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Although the awakening of Jewish consciousness among the Soviet Jewish immigrants 
resettling in our communities has been an explicit goal, operationalizing this has proved 
to be elusive. This article presents one community's approach toward operationalizing 
this goal. The process, program approach, and logistical resolutions are discussed. 

Introduct ion 

After w o r k i n g for severa l yea r s w i t h 
i nc r ea s ing n u m b e r s of Sov ie t J e w s , c l ea re r 
po l ic ies , p r ac t i ce s , a n d p h i l o s o p h i e s h a v e 
evo lved t o a id t h o s e of us i nvo lved in 
c a r r y i n g o u t t h e a s s i m i l a t i o n t a s k in a 
fa i rer , m o r e cost-eff icient , a n d h u m a n e 
m a n n e r . In m o s t c o m m u n i t i e s , t h e J e w i s h 
fami ly service a g e n c y h a s a s s u m e d o r h a s 
b e e n g iven t h e m a j o r r e spons ib i l i t y for 
a d m i n i s t e r i n g a n d c o o r d i n a t i n g t he rese t t le­
m e n t e f for t s . It is n o t t o o s u r p r i s i n g t h a t 
th i s p a r t i c u l a r a g e n c y of t he J e w i s h c o m ­
m u n a l serv ice s y s t e m h a s b e e n t a p p e d for 
th is miss ion c o n s i d e r i n g its h i s to r ica l p r ece ­
d e n t s . As S p r a f k i n h a s p o i n t e d ou t : 

It is noteworthy that the larger Jewish 
family agencies were organized by the various 
Jewish communities during the 19th century 
by immigrants and for immigrants. The family 
agencies that originated during the 20th century 
were usually in small communities. In practi­
cally all instances their organization was 
occasioned and motivated by the need of the 
United HIAS Service and its predecessor or­
ganizations, the United Service for New Ameri­
cans and the National Refugee Service, to help 
carry out its resettlement program. 1 

* The author would like to acknowledge the 
assistance received from the following in the pre­
paration of this article: Sylvia Lewis, Jewish Federa­
tion Education Committee Chairperson; Saul Troen, 
Director of Education, Akron Jewish Community 
High School; Esther Hexter, Teacher, Akron Jewish 
Community High School, and Ruth Schwartz, English 
Language Teacher, Soviet Jewish Resettlement 
Program. 

1 Benjamin R. Sprafkin, "Refugee Resettlement in 
the American Community," this Journal, Vol. XLVII, 
No. 1 (1970), p. 54. 

T h e m y r i a d r e s e t t l e m e n t t a s k s t o be 
a c c o m p l i s h e d , h o w e v e r , e x t e n d b e y o n d t h e 
c u r r e n t J e w i s h f a m i l y s e rv i ce a g e n c y ' s 
s c o p e a n d e x p e r t i s e . T h i s a r t i c le will b e 
a d d r e s s i n g the a b s o r p t i o n task of e n h a n c i n g 
t h e n e w i m m i g r a n t s ' J e w i s h i d e n t i t y , d e ­
s c r i b ing a p r o c e s s a n d a p p r o a c h used in a 
s m a l l e r c o m m u n i t y . T h e J e w i s h fami ly 
service a g e n c y ' s ro le in th i s e n d e a v o r h a s 
b e e n p r i m a r i l y s u p p o r t i v e a n d ca t a ly t i c , 
e n c o u r a g i n g t h e t ypes of l i nkages w i t h 
c o m m u n i t y s u p p o r t s t h a t a r e a l r e a d y 
ava i l ab l e , o r d e v e l o p i n g new o n e s . 

T h e c h a l l e n g e in u n d e r s t a n d i n g Sov ie t 
J e w i s h i m m i g r a n t s a n d the r e s p o n s e a n d 
effects of t h e J e w i s h c o m m u n a l a n d ins t i ­
t u t i o n a l e f f o r t s t o r e s e t t l e t h e m h a v e 
a p p e a r e d in severa l a r t ic les in th is J o u r n a l . 2 

A l s o , s tudies re la ted t o t he social a b s o r p t i o n 
of t h e S o v i e t i m m i g r a n t i n t o o u r c o m ­
m u n i t i e s a r e b e g i n n i n g t o b e d o c u m e n t e d . 3 

Li t t l e , h o w e v e r , h a s a p p e a r e d in t h e l i t e ra ­
t u r e o n m e t h o d s o r a p p r o a c h e s for r a i s ing 

2 For example, see: Burton S. Rubin, "The Soviet 
Refugee: Challenge to the American Jewish Com­
munity Resettlement System," this Journal, Vol. LII, 
No. 2(1970), pp. 196-201. Richard A. Dublin, "Some 
Observations on Resettling Soviet Jews," this Journal, 
Vol. LII, No. 3 (1977), pp. 278-281. Ethel Taft, "The 
Absorption of Soviet Jewish Immigrants—Their 
Impact on Jewish Communal Institutions," this 
Journal, Vol. LIV, No. 2(1977), pp. 161-171. 

3 For example, see: William Feldman, "Social 
Absorption of Soviet Immigrants: Integration or 
Isolation," this Journal, Vol. LIV, No. I (1977), pp. -

62-68. Zvi Gitelman, "Soviet Immigrants and Ameri­
can Absorption Efforts: A Case Study in Detroit," 
this Journal, Vol. LV, No. 1 (1978), pp. 72-82. 
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J e w i s h c o n s c i o u s n e s s in t h e a d u l t i m m i ­
g r a n t . 

A l t h o u g h m o s t c o m m u n i t i e s a r e expl ic i t 
in the i r va lue s t a n c e a n d goa l s w i t h respec t 
t o e n h a n c i n g t h e J e w i s h d i m e n s i o n of t h e 
Sov ie t r e s e t t l e m e n t p r o g r a m , o p e r a t i o n a l ­
iz ing these goa l s h a s b e e n e lus ive . M a n y 
c o m m u n i t i e s p r o v i d e free s y n a g o g u e m e m ­
b e r s h i p for s o m e p e r i o d of t i m e a s well a s 
s c h o l a r s h i p s for c h i l d r e n t o a t t e n d H e b r e w 
d a y s c h o o l . F o r m a n y of t h e i m m i g r a n t s , 
h o w e v e r , t he re is still a d i s c o n n e c t e d n e s s 
b e t w e e n t h e m s e l v e s a n d t h e i r p o t e n t i a l 
J e w i s h n e s s . P e r h a p s p a r t of t h i s m i g h t b e 
r e l a t e d t o t h e nega t i ve c o n n o t a t i o n of w h a t 
h a v i n g been " b r a n d e d " J e w m e a n t for t h e m 
in t h e Sovie t U n i o n , as well a s t h e hos t i l e , 
a u t h o r i t a r i a n e n v i r o n m e n t of t h a t c o u n t r y 
w h i c h n u r t u r e d d i s t r u s t a n d re jec t ion of 
r e l ig ion . A l s o , u n l i k e t h e p r e v i o u s w a v e s of 
i m m i g r a n t s t h a t c a m e to this c o u n t r y d u r i n g 
t h e t u r n of t h e c e n t u r y , m o s t of t h e Sov ie t 
J e w s a r r i v i n g n o w h a d b e e n a s s i m i l a t e d 
i n t o t h e Sovie t m a i n s t r e a m , d e v o i d of a n y 
J e w i s h c o n t e n t in the i r lives a n d w i t h o u t 
d y n a m i c J e w i s h i n s t i t u t i o n s . 4 T h e y e n t e r 
o u r c o m m u n i t i e s k n o w i n g t h a t t h e r e a s o n 
t h e y a r e he re is b e c a u s e t h e y a r e J e w s , a n d 
t h a t we will h e l p t h e m , b u t m o s t d o n ' t 
rea l ly h a v e a J e w i s h c o n s c i o u s n e s s . 

A l t h o u g h c o m m u n i t i e s w h i c h h a v e b e e n 
w o r k i n g w i t h Sov ie t J e w s for s o m e p e r i o d 
of t i m e a r e b e c o m i n g m o r e a d e p t in i m p l e ­
m e n t i n g a n d admin i s t e r i ng conc re t e services 
t o w a r d s t h e e n d of h e l p i n g o u r n e w A m e r i ­
c a n s t o b e c o m e self - re l iant , it is th is wr i t e r ' s 
belief t h a t t he g o a l of J e w i s h c o n s c i o u s n e s s 
ra i s ing h a s t o be g iven m o r e a t t e n t i o n . T h e 
J e w i s h fami ly service d o e s h a v e a n i m ­
p o r t a n t ro le in seeing t h a t th i s g o a l is 
a c t u a l i z e d , b u t s h o u l d n o t a d m i n i s t e r th i s 
p r o g r a m . T h i s w r i t e r ag rees wi th D u b l i n 
t h a t b e c a u s e of t h e i m m i g r a n t s ' p r e c o n ­
ceived nega t ive a n d susp ic ious v iew of t h e 
a g e n c y a s be ing the official b u r e a u c r a c y 
a n d a u t h o r i t y , a c t i o n t o w a r d th i s g o a l 
s h o u l d be in i t i a ted o u t s i d e of t h e J e w i s h 

4 Ethel Taft, op. cit., pp. 166-167. 

f ami ly service p u r v i e w . 5 T h e A k r o n J e w i s h 
F a m i l y Serv ice , h o w e v e r , d id p lay a n im­
p o r t a n t a d v o c a c y a n d fac i l i ta t ing ro le wi th 
o t h e r c o m m u n i t y l ay a n d i n s t i t u t i o n a l 
l eade r s t o w a r d d e v e l o p i n g a n a p p r o a c h to 
r a i s ing J e w i s h c o n s c i o u s n e s s a m o n g o u r 
n e w A m e r i c a n s , a n a p p r o a c h w h i c h seems 
to be m e e t i n g wi th success . 

The Process 

T o w a r d the e n d of t he s u m m e r of 1979, 
w i th t h e A k r o n J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y h a v i n g 
d e c i d e d t o d o u b l e its q u o t a of i m m i g r a n t s 
(20 p e o p l e in 1979 t o 40 in 1980), t he 
c h a i r p e r s o n of t h e E d u c a t i o n C o m m i t t e e 
of A k r o n J e w i s h C o m m u n i t y F e d e r a t i o n 
a s k e d t h e J e w i s h fami ly service "Is t h e r e a 
need t o p r o v i d e J e w i s h e d u c a t i o n fo r t h e 
Sov ie t a d u l t s in o u r c o m m u n i t y ? " A t t h a t 
t i m e , t h e c o m m u n i t y h a d reset t led 24 a d u l t s 
in A k r o n a n d t o t he best of a n y o n e ' s 
k n o w l e d g e , n o n e of t h e m h a d been e x p o s e d 
to Jewish educa t ion in a n y fo rma l sys temat ic 
w a y . It w a s d e c i d e d t h a t we s h o u l d e x p l o r e 
th i s f u r t h e r t h r o u g h a n a d h o c c o m m i t t e e 
c o m p o s e d of t he r a b b i s f r o m the t h r e e 
c o n g r e g a t i o n s in A k r o n , a s well a s t he 
d i r e c t o r s f rom the v a r i o u s r e l evan t loca l 
J e w i s h o r g a n i z a t i o n s : the F e d e r a t i o n , t he 
C e n t e r , the F a m i l y Service , t he C o m m u n i t y 
R e l a t i o n s D e p a r t m e n t of t he F e d e r a t i o n , 
t he C o m m u n i t y J e w i s h H i g h S c h o o l , a n d 
t h e F e d e r a t i o n E d u c a t i o n C o m m i t t e e . T h e 
c h a i r p e r s o n of t he F e d e r a t i o n E d u c a t i o n 
C o m m i t t e e a s s u m e d r e s p o n s i b i l i t y fo r 
c o n v e n i n g the ini t ia l m e e t i n g . 

A t t h e first g a t h e r i n g of t h i s g r o u p , t he 
p u r p o s e for ca l l ing t h e m e e t i n g w a s e l a b o ­
r a t e d , a s well a s a br ief p r e s e n t a t i o n o n the 
h i s t o r y of t he Sovie t J e w i s h R e s e t t l e m e n t 
e x p e r i e n c e in A k r o n . T h e r e was a h igh level 
of in te res t a n d p a r t i c i p a t i o n d e m o n s t r a t e d 
a t th i s m e e t i n g , a l o n g wi th t h e c o o p e r a t i v e 
sp i r i t a n d des i re t o g r a p p l e wi th t he issue of 
J e w i s h c o n s c i o u s n e s s - r a i s i n g a m o n g the 
Sov i e t s l iv ing in t he c o m m u n i t y . It w a s 
a c k n o w l e d g e d t h a t th i s issue w a s r e l evan t 

5 Richard H. Dublin, op. cit., p. 28. 
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at this time, especially since the Jewish 
family service program seemed to be pro­
viding adequately for the basic survival 
concerns of these people. Some of the 
questions raised were as follows: 

1. How might a closer relationship 
between the new families and the synagogues 
be established? 

2. What was the new immigrants'level of 
readiness to engage in a Jewish educational 
process? 

3. What was the new immigrants' per­
ception of American Jewish life, and could 
we effect a positive helpful transition. 

4. What knowledge, if any, did they have 
of Jewish communal institutions and obli­
gations, and how might information about 
these best be imparted? 

5. Are they really interested in exploring 
their Jewishness and going through a 
process of Jewish consciousness-raising? 

After several opinions were given, it was 
felt that the last question, are they in­
terested in expanding their Jewishness, 
should be posed directly to the Soviet 
families in our community. A second 
meeting was held with invitations sent to all 
of the Soviet families who had been re­
settled by the Jewish family service, as well 
as a few others who had moved to Akron. 
The meeting was held in the home of the 
Federation Executive Chairperson, and 
the ad hoc committee members were also 
invited. The Jewish family service provided 
the secretarial and coordinating back-up 
for this endeavor, and its volunteers were 
available to transport those people who 
needed it. Much to our pleasure, eleven of 
the thirteen families (22 people who had 
been resettled since 1976) attended this 
meeting. 

After everyone had formally introduced 
themselves (people were seated in a circle 
on chairs and on the floor), the chairperson 
described the purpose of the meeting. She 
explained that several Jewish community 
leaders had gotten together to explore 
whether there was a need and a desire for 

Jewish education for the Soviet adult immi­
grants in our community. These community 
leaders had decided it might be appropriate 
to explore this directly with our Soviet 
families and seek their input and guidance. 

After some initial awkwardness and 
questions which related more to other 
needs (e.g. more English language courses), 
the group began to focus on the issue at 
hand. Before structuring the process, there 
was a period of open questioning and 
commentary. One man, for example, asked 
what the Jewish Federation was and how it 
differed from the United Way. The executive 
director of the Federation responded to 
this question, providing a simple overview 
of the purposes and differences of these two 
organizations. Another man said he would 
like to know more about Jewish history, 
especially about Israel and Zionism. A 
woman asked questions about the upcoming 
holiday of Sukkot. One of the rabbis 
responded to this question with a brief 
historical explanation of the meaning of 
Sukkot, as well as a description of some of 
the customs celebrated during this holiday. 
When another woman asked what a sukkah 
was, the rabbi invited them to see for 
themselves, and told them he would be 
pleased to have them visit the sukkah at 
this congregation. (Although there was 
little done to formalize this invitation at the 
meeting, a postcard reminder of the rabbi's 
invitation brought almost all the families to 
a special meeting at the sukkah the following 
week. The rabbi, elated at this turnout, 
later reported that for the most part, all 
who attended seemed to be highly in­
terested and asked him many questions.) 

With interest heightened and the mood 
more relaxed and open, this initial meeting 
moved into a more structured phase. Cards 
were passed out and people were asked to 
list those topics, Jewish and other, about 
which they would be most interested in 
learning. After a brief period of time, all 
were asked to share their topics with the 
group. Most were quite comfortable and 
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eager to do this. Those who spoke little 
English presented their list in Russian, with 
someone in the group translating for those 
who needed it. Those topics most mentioned 
included Jewish history, Israel, American 
Jewish life and American history and 
government. 

When asked about format and approach, 
most preferred the informality of meeting 
in people's home and having lecturers 
address the different topics, with oppor­
tunity for questions and discussion. Although 
the chairperson suggested these educational 
"parlor" sessions be held once a month, the 
group wanted them to be held on an every-
other-week basis. All of this was agreed 
upon and the meeting came to a close. 
Since the host and hostess had prepared 
desserts and coffee, everyone stayed con­
siderably longer, furthering the early dis­
cussions on a very informal and social 
basis. This social interaction at the end of 
the more formal educational session was 
felt to be an extremely important dimen­
sion, and has been incorporated as a regular 
part of all the meetings. 

Program A p p r o a c h and Logist ics 

Interest and enthusiasm having been 
aroused, the next task of the ad hoc 
committee was to develop a program 
approach and list of topics—a curriculum— 
that would be responsive to the Soviet 
immigrants'interests and level of readiness. 
The Chairperson of the Federation Educa­
tion Committee and the Director of the 
Community Jewish High School took most 
of the responsibility in this area. Also, the 
logistics for organizing the informal meetings 
to be held at people's homes and engaging 
guest lecturers had to be worked out. The 
following is what emerged: 

1. The curriculum would cover topics 
that related to different Jewish and Ameri­
can holidays or events that occurred during 
the year. Speakers and educational leaders 
from the community with expertise in 
selected topics would be tapped and sched­

uled to make a presentation coinciding on 
the calendar with that holiday or event. 
During periods of time when there was a 
void, different themes and concepts in 
Jewish history, religion, and American 
Jewish and secular life would be introduced. 

For example, at the meeting following 
the visit to the sukkah, the religious and 
historical significance of Simchat Torah 
was discussed, along with some discussion 
about the place of the Torah as a unifying 
basis and framework for Judaism. Following 
this session was an introduction to American 
government and the election process, as the 
next event on the calendar happened to be 
Election Day. This presentation was made 
by an attorney and politician (who hap­
pened to be the President of the Jewish 
Family Service). With the latter part of 
November comes Thanksgiving, a tradi­
tional American holiday totally unfamiliar 
to most Soviets. A University history 
professor gave an overview, and explained 
the significance of this holiday. In Decem­
ber, a rabbi and his wife explored Chanukah, 
along with a demonstration of the tradi­
tional foods, songs, and games of this 
holiday. "Coping with the Christian Ex­
perience: A Jewish Perspective" rounded 
out the calendar year which also included a 
lively discussion of anti-Semitism. In 
January, with a void in major holidays, a 
three-part series on Zionism and the 
emergence of the State of Israel was 
presented and received with a great deal of 
interest. And so on through the cycle of the 
year. 

2. Because of the above design, new 
immigrants can enter the cycle at any time 
since the topics presented tend to be 
mutually exclusive, requiring no pre­
requisites. Likewise, those who have com­
pleted the cycle can decide to continue or 
withdraw from the program. Anticipating 
greater numbers of immigrants and con­
cerned about too many people encroaching 
upon the informal atmosphere designed for 
the experience, as well as the practical 
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feasibility of housing all these people in the 
living room of a host, plans are underway 
to build in a second phase of the educa­
tional process geared toward the special 
n e e d s and i n t e r e s t of the S o v i e t 
immigrant. After having been exposed to 
Jewish holidays, customs, concepts, and 
themes via an informal and social process, 
mini-series or courses will be developed to 
expand upon these in more depth. For 
example, a mini-series on Biblical history is 
being developed to accommodate the 
interests of some of the immigrants. Two 
other series covering the "Second Common­
wealth" and "Jews in the Diaspora" are 
being planned. 

There has also been an expressed desire 
on the part of many of the immigrants to 
share with the community their experience 
as Jews living within the USSR. This kind 
of interchange, we believe, should be of 
great interest to many people in the com­
munity, and plans are underway to imple­
ment such a community program. 

3. At present, the Federation Education 
Chairperson has taken major responsibility 
for finding host homes for these parlor 
sessions, as well as selecting and inviting 
the guest lecturers. Through personal con­
tacts and advertisements in the local Jewish 
newspaper, she has received a very favorable 
response on both scores. Host homes are 
currently scheduled for many months in 
advance, and speakers are volunteering 
their services. The high attendance at these 
meetings coupled with the gratification 
derived by the hosts, immigrants, speakers, 
and other interested Americans participating 
in this endeavor has provided a much 
appreciated opportunity for dialogue and 
friendship between the new Americans and 
the community-at-large. 

Logistical concerns have proved to be 
less problematic than originally expected. 
The Jewish Family Service's role has been 
to provide secretarial related support as 
well as other types of back-up assistance 
and consultation to the Federation Edu­

cation Chairperson in her coordinating 
function. 

S u m m a r y and Conc lus ion 

Although the awakening of Jewish con­
sciousness among the Soviet Jewish immi­
grants resettling in our communities has 
been an explicit goal for most of us, 
operationalizing this has proved to be 
elusive. The purpose of this paper was to 
present one community's approach toward 
this end that has, up to this point, been 
successful. The process, program approach, 
and logistical resolutions were elaborated. 

In conclusion, there are a few other 
observations and remarks that should be 
made with respect to this program: 

1. It seems as though it has been beneficial 
and appropriate to promote this program 
outside of the Jewish family service pur­
view. The inclusion of all the communal 
service directors, rabbis, and educational 
leaders in the brainstorming, planning, and 
implementation process established a broad 
base of input and support for this endeavor. 

2. The decision to take "our problem" 
directly to the Soviet Jewish adults in our 
community confirmed that there was an 
interest and desire on their part to expand 
their Jewish consciousness. This led to a 
mutual problem-solving process. This 
process provided them with the opportunity 
for input into this program, as well as a 
responsibility for sharing in its success or 
failure. We assume that since they have had 
a stake in the development and imple­
mentation of the program, they have been 
more motivated to see that it succeeds. 
Success and commitment breed further 
success and commitment! 

3 . The process, in retrospect, seems to 
have captured the two basic social casework 
principles of: a) starting where the client is, 
and b) the client's right to self-determi­
nation. Respect for these principles seems 
to have had a positive effect on this program. 

4. A by-product of this program has 
been to meld the Soviet Jewish community 
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more closely together, enhancing their 
natural tendency toward developing a 
mutual support system. Also, they have 
been exposed more directly to the American 
Jewish community (and vice versa) adding 
to the overall acculturation process. 

5. The responsibility and obligation of 

Jews toward Tzedakah and Chesed can 
best be learned through experiential means. 
If our program succeeds in its goal of 
awakening Jewish consciousness, then these 
new Americans, in the near future, should 
become vital, responsible, and contributing 
members of our Jewish community. 
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