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The modern epoch is ended. Its cherished visions, insofar as they were particularly 
modern, leave us confused at best, or at least dissatisfied. The Jewish people as a m and 
edah , in all its parts, is undergoing crisis and reconstitution of the kind that occurs once 
every 300 years or so. 

The Shift ing S a n d s o f Jewish Publ ic Life 

Amer ican Jews were never better or
ganized than they are today , yet never were 
the social and situational foundations under
pinning their organizat ion , weaker. As a 
result, the organized Jewish c o m m u n i t y 
faces the problem of constant ly rebuilding 
itself on shifting sands. H o w and why is this 
so? What are its very real consequences? 

The shifting sands are both subjective 
and situational . In part they have to d o 
with such devastat ingly prosaic matters as 
inflat ion, such inevitable matters as staff 
changes , and such tidal matters as the 
b r e a k d o w n of the family and the shifting 
role of government . Those which we see as 
particularly Jewish have standard labels: 
ass imi lat ion, intermarriage, loss of Jewish 
sensibility or uniqueness . 

The latter, in particular, are reflections 
of a larger prob lem, one not at all c o n f n e d 
to Jews , which plagues the United States 
and m u c h of the western world , namely the 
problem of the crisis and apparent break
d o w n of the publ ic . Public, and not 
community; the two are similar yet separate. 
Both refer to people brought together into 
a shared life but unlike the s e c o n d , the first 
refers to a shared civic life. The crisis ol the 
public which is u p o n us is reflected in the 
overprivit ization of our lives. Perhaps in 
our deserved emphas i s on the dignity and 
rights of the individual, we have neglected 
to recognize the necessity, dignity and 
obl igat ions of the public. 

The Hebrew term for public is tzibbur. It 
is from a Hebrew root which means to bind 

together. Our sages have given tzibbur a 
homilet ic interpretation that is an elegant 
pun of the kind which a b o u n d in Hebrew. 
T z - B - U - R equals Tzadikim, Benonim, u' 
'Reshaim—righteous p e o p l e , o r d i n a r y 
peop le and bad people , all b o u n d together . 
It is the b inding together of all which is 
vital. 

Israel will be redeemed only when it forms 
one single band. When all are united, they will 
receive the presence of the Shekhinah. There
fore Hillel said (Avot 2:5), "Do not separate 
yourself from the community" (Tanhuma B., 
Nizzabim 25a) 

Jewish tradit ion emphas izes that society 
is not s imply a congeries of individuals 
pursuing their o w n interests as l ong as they 
d o not hurt one another. As M a i m o n i d e s 
put it: 

He who withdraws from the ways of the 
community, even though he does not commit 
any trangressions, but merely separates him
self from the congregation of Israel, and 
performs commandments not in their midst, 
. . . such a one has no share in the World to 
Come. (Maimonides, Yad Hilkhot Teshuvah 
3:11) 

The breakdown of the public is the first 
step in the b r e a k d o w n of the republic. 
Republ ic is derived from the Latin words 
res publico, a public thing or c o m m o n 
wealth . A republic is a polity that be longs 
to its public , its cit izens, and is not the 
private preserve of its rulers. If there is no 
p u b l i c , h o w e v e r , there c a n be n o res 
publico, and the pol i ty returns to the hands 
of those few w h o take it in hand. 
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CRISIS OF THE JEWISH PUBLIC 

The Jewish public suffers from these 
same prob lems in its special way. The 
behavior of Jews has b e c o m e so privatized 
that the needs of the Jewish public are 
ignored except insofar as they coincide 
with private interests. This is particularly 
ironic in light of the new ethnic-cum-civi l 
Judaism abroad in the land. 

O n o n e l eve l , A m e r i c a n J e w s h a v e 
rediscovered Jewish p e o p l e h o o d , that the 
Jews are an am, a people , or ethnos (Greek 
for people) . As organic Jewishness (e.g. 
spiritual Jewish observance , a separate 
Jewish language and culture, a "Jewish 
street") had decl ined, Jewish identification 
has b e c o m e first ethnic and then political. 
J e w i s h act iv i s t s , s eek ing to clarify the 
character of their Jewishness , have devel
oped a civil religion. That is to say, they act 
as Jews because of their Jewish public 
concerns more than because of their organic 
ties to Jewish tradition. The irony in this is 
that m a n y Jews w h o do not k n o w how to 
be Jews in their homes are actively Jewish 
in the streets, a reversal o f the modernist 
d ic tum of Haskalah poet J.K. G o r d o n , 
w h o suggested that modern Jews must be 
just the reverse. 

N o t h i n g else so decisively demonstrates 
the end of the modern epoch and the 
beginning of a pos t -modern one. Modern 
Jews shifted from organic to associat ional 
forms of Jewish express ion but their asso
c iat ions were cont inuous and their partici
pat ion was expected to be cont inuous . 
What most Jews d o today to display their 
Jewishness is to participate in what are 
essentially "happenings ," not cont inuous 
activities, whether rite-of-passage "happen
i n g s " in their s y n a g o g u e s , the a n n u a l 
meetings o f Jewish organizat ions which 
increasingly are organized as happenings , 
or whatever. 

Jews must of necessity organize them
selves in order to funct ion as an entity. We 
have done so traditionally as an edah, an 
assembled people . We Jews , in rediscover
ing our ethnicity, have rediscovered the 

reality of being an am but are in crisis as an 
edah because of our particular crisis of the 
public. 

Those w h o have made an organizat ional 
commit tment to Jewish life and thus are 
a m o n g the leaders of the Jewish peop le—in 
the sense of the vanguard, the people out in 
f ront—must be the first to c o m e to grips 
wi th this p r o b l e m of m a i n t a i n i n g the 
publ ic . Their respons ib i l i ty is best e x 
pressed in the Midrash, in Exodus, Rabbi 
Yithro: 

So long as a man is only a simple haver 
(member), he is not bound to the community, 
and is not punished for its sins. But when he is 
appointed to a post and receives the lallit of 
investiture, then he must not say, "I am 
concerned only with my own good; 1 am not 
bound to the community."On the contrary, all 
the burden of the community is upon him. If he 
sees a man doing wrong to his neighbor, or 
committing a sin, and does not stop him, he 
will be punished for his neglect. The Holy 
Spirit says to him, "You are responsible for 
your neighbor." God says to him, "You have 
entered the arena, and he who enters the arena 
must conquer or be conquered." And God says 
to him, "You and I stand in the arena; either 
you conquer, or 1 conquer you." (27:9) 

Shifting Organizat ional Ro le s 
in the Jewish C o m m u n i t y 

In the course of the past generat ion it has 
become clear that the Jewish c o m m u n i t y 
federations and the synagogues are the two 
basic institutions of the organized American 
Jewish c o m m u n i t y . As c o s m o p o l i t a n en
tities, Federat ions frame the c o m m u n a l 
arena, col lect ing the largest single share of 
its funds, mobi l iz ing its best people and, 
increasingly, defining its agenda . As local-
istic entit ies , the synagogues are the major 
membership organizat ions of the Jewish 
communi ty . S imply put, the synagogues 
have the troops . All other organizat ions 
must fit into the network which the 
Federations and synagogues define. 

The c o m m u n i t y relations organizations, 
inc luding the Conference of Presidents 
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which once c o m p e t e d with the Federat ions 
for the framing role, have had to fit them
selves into this network, no matter h o w 
reluctantly. C o m p o u n d i n g their problem is 
the fact that the c o m m u n i t y relations field 
is in need of seeking new direct ions for a 
new generation. The N J C R A C plan has 
become obsolete in many of its assumpt ions 
and accordingly , its prescriptions. At the 
same t ime, the Conference of Presidents 
has found an issue for a u t o n o m o u s act ion 
in the form of f ight ing for Israel's interests 
in Wash ington . Important as that task is, it 
is a l imited o n e within the c o m m u n i t y as a 
whole . 

Another new d e v e l o p m e n t is the emer
gence of a new world Jewish leadership, 
d r a w n principal ly f rom the Federa t ion 
leadership in North America, their counter
parts in Europe, and those whose ties are 
with the Zionist movement . The reconsti
tuted Jewish A g e n c y has provided a new 
arena for that leadership. The importance 
of this new p h e n o m e n o n has yet to be 
recognized and deve lopments on that front 
will bear watching as this new generat ion 
enfolds. 

The impact of inflation on all Jewish 
organizat ions is very serious. There is an 
irresistible tendency in inflationary t imes 
t o increase staff c o m p e n s a t i o n out o f 
necessity and to cut programs in order to 
find the funds to d o so . Most Jewish 
organizat ions have been in this pos i t ion for 
several years now. In a sense, this means 
that the same number of people do less and 
less of substance. Organizat ions are main
tained while their contr ibut ions to Jewish 
life are reduced. What does this d o to the 
balance between substantive programs for 
the general g o o d and activities, especially 
fund-rais ing, essentially for organizat ional 
se l f -maintenance? What does this mean for 
the future of fund-raising itself? 

All the foregoing lead to the conc lus ion 
that this is the appropriate t ime for major 
c o m m u n a l re-assessment, for a self s tudy 
which we should undertake for ourselves. 

It is a l so an oppor tune t ime, given the fact 
that this decade will bring wi th it major 
changes in c o m m u n a l leadership for b io
logical reasons. The present leadership of 
the Jewish c o m m u n i t y can give their a s s o 
ciates and successors no better legacy than 
such a self-study, a systematic re-examina
t ion of, by and for ourselves in which we 
wou ld e x a m i n e the pol icy areas o f concern , 
s o m e of which I have del ineated here. Such 
a self-study should address quest ions of: 

— the rote of the organized Jewish 
community in the maintenance of a 
Jewish public; 

— the structure of the organized Jewish 
community, local, regional and country
wide, and the relations between all of 
its components; 

— the range and character of organiza
tional activities; 

— relations with the larger Jewish edah, 
Israel and other Jewish communities. 

The modern epoch is ended. Its cherished 
v i s ions , insofar as they were particularly 
m o d e r n , leave us confused at best, or at 
least dissatisfied. The Jewish p e o p l e a s a m 
and edah, in all its parts, is undergo ing 
crisis and reconst i tut ion of the kind that 
occurs once every 300 years or so . The last 
such reconst i tut ion reached its resolut ion 
long a g o , before the living m e m o r y of any 
of us , so we have only history as our guide. 
For that, history is in our favor since it tells 
us that we Jews have survived such changes 
in e p o c h after epoch in the course of our 
record as the oldest cont inuous ly organized 
public entity in the western world. 

Ta lk ing in terms of centuries may seem 
out of place after practical cons iderat ion of 
budgets and fundraising, but I d o believe 
that it is very Jewish to c o m b i n e the t w o . 
H o w Jewish it is was brought h o m e to me 
because of a very special privilege I had 
recently. I have been a consul tant to a 
Spanish policy studies center work ing for 
the Spanish government in its efforts to 
reorganize Spain into a u t o n o m o u s regions 
reflecting its historic divers i ty—in essence, 
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its restoration as a kind of federal system. 
At my first presentation in Madrid, in 
N o v e m b e r 1980,1 was asked to lay out and 
expla in federal principles and practises to 
an assembly of the key people in Spain 
responsible for implementing this regionali-
zat ion. As a Sephardic Jew, I could not 
resist indicating that it was the first t ime in 
626 years that a m e m b e r of my family had 
been engaged in such an effort in Spain, 
since 1354, when one of my forebears, 
w h o s e Hebrew name as well as family name 
1 co inc identa l ly bear, was a leader in the 
m o v e m e n t to establish a confederat ion of 
Jewish communi t i e s in the k ingdom of 
A r a g o n (which includes Cata lonia , a tradi
tional hotbed of federalist sentiment.) 

In one sense my forebear's efforts did not 
succeed. Indeed, a mere generation later 
(1391) Spanish Jewry entered a period of 

persecut ion which culminated in its ex 
puls ion in 1492. But what he and his 
col leagues did there, coupled with similar 
efforts in Castil le, provided a basis for the 
post -expuls ion re-constitution of organized 
Jewish communi t i e s throughout the Medi 
terranean world , in western Europe , and in 
Nor th Amer ica—wherever the Sephardic 
exi les went. They provided the basis for 
reconstituting the Jewish c o m m u n i t y in 
Jerusalem, organiz ing the Jewish presence 
there for at least 400 years, until the Zionist 
enterprise brought with it another recon-
stitution. 

N o n e of this happened inevitably. We 
Jews d o not believe in historical deter
minism. Generat ions of our people have 
had to work at the tasks of the edah, of the 
Jewish public . It is our privilege to be able 
to cont inue that work. 
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