A Further Exchange Between Charles Miller
and Bernard Reisman

From Charles Miller to
Bernard Reisman

I was most pleased to receive your
thoughtful letter (Fall, 1983). I have
sorely missed the opportunity to discuss
these issues in depth face to face. They
are major issues in Jewish life, and I am
distressed to find so little interest, na-
tionally and locally, in pursuing the
matter in consistent and thoughtful
ways. We need a kind of Rand Corpora-
tion approach to the problem of Jewish
identity and with a focus on what to do
about it. The entire question is per-
vaded by myths, inappropriate assump-
tions, an enormous volume of hot air,
lip service, declarations of good inten-
tions, and an almost complete absence
of significant achievements.

First, let me say that I think you and
Gerry Bubis have made a basic contri-
bution to the field of Jewish communal
service by focusing professional atten-
tion upon the issue. That, to me, 1s more
important than any difference we may
have about specifics.

You are quite right that I did not
make sufficiently clear that my primary
concern is the entire field of Jewish
communal service (excluding formal
Jewish education), and that the paper
was focused on all services. I also should
have made clearer that I was not in any
way criticizing or objecting to any efforts
in the field of Jewish family service to
become more Jewish in objectives and
programs. On the contrary. What I am
saying is that the efforts of Jewish family
agencies in this area of concern are, and
will continue to be, minor, and will not
in the long run significantly affect
enough people in enough ways. I have
stated my reasons for this in the paper,
and I can tell you that 2 former presi-
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dents of the National Jewish Family and
Children’s Association support my con-
clusion. If I'm wrong about my 5% fig-
ure, and the figure should be higher, it
still doesn’t change the basic conditions
and configuration of forces.

One of the things that comes through
consistently in your writings and in
those of Gerry Bubis (and again in your
letter) is your convictions that the field
of Jewish family service should be more
what you and Gerry think it ought to be.
You both seem to be convinced that if
only people would agree with you all
would be well. But change in an area of
professional endeavor doesn’t occur
that way. The history of all professions,
including social work, illustrates that
there has to be a consensus around ob-
jectives, knowledge and skill. You and
Gerry have made a fundamentally con-
structive contribution in the way you
have helped to focus attention on a new
objective which is more in keeping with
the needs and future of Jewish life in
this country. But you then proceed to
try to inject the new objective into a field
steeped in the older objectives, with no
significant knowledge or skill on how to
implement the newer objective. Fur-
thermore, the communities by and large
support the older objectives and ap-
proach, and with few exceptions rarely
even consider identity building as a
major objective in family service. I speak
from experience and from contact with
hundreds of decision-makers in all parts
of the country. Even the community
center, which almost always expresses
an objective of Jewish survival and en-
richment in iis constitution, is not seen
that way by its leadership. Several years
ago a survey of the attitudes of Center
leadership regarding executive qualifi-
cations revealed that Jewish knowledge
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and commitment were near the bottom
of the list.

I begin from a framework of what is
and what is possible to achieve, assum-
ing that we both have the same objec-
tive. It is not helpful to discuss the
problem without reference to the
realities of Jewish communal life. All
change comes from people, and mostly
from the people, lay and professional,
we think of as “leaders.” It is that group
we must influence, and it is a com-
monplace of professional knowledge
and wisdom that high-minded declara-
tions of purpose do not create change.
Furthermore, the current realities of
Jewish communal life, and the outlook
for the next few years, are not en-
couraging. We are facing an unprece-
dented situation which is occupying the
full attention of Jewish communities,
making it that much more difficult to try
to focus attention on basic changes in
attitudes and services. That situation
consists of the following major factors:

1. The stabilization of income. With the
exception of a small number of sunbelt
communities, we now have, for the first
time, what appears to be a stabilization
of Jewish communal income from cam-
paigns. Up to this time, local services
have benefitted from a rising curve of
income, but no more. I know you are
aware of the trend to policies forbidding
a lowering of the percentage to UJA,
with the result of budget reductions in
local services.

2. A younger generation which is less
related to Jewish tradition, religion,
Holocaust, and community, tends to
focus more on local needs, but contrib-
utes not at all or on a much lower level.

3. Increasing needs of an ever grow-
ing population of elderly, at the same
time that public funds are stable or de-
clining.

4. A host of new problems—the
frightening weakening of the sense of
Jewish identity, the increase in inter-

marriage, declining synagogue and
Jewish affiliation, mobility and geo-
graphic dispersal, etc.

5. In the face of these trends, 80 per-
cent of Jewish campaign income coming
from 20 percent of the contributors who
are more concerned with overseas
rather than local needs.

6. A trend toward new budget ap-
proaches, all of which express ways of
lessening support to local services (I do
not include Jewish education, but that
area will also soon be facing the same
problem) and a new focus on priorities,
which again is most often an expression
of the pressure to reduce and/or elimi-
nate services.

Thus, the realities are creating a pre-
occupation with current needs and how
to maintain what we have, and there is
very little pauence with such issues as
the Jewishness of agencies. Almost all of
the discussion around the issue is among
professionals, as it was at our table at the
Concord. It rarely occurs, except in very
minor ways, among the people who
make the major decisions affecting di-
mensions and patterns of service.

There is another group of facts which
helped to influence my thinking. It con-
stitutes another aspect of this entire
problem which is rarely referred to
openly, but which I constantly en-
counter throughout the field of Jewish
family service. In recent years, and par-
ticularly since the national Jewish
population study of 1976, the issue of
Jewish identity has come to the fore,
particularly in papers at conferences,
publications, special institutes on Jewish
components, etc. A climate has devel-
oped in which there is an element of
“good guys and bad guys,” the good
guys being the paper writers, wrapping
themselves in a mantle of virtue, and
insisting that if you don’t agree with
them you are a bad guy opposed to vir-
tue. This actually happened in a con-
crete way in many Federations when the
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proposal for the Institute for Jewish
Life was being considered. A band-
wagon effect was created, and many of us
who opposed the new program were
labelled as assimilationists and techni-
cians, not concerned with the problem,
etc. Nobody really listened to what we
were saying. It had nothing to do with
commitment, philosophy, objectives,
etc. Our achievements spoke for them-
selves. We knew that the job couldn’t be
done from a national office; that it had
to be done through programs in direct
contact with Jewish bodies. We knew
that good intentions were not enough,
and that our agencies were not geared
toward a primary Jewish identity func-
tion and program. We, who couldn’t get
a nickel for new approaches to Jewish
identity (outside of Jewish education)
were unable to resist the bandwagon ef-
fect. We saw more than $2,000,000 go
down the drain, and we continue to see
the lingering effects of that failure.
The same thing has been happening
in Jewish Family Service. There has
been a significant development of
“Jewish” activity, all of it geared to show
that the agencies are really concerned
about the problem. The efforts are
completely sincere, particularly in rela-
tion to staff training. But let me call
your attention to an aspect of all this
activity—it rarely, if ever, presents data
as to its effects on clients. In this con-
nection, I'd like to quote a statement
made by Dr. Philip Jaslow, of the Tem-
ple University School of Social Work, in
a recent study he made of the effects of
program on certain client groups:

It might be noted, here, that impact evalua-
tions of social service programs often relv upon
the observations of professionals, and upon
quantitative measures of effectiveness. To as-
sess outcomes with broad-aim and mult-
faceted programs, however, in which goals are
neither specific nor easily operationalized,
such approaches are not terribly productive in
that they tend to constrain judgments of effec-
tiveness to arbitrary criteria imposed by the
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A FurTHER EXCHANGE

evaluator, without regard to what the dient
was looking for or how he or she perceived the
result. Program participants are often evalu-
ated on the basis of criteria which have little
relevance for them, and impact judged on
scales that may exceed or underestimate their
individual capacities and/or expectations.
Furthermore, such approaches require
baseline (pre-intervention) data to be worth-
while, necessitating a resource commitment
which is precluded by the budget of most smail
programs.”

Do you recall the discussion at our
table at the Conference, where a leading
executive of a large family and chil-
dren’s agency proudly and very sin-
cerely referred to her staff training pro-
gram? That agency has for years had an
excellent staff training program of
Jewish elements. What I am waiting for,
and what people like you should be
asking for, is some evidence that all of
that activity has had some positive
Jewish effect upon a significant number
of Jewish clients. Such evidence has
never been presented. That is the kind
of evidence we must have if we are
going to turn things around to the point
where Jewish identity efforts become a
priority, and that’s the reason for my
concept of a new function and exper-
imental programs to develop the data.

All of the foregoing constitutes the
background which led to the paper I
read at the Conference. Time didn’t
permit an elaboration of all the relevant
factors. What I faced was a national
situation rooted in hard experience; the
challenge of how, in the face of all of
these discouraging factors, can we hope
to capture the attention of a preoccu-
pied leadership? How can we get them
to think that entirely new emphases are
needed in Jewish communal services,
with possibly radically different ap-
proaches to financing? (A focus on
meaningful Jewish identity program-
ming in Jewish centers, for example,
would mean a very different approach
to Center financing). My answer to these
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questions was to develop a new idea, a
new concept in informal education,
which would be in the nature of demon-
stration and experiment to begin with,
and hopefully would produce hard data
to show that an effective job can be
done.

That’s only one idea. There may be a
dozen others, perhaps better and more
doable. What troubles me is the absence
of any ideas which would break into the
unending circle of good intentions,
myths, inadequate programming,
phony daims, unprovable assumptions,
bandwagon jumping, declarations of
virtue and very litte significant change
and accomplishment.

Bernie, I am delighted that we have
had this opportunity for an exchange of
views. It's the thing I miss most, and 1
welcome more of it.

Ridley Park, Pennsylvania
July 12, 1983

From Dr. Reisman to
Charles Miller

Your response to my response is very
helpful in clarifying your views, and I
am appreciative for it. Indeed, I intend
to use the correspondence in my classes
with the graduate students in Jewish
Communal Service.

You correctly identify as an objective
of Jerry Bubis and me to focus attention
on the Jewish objecuves of the com-
munal agencies. But I think you don’t
give us sufficient credit for respecting
the integrity and competence of our
professional colleagues. It is one thing
to challenge professionals to upgrade
their knowledge and sensitivities to the
Jewish component of their work and
another to seek to impose an alien set of
values upon them. I would hope that

what we have been doing is the former
and not the latter. One important func-
tion you have been fulfilling is to keep
us honest in this process: to avoid being
self-righteous and to remember and ap-
preciate the important skills and
achievements of the Jewish communal
professionals.

I also found helpful your thoughtful
analysis of the contemporary forces
which impose significant burdens on the
Jewish communal agencies. 1 think you
tend to underestimate the resurgence of
Jewish interest on the part of 4th gener-
ation American Jews. So, while there
certainly is indifference and apathv on
the Jewish dimension there also are
bright spots. This then becomes a ques-
tion of whether the glass is half-filled or
half-empty. I tend to take a more op-
timistic view than you do. My concern
becomes that the leadership of the
Jewish community—lay and profes-
sional—not fall behind their constitu-
ency because they fail to perceive the
emerging Jewish interests.

Another important reminder vou
offer me is the need to take into account
the ever present resistances to change
and to appreciate that lasting change
requires much more than good inten-
tions.

Finally, you offer an appropriate and
responsible path to advancing the
dialogue with vour challenge that we
undertake research to measure the im-
pact of agency Jewish programs on their
clients. I take this challenge very seri-
ously and see this as the only appropri-
ate next step in the realm of exploring
the Jewish purposes and programs of
our Jewish communal agencies.

Thanks for writing.

I hope vou are having a pleasant
summer.

Brandeis University
July 20, 1983
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