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      Introduction
 

      The “Jewish Question” for the Twenty-first
 Century: Can We Survive Our Success?


      THE GOOD NEWS is that American Jews — as individuals — have never been more secure, more accepted, more affluent, and less victimized by discrimination or anti-Semitism. The

         bad news is that American Jews — as a people — have never been in greater danger of disappearing through assimilation, intermarriage, and low birthrates. The even worse

         news is that our very success as individuals contributes to our vulnerability as a people. The even better news is that we

         can overcome this new threat to the continuity of American Jewish life and emerge with a more positive Judaism for the twenty-first

         century — a Judaism that is less dependent on our enemies for its continuity, and that rests more securely on the considerable,

         but largely untapped, strengths of our own heritage.

      


      American Jewish life is in danger of disappearing, just as most American Jews have achieved everything we ever wanted: acceptance,

         influence, affluence, equality. As the result of skyrocketing rates of intermarriage and assimilation, as well as “the lowest

         birth rate of any religious or ethnic community in the United States,” the era of enormous Jewish influence on American life

         may soon be coming to an end.1 Although Jews make up just over 2 percent of the population of the United States — approximately 5.5 million2 out of 262 million — many Americans mistakenly believe that we constitute a full 20 percent of the American people, because

         of our disproportionate visibility, influence, and accomplishments.3 But our numbers may soon be reduced to the point where our impact on American life will necessarily become marginalized.

         One Harvard study predicts that if current demographic trends continue, the American Jewish community is likely to number

         less than 1 million and conceivably as few as 10,000 by the time the United States celebrates its tricentennial in 2076.4 Other projections suggest that early in the next century, American Jewish life as we know it will be a shadow of its current,

         vibrant self — consisting primarily of isolated pockets of ultra-Orthodox Hasidim.5


      Jews have faced dangers in the past, but this time we may be un-prepared to confront the newest threat to our survival as a people, because its principal cause is our own success as individuals. Our long history of victimization has prepared us to defend against those who would destroy us out of hatred; indeed, our

         history has forged a Jewish identity far too dependent on persecution and victimization by our enemies. But today’s most serious

         threats come not from those who would persecute us, but from those who would, without any malice, kill us with kindness —

         by assimilating us, marrying us, and merging with us out of respect, admiration, and even love. The continuity of the most

         influential Jewish community in history is at imminent risk, unless we do something dramatic now to confront the quickly changing dangers.

      


      This book is a call to action for all who refuse to accept our demographic demise as inevitable. It is a demand for a new

         Jewish state of mind capable of challenging the conventional wisdom that Judaism is more adaptive to persecution and discrimination

         than it is to an open, free, and welcoming society — that Jews paradoxically need enemies in order to survive, that anti-Semitism

         is what has kept Judaism alive. This age-old perspective on Jewish survival is illustrated by two tragic stories involving

         respected rabbinical leaders.

      


      The first story takes place in 1812, when Napoleon was battling the czar for control of the Pale of Settlement (the western

         part of czarist Russia), where millions of Jews were forced to live in crowded poverty and under persecution and discrimination

         as second-class subjects. A victory for Napoleon held the promise of prosperity, first-class citizenship, freedom of movement,

         and an end to discrimination and persecution. A victory for the czar would keep the Jews impoverished and miserable. The great

         Hasidic rabbi Shneur Zalman — the founder of the Lubavitch dynasty — stood up in his synagogue on the first day of Rosh Hashanah

         to offer a prayer to God asking help for the leader whose victory would be good for the Jews. Everyone expected him to pray

         for Napoleon. But he prayed for the czar to defeat Napoleon. In explaining his counterintuitive choice, he said: “Should Bonaparte

         win, the wealth of the Jews will be increased and their [civic] position will be raised. At the same time their hearts will

         be estranged from our Heavenly Father. Should however our Czar Alexander win, the Jewish hearts will draw nearer to our Heavenly

         Father, though the poverty of Israel may become greater and his position lower.”6


      This remarkable story is all too typical of how so many Jewish leaders throughout our history have reasoned about Jewish survival.

         Without tsuris — troubles — we will cease to be Jewish. We need to be persecuted, impoverished, discriminated against, hated, and victimized in order for us to retain our Jewishness. The

         “chosen people” must be denied choices if Judaism is to survive. If Jews are given freedom, opportunity, and choice, they

         will choose to assimilate and disappear.

      


      The story recurs, with even more tragic consequences, on the eve of the Holocaust. Another great Eastern European rabbi, Elchanan

         Wasserman — the dean of the Rabbinical College in Baranowitz, Poland — was invited to bring his entire student body and faculty

         to Yeshiva College in New York or to the Beis Medrish Letorah in Chicago, both distinguished Orthodox rabbinical colleges.

         He declined the invitations because “they are both places of spiritual danger, for they are run in a spirit of freethinking.”

         The great rabbi reasoned, “What would one gain to escape physical danger in order to then confront spiritual danger?” Rabbi

         Wasserman, his family, his students, and their teachers remained in Poland, where they were murdered by the Nazis.*


      I call the approach taken by these rabbis the Tsuris Theory of Jewish Survival. Under this theory, the Jews need external

         troubles to stay Jewish. Nor has this fearful, negative perspective on Jewish survival been limited to ultra-Orthodox rabbis.

         Many Jewish leaders, both religious and secular, have argued that Jews need enemies — that without anti-Semitism, Judaism cannot survive. Theodor Herzl, the founder of political Zionism and a secular

         Jew, believed that “our enemies have made us one … It is only pressure that forces us back to the parent stem.”7 In a prediction that reflects an approach to the survival of Judaism strikingly similar to that of the founder of the Lubavitch

         Hasidim, Herzl warned that if our “Christian hosts were to leave us in peace … for two generations,” the Jewish people would

         “merge entirely into surrounding races.”8Albert Einstein agreed: “It may be thanks to anti-Semitism that we are able to preserve our existence as a race; that at any

         rate is my belief.”9 Jean-Paul Sartre, a non-Jew, went even further, arguing that the “sole tie that binds [the Jewish people together] is the

         hostility and disdain of the societies which surround them.” He believed that “it is the anti-Semite who makes the Jew.”

          10

         	*


      If the Tsuris Theory of Jewish identity, survival, and unity is true, then Jews are doomed to live precariously on a pendulum

         perennially swinging in a wide arc between the extremes of persecution and assimilation. As the pendulum swings away from

         the Scylla of persecution, it inevitably moves toward the Charybdis of assimilation. In this reactive view, Jews have little

         power over their ultimate destiny. Our enemies always call the shots, either by persecuting us, in which case we fight back

         and remain Jewish, or by leaving us alone, in which case we assimilate. The only other alternative — the one proposed by Herzl

         — is for all Jews to move to Israel, where they control their own destiny. But most Jews will continue to ignore that option,

         certainly if our “hosts” continue to leave us in peace in our adopted homelands. In this respect, aliyah (emigration) to Israel

         has also been largely determined by our external enemies, since most Jews who have moved to the Jewish homeland have done

         so in reaction to anti-Semitism and persecution in their native countries.11


      Historically, therefore, there has been some descriptive truth to this pendulum view of persecution alternating with assimilation.

         Jews have retained their Jewish identity, at least in part, because of tsuris. Our enemies herded us into ghettos, created

         pales of settlement, discriminated against us, excluded us from certain livelihoods while pressing us into others.12 We stuck together and remained Jews, resisting as best we could the persecution by our enemies.

      


      But there is more — much more — to Jewish identity than collective self-defense. There is something important that is worth

         defending. After all, until anti-Semitism changed from religious bigotry to “racial” bigotry — roughly near the end of the

         nineteenth century — persecuted Jews generally had the option of conversion. Unlike Hitler, our religiously inspired persecutors

         — the Crusaders, the Inquisitors, Martin Luther, and the pogromists — did distinguish between Jews who converted to Christianity

         and Jews who did not.13 Indeed, it was precisely their religious mission to convert the Jews, by whatever methods it took.

      


      Many Jews did convert — some at knifepoint, others to advance themselves. The story about Professor Daniel Chwolson illustrates

         the latter phenomenon. Chwolson, a Russian intellectual of the nineteenth century, had converted from Judaism to Russian Orthodoxy

         as a young man, but he continued to fight against anti-Semitism. This led a Jewish friend to ask him why he had converted:

         “Out of conviction,” the great man said. “What conviction?” his Jewish friend inquired. Chwolson responded: “Out of a firm

         conviction that it would be far better to be a professor in St. Petersburg than a Hebrew school teacher in Shklop.” Yet despite

         the material advantages of conversion, most Jews resisted it. Clearly, those Jews — who sacrificed so much — remained Jewish

         not only in reaction to their enemies. More than our fabled “stiff-neckedness” was involved. There are substantive principles

         that Jews have been so stubborn about — that we have been willing to fight and even die for. For Jews who define their Jewishness

         in theological terms, it is easy to find that principle: It is God’s will. For the large number of Jews who are skeptical

         about being God’s “chosen people,” the principle is more elusive, but it is palpable to most of us, though difficult to articulate.

         It is a disturbing reality, however, that for a great many Jews, their Jewish identity has been forged and nurtured by our

         external enemies who have defined us as victims of their persecution.

      


      Now, after two millennia of persecution and victimization, we may well be moving into a new era of Jewish life during which

         we will not be persecuted or victimized. If this comes to pass, we will need to refocus our attention on defining the positive

         qualities of Jewish life that ought to make us want to remain Jews without “help” from our enemies. We must become positively

         Jewish instead of merely reacting to our enemies.

      


      If Herzl’s and Sartre’s entirely negative view of the reason for Jewish survival were to persist even as we enter this new

         era of equality and acceptance, then Judaism would not deserve to endure. If Jewish life cannot thrive in an open environment

         of opportunity, choice, freethinking, affluence, success, and first-class status — if we really do need tsuris, czars, pogroms,

         poverty, insularity, closed minds, and anti-Semitism to keep us Jewish — then Jewish life as we know it will not, and should

         not, survive the first half of the twenty-first century. We have been persecuted long enough. The time has come to welcome

         the end of our victimization without fear that it will mean the end of our existence as a people. We must no longer pray for

         the czar’s victory out of fear that the end of our collective tsuris and the success of individual Jews will mean the failure

         of Judaism.

      


      I believe that Jewish life can thrive in the next century, not despite the end of institutional anti-Semitism, the end of Jewish persecution, and the end of Jewish victimization, but because of these positive developments. The ultimate good news may be that the denouement of negative Judaism — Jewish identification

         based largely on circling the wagons to fend off our enemies — compels us to refocus on a more positive and enduring Jewish

         identification, which will be more suitable to our current situation and the one we will likely be facing in the twenty-first

         century, when Jews will have the unconstrained choice whether to remain Jewish or to assimilate. We may be entering a true

         Jewish golden age, during which we will prove, once and for all, that Jews do not need enemies to survive. To the contrary:

         We can thrive best in an open society where we freely choose to be Jews because of the positive virtues of our 3,500-year-old

         civilization.

      


      I say we may be entering this golden age; there are no guarantees. Many Jews believe that the end is near, because increasing rates of

         assimilation and intermarriage are propelling us toward a demographic Armageddon. A recent apocalyptic article in a Jewish

         journal concluded that “Kaddish time” is fast approaching for the American Jewish community. (Kaddish is the prayer for the

         dead.) But reports of the death of Judaism may be premature — if we can change the way we think, and act, about Jewish survival. If we refuse to change, if we accept the current demographic

         trends as intractable, then Jewish life in America may indeed be doomed.

      


      The challenge is to move the Jewish state of mind beyond its past obsession with victimization, pain, and problems and point

         it in a new, more positive direction, capable of thriving in an open society. For unless we do, we may become the generation

         that witnesses the beginning of the end of one of the most influential civilizations in the history of our planet — a unique

         source of so much goodness, compassion, morality, creativity, and intelligence over the past several millennia. The demise

         of Jewish life as we have come to know it would be a tragedy not only for the Jewish people collectively, but also for most

         of us individually — and for the world at large.

      


      The thesis of this book is that the long epoch of Jewish persecution is finally coming to an end and that a new age of internal

         dangers to the Jewish people is on the horizon. Institutional anti-Semitism is on its last legs as governments, churches,

         universities, and businesses embrace Jews. No Jew today needs to convert in order to become a professor, a banker, or a corporate

         CEO. Although anti-Semitism persists in many quarters, today’s overt anti-Semites — the skinheads, militias, Holocaust deniers,

         and Farrakhan followers — have become marginalized. They continue to constitute a nuisance and pose a potential threat, but

         they do not have a significant day-to-day impact on the lives of most Jews, as anti-Semites in previous generations did. Today’s

         marginalized anti-Semites do not decide which jobs we can hold, which universities we can attend, which neighborhoods we can

         live in, which clubs we can join, or even whom we can date and marry. We no longer look up to anti-Semites as the elites in our society who determine our fate. We look down on anti-Semites as the dregs of our society who make lots of noise but little difference.

      


      As Jews and Israel become more secure against external threats, the internal threats are beginning to grow, as graphically

         illustrated by the recent assassination of an Israeli prime minister by a Jew, the growing conflict between fundamentalist

         Jews and more acculturated Jews, the increasing trends toward intermarriage and assimilation, and the decline of Jewish literacy.

      


      For thousands of years, Jews have been embattled. Surrounded by enemies seeking to convert us, remove us, even exterminate

         us, we have developed collective defense mechanisms highly adaptive to combating persecution by anti-Semites. But we have

         not developed effective means of defending the Jewish future against our own actions and inactions. This is our urgent new

         challenge — to defend the Jewish future against voluntary self-destruction — and we must face it squarely, if we are to prevent

         the fulfillment of Isaiah’s dire prophecy “Your destroyers will come from your own ranks.”

      


      We must take control of our own destiny by changing the nature of Jewish life in fundamental ways. The survival of the Jewish

         people is too important — to us and to the world at large — to be left in the hands of those ultra-Orthodox rabbis who would

         rather face Armageddon than change the religious status quo. Just as Jews of the past changed the nature of Jewish life in

         order to adapt to external necessities and to survive the ravages of their external enemies, so, too, must today’s Jews change

         the nature of Jewish life to adapt to new internal necessities and to survive the demographic challenges of intermarriage,

         assimilation, low birthrates, and the breakdown of neighborhoods and communities.

      


      A hundred years ago, Theodor Herzl identified the “Jewish question” of the twentieth century as the literal survival of Jews

         in the face of external enemies committed to our physical annihilation — Jew-haters in every nation where Jews lived as a

         minority. His solution — the creation of a secular Jewish state — was to change the nature of Jewish life in dramatic and

         unanticipated ways. A hundred years later, the “Jewish question” of the twenty-first century is survival in the face of our

         internal challenges. Herzl also anticipated that this new “Jewish question” might arise if and when our Christian hosts were

         to leave us in peace. This is now coming to pass. The solution to this Jewish question also requires the creation of yet another Jewish state: a new Jewish state of mind!


      This book continues where Chutzpah (1991) left off, in exploring the larger issue of being Jewish today. In the concluding paragraphs of that book I issued

         the following challenge:

      


      We have learned — painfully and with difficulty — how to fight others. Can we develop Jewish techniques for defending against

         our own success?

      


      Pogo once said: “We have [met] the enemy and he is us!” As Jews, we have not yet been given the luxury of seeing ourselves

         as the enemy. There are still too many external enemies who challenge the very physical survival of the Jewish people in Israel

         and throughout the world. But as we become stronger in the face of our external enemies, we must prepare to confront ourselves.

      


      In confronting ourselves, we must face the reality that the generation of Jews I wrote about in Chutzpah — those of us who remember the Holocaust, the creation of Israel and the mortal threats to its survival, the movements to

         save Soviet, Syrian, and Ethiopian Jewry, the struggle against institutional anti-Semitism — is aging. Our children, who have

         no actual memory of embattled Judaism fighting for the life, liberty, and equality of endangered Jews, are now the crossroads

         generation that will determine what Jewish life in America and around the world will be in the coming century. It is to that

         younger generation of Jews, as well as to their parents, that I address this volume.

      


      The last decade of the twentieth century has witnessed the end of state-sponsored and church-supported anti-Semitism. The

         fall of the Soviet Union, a nation that, since the time of Stalin, had been a major source of international anti-Semitism,

         had a domino effect on ending the state sponsorship of this oldest of bigotries. Other nations within the Soviet sphere of

         influence stopped espousing anti-Semitism as a matter of government policy. Even most Arab and Islamic countries dropped their

         overtly anti-Semitic policies. As a result, the United Nations has changed its tone, condemning anti-Semitism and reducing

         somewhat its pro-Arab and anti-Israel bias. Equally important, the Catholic church — the single institution most responsible

         for the persecution of Jews over the past two millennia — approved diplomatic relations with Israel, thus annulling its entrenched

         view that Jewish “homelessness … was the Divine judgment against Jews” for rejecting Jesus. The American Lutheran Church explicitly

         rejected Martin Luther’s anti-Semitic teachings.

      


      Bill Clinton’s presidency marked the end of discrimination against Jews in the upper echelons of government. For the first

         time in American history, the fact that an aspirant for high appointive office was a Jew became irrelevant in his or her selection.

         President Clinton — our first president who grew up in an age when anti-Semitism was unacceptable — selected several Jewish

         cabinet members, two Jewish Supreme Court justices, numerous Jewish ambassadors and other high-level executive and judicial

         officials. Nor, apparently, was Jewishness a bar to election to the United States Congress, which has ten Jewish senators

         and more than two dozen Jewish representatives, several from states with tiny Jewish populations.

         * Though we have still not had a Jew at the top of either party’s ticket, it is fair to say that in today’s America, a Jew

         can aspire to any office, any job, and any social status.

      


      The wealth of individual Jews grew perceptibly during this decade, with 25 percent of America’s richest people being of Jewish

         background. (If only earned, as distinguished from inherited, wealth is counted, the percentage would be even higher.)14 An American Leadership study in 1971–72 found that Jews represented more than 10 percent of America’s top “movers and shakers

         in business,” a higher percentage than any other ethnic group.15 Jews’ per capita income is nearly double that of non-Jews. Twice the percentage of Jews as non-Jews earn more than $50,000

         a year. And twice the percentage of non-Jews as Jews earn less than $20,000.16 Jewish charitable giving has increased along with Jewish wealth. Jews are now among the largest contributors to universities,

         museums, hospitals, symphonies, opera, and other charities. “In 1991, the United Jewish Appeal raised more money than any

         other charity in America, including the Salvation Army, American Red Cross, Catholic Charities and the American Cancer Society.”17 Yet only one-tenth of Jewish philanthropists limit their giving to Jewish charities alone, while one-fourth give only to

         non-Jewish causes.18


      A Jew today can live in any neighborhood, even those that were formerly “restricted.” Jews live alongside white Anglo-Saxon

         Protestants in the most “exclusive” neighborhoods throughout the country — Grosse Pointe, Greenwich, Fifth Avenue, Beacon

         Hill. And they have been welcomed into the “best” families, including the Roosevelts, Kennedys, Cuomos, and Rockefellers.

         Economically, socially, and politically, we have become the new WASPs, as a perusal of the sponsor list of any major charitable

         or cultural event will show. Indeed, terms such as “J.A.S.P.” ( Jewish Anglo-Saxon Protestant) and “W.A.S.H.” (White Anglo-Saxon

         Hebrew) have become current in some circles to denote the full social acceptance that Jews increasingly enjoy.19


      Of America’s Nobel Prize winners in science and economics, nearly 40 percent have been Jews.20 Of America’s 200 most influential intellectuals, half are full Jews, and 76 percent have at least one Jewish parent.21 Jews attend Ivy League colleges at ten times their presence in the general population.22 It is no wonder that so many non-Jews believe that we constitute so much higher a percentage of the American population than

         we actually do. Jews today are equal in virtually every way that matters. What could not have been said even at the end of

         the 1980s can be said today: American Jews are part of the American mainstream; we are truly victims no more.

      


      Yet despite these enormous gains, many older Jews do not seem to be able to give up their anachronistic status as victims.

         A recent book on the American Jewish community notes: “[A]bout a third [of affiliated Jews in San Francisco said] that Jewish

         candidates could not be elected to Congress from San Francisco. Yet three out of four Congressional representatives … were, in fact, well identified Jews at the time the poll was conducted. And they had been elected by a population that was about

         95 percent non-Jewish.”23


      Nor is this misperception limited to California. According to journalist J. J. Goldberg, “[T]he percentage of Jews who tell

         poll-sters that anti-Semitism is a ‘serious problem’ in America nearly doubled during the course of the 1980s, from 45 percent

         in 1983 to almost 85 percent in 1990.”24 Yet by every objective assessment, the problem was less serious in 1990 than it was in 1983, and the trend has clearly been

         in the direction of improvement.

      


      When I speak to older Jewish audiences, I am often accused, sometimes stridently, of minimizing anti-Semitism and am told

         that it is worse than ever. Social scientists call this dramatic disparity between the reality of declining anti-Semitism

         and the widespread belief that it is increasing a “perception gap” between what is actually happening and Jewish “sensibilities.”25 Some of the Jews who believe this are similar in this respect to some feminists and black activists I know, who insist that

         the plight of women and blacks is worse than it ever was.* These good and decent people, whose identities are so tied up with their victimization, are incapable of accepting the good

         news that their situation is improving. It is not even a matter of perceiving the glass as half full or half empty. They see

         the glass as broken, even though it is intact and quickly filling up. As the sociologist Marshall Sklare puts it: “American

         Jews respond more readily to bad news than to good news.”26


      I am reminded of the story of the two Jews reading their newspapers over a cup of coffee in a late-nineteenth-century Viennese

         café. Kurt is reading the liberal Yiddish-language newspaper and shaking his head from side to side, uttering soft moans of

         “Oy vey” and “Vey is meir.” Shmulie is reading the right-wing, anti-Semitic German-language tabloid and smiling. Kurt, noticing

         what Shmulie is reading, shouts at his friend, “Why are you reading that garbage?” Shmulie responds, “When I used to take

         your newspaper, all I would ever read about was Dreyfus being falsely accused, the Jews of Russia being subjected to pogroms,

         anti-Semitic laws being enacted all over Europe, and the grinding poverty of the Jews in the Holy Land. Now, ever since I

         take this paper, I read about how the Jews control the banks, the press, the arts; how Jews hold all political power behind

         the scenes; and how we will soon take over the world. Wouldn’t you rather read such good news than such bad news?”

      


      With some of today’s older Jews, it is exactly the opposite: they refuse to read the good news, even when it is demonstrably

         true. They insist on focusing on the “oys” rather than the joys of Judaism, as Rabbi Moshe Waldoks put it.27 This is understandable, in light of the long history of persecution. Like an individual victim of a violent crime who sees

         his assailant around every corner, the Jewish people have been traumatized by our unrelenting victimization at the hands of

         Jew-haters. It is impossible for anyone who did not personally experience the Holocaust, or the other repeated assaults on

         Jewish life throughout our history, to comprehend what it must have been like to be victimized by unrelenting persecution

         based on primitive Jew-hating. We continue to see anti-Semitism even where it has ceased to exist, or we exaggerate it where

         it continues to exist in marginalized form. Indeed, some Jewish newspapers refuse to print, and some Jewish organizations

         refuse to acknowledge, the good news, lest they risk alienating their readerships or losing their membership. For example,

         in November of 1996 I saw a fund-raising letter from a Jewish organization which claimed that “anti-Semitism … appears to

         be growing more robust, more strident, more vicious — and more ‘respectable.’” Well-intentioned as this organization is, it seeks support by exaggerating the threats we currently

         face and by comparing them to those we faced during the Holocaust.

      


      My students, my children, my friends’ children — our next generation — understand our new status: they do not want to be regarded

         as victims. They do not feel persecuted, discriminated against, or powerless. They want to read the new good news, not the

         old bad news. A 1988 poll of Jewish students at Dartmouth College made the point compellingly: When asked whether they believed

         that their Jewishness would in any way hamper their future success, not a single student answered in the affirmative. That

         is the current reality, and it is different from the reality my parents faced — and even from the reality many of my generation

         perceived when we were in college or beginning our careers. The coming generation of Jewish adults will not remain Jews because of our enemies or because of our perceived status as victims.* They crave a more positive, affirmative, contemporary, and relevant Jewish identity. Unless we move beyond victimization

         and toward a new Jewish state of mind, many of them will abandon Judaism as not relevant to their current concerns.

      


      If we are to counteract this trend, we must understand the dynamics of contemporary assimilation and not confuse them with

         past episodes of assimilation, which were based largely on the perceived need to escape from the “burdens” of Jewish identification.

         Today, there are no burdens from which to escape. Being Jewish is easy, at least in relation to external burdens. Jews today

         assimilate not because Christianity or Islam is “better” or “easier,” but because Jewish life does not have a strong enough

         positive appeal to offset the inertial drift toward the common denominator. Jews do not convert to Christianity; they “convert”

         to mainstream Americanism, which is the American “religion” closest to Judaism. They see no reason not to follow their heart

         in marriage, their convenience in neighborhoods, their economic opportunities in jobs, their educational advantages in schools,

         their conscience in philosophy, and their preferences in lifestyle. Most Jews who assimilate do not feel that they are giving

         up anything by abandoning a Jewishness they know little about. They associate the Judaism they are abandoning with inconvenient

         rituals and rules that have no meaning to them. As one young woman remembers her Jewishness: “An old man saying no.”28


      We must recognize that many of the factors which have fueled current assimilation and intermarriage are positive developments for individual Jews: acceptance, wealth, opportunity. Most Jews do not want to impede these developments. Indeed, they want to encourage

         them. For that reason, we must accept the reality that many Jews will continue to marry non-Jews, but we should not regard

         it as inevitable that these marriages will necessarily lead to total assimilation. We can take positive steps to stem that

         tide — but it will take a change in attitude toward mixed marriages, and indeed toward the tribalism that has understandably

         characterized Jewish attitudes toward outsiders for so much of our history.

      


      Why is this book different from other books about the Jewish future? Because its author does not have a religious or political

         agenda. This book is not a commercial for any particular brand of Judaism or Zionism. It does not begin with a priori assumptions

         about God, the survival of the Jewish people, the superiority of Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, or Reconstructionist Judaism,

         or the essential conservativism or liberalism of Judaism. I am neither a rabbi, a Jewish fund-raiser, a member of a Jewish

         studies faculty, an officer of any Jewish organization, nor an advocate for any particular Israeli party. Though I am essentially

         a secular Jew, I do belong to Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, and Reconstructionist congregations. Most of my family members

         are modern Orthodox, and a few are ultra-Orthodox. Some are completely secular. I have generally positive feelings about all

         Jewish denominations, as I do about the numerous Jewish political, educational, and philanthropic organizations to which I

         belong and contribute. I have no personal stake in any particular solution to the problem of Jewish survival. I just want American Jewish life to move from strength to strength. I love my

         Judaism and I feel passionately about its survival, but I do not believe in survival merely for survival’s sake. Judaism should

         not be seen as a patient about to die a natural death, who is kept alive artificially on a respirator for as long as possible

         without regard to the quality of life. Our goal should be a self-sustaining Judaism that can thrive in the kind of open society

         in which most Jews want to spend their lives. I strongly believe that it is essential — both for Jews and for America — that

         the mainstream American Jewish community flourish. It would be a tragedy if the only forms of Judaism that made it past the

         twenty-first century were insular, ultra-Orthodox Judaism and Israeli Zionism. I hope that they, too, will continue to prosper,

         but I believe that a more diverse Jewish life has even more to contribute. If I have a bias, it is in favor of an eclectic,

         tolerant, many-branched menorah that is inclusive of all who wish to safeguard and share the future of the Jewish people.

      


      I also bring to this book a unique perspective informed by my experiences growing out of the publication of Chutzpah five years ago. Since that time, I have spoken to well over 100,000 Jews in nearly every city with a significant Jewish population,

         not only in this country but throughout the world. The talk is usually preceded by a social hour and followed by a question

         period. I estimate that I have been asked more than a thousand questions by concerned Jews. I have received more than ten

         thousand letters and phone calls from Jewish men, women, and children. I have also been teaching young students, many of them

         Jewish, for a third of a century. I have served as faculty adviser to the Harvard Jewish Law Students Association, have been

         an active participant in Hillel, and have spoken to Jewish student groups at many colleges and universities around the world.

         Over these years, I have discussed virtually every Jewish issue — from God to intermarriage to Israel to anti-Semitism to

         Jewish feminism — with thousands of students. These questions, letters, calls, and discussions have given me an extraordinary

         window into the fears, hopes, and beliefs of a wide assortment of Jews. It has been quite an education. I think I understand

         what is on the minds and in the souls of many Jews, of all ages, and I try to address myself to these concerns in this book.

         I also have a unique window into the mind of the anti-Semite, since I continue to receive hundreds of anti-Semitic letters

         and calls each year, some quite lengthy and revealing.

      


      Though I care deeply about the survival of the Jewish people, I do not believe that survival is assured by any biblical imperative

         or divine promise. I approach the issue of Jewish survival as I would any other important empirical challenge: with an open

         mind ready and willing to accept any pragmatic solution, or combination of solutions, that will work. I am committed to doing

         whatever is in my power to help ensure the Jewish future. I know that many Jews feel the same way.

      


      I agree neither with those theologians who believe that Jewish survival is assured because God promised it nor with those

         demographers who believe that Jewish disappearance is inevitable because of forces beyond our control. I believe that our

         future as a people is largely in our own hands, and I want to help define and defend the new Jewish state of mind.

      


      In the first chapter of this book, I focus on what is probably the most whispered-about subject among American Jews today:

         intermarriage and how to cope with this growing reality. I try to bring this controversial subject out of the closet in all

         its dimensions. I do not moan and groan and wring my hands. I do not present a religious agenda. I explore the issue from

         both a demographic and a personal perspective, in an effort to understand it and deal with it instructively and realistically.

         My analysis and conclusions will be controversial and will, I hope, stimulate a debate within the Jewish community and beyond.

         My goal is to ask all the hard questions, and to provide a wide variety of responses in addition to my own. I know that many

         readers will disagree with me, but I hope they will not be able to ignore the challenges I pose.

      


      In chapters 2, 3, and 4, I develop my thesis that the nature of anti-Semitism is changing in fundamental and important ways:

         Mainstream anti-Semitism — as traditionally practiced by churches, states, corporations, universities, and other elite institutions

         — is coming to an end; today’s Jew-haters are largely marginalized and powerless. This change means that although anti-Semitism

         persists and must continue to be monitored, it has far less daily impact on the lives of American Jews than in the past. Thus

         we must define our Jewish identity in different and more positive ways than we did in the past.

      


      In chapters 5, 6, and 7, I explore the most frequently proposed solutions to the problem of assimilation. To those who are

         sure that a return to religion is Judaism’s only salvation, I say, Get as many to return as you can. Maybe you are right. But we cannot rely exclusively on your solution,

         because maybe you are wrong. Maybe not enough Jews will become religious. Maybe religion — at least as currently defined and

         practiced — is not the wave of the future for most young intellectuals. Maybe there is a strand of Judaism that can survive

         and thrive without exclusive dependence on theology and ritual. After all, the Yiddish secularism that flourished between

         the beginning of the Jewish Enlightenment (Haskalah) and the Second World War was an authentic Jewish culture, which was destroyed

         by external forces. Political Zionism, which grew largely out of that culture, remains an authentic Jewish civilization of

         enormous importance to the survival of Judaism. Today’s influential American Jewish community is largely secular.

      


      To those who look to Israel as Judaism’s sole salvation, I say, Keep trying to get Jews from throughout the Diaspora to make

         aliyah. Maybe you are right. But we cannot count on Zionism and aliyah alone, because maybe you are wrong. Maybe most Jews

         will want to remain where they and their families have established a comfortable home. Maybe they will not come to Israel.

         Maybe Israel will not endure forever as a Jewish state. Maybe it will “normalize” — as Theodor Herzl put it — and become like

         most other states, which began as religious but became secular and multicultural over time.

      


      To those who believe that an emphasis on Jewish ethics will be enough to transmit the essence of Judaism to our children,

         I say, Maybe you are right. Certainly many Jews, especially secular Jews, agree with you and hope you are right. But beyond broad generalities, it is difficult to distill from the highly diverse Jewish sources a few programmatic

         essences that are easily transmittable from generation to generation, without living the kind of Jewish lives that our grandparents

         lived.

      


      To those who say that Jewish fund-raising, charity, and defense organizations are the answer, I say, Work on, raise money,

         build buildings, elect officers, bestow honors, monitor anti-Semitism, support Israel. But do not count on it to ensure the

         Jewish future, because maybe the next generation will not be as attracted to these institutions as the post-Holocaust generation

         was.

      


      To those who say that Jewish education is the key to Jewish survival, I say, You are undoubtedly right. Whatever the essence

         or essences of Judaism may be, they are in large part, at least, to be discovered and rediscovered in our books, in our history,

         and in our approach to learning. But we cannot count on all Jews, so many of whom are busy with their successful careers,

         to become Jewishly educated, especially since Jewish education today is controlled almost entirely by the religious component

         of Jewish life and has been one of the great failures of the American Jewish community.

      


      In the final chapter, I propose a series of steps that I believe we must take in order to safeguard the Jewish future. We

         must change the nature of American Jewish life in fundamental ways if we are to survive the new threats to our continuity

         as a people. These changes must make us more adaptive to the reality that we can no longer define ourselves — and our children

         — by reference to our past victimization and persecution. We must adopt a new, more positive, Jewish identity based on a 3,500-year-old

         tradition of education, scholarship, learning, creativity, justice, and compassion. But first we must figure out a way to

         make this diverse library of Jewish knowledge accessible and useful to generations of Jews who are abysmally ignorant of their

         remarkable tradition. The famed “Yiddisher cup” (khop) — Jewish head — is only half full: the typical Jewish college graduate is extraordinarily well educated about general subjects,

         but goes through life with a kindergarten understanding of Judaism. We must begin to fill the Yiddisher cup with the kind

         of useful Jewish knowledge that will assure both our success and our survival. To do this, we will have to loosen the monopolistic hold that rabbis now have over Jewish education, so that

         we can begin to compete effectively in the marketplace of ideas for the minds and hearts of our Jewish youth.* Unless we begin to make use of our competitive advantage — as teachers, communicators, scholars, advocates, and strategists

         — we will lose our children and grandchildren to the seductive drift toward assimilation and away from Jewishness. The fundamental

         changes we must make will require a reordering of our priorities away from an almost exclusive focus on defending Jews against

         external enemies and toward new ways of defending ourselves and our children against self-destruction through assimilation.

         We will have to educate our children differently, allocate our charitable giving differently, select our leaders differently

         — even define our very Jewishness differently. Jewish life will have to become less tribal, more open, more accepting of outsiders,

         and less defensive.

      


      When I describe some of the multiple roads we must take if we are to maximize our chances for survival, I think of a variation

         of the old story of the rabbinical judge who, after hearing a wife’s complaints about her husband, says, “My daughter, you

         are right,” and, after hearing the husband’s complaints, says, “My son, you are right.” When his student observes, “Rabbi,

         they can’t both be right,” he replies, “My son, you are right.” Under my variation, the rabbi responds to his student, “No,

         you are wrong. They can both be right.” To the differing and sometimes inconsistent approaches to Jewish survival, I would say, “You may all be right. Don’t you dare tell each other that you are wrong. Nobody has a monopoly on the truth about the Jewish future.

         Everything that may work must be tried.”

      


      At the end of the last century, Theodor Herzl called for a new Jewish state. As we approach the close of this cataclysmic

         century, I believe we need a new Jewish state of mind if we are to define and ensure the Jewish future, not only for our sake

         but for the sake of all humankind.

      


   

      PART I:


      THE PROBLEM DEFINED


   

      Chapter One


      An America Without Jews


      “There is no greater sin than to cause one’s nation to disappear from the world.”


      — ISAAC  BER  LEVINSOHN (1853)

      


      SICILIANO DESIRED by Jewess. Foreigner preferred … marriage-minded only, for provocative Jewish woman, 30’s, 5′4″, chocolate eyes, long black

            hair. Loves action.


      — BOSTON PHOENIX personals section, July 19–25, 1996

      


      IMAGINE AN AMERICA without Jews. By almost any measure, the size of the American Jewish community is in sharp decline while other segments of

         the U.S. population are growing.1 In 1937, Jews made up nearly 4 percent of the U.S. population; today that figure has shrunk to just over 2 percent.2 Within the Jewish community, differential birth and assimilation rates suggest that what remains of the Jewish community

         by the middle of the twenty-first century will consist primarily of ultra-Orthodox Jews, who have relatively little involvement

         in the general community. The significant Jewish contributions to the arts, sciences, education, politics, business, philanthropy,

         the media, medicine, law, and other important facets of life may well end. The Jewish community as we now know it — vibrant,

         involved, compassionate, influential — will disappear. Our great-grandchildren’s world will be the poorer for it.

      


      It may be difficult to contemplate a world without Jews — especially for those of us who are part of their long and productive

         history — but because of Hitler’s genocide, such a world is no longer unimaginable. That indeed was the explicit goal of the

         Nazis, and they came perilously close to achieving it. Had they beaten the Allies in the close race to develop an atomic bomb,

         had they achieved a few more victories in crucial battles, had there been a failure of will by the Allies — any of these might

         well have produced not only a Europe without Jews, but a Middle East and even an America where large Jewish populations would

         have ended up in death camps. A chilling chart produced at the Wannsee Conference that detailed the precise number of Jews

         in each country of Europe who would be included in the Final Solution makes it clear that if the Nazis had prevailed, the

         number of Jewish casualties could have reached 15 million — which would have been nearly 85 percent of the known Jewish population

         before World War II.3 That level of destruction might well have marked the end of the Jewish people as history knows them.

      


      Though entire Jewish communities, extended family trees, schools of thought, and civilizations were forever eradicated, the

         Jewish people ultimately survived and eventually thrived. Now a new threat to Jewish survival looms on the horizon, different

         from any previously faced. It is potentially more lethal precisely because our history of external persecution has left us

         unschooled in coping with this kind of internal threat of assimilation and voluntary demographic contraction. The upshot may

         be that where the Nazis failed in their nightmarish plan to eliminate Jews as a potent force in the world, we ourselves may

         succeed. This fear is reflected in the way the terms “another Holocaust,” “silent Holocaust,” and “spiritual Holocaust” are

         becoming a familiar part of American Jewish parlance.4 I reject such analogies, because the Holocaust was genocide perpetrated by external enemies, whereas the situation we currently

         face is self-inflicted. It is like the difference between rape and seduction. We are far more responsible for that to which

         we have consented.

      


      The Demographic Challenge:
 How Many Jews Does It Take …


      If trends continue apace, American Jewry — indeed, Diaspora Jewry — may virtually vanish by the third quarter of the twenty-first

         century.* In its stead, two categories of Jewry will remain. First, the remnant of the currently vibrant and largely secular Jewish

         community will subsist as an attenuated collection of “partial Jews,” “former Jews,” “assimilated Jews,” “people of Jewish

         background,” and “Christian Jews.”5 In this respect, Jews will become more like other ethnic groups, with descendants proudly pointing to their partial Jewish

         heritage in the way that some Americans today identify themselves as part Scottish, part Irish, part Navajo, part French,

         and so on. Former White House chief of staff John Sununu, for example, boasted that his mixed Lebanese, El Salvadoran, and

         Greek ancestry makes him “the universal ethnic. It’s a varied heritage and I’m proud of it.”6 The gradual demise of ethnicity in America, which has already diluted Italian, Irish, Greek, Polish, and other hyphenated

         Americans, will likewise emulsify secular American Jews whose identity is primarily ethnic.

      


      The second type of Jew that will remain a half-century from now, and probably dominate the Jewish community in every way,

         is the “fundamentalist Jew,” the “ultra-Orthodox right-wing Jew,” the “Hasidic Jew,” the “ba’al t’shuvah” (born-again Jew). There may also be modest communities of “modern Orthodox” Jews, and a smattering of Conservative, Reform,

         and Reconstructionist holdovers, but their numbers will be dramatically reduced.7 The Jewish community of 2076 will bear little resemblance to the vibrant, influential, mainstream one of today.

      


      The major factors fueling these trends are intermarriage, assimilation, and wildly disparate birthrates. The ultra-Orthodox

         (who constitute approximately one-fourth of the overall Orthodox population) average more than four children per couple. In

         very traditional neighborhoods, such as Borough Park in Brooklyn, families average close to six children. Nonobservant Jews,

         however, average between 1.5 and 1.6 children per couple, below the 2.1 “replacement level.”8 The biblical command to “be fruitful and multiply” is being ignored by most Jews.

      


      The following chart, published in the October 1996 issue of Moment magazine, vividly projects the effects of disparate birth and intermarriage rates within the Jewish community. It suggests

         that by the fourth generation, two hundred current secular Jews will have produced ten Jewish great-grandchildren, and the

         same number of ultra-Orthodox Jews will have produced more than five thousand Jewish great-grandchildren. Even discounting

         substantially for statistical error and false assumptions, the point certainly must be taken seriously.

      


      [image: art]


      It has been widely reported that since 1988, more than half the marriages involving American Jews have been to non-Jews. If

         this data is accurate, more Jews now marry non-Jews than fellow Jews. The figure over the past several years has been estimated

         at between 53 percent and 58 percent (though it may be somewhat less).9 What amazes me is not that 53 percent of Jews may be marrying non-Jews. In light of what I hear from my students, my children,

         and the current and upcoming generations of marriage-age Jews, what amazes me is that 47 percent of Jews still marry other Jews. After all, Jews comprise just slightly more than 2 percent of the U.S. population. Putting aside demography,

         propinquity, parental pressure, and religious commitment, the chances of a Jew marrying another Jew are considerably lower

         than 47 percent.10 Some suggest that the “natural odds” of a mixed marriage for members of an ethnic group so tiny as American Jews is 95 percent.11 Nevertheless, the four factors of demography, propinquity, parental pressure, and religious commitment responsible for maintaining

         the high degree of Jewish in-marriage will continue to diminish even in the near future, and certainly over the next several

         generations.

      


      “Jewish neighborhoods” are becoming largely a thing of the past in many American cities, except for Hasidic and Orthodox enclaves

         which are geographically bound by the walking distance to a synagogue. The kind of Jewish neighborhood in which my friends

         and I grew up, where everyone knew each other’s families, some from back in the old country, is disappearing. Our children

         and grandchildren are being raised in heterogeneous locations that hardly fit the description of “neighborhood” at all. Newlywed

         Jewish couples — even most of the 47 percent who marry each other and many of the smaller percentage who are affiliated with

         synagogues to which they drive — do not generally seek out religiously or ethnically homogeneous neighborhoods. Indeed, many

         deliberately resist the “gilded ghettos” of their parents’ generation; others cannot afford them. Future generations of Jews

         are less likely to grow up in neighborhoods where meeting and marrying other Jews has been a natural function of propinquity.

         The rising age of first-time brides and grooms, combined with ever-increasing divorce and remarriage rates, also means that

         “neighborhood marriages” — which were almost never mixed marriages — will decrease markedly, since the older a person becomes,

         the more likely he or she is to move away from the possibly more homogeneous neighborhood of childhood.

      


      Nor is propinquity found in college, professional school, or the workplace as much as it was in the days of religious exclusion,

         when ambitious Jews had to congregate in those few institutions that were open to them. Today there are few exclusions, and

         so Jews have spread out to all locations. Some elite universities and employers — prominent law firms, training hospitals,

         investment banks — still have a “disproportionately high” number of Jews, which helps to explain the artificially high percentage

         of Jewish marriage.* I call it artificially high because I believe that a significant portion of the 47 percent of Jews who today marry fellow

         Jews do so largely by accident. What I mean is that many of these Jewish inmarriages are simply the result of a fortuitous propinquity: Jews happening to fall in love with Jews simply because they were in the same place at the same time by chance, not because they were religiously committed to marrying a fellow Jew. I call these marriages “accidental Jewish marriages.”

      


      Religious commitment to Jewish inmarriage is falling more quickly than Jewish inmarriage itself. Indeed, my discussions with

         young Jews convince me that with the exception of Orthodox Jews, an overwhelming majority of marriage-age and soon-to-be-marriage-age

         Jews — even relatively committed Jews — do not express or believe in a religious commitment to marry a fellow Jew.* Many regard it as wrong to take into account the religion of a prospective spouse. When I spoke recently to a group of Jewish college students, all

         of whom were members of Jewish organizations on campus, I asked for a show of hands as to how many preferred to marry a fellow

         Jew. The students looked at each other awkwardly and about half the hands went up. I then asked those who had raised their

         hands how many would be prepared to tell their dorm-mates of their preference. A small number of hands were raised. In the

         language of the day, it is “politically incorrect” to insist on marrying a coreligionist.12 It is, however, perfectly correct to do so if it just happens that way. It will “just happen” that way with ever decreasing

         frequency.

      


      Another powerful impetus toward Jewish marriage is also decreasing: parental (and even grandparental) pressure. It used to

         be virtually unthinkable for a Jew — even a secular Jew — to marry a non-Jew. To do so was the ultimate rejection of one’s

         parents and other relatives. Some families would actually declare such a child to be dead and would sit shiva over the not-so-dear

         departed. The poignant refusal of Tevye to acknowledge his daughter Chava and her Christian husband was not a literary creation

         by Shalom Aleichem or his adapters in Fiddler on the Roof. It was the way things were, not only in the old country but also in America for much of this century. No self-respecting

         Jewish parent would attend the wedding of a child who was marrying “a shiksa” or “a shegetz” — the male equivalent of the

         far more common derogatory term shiksa. The female term was more common because far more Jewish men used to marry out than Jewish women did, another disparity that

         is now “normalizing.” Indeed, the past phenomenon of Jewish men marrying non-Jewish women was part of a double inequity: it

         was primarily men who married up by marrying out. In today’s more egalitarian world, neither of these inequities persists to the same degree. This new equality also serves

         to encourage intermarriage, by opening new options for Jewish women that were previously available only to Jewish men.

      


      Today, such parental pressure (and the resulting guilt) is abating. This is not to say that many Jewish parents and grandparents

         are not as upset about intermarriage as their predecessors were, but it has become less socially acceptable — and hence less

         effective as a deterrent or preventive measure — to show that distress in such dramatic and guilt-producing ways.

      


      We are thus witnessing a significant diminution in the external factors that have traditionally increased the percentage of

         Jewish in-marriage: Jewish neighborhoods, academic and professional contact, parental pressure. At the same time, we are experiencing

         a decline in other Jewish institutions that helped to foster propinquity, such as Jewish summer camps, Jewish country clubs,

         Jewish resorts, Jewish health clubs, and Jewish athletic clubs (such as the YMHA). To be sure, Jewish community centers may

         be increasing, but the total trend is clearly toward assimilated work and play. Indeed, many Jewish community centers are

         now open to non-Jews. The net result will be increasing assimilation at work, at play, in neighborhoods, and in families.

      


      When I was growing up, virtually all summer camps were segregated by religion. I went to an assortment of Orthodox Jewish

         camps in the Catskill and Pocono Mountains, both as a camper and as a counselor. These camps were referred to as “shiddach”

         or “matchmaker” camps for Orthodox Jews, and they had an incredibly high success rate. Many of my friends married people they

         met at Camp Maple Lake, Camp Massad, and other such “marriage mills.” I met my first wife and my brother met his wife at Camp

         Maple Lake in 1955. A few such camps still exist, catering primarily to Orthodox and Conservative Jews, but many more Jewish

         kids go to nonsectarian camps.

      


      In the future, Jewish marriages will thus fall into two categories: the decreasing, but persistent, number of accidental Jewish

         marriages (which, for a variety of reasons, will always exceed the simple arithmetical odds of one member of a group that

         constitutes 2 percent of the population marrying a member of that same group);* and the significant — but also decreasing — number of Jewish marriages based on religious commitment. The two categories

         are, of course, overlapping, since many apparently accidental Jewish marriages involve some degree of religious commitment

         — conscious, unconscious, or externally imposed — by at least one of the parties.

      


      Accidental Jewish marriages will, of course, themselves produce an ever-increasing rate of mixed marriages among the future

         generations. Since accidental Jewish marriages are not based on religious or cultural commitment, their offspring will be

         more likely to marry non-Jews. Some accidental Jewish marriages do result in an after-the-fact religious or cultural commitment,

         which may be transmitted to the children. Even some religiously committed Jewish marriages will produce children who marry

         non-Jews. After all, virtually every mixed marriage involves children or grandchildren of a religiously committed Jewish marriage.

      


      The net result of all these changes will be an America in which the vast majority of Jewish inmarriages will be among the

         ultra-Orthodox and Orthodox, and in which the vast majority of non-Orthodox Jews — who today comprise close to 90 percent

         of the total Jewish population13 — will be marrying non-Jews at ever-increasing rates.

      


      What, then, will become of the Jews who have non-Jewish spouses? What will become of their children? The answer to those questions will determine the future of American Jews as we now know them.

      


      At present, the majority of mixed marriages end the Jewish identity of the family, both religiously and communally, if not

         immediately then in one or two generations. I do not, of course, include in the category of “mixed marriage” a marriage in

         which the non Jewish spouse converts to Judaism. It is reported that no more than 10 percent of the offspring of mixed marriages

         marry Jews,14 and one Philadelphia study found that none of the grandchildren of mixed marriages surveyed married Jews.15 Thus the old quip “What do you call the grandchildren of intermarried Jews? Christians” doesn’t seem so funny anymore.*


      Ironically, when the mixed marriage involves a Jewish man and a non-Jewish woman, the Jewish identity may sometimes persist a bit longer despite the Jewish religious law — observed by Orthodox and Conservative, but not by Reform,

         Jews — that the religion of the mother determines whether the children are Jewish. This is especially so when the Jewish man has an obviously Jewish last name,

         which he passes on to the children and which often carries with it a degree of Jewish identification. One striking example

         of this phenomenon is the publisher of the New York Times, Arthur Ochs Sulzberger, Jr., whose mother was Christian and who was himself baptized an Episcopalian. But because he carried

         the Sulzberger name, “ninety-nine people out of a hundred consider me Jewish,” he told an interviewer. “How could a Sulzberger

         not be Jewish?”16 We are also seeing an increase in the number of children with last names like O’Brien, McCauley, Famiglietti, and Johnson

         being bar and bat mitzvahed, as some Jewish women who married non-Jewish men bring up their children as Jews. But these are

         still the exceptions to a sociological rule — bolstered by some religious and tribal attitudes — that strongly pushes the

         children of mixed marriages away from Judaism and Jewish identity.

      


      We do not yet have conclusive data on what happens to the children of marriages between a Jew and a non-Jew who converts to

         Judaism. On the one hand, the statistics are somewhat encouraging. The sociologist Egon Mayer observes that not only are the

         off-spring of such unions “overwhelmingly raised as Jews,” but also the religious “practices of such families are consistently

         more identifiably Jewish than is typical for American Jews in general.”17 On the other hand, some of these conversions have been overseen by Reform rabbis, and thus are not recognized by the Orthodox

         and Conservative Jewish communities. As a result, the offspring of these couples will often be stigmatized as “non-Jewish”

         or “unmarriageable” by many Jews.18 They may not care — until they decide to marry an Orthodox or Conservative Jew and discover that they are not deemed “Jewish.”

      


      These, then, are the cold facts, but all the statistical and demographic information in the world concerning assimilation

         and inter-marriage does not come close to having the impact of a Jew’s personal experience with a child or grandchild who

         marries a non-Jew. Almost all the Jews I know have had someone close to them marry a person from a different religious background.

         Wherever I lecture, several audience members come up to tell me — usually in an embarrassed whisper — about a child or grandchild

         of theirs who is “going with” a non-Jew. The pain on their faces is palpable. They know that friends and acquaintances are

         having similar experiences, but they are ashamed to talk to them. They love their child or grandchild, but they do not understand

         why he or she is “doing this to me.” They feel helpless. They also feel that they are letting the Jewish people down. Nor

         are they helped by the smug and insensitive quips of those who now define a Jew as one whose “grandchildren will be Jewish,”

         as if having grandchildren who are not considered to be Jewish by Orthodox or Conservative rules is a mark of personal failure.

         They want my guidance, as if somehow I can solve their problem. I tell them that I know precisely what it feels like, because

         I have experienced it myself.

      


      The Personal Challenge: Will My Grandchildren Be Jewish?


      When my son Jamin invited me to join him for dinner at a Chinese restaurant in February 1992 — “so we could talk about something”

         — I knew that I would finally have to deal with an issue that I had been grappling with but not confronting directly since

         he had started dating Barbara, who is of Irish Catholic ancestry, nearly ten years earlier. They had met in a Spanish class

         as undergraduates at the University of Pennsylvania and had dated, off and on but mostly on, since that time.

      


      Jamin went on to Yale Law School, Barbara to Columbia Medical School. They spent almost every weekend together. After graduation,

         Jamin spent one year as a law clerk to a federal judge in Boston and then moved to New York, where he became a trial lawyer

         with the Legal Aid Society. He then joined me for a year in appealing Mike Tyson’s rape conviction and thereafter became associate

         general counsel to the National Basketball Association. Barbara worked as an emergency room doctor at Columbia Presbyterian

         Hospital, where she now serves as an assistant clinical professor of medicine. Before long, Jamin and Barbara moved in together.

      


      At dinner, Jamin told me what I knew he was going to: He and Barbara were getting engaged. Jamin was not planning to ask Barbara

         to convert to Judaism. Nor would Barbara ask Jamin to become Catholic. Their children — my grandchildren — would not be Jews,

         at least not under the Orthodox and Conservative religious definition of who is a Jew.

      


      I congratulated my son on their decision, instinctively wishing him “Mazel tov.” As I uttered those Hebrew words, I recalled

         a friend’s description of his daughter’s engagement to a non-Jew: “It was a ‘Congratulations’-type engagement, not a ‘Mazel

         tov.’” I was genuinely happy at Jamin’s obvious joy and excitement over his forthcoming marriage, but happiness was not my

         only emotion.

      


      “My children will be Jewish,” Jamin assured me, even before I asked. “As long as they have me as their father and you as their

         grandfather, they will be Jewish,” he insisted. “They will be as Jewish as I am,” he continued, fully aware of the double meaning of his statement.

      


      By current American standards, Jamin is a fairly committed Jew. He attends High Holiday services, fasts on Yom Kippur, attends

         the family Seders, refrains from eating bread products during Passover, participates in the festivities of Hanukkah, considers

         himself a Zionist and a supporter of Israel (though not of all its policies and governments), fights against anti-Semitism,

         supports the struggle for Russian Jewry, and believes that many of his liberal and egalitarian values derive from his Jewish

         heritage. On a trip we took together to Poland, Jamin was deeply moved by our visits to the abandoned shtetls of Galicia and

         to the stark horrors of Auschwitz. A piece of old rusted barbed wire that he took from Birkenau as a remembrance of that awful

         place hangs in his home.

      


      But he is not a religious Jew. He does not think about God, theology, prayer, or Jewish Halakah (religious law). His observances,

         such as they are, tend to be traditional and familial. Judaism to Jamin is not a faith, it is a heritage.

      


      Barbara’s Irish Catholicism is similar for her, though no two heritages ever fill exactly the same role because of important

         differences in history. Barbara loves Christmas, not because of its theological significance to Christianity but rather because

         of its role in her family life. It is much like Thanksgiving to her. She, too, is not particularly religious. Her Catholicism

         is more a matter of heritage than theology.

      


      When a friend described Jamin and Barbara’s marriage as “inter-faith,” Jamin quickly corrected her: “It is an interfaithless marriage. Neither of us has much religious faith.” Jamin likes to repeat the Woody Allen story of the Jewish atheist who

         married the Catholic atheist and fought over which religion their child should be taught to reject. He also tells the joke

         about the child of Catholic–Jewish parentage who never goes to confession without his lawyer. In our family, we often use

         humor to deal with conflict.*


      I pressed Jamin as to what he meant when he said his children would be as Jewish as he is. His answer was descriptive. “They’ll

         go to High Holiday services, Seders, and Hanukkah parties. You’ll take them to Israel and Poland like you took me. They’ll

         know they’re Jewish, just like I know. And their name will be Dershowitz, which will guarantee they’ll be Jewish, whether

         they want to or not!”

      


      “Will they also be Irish Catholic?” I asked.

      


      “They will have one Jewish parent and one Irish Catholic parent,” Jamin replied. “And they will understand that they are a

         product of two different heritages. They’ll go to Barbara’s family home for Christmas and to your family home for the Jewish

         holidays.”

      


      “But what will they do in your home?” I asked.

      


      “Barbara and I haven’t really thought it through,” Jamin acknowledged. “We don’t have anything particularly religious in our

         apartment now. That’s probably how it will be when we have kids. Maybe a tree and a menorah in December. We’ll see how it

         feels to both of us.”

      


      As I sat there looking at my son, I realized that he could never understand — not as a rational matter, but as a matter of

         deep emotion — exactly how the news of his impending marriage affected me. He was trying very hard, and he probably believed

         he understood me. We are very close. Jamin understands a lot about me: what motivates me, what makes me happy and what makes

         me angry. But my feelings toward my Jewishness have always been something of a mystery to my children, especially to Jamin.

         Precisely because Jamin understands so much about me — we are very much alike in many important ways, even in physical appearance

         and in occupational choice — he is baffled by his inability to understand my Jewishness.

      


      We have talked about God and theology and we tend to agree about such abstract matters. We both question and doubt everything,

         not only in matters of religion but in matters of science, politics, and other aspects of secular conventional wisdom. We

         reject certainty, authority, and schools of thought. We try to think everything through for ourselves. Because we are doubters,

         we could never be atheists; a firm belief in the non-existence of God would be far too certain for either of us. But we are borderline agnostic, and we act as if there probably

         is no God. Occasionally, however, I catch myself praying on Yom Kippur, especially at the final service just before God is

         supposed to close the book for next year, having written our future in indelible ink. Why take a chance? Maybe, just maybe

         … As W. C. Fields put it when asked why he was reading the Bible on his deathbed: “I’m looking for loopholes.” Perhaps there

         are no atheists in foxholes, but there are plenty of skeptics in the Dershowitz household, and some would say that Jamin and

         I both make a living looking for “loopholes.”

      


      On a rational level, I am not a believer in Pascal’s wager: the notion that faith is a worthwhile gamble, since we lose nothing

         if we believe and God doesn’t exist, but we risk spending eternity in hell if we don’t believe and God turns out to be real.

         On an emotional level, maybe, just maybe …

      


      I have never seen Jamin praying, but prayer is not something that is easy to observe. It is not my episodic praying that baffles

         Jamin. He regards that as human weakness which comes with advancing age. He also notices that as I get older, I take my fortune

         cookies more seriously. He understands that it is not the occasional prayer that defines my deep Jewishness. It is something

         that is not only beyond his experience, it is something he will never be able to comprehend fully because it is a product

         of unique generational forces that permanently differentiate us.

      


      I am the product of immigrant grandparents, and parents who came of age during the Great Depression; classmates who were survivors

         of the Holocaust; friends who made aliyah to Israel; clients — some now friends — who were imprisoned by the Soviets because

         they were Jewish dissidents; law firms that turned me down because I was Jewish; academic colleagues who urged me to tone

         down my Jewishness; and a university that tried to make me a second-class citizen when I began to teach there. I am also the

         product of a very positive Jewish neighborhood; a group of Jewish friends from that neighborhood who have remained close for

         more than half a century; an extensive, though flawed, Jewish education; a love for Israel, even with its imperfections; a

         pride in the spiritual, material, charitable, and progressive contributions of Jews to America and the world. Jamin was brought

         up in Cambridge, during the 1970s, when Israel was more secure and anti-Semitic discrimination had all but disappeared. He

         did not experience either the negative aspects of being an embattled Jew or the positive aspects of living in the kind of

         Jewish milieu in which I was raised.

      


      Not only could I never have married a non-Jewish woman, I would never even have seriously considered it. It would have simply

         been unthinkable for me, not as a matter of rational decision-making but as a matter of emotional capacity. My Jewishness

         is just too important to me. Even if I — like some of my friends — had made the decision that my second marriage would be

         childless, I could not have married a non-Jew. It is not only a question of wanting my children to be Jewish: My own Jewishness is far too central to my life not to want to share it on a daily basis with a like-minded

         mate. I could have married a woman who had become a Jew by choice, but only if it were a genuine choice, not simply a willingness to convert in order to marry. Yet whenever I have tried to debate this issue with Jamin or with

         others of his generation, I lose the debate — if such debates can be judged on the logic and rationality of the argumentation.

      


      I even lost a debate with the late Rabbi Meir Kahane over this issue. He asked me whether I wanted my children to marry Jews.

         Without hesitation, I said yes. Then he asked whether my desire was based on Halakah. I said no. “Then,” he insisted, pointing

         a finger at me, “you are nothing but a racist.” I was taken aback by this strident accusation, but Kahane explained: “There

         are plenty of wonderful non-Jewish people who would make marvelous spouses for your children. Why are you excluding them all,

         unless you are obligated to exclude them by religious law? If you are merely expressing an ethnic preference for one of your own kind, that is the

         essence of racism. It is just like an Aryan atheist in Germany forbidding children to marry people of Jewish backgrounds.”

         Rabbi Kahane always did have a way of putting it to you in the most confrontational manner. (We learned our debating skills

         at the same yeshiva, where we were each captain of the debate team at different times.)

      


      But how individuals define themselves — and how they wish their children and grandchildren to define themselves — is not merely

         a matter of debate or rationality. That is why it would be outrageous to prohibit “discrimination” in the selection of mates.

         Just as it is improper — and unconstitutional — for a state to prohibit a black person from marrying a white person, it would

         be equally wrong — and unconstitutional — to require intermarriage or to prohibit a person from selecting a spouse on racial, religious, ethnic, political, or any other grounds.

         The decision about whom to marry is simply too personal, too much a function of the history, psyche, and aspirations of the

         individual, to be anyone else’s legitimate concern. Despite the logic of Kahane’s argument, it is not racist for a deeply

         committed Jew to feel strongly about the continuity of the Jewish people, even if he rejects the strictures of the Halakah.

      


      Jamin does not regard me as a racist because I want my children to marry Jews. (Neither, by the way, did Kahane; it was simply

         a debating point for him. After the debate, he urged me to insist that my children marry Jews for “whatever reason.”) One

         reason Jamin does not take that position is because several of his black friends insist on marrying black spouses, and Jamin

         understands (without necessarily agreeing with) that preference. There, too, the issue of preserving a culture is the essence

         of the dispute. Jamin, trained as a lawyer, understands arguments from analogy. He thinks he understands my reasons because he thinks he understands the reasoning of his black friends. I think he does not fully

         understand either, because he has not lived our lives, and cannot. Nor can I fully understand Jamin’s feelings regarding his

         marriage to Barbara, since I have not lived his life and experienced his emotions.

      


      My Jewishness is not based on a belief in the details of Jewish theology or on compliance with the 613 commandments of the

         Torah — as evidenced by the fact that I was expressing my anguish about Jamin’s decision while enjoying a meal in an unkosher

         Chinese restaurant. We both noticed the irony, but neither of us saw any inconsistency. Although Jamin may not understand

         my deep sense of Jewish identity, he knows that I have a sense of mission about the survival of the Jewish people. I am convinced

         that a world without Jews would be a much less noble place, a much poorer place in every way that matters. Jews and Jewishness

         add a palpably positive dimension to the places they inhabit. I do not believe we are a “chosen people” in the sense of any

         divine preference. But I do believe that our collective experiences, especially with persecution, have made many Jews especially

         sensitive to the suffering of others, to the need for equality for all, to the virtues of compassion toward those less fortunate,

         to the appreciation of creativity and education, and to other virtues that have been the hallmarks of the various Jewish civilizations

         over time and place.

      


      The Jewish people are not alone, of course, in having experienced persecution and in having turned those collective experiences

         into positive survival traits. Nor have our experiences produced only positive characteristics. The consequences of any long

         historical journey — especially one as diverse as the Jews’ — are inevitably a mixture of virtues, vices, and neutral attributes.

         I am not arguing that Jews have emerged from their ongoing history as better or more virtuous than non-Jews. I reject that

         sociological version of the “chosen people” concept as categorically as I reject its biblical counterpart. But I and my children

         are part of the Jewish historical experience. I do not want my grandchildren and great-grandchildren to break our link with

         Judaism. I do not want them to become the first non-Jews in our family history. I do not want them to assimilate, to melt

         into someone else’s pot, to join a different religion, or to become part of another tradition or heritage. I do not want their

         Jewishness — however defined — to disappear in the next generation or the generation after that. I want them to stay Jewish,

         not because Jewish is better but because Jewish is what we have been for thousands of years, because my family has remained

         Jewish throughout that time despite incalculable external pressures, because Jewish values are generally very positive, because

         the Jewish presence in the world has contributed disproportionately to the welfare of society in relation to its meager numbers,

         because I love my Jewish heritage and believe that I have benefited enormously from it and want my progeny to experience its

         benefits as well.

      


      If I were as sure as Jamin is that the Jewish heritage could be conveyed over the generations through its merger with other

         heritages, I would not be as troubled as I obviously am about the prospect of having grandchildren who are not Jewish or who

         are of mixed religious heritage. But the empirical evidence suggests that the children and grandchildren of mixed marriages

         in which neither party converts tend to abandon their Jewish heritage.19 Jamin sees these statistics as a challenge, rather than a self-fulfilling prophecy. And I believe that Jamin will try very

         hard to preserve our Jewish heritage in his children. I will try to encourage that, without unduly interfering with the way

         Jamin and Barbara decide to raise their children.

      


      When Jamin told my mother, who is strictly Orthodox, about his decision, she was devastated. She had suspected that Jamin

         was dating a non-Jewish woman, but she did not know for certain, and I did not want to tell her until Jamin and Barbara had

         made the decision to marry.

      


      My mother’s first reaction was to ask, “What did I do wrong?” I tried to explain that she had done nothing wrong, that Jamin

         is a wonderful young man with excellent values, that I would not want Jamin to have emerged with a different set of values,

         and that one of his values was to marry a woman he loved, not one he picked because she would make his parents and grandparents

         happy. “Why couldn’t he have fallen in love with someone who would also make us happy?” my mother cried. I told her that Barbara

         does make me happy, because she is a wonderful person, because she makes Jamin happy, and because she will be a terrific mother

         to my grandchildren. I, too, wish that Barbara would choose to become Jewish, but I have no right — and no power — to dictate

         these existential matters to my adult children. I would certainly not want Barbara’s parents to try to get Jamin to convert

         to their religion, which they have not done.

      


      At first my mother considered staying away from the wedding — and thus withholding her blessing on and approval of the marriage.

         Jamin told her how upsetting her absence would be to him and asked her please to come. She agreed to discuss the matter with

         a rabbi, if Jamin would attend the session as well. He agreed — not without some reluctance, since he did not want some stranger

         to try to talk him out of marrying the woman he loved. The rabbi, though an Orthodox Jew, did not try to dissuade Jamin from

         marrying Barbara. He did try to get Jamin to understand his grandmother’s pain — and mine as well. He also asked Jamin to

         consider taking some concrete steps, such as Jewish education and summer camps, toward assuring that his children would be

         Jewish.

      


      The discussion was quite emotional, with tears all around. My mother made it clear that she wanted to attend the wedding,

         but that she did not want to do the wrong thing or send the wrong message to her other grandchildren. She wanted the rabbi

         to “give her permission” to attend, but the rabbi said that it was not his role to give or deny permission. He saw himself

         simply as a facilitator, who could help Jamin discuss the issues meaningfully with his father and grandmother. The rabbi did

         say, at the end of the meeting, that it was clear to him that my mother’s love for Jamin was too great for her to miss his

         wedding and that it would not be the “wrong thing” for her to follow her heart. But it was her decision to make, and not one

         mandated by any religious law.
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