special efforts are m a d e , 
the Russian's rate of d isappearance to the 
Jewish c o m m u n i t y will probably be similar 
to that of our American born Jews ." 

It is interesting to see h o w , in s o m e cases , 
preconcept ions changed a bo ut the arriving 
immigrants . F r o m Savannah , this report: 
"We had received m a n y warnings and read 
m a n y learned articles that had given us to 
believe that we would find Jewish k n o w l ­
edge and identif ication minimal around the 
Russ ian immigrants . We were pleasantly 
surprised by their . . . seeking to identify 
with Jewish traditions and c u s t o m s . " C o m ­
munit ies of course , have a l so registered 
shock at the extent of the lack of Jewish 
knowledge . One c o m m u n i t y stated that its 
refugees didn't k n o w a bo ut such basic 
things as Y o m Kippur, Brit Milah or Bar 
Mitzvah, yet again , I a m left wonder ing if 
the happily surprised communi t i e s weren't 
more open to be ing happi ly surprised. It 
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may be, after all, a quest ion o f "whether the 
glass is half-empty or half-full." 

N e w Jersey 'Y' C a m p s had an interesting 
summer last year. They absorbed 50 Soviet 
Jewish youngsters into their c a m p of 1200. 
They expected a rough time. Pre-camp 
staff meet ings dealt with h o w they would 
handle the Soviet youngsters ' separation 
anxiety, their manipulativeness, resentment 
against staff authority and, of course , their 
resistance to all things Jewish. The o u t c o m e 
was the kind of "pleasant surprise"described 
by Savannah above . The Soviet children 
behaved , more or less, like their American 
peers—except better. They integrated well , 
were wel l -behaved and very mature and, 
surprise again , seemed to relate to Jewish 
activities with the same degree of interest as 
t h e i r A m e r i c a n p e e r s , w h i c h m e a n t , 
moderate ly . This year the Jersey 'Y' Camps 
will be taking in 150 to 200 emigre children. 

Until just a few m o n t h s a g o , there was 
very l i t t le r e p o r t i n g t o us o n J e w i s h 
programs. This was because 1) m a n y of the 
programs were not fundable under our 
block grant monies and thus communi t i es 
did not feel obl iged to report and 2) not too 
m u c h was go ing on . My proof of the 
second point is that we are n o w beginning 
to receive reports and quest ions about this 
area despite the fact that we still cannot 
fund many of the programs. 

At this point the quest ions about Jewish 
programming still far ou tnumber the re­
ports , and typically, issues have developed 
faster than programming. 

The first cluster of issues revolve around 
day schools , as opposed to Hebrew Schoo l s 
or S u n d a y S c h o o l s . I must say that we 
should be proud of h o w far the Jewish 
c o m m u n i t y has c o m e in the last twenty 
years. In no single report that we have seen 
has this issue been discussed in terms of 
Americanism versus Jewish particularity. 
It is usually a quest ion of h o w much , in 
resources, can the c o m m u n i t y commit to 
this very expensive program area. 

Nearly all the larger communi t i e s c o n ­

tinue to provide scholarships for emigre 
children during their first year. There is 
considerable variat ion with respect to the 
second year however . S o m e communi t i e s 
treat the youngster like any other Amer­
ican chi ld in d e t e r m i n i n g scholarsh ips . 
Others, such as Cleveland, offer scholar­
ships on a sl iding scale, with the Federation 
absorbing the deficit. A variation of this 
pol icy calls for a fixed payment by the 
emigre family with the remainder to be 
paid o n a sl iding scale. 

The Soviet parents' reaction to the day 
schoo l s has been generally, a l though not 
a lways , posi t ive . Being g o o d Jews , they are 
of two schools of thought. Markus 'Toronto 
study, cited a b o v e , quoted a significant 
number of parents as being concerned that 
the two-s tream character of day schoo l 
educat ion was an unfair burden on children 
w h o need to c o m e to grips with both 
English and an entirely new system of 
educat ion. 

However , as indicated in a recent report 
on Soviet children and day schoo l s by the 
American Associat ion of Jewish Education, 
the majority of Russian parents with chil­
dren in day schoo l s prefer them to be there. 
For them, as well as for the Federat ion, the 
only issue appears to be m o n e y . The A A J E 
concludes with this interesting observat ion: 
"The day school a lso represents a chal lenge 
in t e r m s o f l e a r n i n g d i s c i p l i n e w h i c h 
approx imates the c l imate of regimen to 
which the immigrant students were accus­
tomed . During the years of accl imation to 
an a tmosphere of greater freedom, the day 
school is a most valuable transit ion." 9 

During a recent conference in Waterbury, 
C o n n . , a former Soviet Jew described how, 
while earning only $ 10,000 per year, he sent 
his child to a day schoo l , paying a tuition of 
$1,000. This same emigre said with authority 

9 "The Financial and Educational Integration of 
the Russian Immigrant Jewish Students," May, 1979, 
American Association for Jewish Education, De­
partment of Community Services, pp. 9-10. 
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that he did not leave the Soviet U n i o n for 
"Jewish reasons "since he was not interested 
in Jewish matters . He left, he said, only 
because there was no e c o n o m i c future for 
h im and his child in the Soviet Union. 
A g a i n , the very same Soviet Jew cont inued 
on to say that he took his child to synagogue 
every Saturday, because he wanted his 
child to be comfortable there in a way he 
couldn't be. 

We can see in these remarks the conflict 
and confus ion characteristic of so m a n y 
refugees. While they frequently deny any 
Jewish express ion for themselves , they, at 
the same t ime, very much desire their 
children to be their Jewish surrogates. 

It is in this light that day schoo l s take on 
their e n o r m o u s potential significance. They 
are frequently a lone in being able to reach 
out to the adult generat ion through a 
c o n n e c t i o n made with their children. They 
d o this through the unthreatening activities 
of a P.T. A. or through, (more threateningly) 
adult educa t ion programs that parallel 
what the youngsters are learning, particu­
larly during holdiay periods, or s imply 
through encourag ing a child to bring h o m e 
new Jewish ideas and experiences . 

The role of the children in this process is 
not , by the way, intrinsically different from 
what it was in previous immigrat ions , 
except perhaps that this t ime, rather than 
public school -educat ion children bringing 
" A m e r i c a n i s m " into tradi t iona l J e w i s h 
h o m e s , day school—"savvy" youngsters 
are bringing Yiddishkeit h o m e to their o ld-
world parents. 

A s an aside, I would suggest that the 
informal or experimental programs that 
appear t o be most successful usual ly have 
involved the whole family. Hol iday pro­
grams are a we l l -known draw. Several J C C 
directors have noted that "the Russians 
a lways c o m e to a hol iday program or a 
special event ." There is no quest ion that the 
adults primarily c o m e for the child's sake, 
but a lso let me add that a g o o d Russ ian will 
never miss a party. 

A n interesting at tempt to deve lop rela­
t i o n s h i p s w i t h S o v i e t J e w i s h f a m i l i e s 
through an afternoon school program is 
being carried out in L.A. The J F C S supplies 
the initial referral and consul ta t ion services 
"to help the congregat ion better deal with 
the students and their famil ies ." The J C C is 
involved in a consult ing capacity and is a 
resource for recreational programming . 
The objective of this program is to "involve 
and integrate the family and children into 
the congregat ion ." 

Direct ive versus Non-Direc t ive 
Accul turat ion 

The non-direct ive approach to Jewish 
acculturat ion believes "you can't force it o n 
t h e m " in special programs. A s H o u s t o n 
puts it "we should educate the institutions 
and organizat ions in H o u s t o n to view them 
as unaffiliated Jews (with a little more 
guidance and cooperat ion from J F S than 
wou ld normal ly be the case) . " J F S phi­
l o sophy ," they cont inue , "is to help the 
n e w c o m e r gain h i s / h e r independence as 
quickly as possible . The process takes three 
to four months . They are then ready to 
make choices , a very new experience for 
them. They then have the opportun i ty to 
discover their Jewishness ." M a n y c o m ­
munit ies express a non-direct ive pos i t ion 
(whether they k n o w it or not) , when they 
make such compla int s as "they have s h o w n 
little initiative regarding involvement in the 
Jewish c o m m u n i t y " (Pittsburgh). 

The directive approach , I bel ieve, is 
more c o m m o n . This pos i t ion ho lds that it 
is the c o m m u n i t i e s ' r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o 
"initiate'" with regard to Jewish accultur­
at ion . While this pos i t ion is held by m a n y 
profess ionals and lay people w h o d o not 
cons ider themselves rel igious, nearly 100% 
of the O r t h o d o x c o m m u n i t y is in this 
c a m p . 

In a recent interview, Rabbi Za lman 
Posner of Nashvi l le put it rather well . He 
compared the emigre to teenock she-nishba, 
that is, a Jew w h o was raised in captivity 
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from infancy. The obl igat ions towards this 
Jew, as regard Ta lmud , are clear. One must 
educate him from Aleph-Bet. However , the 
obverse side of this obl igat ion must be felt 
by those performing it: the joy we are to feel 
in the returning h o m e of a Jew. That is, this 
teaching must a lso be a j o y o u s celebrat ion 
and not merely a rote teaching. 

Rabbi Posner says we have to "create a 
Jewish need in h im,"just as we would with 
a child, while at the same time understanding 
that this is no chi ld, being certainly not 
tabula raisa. It is a matter of retraining he 
says , just as y o u wou ld retrain s o m e o n e for 
suitable employment . 

He tells of an individual Soviet Jew in 
Nashvi l le w h o had no Passover food in his 
house on the eve of the hol iday. When 
asked why, he replied; "In R o m e they gave 
me m a t z o so I used it. Here they didn't, so I 
don' t ." We have to m a k e sure, the rabbi 
states, that we, at the very least, don't let 
them fall "below" the level of c o m m u n i t y 
observance. The most important thing, re-
emphas ized the Rabbi , is that religious 
interventions be made with warmth and 
caring. 

Natural ly, some resent the O r t h o d o x 
group and its role as the primary champions 
of the directive approach and a few c o m ­
munities have cautioned Orthodox elements 
to coordinate their efforts with the rest of 
the c o m m u n i t y . However , m a n y seem to 
breathe a sigh of relief that the religious 
c o m p o n e n t of Jewish acculturation is being 
taken out of their hands . 

A few communi t i e s , such as Seattle, have 
indicated that the only Jewish organizat ion 
wil l ing to take responsibi l i ty in the area of 
Jewish acculturat ion is Chabad . Lubavitch 
or Chabad has Russ ian programs in nearly 
all large cities and in a large percentage of 
the large-intermediates as well. It at tempts 
to deve lop a wide range of programming 
usually encompass ing one or more of the 
fo l lowing e lements: drop- in centers, day-
schoo l s , summer c a m p s , lending libraries, 
E S L , gifts of necessary Jewish items such 

as talesim, tephilin, kosher pots and dishes , 
mezuzahs, etc. It is generally reported that 
their activities are very well attended. 

The success of Chabad probably can be 
attributed to several factors: 

1) They court the emigres aggressively. 
2) Being Hass id im, and originating in 

Russia , they naturally make their hol iday 
activities the spirited celebrations in which 
the emigres feel at h o m e . 

3) They are role models with integrity. 
That is, they are not asking the emigres to 
be more Jewish than they are. Being as 
Jewish will be sufficient. 

I was touched by this quote from Cleve­
land, "girls from the Hebrew A c a d e m y 
adopted Soviet s tudents , take them on field 
trips to places of Jewish interest and invite 
them into their h o m e to experience Shabbat 
and put into practice the Jewish tradit ion 
which they study in the c lassroom." 

F r o m Salem, Mass . c o m e s this obser­
vat ion , "they are m o s t likely to participate 
in Jewish life when there is an active 
interest in t h e m by v o l u n t e e r s . If the 
volunteer finds Jewishness important , the 
Soviet adoptee will identify because of a 
desire to be accepted ." 

Cultural Judai sm should be a viable 
compet i tor for religious Judaism, particu­
larly as Soviet Jews, as we described them 
earlier, generally feel themselves to be 
ethnically but not religiously Jewish. Ernest 
Kahn of Phi ladelphia remarks "the role 
mode l presented by m o s t indigenous U.S . 
Jews does not b o d e well for a rel igiously-
based Jewish identity for Soviet Jews , and 
an identity based o n culture requires the 
deve lopment of a foundat ion for such." 

M e m p h i s ' healthy resettlement program 
has typically at tempted to compromise the 
religious and cultural posi t ions . "Many of 
the immigrants have n o real concept ion of 
and are not yet ready and willing to accept 
the G-d concept . Thus , while it is a worth­
while venture to involve them in hol iday 
celebrations and discuss ions of diverse life­
style alternatives, the application oi tephilin, 
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for instance , may be a 'strained exer­
cise' . . . one O r t h o d o x Rabbi put it in 
terms of religiosity being a long range goal 
for the second generat ion. In the interim, 
cu l tura l -communal involvement may have 
to stand in as the only preventative for 
ass imi lat ion ." 

Unti l n o w , n o single non-rel igious c o m ­
munity agency has elected to take the 
responsibi l ty for giving the Russians the 
Jewish cultural f oundat ion that Ernest 
Kahn refers to as necessary. Yet I think it is 
fairly o b v i o u s that it should have been the 
J C C that t o o k up this mantle . This is yet 
another issue to be worked out . In the first 
p l a c e , it w o u l d c e r t a i n l y be far l e s s 
problemat ic to apply federal dol lars to 
Jewish content programming in a religiously 
neutral Jewish agency . In the second place, 
the Center can present Jewish life "authen­
tically," experiential ly, as lived by a c o m ­
m u n i t y — a n d not create the i l lusion that 
Jewish c o m m u n i t y funct ioning is synony­
m o u s with the perpetual d ispensat ion of 
services. 

The Center m o v e m e n t n o w seems to be 
preparing to c o m e to center stage o n this 
matter. The reasons that it has not , until 
n o w , done so are t o o numerous and compl i ­
cated to deal with here. Suffice it t o say, 
that we expect that programming for Soviet 
Jews will increase sharply in the 1980's. 

W e have very briefly touched o n the role 
of the synagogue in Jewish acculturat ion 
process . S ince it is an issue that is on ly n o w 
b e c o m i n g def ined, we will s imply indicate 
that it will undoubted ly be on m a n y c o m ­
munity agendas this c o m i n g year. 

Coord inat ion o f Programming 

Apparent ly , several communi t i e s have 
recently fought this issue out. In the cases 
r e p o r t e d t o us , c o m m u n i t y - w i d e c o m ­
mittees , generally staffed by Federat ion 
staff, were formed. In most cases , most of 
the fo l lowing parties were incorporated 
into the commit tees : The congregat ional 
rabbis , day schoo l s , bureaus of Jewish 

educat ion , Center and J F S staff. The o b ­
jective was t o plan and coord inate in an 
orderly fashion for Jewish accul turat ion. 
Bridgeport, S a v a n n a h , Ch icago , L.A. and 
Cleveland all may provide m o d e l s for this 
kind of coordinat ion . 

T o q u o t e S a v a n n a h , "We had from the 
start decided that the c o m m i t t e e o f the 
Federat ion wou ld take care of all their 
Jewish needs . While m o s t of the members 
were leaders in the var ious s y n a g o g u e s and 
c o m m u n a l organizat ions , they were asked , 
and they agreed, that this was a c o m m u n i t y 
c o m m i t t e e and as such the c o m m u n i t y and 
not the individual organizat ions or syna­
g o g u e s , wou ld have sole contro l of the 
immigrant's integration . . . The Russ ians 
were never part o f any in tercommunal 
strife or compet i t ions between rabbis and 
s y n a g o g u e s , which are part and parcel of 
small t o w n Jewish life." 

The Soviet Jewish Resett lement Program 
is facing s o m e e n o r m o u s chal lenges in the 
near future because of Jewish content 
p r o g r a m m i n g primarily as a result of the 
First A m e n d m e n t prohibi t ions against the 
use of federal m o n i e s in the support or 
establ ishment of religion. The issue is e x ­
tremely c o m p l e x but it is o n e o n which we 
will be d o i n g s o m e rethinking very s o o n . 
Part of that re-thinking is being d o n e by the 
Task Force o n Jewish Identity. The Task 
Force has been assembled from leading 
Jewish c o m m u n i t y profess ionals , including 
educators and rabbis. The main task will be 
to identify basic prob lems , suggest general 
direct ions and deve lop program ideas in 
response to identified needs. 

We will have awarded substantial sums 
of m o n e y this year for demons tra t ion pro ­
grams that will involve Jewish acculturation. 
These programs should provide m o d e l e x ­
periences for other c o m m u n i t i e s . It s eems 
highly significant that 12 c o m m u n i t i e s , or 
approximately 10% of the total amount of 
block grant communities, sent in formal 
proposa l s o n various Jewish acculturat ion 
themes . Frankly, that is a rather incredible 
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response and must be indicative of the high 
degree of interest recently deve loped in this 
area. 

In Conc lus ion 

"AH" we can d o with the newest arrivals 
is to begin the d e v e l o p m e n t of an interest 
(or even better, begin to establish what 
Rabbi Posner called a "Jewish need") during 
the initial resettlement period. A n d we can 
above all, maintain posit ive contact with 
the refugees until a later stage. 

The Jewish acculturation programs and 
activities for Soviet Jews will undoubtedly 
cont inue long after the block grant monies 
are n o longer appl icable to the refugees. 
Concerned communi t i e s must begin plan­
ning n o w for a Jewish accul turat ion period 
ex tending from four to s ix , or even eight 
years; in fact, a period far longer without 

block grant funds than w i t h . 1 0 The entire 
c o m m u n i t y — t h e Federat ion, the J C C , the 
J F S , the Bureau of Jewish Educat ion , the 
day schoo l s , all synagogues big and small , 
O r t h o d o x or Reconstruct ionis t—wil l be 
required ultimately to chip in their resources 
to the Soviet Jewish in-gathering. 

If this c o o p e r a t i o n is in fact achieved, 
then the resett lement program will have 
heaped blessings o n the American Jewish 
c o m m u n i t y that will last much longer than 
this present immigrat ion , and our mitzvot 
will have been amply rewarded in the 
"here-and-now" of our c o m m u n i t y fabric. 

1 0 Dr. Barry N. Stein, "The Refugee Experience: An 
Overview of Refugee Research," Paper Presented at 
Conference Sponsored by Royal Anthropological 
Institute, London, February 22, 1980, P. 17. 
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