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Our agencies have been established io render specific service function . .

. in response to

certain specific human needs. Those functions have not, up to now, included the specific
mission of strengthening Jewish identity. That objective has been poorly served because it has
been dragged in through the back door of agency function, as an appendage, instead of being
recognized as a function of primary importance to the future of Jewish life in this country.

THIS paper has two objectives: 1. To

examine why, in the face of an ac-
knowledged crisis of Jewish identity and
survival, there has been no significant
mobilization of effort, nationally or lo-
cally, to deal with that crisis.

2. To suggest new ways of thinking
about the crisis so that we may be able to
develop more effective approaches to
deal with it.+

The Paradox

The entire problem of effective
Jewish identity programming is charac-
terized by a striking paradox. On the
one hand, there is general recognition
of the problem and grave concern about
its implications. The 1976 National
Jewish population study confirmed an
intermarriage rate of 32 percent which,
combined with zero population growth,
suggested a crisis of survival. This con-
cern has been expressed in paper after
paper at national gatherings of lay and
professional leaders, and in numerous
local Board and staff institutes. On the
other hand, there has been a remark-
able absence of organized and sustained
activity to deal with the problem. “Re-

*Presented at the Annual Meeting of the Con-
ference of Jewish Communal Service, The Con-
cord, Kiamesha Lake, NY, June 7, 1983.

+ I must make it clear at the outset that the views
expressed in this paper do not in any way reflect
views or policies of the Council.
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markable” because it is so contrary to
the usual Jewish communal response to
recognized crises, particularly on the
part of Federations. The experiences
with aid to Israel, the rescue of the rem-
nants of our people and the integration
of Soviet immigrants speak for them-
selves.

I believe that there are three major

reasons for the paradox:
I The complexity of the problem.
II Some misconceptions about cur-
rent programs.

I11 The emphasis on Jewish compo-
nents in existing agencies, and
particularly in family service
agencies.

I. The Complexity of the Problem

Although the phrase “Jewish Iden-
tity” is now in constant use, experience
in many communities and agencies indi-
cates that the general understanding of
the phrase tends to be naive and
simplistic. One rarely encounters any
clear discussion of what is meant by
Jewish identity or of what we would like
to achieve in dealing with it. The prob-
lem is so vast, and is so deeply rooted in
societal factors beyond our control, that
there is a tendency to feel overwhelmed
by its size and complexity. For one
thing, the people who have the problem
are not affiliated, rarely come into the
framework of the Jewish communal
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system, do not ask for help, and there-
fore are not available to our agencies
and their traditional ways of giving help.
There is very little experience to guide
us in how to reach them, to say nothing
about how to influence them.

For the purposes of this discussion,
I'd like to suggest that from the point of
view of Jewish communal services,! the
objectives should be as follows:

1. To expose people to Jewish expe-
rience of any kind (religious, sec-
ular, cultural, emotional) which re-
sults in their having more positive
feelings about themselves as Jews,
and

2. To have these feelings so strongly
internalized that they result in
some form of positive Jewish ac-
tivity within families and within the
Jewish community and

3. To have the families wish to pass
these feelings on to their children.

I1I. Some Misconceptions

One reason for the failure to mobilize
action to deal with the identity problem
has been a number of prevalent miscon-
ceptions about the effectiveness of
existing programs.

(a) Jewish Education
In recent years, the concern about the
weakening sense of Jewish identity has
caused a tremendous increase in com-
munity support for Jewish education.
There has been a phenomenal increase
in the number of all-day schools, and
studies show that graduates of all-day
schools rarely intermarry. These devel-
opments are to be welcomed, and we
can all hope that the trend will continue.
At the same time, the trend may be
creating a false sense of security. Too
many people equate increases in ex-

! The references in this paper to “Jewish com-
munal services” and “agencies” are not meant to
include any agencies or programs in the field of
formal Jewish education.

penditures with solutions of problems.
It 1s necessary to face the fact that no
matter how fine a job is being done by
Jewish education, it reaches only those
who come into the educational system
through synagogues or otherwise. It
does not reach that large and growing
number of Jews who do not come into
the system.

(b) Jewish Family Life Education
There 1s also a great deal of misconcep-
tion about the Jewish family life educa-
tion programs of family agencies, par-
ticularly in relation to the objective of
strengthening Jewish identity. There is
the impression that these programs deal
with the issues of Jewish identity per se,
but that is rarely the case. While they
occasionally include references to
Jewish values and observance, they
focus primarily and appropriately upon
family agency concerns with problems
of family stability, parent-child relation-
ships and the prevention of family ten-
sions and breakdown. Furthermore,
they are addressed primarily to Jewish
organizations, either of men or women,
and rarely to family units as such. When
they do involve family units, it is un-
usual for the focus to be around ques-
tions of identity. This is not to be taken
as a criticism of family agencies. Their
functions have always been therapeutic
and rehabilitative, and their staffs are
highly skilled in relation to their estab-
lished functions.

(c) Jewish Centers and Jewish Content
There is a great deal of discussion
throughout the country about the ade-
quacy of “Jewish content” in community
centers. I have been exposed to many of
these discussions, and have been struck
by the fact that they almost always have
to do with how much there is, rather
than with the nature of the programs
and whether they are effective. Many
Centers do have consistent policies of
Jewish programming and often develop
programs of considerable interest. In
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relation to this, however, there are two
points to be made:

(1) There is a real question as to
whether many of these programs have
the effect projected in this paper,
namely whether they create an inter-
nalization of Jewish feeling which af-
fects the life style in any significant way,
and

(2) They also do not reach the people
who do not normally come into the
Jewish communal system.

II1. The Focus on Jewish Components

I believe that a third major reason for
the failure to deal more effectively with
the identity problem is what might be
called well intentioned but misplaced
emphasis. 1 refer to the efforts of a
group of professional leaders who have
been making a concerted effort to influ-
ence Jewish communal services toward
more positive Jewish objectives and
programs. That group, exemplified by
the brilliant writings of men like Drs.
Gerald Bubis and Bernard Reisman,
have expressed a viewpoint consisting of
the following elements.

(a) Jewish life in this country is at a
critical point because of certain demo-
graphic factors—the weakening sense of
Jewish identity, the high rate of inter-
marriage, zero population growth, and
related elements.

(b) It therefore becomes the duty of
Jewish communal services to deal with
this new condition. These services must
change their priorities, functions and
programs so as to become instruments
to halt and perhaps even reverse the
assimilatory trend. They should become
Judaizing instruments, using their re-
sources and skills to strengthen the
sense of Jewish identity.

(c) Since the essential vehicle for
creating and maintaining Jewish iden-
tity is the Jewish family, the Jewish fam-
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ily agency has a special responsibility to
come to grips with the problem.

It is also of interest to note that while
these views have been expressed with
special vigor in the last ten years, they
have been consistently stated in the pro-
ceedings of the Conference of Jewish
Communal Service and elsewhere since
the early part of the century. It is there-
fore pertinent to ask, in view of the gen-
eral current recognition of the serious-
ness of the problem, and in view of the
historic thinking, exhortation and pres-
sure, why has there been so little effec-
tive response?

One answer which is often given is
that the problem lies in the absence of
Jewish commitment on the part of
agency professionals. This may have
been true years ago, but it is no longer
true, but even if it were, it would not be
the major consideration. The crucial is-
sues are those of function and profes-
sional role.

The fact i1s that the attempt to make
agencies more Jewish has been associ-
ated with an ideological approach which
makes inappropriate assumptions about
agency function and is often in conflict
with sound professional practice. Al-
though this is consistently denied, the
record speaks for itself. For example,
Dr. Bubis has stated the following posi-
tion in recent publications:

It is not enough for the Jewish com-
munal worker to be approached by the
client for personal problem-solving. He
should also be seen as a representative
of Judaism and its traditions. “The right
of the client to self-determination and
actualizing of personal potentialities are
shibboleths with the force of dogma.”?
“Jewish societal rights and expectations
must come to be included in the agenda

? Gerald Bubis, “Intermarriage, the Rabbi, and
the Jewish Communal Worker™ in KTAV Pub-
lishing House, Inc., New York, Serving the Jewish
Family, Gerald Bubis, ed., 1977, p. 72.
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of professional, agency, and organi-
zational concerns.”®

Since the agency is in business for the
purpose of helping to ensure Jewish
continuity, it must have a conscious pol-
icy against intermarriage and for in-
group marriage, and must develop
strategies which carry out this policy. Of
course, this approach must not conflict
with sound professional principles, and
with sufficient concern and application,
it can come to be a natural way of
working.*

“There must be then, an articulation
of Jewish expectation and concern
transmitted to the client. The criterion
cannot be only what is good for individ-
ual Jews, but must also include the crite-
rion of what is good for the Jewish
community.”?

Dr. Bernard Reisman states quite un-
equivocally that not only is a change in
professional ideology necessary, but that
it must include a willingness on the part
of the worker to be ideologically direc-

fve.
Understandably, this isn't easy to do given the
field’s long time commitment to the principle
of non-directiveness and the fact that it is in-
tertwined with other basic values such as client
self-determination and moral relativism. It s
important to point out that while the family life
education function has been closely allied to
social work ... it is a different service than
clinical case work and requires an ideology
commensurate with its functions.®
It is to be noted that the ideological
position so well expressed by Drs. Bubis
and Reisman rests on the primary as-
sumption that Jewish agencies are in the
business of ensuring Jewish continuity.
This assumption is not correct, and has

31bid., p. 73.

4 Gerald Bubis, “The Jewish Component in
Jewish Communal Service,” Journal of Jewish Com-
munal Service, Spring 1980, p. 232.

*1bid., pp. 233-34.

S Bernard Reisman, Ph.D., “The Emerging
Jewish Family”, Institute for Jewish Life, New
York.

no basis in historical fact. In this coun-
try, agencies were established to meet
specific needs of families and individu-
als at different times. The functions of
these agencies have often changed as
conditions and needs changed. They
have not been seen, nor are they now
seen, as instruments of Jewish con-
tinuity which has always been seen as the
responsibility of the religious and edu-
cational sectors of the community.
Therefore, the attempt to change agen-
cies into Judaizing instruments is artifi-
cial, unreal and contrary to sociological
fact. This helps to explain why the
ideological emphasis in relation to agen-
cies has had so hittle influence.

It is also an unfortunate fact that the
ideological emphasis is indeed contrary
to well established principles of social
work. Drs. Bubis and Reisman challenge
such principles as non-directiveness and
self-determination, but the profession
has not, up to this point, shown any dis-
position to agree with them, and for
very good reasons. It is a commonplace
of knowledge about people and the
helping process that accepting help
stems from the client’s perception of
what his problem is, his desire for help
with that problem, and the assumption
that the agency is in a position to pro-
vide that help. Commitment and ideol-
ogy in the worker do not change how
people ask for and take help from agen-
cies and other people. Community cen-
ters and family services have been es-
tablished for generations and offer cer-
tain kinds of services, with people com-
ing to these agencies for what they
understand those services to be. The
agencies do not offer help around
feelings of Jewishness per se, nor do
clients perceive that as an area for which
they may seek help.

However, even if there were no con-
flict between ideology and profes-
sionalism, and even if agencies intro-
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duced Jewish components that were
valid and relevant, the impact on the
general problem of Jewish identity
would still be minimal. I venture to say
that in the family service field, probably
less than 5% of all cases would profes-
sionally merit the introduction of Jewish
elements. I would suggest further that
even in those cases, the effect on the
sense of Jewish identity of the individu-
als involved would be insignificant.

What, then, are the implications?
Many of us who accept and support the
ideological objectives articulated by
Bubis and Reisman, but cannot accept
the implications for unsound profes-
sional practice, have thought about this
dichotomy, and on behalf of that group,
I should like to offer a different way of
looking at the problem—a new concept
of function.

A New Concept on Function

Based upon a long experience with
many agencies and communities, I am
convinced that the problem of the
weakening sense of Jewish identity, and
the need for an effective and continuous
program, requires a new concept of
function. This conclusion is based on
the assumption that the nature of the
problem requires a new sense of role
and a special combination of knowledge
and skills. It seems to me that we have
never really faced up to the crucial fact
that the objective of strengthening the
sense of Jewish identity involves a fun-
damental difference in the traditional
concept of the professional role. The
new concept of role includes ideological
elements which are not normally pre-
sent in the vsual and accepted definition
of what the professional in the Jewish
communal agency is expected to do, and
what he or she is trained to do. Many
professionals would consider such a role
to be in conflict with the non-ideological
stance of any profession. It means
bringing people back into a relationship
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with their ethnic identity and all that
that implies. It implies cultural objec-
tives which transcend the personal
problems of the client and which at-
tempt to create in the client the cultural
objectives of the professional. It there-
fore can never be comfortable within
the framework of the tradittonal service
agency, which begins with fundamen-
tally different assumptions and objec-
tives. It means that the professional is
placed in the same ideological realm as
the Jewish educator. But just as no one
questions the valid role of the Jewish
educator if his objectives are clearly
stated and he is professionally qualified,
there will be no challenge to the new
philosophical stance if it is clearly ar-
ticulated and incorporates the necessary
knowledge and skills. The latter will be a
combination of education, casework,
group dynamics and therapy, extensive
Jewish knowledge and deep ethnic
commitment, and how to combine all of
these into an integrated workable ap-
proach to people. In other words, the
ideological mission will be translated into
an acceptable professional framework.

The recognition that the ideological
objective must be clearly stated and ac-
cepted eliminates the possibility of con-
flict with traditional professional princi-
ples. From the point of view of the
client, there will be no confusion about
what service will be offered or received.
Perhaps of greatest importance, for the
first time ambivalent Jews will be of-
fered a helping approach which will
deal openly and directly with their
problem of Jewish identity.

Because we have never reached out to
people in relation to their sense of
ethnic identity as a special function,
there will be doubt and uncertainty
about this. But on every hand there is
evidence that in the current cultural
climate there is a hunger for ethnic
roots and relatedness. Our outreach ef-
forts will have to be based on a sensitive
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understanding of where people are in
this complex psycho-cultural phenome-
non and not on where some of us think
they ought to be. But that will be only
one aspect of the challenge. There will
be any number of questions of method-
ology, knowledge, and skill, but we will
have shifted the entire matter of identity
programming into the professional
arena, where the focus will be on how to
get the job done.

At this point, I wish to emphasize, as
strongly as I can, that a shift of the issue
into the professional framework should
not obscure the fact that the entire pro-
posal of a new function rests on a foun-
dation of deep and firm conviction
about the importance of Jewish life and
its survival, and our responsibility to
deal constructively with that need.

Research and Experimentation

To bring a problem into the profes-
sional arena is to base what we do on
sound knowledge, usable data, tested
methods and verified assumptions. The
new function will therefore have to be
tested with sound research and exper-
imentation. We need answers to a host
of questions, such as: What is the nature
of the potential client group? What age
groups should be our primary targets?
What are effective outreach methods?
What are the best ways to program?
Which approaches work and which do
not? What combination of personality
knowledge and skills works best? What
should be the criteria of “success”» Not
only will we need the answers to these
and other questions to do the job, but
also to train a new generation of profes-
sionals to administer the new function.

The research and experimental ap-
proach will move us away from our
traditional focus on existing agencies
and their functions, to a focus on what is
needed to accomplish the new objective.
Does the needed combination of knowl-
edge and skills exist anywhere? If not,

how can it be created? Should the new
approaches be lodged in existing agen-
cies, and if so, in which ones? If not,
what type of new structure is required?
That is, the focus is shifted to a profes-
sional arena in which there is total
agreement on ideology and objective,
and in which knowledge and skill offer
the best hope of progress.

Summary and Conclusion

To stress what I think are the key
issues facing us in dealing with the
challenge of strengthening Jewish iden-
tity, first and foremost, we must rid our-
selves of inappropriate assumptions
about who and what we are, and about
what we can and cannot do. Our agen-
cies have been established to render
specific service functions and those
functions have been established by our
communities and supported by them in
response to certain specific human
needs. Those functions have not, up to
now, included the specific mission of
strengthening Jewish identity. That ob-
jective has been poorly served because it
has been dragged in through the back
door of agency function, as an appen-
dage, instead of being recognized as a
function of primary importance to the
future of Jewish life in this country. As
such, it must be understood and ac-
cepted as a major objective, and must be
developed professionally as we have
done with all other agency functions, in
a framework of knowledge and skill.
That framework is intrinsic to all pro-
fessional activities, but has been sadly
lacking in the area of Jewish identity.
With such a framework, the tension
between ideology and professionalism
will disappear. The sense of ethnic mis-
sion will then stand on its own feet, not
only as a valid professional objective and
process, but as a vital major effort to
insure a healthy survival of Jewish life in
this country.
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