
W H A T ' S J E W I S H A B O U T I T ? 

by several elements, including our com­
ing of age as a native born community, 
the Holocaust, the creation of Israel, a 
tradition of political activism, our con­
cern with anti-Semitism, the actions of 
other denominational bodies; and that 
no one of these elements, but probably a 

combination, plus others unspecified, 
may be of interest and of considerable 
importance to historians of the future 
in chronicling and in developing a 
perspective upon the accommodation of 
the Jewish community to the American 
scene. 
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Historical and Contemporary Havurot: 
A Comparison 

M U R I E L M A Y M A N 

Coordinator, Jewish Family Life Education, Jewish Family 
and Children's Service, Boston, Massachusetts 

"Using the paradigm of the ancient havurah, its applicability (is developed) to theformation of a 
contemporary havurah in a suburban community, wherein the temple is seen as the center of 
Jewish life." 

Purpose 

IN the past decade there has been a 
surge of activity within the Jewish 

community in forming havurot on col­
lege campuses and, more recently, in 
synagogues. This is a result of the grow­
ing feelings of isolation and anonymity 
experienced by Jews in suburbia. Little 
has been written about its conceptual 
framework and its theoretical design. 
T h e purpose of this paper is to present 
the model of the ancient havurot and to 
explore the similarities and differences 
between a contemporary havurah and its 
historical predecessor. 

Believing that such groups are an im­
portant part of a preventative model for 
mental health care, Jewish Family and 
Children's Service has become actively 
involved in establishing such groups. In 
Spring, 1974, JFCS co-sponsored a 
Bar-Bat Mitzvah discussion group for 
parents in a suburban Boston temple. 
One of the major issues raised by mem­
bers of this group was their feeling of 
personal isolation and lack of meaning­
ful involvement with the Jewish com­
munity as represented by the temple. In 
response to this need, a collaboration 
between JFCS and the temple was be­
gun. Our intention was to develop a de­
sign for a havurah at the temple. 

Historical Precedent: 

But, what is a havurah} Much has 
been written about havurah in the past 

decade. The earliest reference found in 
the literature was by Jacob Neusner . 1 In 
this book he describes havurah as being 
formed in the 1st century C.E. by the 
Pharisees. They called their fellowship 
of Jews a havurah. There were two 
forms of these fellowships. One em­
phasized the study of Torah. The sec­
ond type was created by individuals who 
wished to carry out the neglected details 
of Jewish law, particularly those related 
to the rituals of tithing and ritual puri­
fication as seen in clothing and kashrut. 
As Neusner suggests, the tasks of the 
ancient havurah were: 2 

1. T o create a fellowship within the 
larger community. 

2. T o define its "concerns" and goals. 
The purpose of the group was lim­
ited to the achievement of these spe­
cific social and religious goals. 

3. T o create rules for its members' be­
havior within the havurah and with 
people in the broader community 
who were not members of the 
havurah. 

4. T o teach the broader community its 
principles while always remaining a 
separate entity within the larger 
community. 

1 Jacob Neusner , Fellowship in Judaism, The First 
Century and Today (London: Vallentine, Mitchell 
and Co., 1963). 

2 Ibid., p. 65. 

361 



H I S T O R I C A L A N D C O N T E M P O R A R Y HAVUROT 

U s i n g this a n c i e n t p a r a d i g m , I will at­
t e m p t to s h o w its appl icabi l i ty to t h e 
f o r m a t i o n o f a c o n t e m p o r a r y havurah in 
a s u b u r b a n c o m m u n i t y . I n this c o n t e m ­
porary c o m m u n i t y t h e t e m p l e is s e e n as 
the c e n t e r o f J e w i s h l ife. J e w i s h fami l ies 
are d i s p e r s e d o v e r a w i d e g e o g r a p h i c 
area a n d use the t e m p l e as the ir m e e t i n g 
p lace . 

R e f e r r i n g to N e u s n e r ' s first p o i n t , 
c r e a t i n g a f e l l o w s h i p wi th in the larger 
c o m m u n i t y , in t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y c o u n ­
terpart , it was d e c i d e d to create a 
havurah w i t h i n t h e t e m p l e c o m m u n i t y as 
a part of, n o t apar t f r o m that t e m p l e 
c o m m u n i t y , a l t h o u g h t h e g r o u p was 
clearly to h a v e its o w n ident i ty . T h i s was 
a c c o m p l i s h e d wi th t h e act ive c o o p e r a ­
t ion a n d par t i c ipa t ion o f t h e t e m p l e ' s 
rabbi. T h i s j o i n t e f f o r t i n v o l v e d m a n y 
m e e t i n g s w h e r e his k n o w l e d g e a n d e x ­
pert i se bo th in J u d a i s m a n d a b o u t his 
c o m m u n i t y h e l p e d u s to c r e a t e a m e a n ­
i n g f u l havurah d e s i g n . W i t h o u t his par­
t i c ipat ion a n d s u p p o r t the p r o g r a m 
w o u l d h a v e fa i l ed . 

N o w as to N e u s n e r ' s s e c o n d po in t , t h e 
havurah d e f i n e d its " c o n c e r n s " a n d 
goa l s . I n the c o n t e m p o r a r y d e s i g n t h e r e 
was a n initial o r g a n i z a t i o n a l m e e t i n g o f 
p r o s p e c t i v e havurah m e m b e r s w h e r e the 
c o n c e p t o f havurah was d i s c u s s e d . T h i s 
large g r o u p was d i v i d e d in to havurot o f 
n o m o r e t h a n six o r s e v e n fami l i e s . T h e 
"contract" was for the a g e n c y w o r k e r to 
m e e t wi th e a c h havurah w e e k l y for s ix 
c o n s e c u t i v e w e e k s to d e t e r m i n e w h a t its 
goa l s w e r e to b e a n d h o w it saw i tse l f 
a c h i e v i n g t h e s e goa l s . T h e m e e t i n g s 
w e r e to b e h e l d in the m e m b e r s ' h o m e s . 
T h e d i s c u s s i o n l ed by the J F C S w o r k e r 
w o u l d last o n e a n d o n e - h a l f h o u r s a n d 
w o u l d b e f o l l o w e d by a s i m p l e c o f f e e 
h o u r a n d soc ia l iz ing . 

E a c h g r o u p d e f i n e d its g o a l s w i th in 
the p a r a m e t e r s o f J e w i s h in teres t a n d 
c o n t e n t . T h e i r e x a c t f o c u s d i f f e r e d 
s l ightly , but t h e c o r e was t h e J e w i s h 

c a l e n d a r ( i .e . , c e l e b r a t i o n o f ho l idays) 
a n d the J e w i s h l ife cyc le wi th add i t iona l 
per iod ic spec ia l e v e n t s s u c h as s e e i n g a 
play, i .e. , The Dybbuk, or v i s i t ing t h e 
J e w i s h His tor ica l Soc ie ty d u r i n g the 
B i c e n t e n n i a l c e l e b r a t i o n . 

A n o p e n e n d e d q u e s t i o n n a i r e was d e ­
v i sed to a id the social w o r k e r a n d t h e 
g r o u p in d e f i n i n g its goa l s . T h i s a c t e d as 
a n a s s e s s m e n t p r o c e d u r e e s t a b l i s h i n g 
w h a t v a l u e s the g r o u p m e m b e r s h e l d 
a n d w h i c h o n e s t h e y m i g h t s h a r e in 
c o m m o n . T h i s g a v e u s c l u e s for t h e 
s c h e m a t i c s t ruc ture o f t h e w e e k l y m e e t ­
ings so they f o c u s e d o n J e w i s h c o n t e n t 
whi l e e n a b l i n g t h e ind iv idua l s to 
coa le sce as a g r o u p . T o e n a b l e the 
havurah to d o this , e a c h m e e t i n g was 
careful ly s t r u c t u r e d internal ly a n d its 
r e l a t i o n s h i p to all t h e o t h e r m e e t i n g s 
careful ly c o n s i d e r e d . 

I n the first m e e t i n g t h e g r o u p dea l t 
w i th the ir e x p e c t a t i o n s o f havurah, e x ­
p r e s s i n g b o t h the ir h o p e s a n d fears for 
their g r o u p . I n s u b s e q u e n t m e e t i n g s w e 
f o u n d it u s e f u l to h a v e the g r o u p par­
t icipate in e x e r c i s e s w h e r e t h e r e was 
m u c h in terac t ion initially o n a o n e - t o -
o n e basis . W e b r o a d e n e d this to i n c l u d e 
t h r e e o r f o u r m e m b e r s a n d finally the 
en t i re g r o u p . T h e s e e x e r c i s e s w e r e m o s t 
success fu l for o n o n e level t h e y f o c u s e d 
o n J e w i s h c o n t e n t a n d v a l u e s w h i l e o n 
a n o t h e r level they e n a b l e d t h e m e m b e r s 
to ge t to k n o w o n e a n o t h e r in a m e a n ­
i n g f u l way . W i t h this , t h e g r o u p b e g a n 
d e v e l o p i n g its o w n u n i q u e ident i ty . T h i s 
r e q u i r e d a de l icate a n d ski l led in ter ­
w e a v i n g o f t h e s e two variables . W h i l e 
the f o c u s was pr imar i ly o n c o n t e n t , n o t 
p r o c e s s , g r o u p p r o c e s s was e v o l v i n g . 
T h e m o r e t a s k - o r i e n t e d t h e g r o u p , t h e 
less s e l f - c o n s c i o u s was the p r o c e s s . 
H o w e v e r , t h e r e d i d arise cer ta in p r o b ­
l e m s i n h e r e n t in all g r o u p s . . . t h o s e o f 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n a n d d i sc lo sure . T h e 
havurah s t r u g g l e d wi th m a n y q u e s t i o n s : 
s u c h as, " W h o c a n b e l o n g to o u 
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g r o u p ? " " S h o u l d c h i l d r e n b e i n c l u d e d 
a n d if so , h o w ? " " H o w d o w e re late o u r 
g r o u p to the t e m p l e ? " 

I n the final m e e t i n g s it was neces sary 
for t h e J F C S w o r k e r to d e a l wi th the 
g r o u p ' s t e n d e n c y to s ee the l e a d e r as 
their author i ty , as o u r goa l was to e n a b l e 
the g r o u p to f u n c t i o n o n its o w n af­
ter the six ses s ions . In teres t ing ly , n o 
natura l l e a d e r e m e r g e d . I n s t e a d , the 
dec i s ion was that the l e a d e r s h i p role was 
to b e ro ta ted a m o n g a n d s h a r e d by all 
m e m b e r s . T h e m e m b e r s w e r e ca l l ed 
u p o n to d e c i d e w h e n t h e y w o u l d m e e t 
aga in . T h e y w e r e led in to p l a n n i n g the ir 
a g e n d a for m e e t i n g s so they c o u l d b e g i n 
to s ee t h e m s e l v e s as co l laborators wi th 
the l e a d e r ; ab le to a s s u m e t h e l e a d e r ­
sh ip o f the ir g r o u p at the a p p r o p r i a t e 
t ime . 

N e u s n e r ' s th ird p o i n t was that the 
havurah c r e a t e d its o w n ru les a n d ro les 
for its m e m b e r s . T h i s was e n a c t e d in 
m a n y ways a n d I will de scr ibe j u s t a few. 

E a c h g r o u p d e c i d e d the n u m b e r o f 
fami l ies it w a n t e d in its g r o u p . T h e l imit 
was r e q u i r e d b e c a u s e o f m e e t i n g in e a c h 
other 's h o m e s . T o d o this the i s sue o f 
e x c l u s i v e n e s s o r c l iqu i shnes s was g r a p ­
p led wi th by t h e m t i m e a n d t i m e a g a i n . 
T h e havurah set as o n e o f its pr inc ip l e s 
that it c o n d e m n e d "c l iquishness ." Yet , 
two p o i n t s b e c a m e a p p a r e n t as g r o u p 
sol idarity e v o l v e d . O n e was the n e e d to 
e n l a r g e the g r o u p f r o m f o u r fami l i e s to 
six o r s e v e n . T h e g r o u p d e c i d e d h o w t o 
a c c o m p l i s h this af ter m a n y h o u r s o f in ­
t ense d i s c u s s i o n . O n e m e m b e r h a d to b e 
r e m i n d e d h e h a d p u t f o r t h this pr inc i ­
ple a n d the e n t i r e g r o u p h a d to reaf f i rm 
its pr inc ip l e o f n o t b e c o m i n g a c l ique . I n 
this case , it m e a n t n o b lackba l l ing o f p o ­
tential n e w m e m b e r s . O n a d e e p e r leve l , 
it m e a n t that they w e r e wi l l ing to to ler ­
ate d i f f e r e n t k i n d s o f p e o p l e in t h e 
g r o u p . 

Rules o f c o n d u c t w e r e cons tant ly 
evo lv ing . T h e y c o v e r e d a b r o a d r a n g e 

o f b e h a v i o r a n d activities. Af t er a n inci­
d e n t w h e r e o n e w o m a n p r o v o k e d 
a n o t h e r to tears , t h e en t i re g r o u p dea l t 
wi th the ir i n d i v i d u a l reac t ions to this 
e p i s o d e . A l t h o u g h o n e o f the ir h i g h 
priori ty g o a l s was to b e c o m e a n "ex­
t e n d e d family ," t h e y f o u n d they m e a n t 
a n "ideal" e x t e n d e d fami ly . A l o n g d is ­
c u s s i o n e n s u e d . T h e g o a l was re­
e x a m i n e d . T h e i s sue o f c l o s e n e s s was 
d e a l t wi th direct ly . F r o m this e m e r g e d 
n e w g u i d e l i n e s for b e h a v i o r wi th in t h e 
g r o u p . E a c h m e m b e r r e a f f i r m e d h i s d e ­
sire to b e c lose a n d part o f the fami ly 
a n d n o w saw h i m s e l f r e s p o n s i b l e for his 
o w n ac t ions . T h i s m e a n t ( to the g r o u p ) 
e a c h o f t h e m h a d to care e n o u g h n o t to 
de l ibera te ly hur t a n o t h e r . 

O t h e r ru les w e r e arr ived at less pa in ­
fully. E a c h m e m b e r b e c a m e increas ing ly 
sens i t ive to his fe l low m e m b e r s ' n e e d s . 
So , a l t h o u g h o n e c o u p l e , o l d e r t h a n the 
o t h e r s , d e e p l y f ear fu l that the g r o u p 
w o u l d n o t i n c l u d e its t e e n a g e c h i l d r e n 
in the ir a d u l t act ivit ies , finally ra i sed it 
as a n i ssue , they w e r e p leasant ly sur­
pr i s ed to find t h e g r o u p wi l l ing to in­
c l u d e the t e e n a g e r s as part o f t h e a d u l t 
d i s cus s ions if the t e e n a g e r s w i s h e d to 
part ic ipate . 

O n N e u s n e r ' s f o u r t h p o i n t , the g r o u p 
d i d e d u c a t e the c o m m u n i t y b o t h for­
mal ly a n d i n f o r m a l l y . Art ic les w e r e writ­
t e n in the t e m p l e bu l l e t in a b o u t its activ­
it ies. U p o n the r e q u e s t o f t h e rabbi, it 
l ed specif ic t e m p l e activit ies . I n f o r m a l l y , 
m e m b e r s r e c r e a t e d havurah e x e r c i s e s 
wi th f r i e n d s o u t s i d e t h e g r o u p . A n 
e x a m p l e o f this was to ask: " H o w w o u l d 
y o u descr ibe yourse l f : as a n A m e r i c a n 
J e w o r as a J e w i s h A m e r i c a n , a n d w h y ? " 

Conclusion 

T h e use o f a historical m o d e l o f 
havurah in h e l p i n g t h e social w o r k e r to 
bet ter c o n c e p t u a l i z e the p u r p o s e a n d 
w o r k i n g s o f a c o n t e m p o r a r y havurah has 
b e e n p r e s e n t e d . 
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T h u s far w e h a v e b e e n able to e s tab­
lish t h r e e c o n t e m p o r a r y havurot u s i n g 
this d e s i g n . A l t h o u g h t h e s e havurot dif­
fer f r o m a n c i e n t havurot in cer ta in di­
m e n s i o n s , the f o c u s o f b o t h is the c o n ­
so l idat ion o f J e w i s h ident i ty . Social 
w o r k e r s in a J e w i s h fami ly a g e n c y are 
t ra ined to dea l wi th this area . T h i s p r e ­
venta t ive type o f p r o g r a m is o n e in 
w h i c h social w o r k e r s can b e o f service in 
a m e a n i n g f u l way t o the J e w i s h c o m ­
m u n i t y . 
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Government, Voluntarism, Jewishness 
and Accountability 

An Essay on Principle and Principal* 
K A R L D . Z U K E R M A N 

Consultant on Government Relations, Federation of Jewish Philanthropies of New York 

"For the Jewish communal agency, the issue is whether the agency can take government funds 
and yet preserve its Jewish mission. I see its mission to be an instrument of the Jewish 
community to continue Jewish identity, heritage, and life. So for the Jewish agency, the 
implications of government funding go straight to its core, its very existence." 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 

WH A T is t h e pr ice J e w i s h c o m m u n a l 
a g e n c i e s pay w h e n t h e y rece ive 

g o v e r n m e n t f u n d s for the ir services? 
T h a t q u e s t i o n , I th ink, l ike all i m p o r t a n t 
q u e s t i o n s , m u s t b e r e d u c e d to a ser ies o f 
s u b q u e s t i o n s if a h e l p f u l a n s w e r is to b e 
f o u n d . 

H o w d o e s g o v e r n m e n t f u n d i n g af fect 
the ir p o s i t i o n as vo luntary a g e n c i e s ? 
H o w d o e s it a f fect the ir ability to carry 
o u t the ir J e w i s h p u r p o s e s ? ("What are 
the ir J e w i s h purposes?") A n d h o w d o e s 
the accountabi l i ty w h i c h flows with t h e 
g o v e r n m e n t f u n d s af fect the ir f u n c t i o n ­
ing as vo luntary , a n d as J e w i s h , a g e n ­
cies? 

W e are ta lk ing a b o u t two d i f f e r e n t , 
t h o u g h re la ted , character is t ics w h e n w e 
talk o f the J e w i s h c o m m u n a l a g e n c y . It 
is at o n c e a vo luntary u n d e r t a k i n g a n d a 
sec tar ian-e thn ic v e n t u r e . A n d a l t h o u g h 
the c o n c e r n s o f the vo luntary a g e n c y 
are s h a r e d by t h e J e w i s h c o m m u n a l 
a g e n c y , the J e w i s h a g e n c y has a d d i ­
t ional , special c o n c e r n s . 

For the vo luntary a g e n c y , t h e issue is 
basically o n e o f a u t o n o m y , f r e e d o m o f 
act ion , contro l . T h o s e w o r d s , t h o u g h 
m u c h m a l i g n e d o f late, de scr ibe t h e 

f u n d a m e n t a l a n d dis t inct ive character i s ­
tic o f the v o l u n t a r y a g e n c y . S o e v e n f o r 
t h e g e n e r a l vo luntary a g e n c y , t h e impl i ­
c a t i o n s o f g o v e r n m e n t f u n d i n g g o 
s tra ight t o its c o r e , its very e x i s t e n c e . 

For the J e w i s h c o m m u n a l a g e n c y , t h e 
i ssue is w h e t h e r t h e a g e n c y c a n take 
g o v e r n m e n t f u n d s a n d yet p r e s e r v e its 
J e w i s h m i s s i o n . I s e e its m i s s i o n to b e a n 
i n s t r u m e n t o f the J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y to 
c o n t i n u e J e w i s h ident i ty , h e r i t a g e a n d 
life. S o for the J e w i s h a g e n c y , the impl i ­
ca t ions o f g o v e r n m e n t f u n d i n g g o 
s tra ight to its c o r e , its very e x i s t e n c e . 

W h a t this p r e s e n t a t i o n d e a l s w i th , 
t h e n , is m o n e y , ident i ty a n d e x i s t e n c e ! 

I m p l i c a t i o n s for t h e V o l u n t a r y A g e n c y 

T o a s igni f icant e x t e n t w e c a n v i e w 
g o v e r n m e n t as any o t h e r large a n d im­
p o r t a n t c o n t r i b u t o r o f m o n e y to the 
p r o g r a m s a n d p u r p o s e s o f the v o l u n ­
tary a g e n c y . I f a s igni f icant c o n t r i b u t i o n 
is m a d e for a spec i f i ed p u r p o s e to a vol­
u n t a r y a g e n c y , a n d the vo luntary 
a g e n c y is wi l l ing to use t h o s e f u n d s f o r 
that p u r p o s e , it t h e n is a c c o u n t a b l e to 
the c o n t r i b u t o r for t h e p r o g r a m s a n d 
services r e n d e r e d wi th t h o s e f u n d s . I n 
fact, i f the c o n t r i b u t i o n is l a r g e e n o u g h , 
the c o n t r i b u t o r c o u l d speci fy: 

(1) t h e p e o p l e to b e s e r v e d in g e n e r a l , 
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* Presented at the Annual Meeting of the Na­
tional Conference of Jewish Communal Service, 
Grossinger, New York, June 9, 1975. 


