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     2  If we wish to be more technical, we can distinguish between the "salience" and the 
"centrality" of Jewishness in one's identity.  The former refers to the importance one attributes to 
one's Jewishness; the latter to whether it occupies a significant portion of one's life-space.  There 
are people who claim that being Jewish is very important to them, even though it does not impact 
many aspects of their lives.  This may well be true.  E.g., one may view one's Jewishness as 
highly significant in shaping one's social and political consciousness and behavior, but engage in 
almost no explicitly Jewish activity.  (Another example might be parents whose Jewish 
observance and involvement was minimal, but who become highly distressed when a child 
chooses a non-Jewish spouse.)  From the perspective of Jewish continuity the question is whether 
salience 
alone, without centrality, is sufficient for a transmissible Jewish identity.  I am doubtful, for 
reasons which will become apparent. 



 
 

B�

�"!��&��-��$*��"$����������0��$,&�"�&)$ �&�+�&��0�$=�$ �/+�-$!
$��!��#�-1!�$)�,&�"��"$�0�// $����0��"$�

�$,&�"�#�/���!/��+��$-����,"&#"�&��&��/& 4$)�
�

���"$��+1&#!/��$,�#"���$��� /+��$/$#�$)�$/$-$ ����0��"$�

�$,&�"�#�/���!/��+��$-�3&��$/0��0�$ �� /+�'!
�$/+�! )�!-��1"���/+�� )$�����)�.+��"$�& )&'&)�!/5����

!)�1��!���"$���.��! #$��0�"&�C"$���$,&�"�&)$ �&�+�

���-$�#"���$�-��$*�.���-! +�#"���$�'$�+�/&��/$����

0&//�,"!�$'$���$,&�"���1!#$���"$+�#!�'$�����& ��"$&��/&'$��������"$�*�,"!��&��#"��$ �!��.$& 
���$,&�"��

-!+��$1�$�$ ���$#� )!�+�!���#&!�&� ���!�"$���"! �1�&-!�+�#�/���!/�#� �$ ������ �&���-����'�/
!��0��-*�

�"$�1��#$���,"$�$.+�1�&-!�+�#� �$ ��&���$1/!#$)�.+��$#� )!�+�!���#&!�&� ��&��$1&��-&9$)�& ��"$�


!���� �-&#��$,�,"��$��$,&�"�&)$ �&�+��$'�/'$��!��� )�#$��!& �0��)��! )�-!+�& '�/'$�/&��/$�-��$���

8����"&��1��#$����1$�!�$��-��$���.�/+�!��,$//����"$��0�
-!)$��.�$�'!�&� ��"!��1�/&�&#!/�/&.$�!/&�-�"!��

.$#�-$��"$�#� �$ ���0��$,&�" $���0���-! +��-$�&#! ��$,��&��! �"&����&#!//+��&
 &0&#! ��-! &0$��!�&� �

�0��"$��!-$�)+ !-&#��

�

�"$�)&�1/!#$-$ ���0���-$��$,&�"�#�/���!/�#� �$ ���! )��"$�!))&�&� ��0� $,�� $��&�� ���& �&��$/0�!�

 $
!�&'$�1��#$������ )$$)*���)!&�-�#��/)� ���$'�/'$�,&�"����&����� �!��$��& 
��"$���!�$��0��$,&�"�

&)$ �&�+�,$�-!+*�!����$'$ �;����"$ �"!��1�& �$)����*�� )�/+� $
/$#�����)&�-&��� $,�-! &0$��!�&� ��

�0��$,&�"�.$"!'&��*�$�
�*�1�/&�&#!/�!#�&� �0����$,&�"�#!��$�*�! )�0�#���� /+�� �-��$���!)&�&� !/��&��!/�

& )&#!������0��$,&�" $�������&//*�& ��"$�#� �$-1��!�+�$ '&�� -$ �*��"$�#�-.& !�&� ��0�,&)$�1�$!)�

�$,&�"�#�/���!/�&//&�$�!#+�! )�$��$ �&!//+�� /&-&�$)�#"�&#$*�/$!)��-! +��$,�����#� ����#��'$��&� ���0�

                                                           
     3���"��
"���0�//�,��"$�#� '$ �&� ��0��1$!4& 
�!.�����&)$ �&�+��!��! �& )&'&)�!/�1"$ �-$ � *�

&)$ �&�+�&�*�!����� )$���! )�&�*�#� ��&���$)�& �/!�
$�-$!���$��"���
"��"$��$/!�&� �"&1������#&!/�! )�

#�/���!/��$!/&�&$������&)$��"$��$/0*�&�$�*����
���1��! )����.�)&$���0�4 �,/$)
$*�#����-�*� ��-�*�! )�

�+-.�/���"!��1��'&)$��"$�#� �$ ���"!��)$0& $���"$���$/0��! )�&���#"!�!#�$�&��&#�,!+���0�!11��1�&!�& 
*�

� )$���! )& 
*�! )��$�1� )& 
�����$!/&�+��



 
 

D�

�$,&�" $����"!��/!#4���.��! �&!/���!)&�&� !/�#� �$ ������"$��$��/�& 
��$,&�"�&)$ �&�+�&���0�$ *��"$�$0��$*�

 ���� /+�& �$�-&��$ �/+��$/$'! �*�.����"!//�,�! )�&)&��+ #�!�&#��

���-��"$���! )1�& ���0�!�#� #$� �0����$,&�"�#� �& �&�+*��"$��'�/� �!�&9!�&� ���0��$,&�"�&)$ �&�+�

��"$�

0!#���"!���"$�-$! & 
�! )�$%1�$��&� ��0�� $2����$,&�" $����"!��& �0!#���!4$ �� ��"$�#"!�!#�$���0�!�

#"�&#$*� ���!�0!�$����)$��& +�

�&��1$�"!1���"$�-����#�&�&#!/�$/$-$ ��& �&����'$�!//�!��$ �!�&� ����"$�

� ,&//& 
 $������& #!1!#&�+��0�-! +��$,�����!##$1�� ��-���0�#�--� !//+
�! #�&� $)�.$"!'&���!��

 $#$��!�+�#���$/!�$���0��"$�0!#���0��"$&���$,&�" $��� ���� /+��!4$���"$-�����&)$��"$��$!/-��0�����	���*�

&���$ )$���!//�0��-���0��$,&�"�#�//$#�&'$�!#�&� *���#&!/�����#���$�*�! )��"!�$)�#�/���$�

�,&�"����,"&#"�&��

&��"!�)����$ '&�&� ��#� �& �&�+��

1��./$-!�&#����.'&���/+*�&��&�� ����"$�#!�$��"!���"$�$�"!'$�

)&�!11$!�$)�0��-�	���"��-$�&#! ��$,&�"�/&0$*�! +�-��$��"! ��"!������	�
��/&'& 
�"!��)&�!11$!�$)���

��,$'$�*��"$�-!& �$ ! #$��0��$!�� !./+���!./$��$,&�"���#&!/�! )�.$"!'&��!/�����#���$��#$��!& /+�&��

-��$�)&00&#�/��,"$ ��$,��-����.$��1$���!)$)���$1$!�$)/+����
&'$��"$�$��"$&��/�+!/�+�! )�#�--&�-$ ��

�"! �,"$ ��"!��#�--&�-$ ��&���$$ �!���"$�& $'&�!./$�! )�!11��1�&!�$�#� �$=�$ #$��0�� $2���$,&�" $����

��"$�'�/� �!�&��&#�! )�"&
"/+��$/$#�&'$�-�)$/��0��$,&�"�&)$ �&�+��"!��&��)�-& ! ��& ��-$�&#! ��$,&�"�

/&0$*�$�1$#&!//+��"$�$%��$-$�1�+#"�/�
&9!�&� ��0�&)$ �&�+��"!��&���0�$ ��$$ �3���0$$/��$,&�"7�&� 2���"!��

$ ��
"E�5*�&��1��./$-!�&#�!��!�.!�&��0���#� �& �&�+�.$#!��$�&��1/!#$���"$�/�#����0��$,&�"�-$! & 
�& �

�"$�& )&'&)�!/*��!�"$���"! �& ��"$�#�//$#�&'$�$ �$�1�&�$��0��"$��$,&�"�#�--� &�+�,"$�$�&��-�����$�&)$�&0�

�#� �& �&�+��&�����.$�!�1$���!�&'$�'!/�$�& ��"$�0&����1/!#$����

�

���-!+��$$-��"!��& �-!4& 
��"&��!�
�-$ �*�,$�!�$�1/!#& 
��"$��./!-$��0����"$�#"! 
$���"!��"!'$�

�$ )$�$)�#� �& �&�+�1��./$-!�&#�� �& )&'&)�!/��$,��,"��"!'$�'!/�$)��"$&��0�$$)�-�-��$��"! ��"$&��

�$,&�" $������ �0!#�*�"�,$'$�*�/�#!�& 
��"$�1��./$-��0�#� �& �&�+���/$/+�& ��"$�#"�&#$���"!��& )&'&)�!/��

"!'$�-!)$�! )�#� �& �$����-!4$�&��&��$/0�1��./$-!�&#*�.��"�!��! !/+�&��! )�!�����!�$
+������-�! �

"&����&#!/�! )���#&�/�
&#!/�1$��1$#�&'$*�&��)�$�� ���)��?���&#$�����"$���#&!/�! )�1�/&�&#!/�)&-$ �&� ���0�

-�)$� &9!�&� �,"&#"����� 
/+�& 0/�$ #$)��"$��$�1� �$���"!���$,��-! &0$��$)����"$ ��"$��$,&�"�

#�--� &�+�/����.��"�&�����
! &#�! )�&���!��"��&�!�&'$�#"!�!#�$�*�-�����$,�*�,"$�"$��,&//& 
/+���� ��*�



 
 

F�

,$�$��"�����& ���!�'!��/+�)&00$�$ ����#&!/�$ '&�� -$ �*�,"&#"�-!)$��"$�& )&'&)�!/&9& 
��0��$,&�"�

&)$ �&�+�!/-����& $'&�!./$�
�

��

                                                           
 
     4  As Arnie Eisen has commented to me, we should not let individuals entirely off the hook 
for the choices they make.  Some people do, after all, choose to struggle harder to carve out 
Jewish space in their lives; others are content to "go with the flow."  Nevertheless, the point 
remains that berating people for not deciding to be more Jewish (what Steven M. Cohen calls the 
"language of reproach") is neither entirely fair, nor likely to work. 
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     5  In The Sacred Canopy, Peter Berger describes the operation of plausibility structures as 
follows:  "Worlds are socially constructed and socially maintained.  Their continuing reality, both 
objective (as common, taken-for-granted facticity) and subjective (as facticity imposing itself on 
individual consciousness), depends upon specific social processes, namely those processes that 
ongoingly reconstruct and maintain the particular worlds in question.  Conversely, the 
interruption of these social processes threatens the (objective and subjective) reality of the worlds 
in question.  Thus each world requires a social `base' for its continuing existence as a world that 
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is real to actual human beings.  This `base' may be called its plausibility structure." (p. 45) 
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     6  In placing primary emphasis on the role of collective social realities (plausibility structures) 
in shaping and sustaining individual identity, I do not mean to dismiss altogether the impact that 
a single important individual can have as role model and mentor.  Social worlds are mediated 
through specific individuals as well as institutions, and experience provides many examples of 
how a parent, teacher, youth leader or peer can, through an especially powerful primary 
relationship, have a profound influence on the course of an individual's Jewish development.  
Institutions whose professed ideals do not find expression in the behavior of real individuals lose 
their power to socialize and enculturate effectively.  Nevertheless, the impact of particular role 
models and mentors rarely if ever takes place outside the context of social processes, plausibility 
structures, which they, in effect, embody and represent.  In fact, it is often this capacity to 
exemplify a whole social world in their person, I would suggest, that accounts for their influence. 
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     7  Actually, I read the statistics less uniformly negatively than do some others.  There are 
elements of real strength in North American Jewish life that we should not ignore -- a core of 
committed Jews constituting perhaps a fourth of the Jewish population, numerous pockets of 
energy and cultural creativity, a residual attachment to Jewishness even on the part of many 
whom we include among the "Jews at risk," and capable, resourceful institutions.  Were this 
strength not present, no continuity strategy could hope to succeed, include the one I urge in this 
paper. 
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     9  I'm suggesting that though most of us tend to move through a number of social worlds in the 
course of our activities, we can and do feel differently about our rootedness in these worlds.  
Some we visit; some we feel we are coming home to.  A "home" community, I think, is one that 
we feel especially comfortable in, one that we care about deeply, and one that we look to for both 
nurturance and guidance.  The "home" community does not have an exclusive hold on the minds 
and hearts of its members, but it is recognized as being "special" and "closer" to the individual in 
some important ways than other social contexts in which he/she lives and works. 
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     13  Some would argue that there is already much more available in the public arena that could 
be employed to heighten Jewish consciousness than we may recognize and take advantage of.  
Certainly on one level, the disproportionate attention that the media give to Israel and to Jews 
and Jewish life in general (itself the product of many complex factors) creates a public presence 
for Jewishness that is greater than one might expect, albeit not always an entirely positive one.  
Jews and Jewish issues often show up in unexpected places (e.g., the question of whether to sit 
shiva for one's estranged father was a central plot element in a recent TV science fiction series set 
in the 23rd century!).  The Revson Foundation's work to create the Jewish Heritage Video 
Collection from extensive commercial film and broadcast material illustrates graphically the 
potential for mobilizing the media for Jewish identity-building purposes. 
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     14  See the paper by Arnold Eisen, "A New Role for Israel in American Jewish Identity," 
published by the American Jewish Committee. 
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     15  The problematic is heightened by the fact that the language of Israel's social and cultural 
discourse is Hebrew, a language which most American Jews do not speak.  In general, the fact 
that North American Jews do not by and large share a distinctive Jewish language weakens their 
ability to maintain an integral community.  The way in which we speak to one another, including 
the language itself, helps to create the plausibility structure for the meanings we express.  Much 
of Judaism may be translatable (though imperfectly).  But from a social constructivist 
perspective, the generally poor state of Hebrew in America is a barrier both to creating a solid 
link to the Israeli plausibility structure and to erecting such a structure on this continent. 



 
 

>F�

�$#�
 &9$�!/����"!���1$ & 
��1�1�./&#��1!#$�#!��&$���"$��&�4��"!���$,&�"�-$��!
$��,&//�.$��'$�,"$/-$)�

.+���"$���& &-&#!/��������#� #$� ��5���"$�.$����!�&� !/$�0���-!�4$�& 
�$00�����! )��"$���$��0�-$)&!�&�*�

�"$�$0��$*� ����"!���"$�$�!�$�/&4$/+������! �0��-�.$"!'&���& ��"$&���, ��&
"�*�.����"!���"$+�-!+�$ "! #$�

�"$��$#$1�&'&�+��0��$,�����& �$ �&'$�$00��������& '�/'$��"$-�& �� &=�$/+��$,&�"�$ '&�� -$ ���! )�

�$��& 
���

�

�"$�!��$-1�����#!�'$�������$,&�"��1!#$��,&�"& ��"$�/!�
$���1�./&#��1!#$���0��-$�&#! �/&0$�1�& ������!�

.��!)$��=�$��&� 6����,��"��/)�,$��$$4����1��&�&� �����#�--� &�+
.�&/)& 
�$00�����& ��$/!�&� �"&1����

�"$������� )& 
���#&$�+�! )�&���1�$'!&/& 
�#�/���$E���0��"$�1/!��&.&/&�+�����#���$�,$�!�$��$$4& 
����$�$#��

&�����.$�.��"�!���!#�&'$�! )�$ )��& 
*�&���$$-���"!��,$�-����,!/4�!��"& �/& $�.$�,$$ �/& 4& 
��"$�$�

#� �$%���C�#�--� &�&$��3! )��"$��$,&�"�#�/���$���"$+�$-.�)+5�#/��$/+�����"$�
$ $�!/���#&$�+�! )�

#�/���$*�! )�$��!./&�"& 
�!�$!���0�� &=�$ $��*�! )�$'$ �)&��$ �����&�"����1�$�$ �& 
���-$�0!-&/&!��

$/$-$ ��*�,&�"����.$& 
�#� '$��! ��,&�"��"$�&)&�-���0�#� �$-1��!�+�#�/���$�! )�!))�$��& 
�&���$��

�"!��$-! !�$�0��-�&�*������$,&�"��$��& 
��!�$�� /&4$/+����.$�!���!#�&'$�����$/$'! �����-��$��"! �!�

"! )0�/��0��"��$�,"�-�,$��$$4����$ 
!
$���� )$$)*�� $�#! ��!4$��"$�!�
�-$ ��!���$1�0���"$�6��� /$���

�$,&�"�#�--� &�+�! )�#�/���$�!�$�& �)&!/�
�$�,&�"��"$�0�//��! 
$��0�#� �$-1��!�+�!��*�/&�$�!���$*�

�#&$ #$*�1��0$��&� �*�! )�1�/&�&#�*�,$�!�$�&-1�'$�&�"& 
��"$&��!.&/&�+�����$�1� )�����/�&-!�$�=�$��&� ��

.+�#���& 
��"$-��00�0��-�1���&./$�����#$���0�& �&
"��! )�#�$!�&'$��$/0
$%1�$��&� �
��

�

�

�$��& ���#"�!�)&!/�
�$*��"$��$,&�"�1!�� $��-����"!'$���-$�"& 
�����!+�!��,$//����&�"�����1$!4& 
�& �!�

� &=�$�'�&#$*�,&�"�����00$�& 
�!))&�&� �����!/�$� !�&'$�������-$��0��"$� ��-��! )�-$! & 
���0��"$�

/!�
$��#�/���$*��"$�$�&��/&��/$�#"! #$��"!���$,&�"�#�--� &�&$��#! �$-.�)+�!�,��/)�'&$,�! )�$�"���

                                                           
     16  The challenge is whether we can create a sense of dynamic connectedness between our 
Jewishness and all of the aspects of our personal and collective experience through a process of 
inclusion and engagement with contemporary society, rather than exclusion and disengagement 
that leaves us in psycho-social "ghetto."   Riv Ellen Prell has put this nicely in saying that what 
we need is a richer dialogue with modernity, not a more powerful monologue to push out 
modernity.  
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     20  We have a better chance, I think,  to get significant numbers of Jews to accept the concept 
of mitzvah, of being "commanded" or "committed" to doing specific acts, both ethical and ritual, 
than to accept halakhah as a personally binding comprehensive system of obligations.  Indeed, all 
Jewish religious movements today, even those that understand themselves as non- or post-
Halakhic, are seeking to instill in their adherents the sense of mitzvah as a necessary component 
of their spiritual lives. 
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     22  I use "secular" here in the "soft" sense of not being explicitly tied to a particular religious 
ideology.  "Soft secularism" is compatible with affirming much traditional Judaic religious 
content, even with using a language of "spirituality," but shies away from explicit theological 
discourse, denominationalism, or dealing with issues of religious authority.  The "civil Judaism" I 
described in my book Sacred Survival embodies a "soft secularism." 
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     23  Examples include combined adult education programs, expert youth workers from Centers 
training synagogue youth group advisors, using Center arts facilities and staff to enrich 
congregational education programs, JCC programs run in synagogues, combined synagogue-JCC 
memberships for young singles and families, etc. 
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     24  By "non-relativistic pluralism" I mean a situation in which alternative versions of Judaism 
recognize their familial resemblance and respect the authenticity of each version as a good-faith 
effort to interpret and apply the religio-cultural legacy they share, while nevertheless feeling free 
to assert their belief in the superior "truthfulness" of their own interpretation.  This seems to me 
the only way to accommodate the variety of Jewish meaning systems in the contemporary world 
in a mutually respectful manner without asking each sub-community to give up its own claims to 
primary validity.  I recognize that establishing a universally persuasive philosophical grounding 
for this position may not, in fact, be possible, and I have (I will readily confess) not attempted to 
do so. 

     25  There are already de facto divisions of labor in Jewish life today, with different groups 
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seeking to appeal to different constituencies with different messages.  This is true, e.g., with 
respect to the complex issues surrounding the Jewish community's response to the rise in 
intermarriage.  Different movements and organizations have focused on different dimensions of 
what together may constitute the only viable collective response:  intensified efforts at 
prevention, an increased emphasis on the desirability of conversion, and outreach aimed at 
building some level of connection to intermarried families. 
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     26  The apparently "simple" task of forging new relationships between federation and 
synagogue, a sine qua non for any serious progress in building a "community of communities," is 
itself fraught with difficulties that can be overcome (if at all) only with enormous patience, 
flexibility, 
and perseverance on both sides. 
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