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the Constitution, Appalachian lawyering, U.S. popular culture, and
other things American have made me who I am. And though being
Jewish is also part of my identity, Israel plays only a relatively small
role.

This is why I think the organized American Jewish community
makes a mistake when it assumes that Israel will continue to be a
source of purpose and dynamism for the next generation of Ameri-
can Jews. The Jews I know care about Israel, some deeply. But Israel
is not the driving force behind their religious identity. And I believe
it is wrong to think that a connection to Israel will bring many unaf-
filiated American Jews back into the fold. The notion of unity and
identity through nationalism and Israel worked better, I suspect,
before there was an Israel, when a Jewish state was merely an
abstraction for Jews to hope and strive for together. But now it is a
reality. And while American Jews send money and say “Next year in
Jerusalem,” few avail themselves of the opportunity even to visit.
And it is clear that there will be no ingathering of the American Jew-
ish “exiles” on Israeli shores. While I celebrate the prospect of Arab-
Israeli peace, even if it comes it will not transform Israel into Amer-
ican Jewry’s ongoing raison d’etre.

Israeli survival is not a credible cause to rally the unaffiliated,
either. Again, this may have been true and useful some years ago.
But today Israel is by far the strongest military power in the
Mideast, the region’s only nuclear power, and is backed by the
world’s sole superpower. In short, there is no danger that Israel will
ever be pushed into the sea , and those who invoke this possibility
as a way of mobilizing Jews are wrong and possibly disingenuous.

Nor is American Jewish survival a realistic rallying cry. While
one often reads about threats to the American Jewish community, I
have never been victimized by one anti-Semitic incident. I am not
naive enough to think the inexplicable, dogged reality of anti-Semi-
tism is behind us. But it seems to me that American Jews are today
among the most economically and politically successful groups in
the wealthiest, most powerful nation in the history of the world, and
to focus so much attention on the purported threats to our existence
is both unrealistic and unwise. David Duke, Leonard Jeffries and
other populist demagogues may receive alarming support, but they
do not pose a fundamental threat to American Jewish existence.

I do not mean to deny or disrespect the history of anti-Jewish
persecution. As a child of the twentieth century, I am keenly aware
of humanity’s tragic, persistent capacity for hatred, which all too
often has been directed at the Jews. Millions of my people paid the
ultimate price simply because they were Jews, and I owe them a debt
beyond words for sustaining a faith that has given me so much. But
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this has no relevance to the future of Jewish life. The Jewish people
must survive, we are told, because so many martyrs gave their lives
in the name of Judaism. This begs the question of why they gave
their lives. I believe we honor the memory of the martyrs of our past
best when we look both backward with respect and humility, and -
more importantly — forward toward what Judaism has to offer Jews
and the world today and tomorrow. This message is too often lost in
the clamor of rhetoric regarding Israel, anti-semitism, and survival.

With this I have arrived at the central question of my spiritual
inquiry, a question I believe many young American Jews are asking
themselves in various ways: What does Judaism have to offer Amer-
ica and American Jews, not in Israel or in the past but here and now?
I do not pose the question cynically, for my initial explorations of the
Jewish tradition lead me to believe that there are very substantial,
important answers — answers that would both enrich American and
American-Jewish life and animate many young American Jews. But
the question, in its most basic form, is rarely articulated. As young,
single Jews, we are often told not to intermarry. But we are rarely
told why not, in any detailed, thoughtful way.

How does the goal of ongoing Jewish particularity — and the con-
cept of a “chosen” people — comport with the American ideals of
equality, universalism, and melting-pot assimilation? (After all, far
from being inherently dirty words, a strong case can be made that
intermarriage and assimilation are examples of the American dream
at work.) Can — and should — we celebrate our Jewish heritage as
Americans? What does each half of “American-Jew” contribute to the
other? Does Judaism offer anything to the ongoing American story,
and vice versa?

Many young Jews, myself included, struggle with these ques-
tions, and strive to learn, explore, and invent what it means to be
Jewish in this place at this time. The Jewish community could be a
bit more helpful. Since Judaism is a family-oriented religion, young
Jewish adults who are out of school and single often have difficulty
finding institutional frameworks in which to learn more and ask crit-
ical questions in the company of their peers. Too many “young sin-
gles” events lack substance, and are thinly veiled vehicles to help
young Jews find Jewish spouses.

In typically Jewish fashion, I have ended up with questions for
which I have no answers. Perhaps there are no answers. But the
more I learn about Judaism, the more I am convinced that it is some-
thing to be treasured and preserved; that it does indeed have much
to contribute to America and the world; that those who carried it
through the centuries — and those who died to preserve it — have
passed along a truly precious legacy for which I am deeply grateful;
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and that the project of living up to the responsibilities — and partak-
ing of the joys — of Judaism will, at least to me, ever be essential.



MARK M. ROBBINS

I LEFT THE WEDDING AMAZED. In the course of a few hours at
one joyous Jewish wedding, much of my Jewish life flashed before
my eyes: Providence Hebrew Day School, Camp Yavneh in New
Hampshire, Camp Ramah, Hebrew University, Shabbat eve potlucks
in Washington, D.C. There were people at the wedding from every-
where, people with whom I had shared and shaped my Jewish iden-
tity. At that moment I knew exactly who I was and whence I came. I
fully apprehended my Jewishness. And I recognized that had it not
been for my strong Jewish upbringing, I might never have been able
to feel this way now.

I treasure the memory of my years at the Providence Hebrew
Day School not just for the solid Jewish and secular education, but
also for the way the school shaped how I think. I learned to live by
both the secular and the Jewish calendars. School would end early
on Friday afternoons to give us time to help our families prepare for
Shabbat. Our winter vacation was called just that — “winter vaca-
tion” — not “Christmas break.” Our spring vacation always coincided
with Passover. Purim was not just another day: We spent the early
morning in school listening to the megillah (Scroll of Esther) read-
ing, and then went home to deliver mishloah manot (traditional gifts
of food) to relatives and friends. Hebrew conversation, the prayers,
large sections of the Bible, became familiar to me right from the
beginning, thanks to Hebrew Day.
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Moreover, I wore a kippah in school. Every day, passing the local
public junior high school on my way home, I considered taking it off
and stuffing it into my pocket. At the very least, I knew I was differ-
ent from them.

Home and school reinforced each other. Soon after I came home
from school on Friday, my mother would light the Sabbath candles
and we would sit down to our Shabbat meal. It was a time of partic-
ular affection between family members. I particularly enjoyed the
beautiful melodies of the zemirot (Shabbat songs) and the grace after
meals. And the next day — difficult as it was for me, at times — I knew
that I could not go to the mall. I would have to be content playing in
our backyard.

Jewish holidays were special. My maternal grandparents came
up from Washington and my paternal grandmother came over to pre-
pare the gefilte fish. Other relatives came from far and wide,
inevitably displacing me to a cot in my parents’ room. I didn’t mind.
I loved the holidays, the precious atmosphere they created, the
opportunity to be with family.

Summer camp added another dimension to my Jewish identity,
creating for me a sense of community that I would encounter again
only in Israel. Camp had a kibbutz feeling to it; Hebrew was spoken,
campers and staff were always busy and everyone fulfilled some
level of responsibility.

Even when I attended public high school, my Jewish identity
was rarely challenged because I remained in a primarily Jewish
social circle. The only conflicts that arose were the occasional urge
to go to a party on Friday night or the periodic internal inquiry into
why I couldn’t date non-Jewish girls. During my high school years I
intensified my Jewish connection by spending several months at an
Israeli school where I studied Jewish history and visited the histori-
cal sites we learned about in class.

College presented a much greater challenge. Living with non-
Jews was not something I was used to: My freshman roommates at
Harvard were a Lebanese and a Christian fundamentalist from
Texas. The choice to affiliate was now mine, and, at first, I opted out,
preferring to explore the “scene” and experience the “diversity” of
college rather than getting involved in Jewish life. But a few alien-
ating experiences and a desire to escape from campus anonymity
drew me into Hillel, which provided a sense of Jewish warmth and
comfort. I spent my junior year at the Hebrew University in
Jerusalem.

I was certainly not ready, Jewishly, for life after college. Seek-
ing a temporary break from the cosmopolitan Northeast and the tra-
ditional influences on my life, I escaped to Austin, Texas, where I
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worked as the lone Jew on a gubernatorial campaign staff. The life
was very enjoyable: “Shabbat” afternoon football games, evenings at
country music bars, dinners of Tex-Mex burritos and margaritas. I
was thrilled to be living like a real American, experiencing true
Americana, dating non-Jewish women (I couldn’t believe that I had
ruled them out before), fantasizing about life on a ranch with dozens
of horses and Sunday barbecues, enjoying the easy life. The easy
assimilated American life.

But after a year — and despite good employment prospects there
— I left Texas and came back East, to a world I had thought I had
tired of. I wasn’t quite sure why I came back till my grandfather died
just weeks after my return. Yes, my grandfather —a retired rabbi —
was gone, but his presence was alive in the surviving family mem-
bers. At the grave there were six children and children-in-law who,
I knew, threw themselves daily and selflessly into Jewish communal
work and other civic endeavors. There were numerous grandchil-
dren in college or launching careers. There was an entire family
mourning the loss of its head, yet at the same time celebrating the
continuity of his values and spirit in their own lives.

The more I thought about it I realized that those values and that
spirit emanated not just from my grandfather’s soul, but ultimately
from the chain of generations preceding him — back to the alleyways
of Meah Shearim in Jerusalem and the narrow streets of Eastern
European towns where his ancestors had walked for centuries. I saw
the hand of God in this transmission of the Divine Presence through
the generations.

And as I observed the well-crafted, sensitive, and humane ritu-
als that surround death and mourning in Jewish law, I reconnected
with my religious tradition and understood its continuing relevance
in our modern world. A simple burial in a wooden casket, back into
the earth from where man and woman first came. A mandated peri-
od of shiva — seven days focused on helping the mourners get on with
the business of living. Then the thirty-day shloshim, and the year-
long recital of the kaddish, all of this conceived with such insight
into the dual need to mourn and readjust.

It was at this time that I made the choice to become a better,
more involved, and educated Jew. I decided to work professionally
in the Jewish community, an experience that has given me pride in
the accomplishments of American Jewry and a clear understanding
of the challenges we face. I made the conscious choice to strengthen
my bond with the State of Israel, where I am now studying classic
Jewish texts in an egalitarian yeshiva.

My experiences in Israel — as a starry-eyed child, a high-school
student learning some Jewish history, a college student spending a
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year at the Hebrew University, and now an adult poring over the
Talmud at the Pardes Institute for Jewish Studies ~have enhanced
my ability to lead a richer Jewish life in the United States. In Israel,
the different aspects of Jewish civilization — religion, people, land,
language — come together as a functioning whole. Just days after
praying for rain on Shmeni Atzeret, I have seen the rains come. I
have gone out to view the fields where King David led his sheep, as
recounted in the Book of Samuel. And I have seen what is perhaps
the most beautiful aspect of life in the Jewish State, a society run-
ning by the Jewish calendar.

Judaism gives me soul and gives me spirit. It provides the con-
nection to a rich national tradition whose primary values - commu-
nity, family, education, lovingkindness — should be everyone’s prima-
ry values. It gives me an unmatched moral framework on which to
build my life as well as practical constructs to make it meaningful —
the details of Jewish law. Each time I enter a synagogue, each time
I see youngsters learning their aleph-bet, each time I arrive in Israel
and see the Hebrew signs welcoming me, each time I see Jews scrap-
ing coins together to pay their tithe to charity, I feel deep pride in
being part of the Jewish people.

Paradoxically, my exposure to other cultures and to secular soci-
ety reinforces my Jewishness. Self-confident about my Jewish
lifestyle and convinced of its profound meaning in my life, I feel no
need to shield myself from other influences in order to protect my
Jewish identity. Interaction with other Americans allows me to
understand both them and myself better.

To be sure, I still struggle almost daily with the particularities
of Jewish observance as they relate to my day-to-day life. With
Judaism, the struggle is never over; that is both its beauty and its
difficulty. There are always questions to be asked and some to be left
unanswered, laws that seem to make little sense and laws that seem
to make none at all. Nevertheless, I am happy with my choice.

However, I am deeply troubled that so many Jews my age are
opting out of Jewish life. Yet I am so convinced that Judaism has
something vital to say to my generation that I remain optimistic that
our community can reconnect Jews in their twenties with Judaism.
I have some ideas on how to accomplish this:

1. Education is the first priority. My experience at the Pardes
Institute in Jerusalem, an institution geared for young adults, rein-
forces my conviction that Jewish education is the primary means to
reach Jews in their twenties. Although blessed with a day-school
education and other Jewish-study experiences, it took me until the
age of twenty-five to understand the essential role of Jewish learn-
ing in a fulfilled Jewish life.
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Most twentysomething Jews do not have fond memories of their
childhood Jewish education. Alienated by religious-school teachers
who stressed the Holocaust and anti-Semitism, they know little that
is positive about being Jewish, and, as a result, are lost to the Jew-
ish community. Jews in their twenties have the time and the intel-
lectual energy to engage in serious text study - be it in English or
Hebrew — and thus to rectify their many misconceptions about
Judaism. Our community must take on the responsibility to provide
the appropriate settings for this process to take place.

2. Twentysomething Jews are deeply rooted in their American
identities. My generation is the first in this country to enjoy com-
plete freedom of choice about whether and how to be Jewish. We do
not face the barriers our parents and grandparents encountered that
made them feel they had to shed their Jewishness in order to partic-
ipate fully in American society. The battles for acceptance have been
fought and won, and Jews my age do not want to give up the spoils.

Most American Jews in their twenties are committed to liberal
notions of pluralism and intergroup relations, and they are repelled
by negative models of religiosity — fundamentalism and the cults —
which are so prominent a part of the American religious landscape.
If young Jewish adults are not better equipped to face the challenges
to Jewish identity that inevitably come to Jews who are full part-
ners in American society, the erosion of Jewish identity will contin-
ue.

3. Twentysomething Jews are searching for spiritual substance.
Despite a bias against organized religion, young Jews —just like gen-
tiles their age - yearn for spiritual, personal, and communal mean-
ing. It is not enough for them to get into the best law school, make
more money, and have a nice car. There is a growing recognition that
much of American culture is morally bankrupt. Judaism can both
catalyze and channel such spiritual strivings.

Moreover, the appeal of joining the vanguard of the forces for
tikkun olam (repair of the world) — an important element of Jewish
tradition — is compelling for Jews in their twenties. This generation
has had few causes to rally for, other than peronal and material ful-
fillment. There has been no civil rights movement, no Vietnam.
Young people may be ready for something more. Jewish community
relations councils (CRC) and local chapters of the Jewish defense
agencies are ideal vehicles to channel social-action energies, learn
about Jewish institutional life, and satisfy longings for community
and for spiritual fulfillment.

4. Be creative in reaching out to Jews in their twenties. There
may be innovative ways to reach them, such as study/brunch series
and young leadership programs, free synagogue memberships and
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scholarships to national conferences. These approaches and others
like them provide meaningful but non-demanding ways for young
people to explore Judaism. We have to offer something for everyone
if we are to bring in “disaffected” young adults.

5. Do not overemphasize Israel. While we must surely continue
to develop the relationship between the world’s two largest Jewish
communities, Israel-centered activism alone will not sustain the
Jewishness of American Jews in their twenties. If the interest in
Israel is isolated from the reality of American Jewish life, it will
afford no antidote to assimilation.

6. Demonstrate that it is a privilege to be Jewish, not a burden.
Show young Jewish adults that they are heirs not just to a faith but
to a multifaceted way of life that has been tested over millenia.
Though we are few, our culture is incredibly rich and diverse. We
must emphasize that being Jewish is special and that those who
dropout of Jewish life will be missing so much — the inspiration of
communal prayer, the magic of the Shabbat dinner table, the peace-
fulness of a night stroll through Jerusalem, the sense of united pur-
pose with a people strewn far and wide across the globe.



AFTERWORD

hat characterizes the group of young adults represent-
ed by these eight essays? These are young people whose
lives were shaped by the fundamental changes trans-
forming American society and by the outburst of Jew-
ish and Israel consciousness that emerged in the aftermath of the
Six-day War of 1967 and as a result of a new awareness of oppressed
Soviet Jewry. They grew up in a post-Christian America in which
Jews were achieving the twin dreams of equality and influence. Fur-
thermore, in the 1970s and 1980s American Jewry began to uncover
the memories of the Holocaust that it had been avoiding since 1945.
Thus, in those years, two sets of forces were at work upon the
Jews of America. On the one side, the powerful assimilatory forces
of American society, which accepted Jews on condition that they be
as American as the next person. On the other side was the rise of a
newfound Jewish ethnic/religious consciousness, based on deep emo-
tional ties to Israel, guilt feelings related to the Holocaust, and a
desire to help the threatened Jews of Soviet Russia. Moreover, the
“7T0s also saw the growth of the new Jewish counterculture, a multi-
faceted movement of young Jews striving for new forms of Jewish
expression and a new politics of Jewish life.
It was in such a cultural climate that the eight essayists in this
collection grew up. They are, for the most part, third and fourth gen-
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eration Americans who feel very much at home in this country yet
who are very much identified with issues relating to Jewish survival.
The questions they are asking as adults living in the 1990s are ques-
tions about the meaning of Jewishness and the relevance of Jewish
existence. Writing about the future of American Jewry, the histori-
an Arthur Hertzberg concluded: “a community cannot survive on
what it remembers; it will persist only because of what it affirms
and believes.” Jewish ethnicity may have shaped the identities of
our “twentysomething” Jews, but ethnicity alone is not a sufficient
basis for their Jewishness. They believe that they need to look into
the religious/spiritual teachings of the Jewish tradition to find
answers to fundamental questions.

While these eight essays represent different paths to Jewish
identity, several conclusions can be drawn. First, in a variety of
ways, they speak of a Jewishness that is the result of conscious
choice. They believe that they could have just as easily made very
different choices — to lose their distinctive Jewishness by blending
into the larger American society. In the words of Keith Chertok: “In
San Francisco I had to choose to be Jewish or choose to let it go: there
was no Judaism by diffusion.” This generation is fully American,
psychologically and culturally. Even those who were brought up in
highly identified Jewish homes see themselves a fully American.
They are full participants in this society and do not describe them-
selves as hyphenated Americans. They view their Jewishness as a
fulfillment of their Americanness rather than as a source of conflict-
ed identity.

While recognizing the existence of some anti-Semitism in Amer-
ican society, they agree that it has not been a significant factor in
the shaping of their Jewishness. In that sense, they view their Jew-
ishness as a very positive and enhancing factor in their lives rather
than as a wall of protection against a hostile environment.

In most cases, they have not adopted their parents’ brand of
Jewish identitfication and lifestyle. Indeed, the path of Jewishness
they have chosen is quite different from that of their parents: many
are more Jewish than their parents- more religious, more deeply
Zionist, more involved in the Jewish community, more committed to
serious Jewish study and prayer. They have decided that if they are
going to be Jewish, they are going to be serious Jews, conscious Jews,
to whom Judaism is a primary focus and a primary commitment.

Furthermore, one is impressed with their attachment to the
spiritual/religious aspects of Judaism. This is, after all, a generation
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that, in the words of Deborah Nussbaum Cohen, are “the products
of educational and social systems that have taught us to question
everything.” In this process of questioning, many have found
answers to some of the deeper issues of identity and meaning: Do I
have a tradition? What are my roots? Does the fact that I was born
into a Jewish family have any bearing on how I should live? Does
Judaism have anything significant to contribute to the society in
which I live? They have taken these questions seriously, searched
for and begun to find answers within their own cultural/religious
heritage.

As a group they share a strongly felt need for community, for a
sense of belonging to something larger than the nuclear family. This
is a generation that has, for the most part, seen the demise of the
closely knit extended family. Most of them live away from parents
and siblings. Even before the tasks of education and establishing a
livelihood are completed, they sense a need for a community of peo-
ple with whom they can share values, commitments, and a way of
life.

They have a pluralistic approach to Judaism.They believe that
there are many ways to be authentically Jewish. This is a lesson
learned through experimentation with various forms of Jewish com-
mitment available in contemporary American Judaism and in Israel.
Many were first exposed to the multiplicity of forms of Jewish
expression at college and later as young adults seeking to find an
entry point into the Jewish community.

Moreover, this is a generation that came of age during the 1980s,
the decade of the “me generation.” While many of their peers devot-
ed those years to material and career success, the people in this
group were motivated by other values: tikkun olam, the repair of
society and the world; family and community; hesed, acts of kind-
ness and love; and a growing commitment to the Jewish people and
to Israel.

Their primary identity is Jewish by virtue of a series of person-
al choices. A few were given positive Jewish educational opportuni-
ties, formal and informal. Others bemoan the poor quality of their
formal education and the lack of a positive Jewish environment in
their homes. But for all, there was some Jewish person or experi-
ence along the way that made the critical difference in their lives:
Jewish summer camp; a grandparent or other relative; an experi-
ence in Israel; a mentoring relationship with a significant adult.

For many, the college years were a critical time during which
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Jewishness was felt in novel ways. Charles Glick experimented with
everything but his Jewishness, only to discover how important it was
to him to experience “a shared history and identity” with fellow Jew-
ish students. Mark Robbins wanted “to explore the scene and expe-
rience the diversity of college rather than getting involved in Jewish
life.”

The college years also provided the first experience with bigotry
and prejudice directed against Jews. To our authors, the negative
type of Jewishness formed in response to anti-Semitism is not a firm
basis for a lifetime of Jewish involvement. Jewish commitment
needs to be based on something positive, something that brings joy
and affirms life.

Those who had an experience in Israel believe that it had a pow-
erful impact on their lives. Debra Nussbaum Cohen writes about
“the feeling of being a Jew in a Jewish country” and “of being in love
with being a Jew.” For Mark Robbins, the experience of Israel
strengthened his identity as an American Jew and his ability to lead
a richer Jewish life here. Others are more conflicted regarding Israel
— Stephanie Bash, for whom Israel was a major influence, has decid-
ed to remain in the United States and work in the Jewish communi-
ty. A powerful Israel experience often translates into a deeper com-
mitment to the American Jewish community and its future.

Another theme emerges: The distancing from Judaism and Jew-
ish involvement during college and postgraduate education and then
the turning back to the Jewish community as they begin to contem-
plate their next life tasks — marriage and family.

And they have serious concerns and complaints regarding the
Jewish community: the high costs involved in being an active mem-
ber of the Jewish community; the strong emphasis on fund raising;
the treatment of women and homosexuals in some streams of
Judaism; and knee-jerk support for Israel by some Jewish organiza-
tions.

What is most interesting about this collection is the wide vari-
ety of paths to Jewish commitment taken by these young adults.
Some come to it through politics; others through culture; and others
through history, spirituality and community. While we know that
assimilation and intermarriage are posing serious threats to the con-
tinuity of the American Jewish community, these essays point to
another reality- that we are succeeding in transmitting Jewish com-
mitment and responsibility to many of our young people.

Certainly we need to provide a quality Jewish education to all
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of our children: better Jewish schools and camps at affordable prices;
exciting youth programs that speak to the needs of young people; an
experience in Israel for all; higher quality programming for our col-
lege students; and programs that reach out to our young adult popu-
lation and welcome them into the Jewish community.

As we have seen fromn these essays, the years between college
and marriage are years of decision- not only about where to live and
where to work, but about whom te marry and the kind of life to lead.
The eight young people represented here have made their choice for
identification with the Jewish heritage and people. In the words of
Keith Chertok, “they have moved forward to reclaim for themselves
a Jewish spiritual identity. Those who see Judaism as an opportuni-
ty to sanctify and celebrate each aspect of life do not compartmen-
talize their Jewish existence; they have a framework for developing
a relationship with God and community.”

Sociologists tell us that large numbers of our young people are
choosing to opt out of Jewish life and are drifting away from the Jew-
ish community. In response we must make our communal institu-
tions ever more relevant and meaningful to the needs of this gener-
ation of Jews. Our message to them must be: You are welcome here.
The Jewish community and Judaism have a great deal to offer you
and we want you to become involved.

If these eight essays teach us anything, it is that we are doing
some things right — we are transmitting to many of our young peo-
ple the beauty and the joy of being Jewish and we are seeing that
they find it personally meaningful to take their place in the chain of
the generations. Seeing the fruits of our labors, we should feel confi-
dent that we can fulfill our historic responsibility as a creative and
vibrant Jewish community that can play a significant role in shap-
ing Jewish life in the twenty-first century.

Rabbi Aryeh Meir
Jewish Communal Affairs Department
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