
opportunity for seeking innovative approaches 
to strengthening Jewish family life by ex­
ploring old forms and testing new ones? Is it 
possible that creative approaches to parenting 
might help establish new adaptations which 
are Jewishly valid and effective? I won't argue 
for one method or another. Some have talked 
about Havurot or extended families. Others 
have talked about instructional programs on 
aspects of Jewish life: the life cycle, the ob­
servance of holidays and rituals. 

Perhaps a new approach to the family can 
be taken through the day care center. I have 
been disposed to resist day care for very young 
children, on the basis that no substitute can 
give them what their mothers can. However, if 
their mothers intend to pursue careers, I do not 
believe the solution is to make mothers out of 
fathers. Therefore, why not try the day-care 
center? But with a twist. The day-care center 
could be designed to offer a Jewish educa­
tional experience. 

Such a program might seek to develop the 
whole child, with full attention to his or her 
physical and mental growth. The child's 
emotional stability is precious to us. But we 
should not stop there. We should also commit 
ourselves to the child's development as a Jew, 
providing an atmosphere for Jewish living 

which will supplement and perhaps even 
stimulate the home environment. Parents 
would be drawn, through appropriate parental 
activities, to relate to Jewish purposes and 
methods. Perhaps even a supplemental pro­
gram of adult education might be designed to 
accompany the enrollment of a child in a day 
care center. 

We need not fear any overdose of Jewish 
content among today's young professionals; 
few of them are very literate Jewishly. The 
inducement to such enrollment could be the 
quality and vibrancy of the programs in which 
their children are involved. Perhaps we might 
even be creative enough to plan and execute 
programs of adult education which they will 
find exciting and attractive in their own right. 

A noted scholar in the Boston community, 
Isadore Twersky, once said that he has no 
doubt about the survival o f the Jewish people. 
Its survival, to him, is a matter of absolute 
faith. But Rabbi Twersky would join me, I am 
sure, in asserting that faith would not suffer 
from a bit of assistance. To the extent that we 
are able to improve the quality of our educa­
tional enterprise, we strengthen the likelihood 
of our survival as a people. And if truly we are 
to be a light unto the nations, then our 
obligation is to do no less. 
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Some Issues in the Community Center's Role 
in Community Development and Organization* 

Louis Berkowitz, Ph .D. 

Executive Director, Educational Alliance, New York 

. . . in Israel and in North America, the Center has been increasingly recognized as an 
instrument of community building and community development reflective of the needs of the 
community... 

In the past century, Jewish community 
centers have developed in many different 
communities across the world as a result of 
common felt needs for group cohesion in the 
Jewish community, but the format and 
emphasis have varied as a result of differential 
circumstances in the different Jewish com­
munities. As such, the Center is a multi-
faceted institution, in a constant state of 
evolution, at its best, responsive to the needs 
of its different constituencies. 

In North America, Centers are largely 
voluntary non-profit communal enterprises 
earnestly attempting to meet some of the key 
social needs of the organized Jewish com­
munity. They have concentrated on developing 
a sense of belonging and of identification 
among their membership/clientele. They 
earlier served also as instruments for up­
grading and mainstreaming newly arrived 
immigrant Jews into the larger society while 
assisting them to maintain some tie to the 
Jewish community presumably more adaptable 
than the shtetl type of organization of Eastern 
Europe from which many had come. 

In Israel, the Centers, most of which are 
relatively new, are largely governmentally 
and/or UJA-and JDC-sponsored and geared 
to the objectives of helping mostly economi­
cally disadvantaged residents of development 
and urban communities to enter into and to 
become part of the larger society. In many 
ways, the Israeli Center is akin to the older 
Western Jewish center-settlement house con­
cerned with helping essentially disadvantaged, 
relatively newly arrived, groups who are not 

* Presented at the Meeting of the International 
Conference of Jewish Communal Service, Jeru­
salem, Israel, August 14, 1978. 

part of the mainstream thus reflecting the 
position of, and the requirements of, the 
specific Jewish community being served. 

In other countries, Centers have developed 
in response to the needs of the Jewish group as 
felt and perceived by the residents themselves, 
the professionals, and the governing or 
funding bodies. 

We learn from reports of the World Federa­
tion of Jewish Community Centers 1 that in 
Latin America, the relatively small number of 
(primarily middle-class) sports clubs and 
recreational centers more recently are helping 
to inject "Jewish content" into their programs. 

With the notable exceptions of the United 
Kingdom and France, the Center concept as 
such is just beginning to catch on in most of 
Western Europe, as well as in Teheran. 

We therefore find the greatest concentration 
of Jewish community centers today in North 
America and in Israel, followed by Great 
Britain and France. Largely reflective of the 
status of each of these Jewish communities 
and their felt needs, the Center has become an 
instrument for meeting some of the most 
pressing social needs of those Jewish com­
munities. 

In North America, the essentially upwardly 
mobile Jewish community has reflected the 
problems of the larger middle-class society, 
with a weakening of many of the families as 
units, with a tendency among some adults 
against forming new families and having 
children, an alienation of a significant portion 
of the youth, a growing gap between the 
generations, neighborhood instability, and 

1 Minutes of World Confederation of Jewish 
Community Centers, Board of Directors Meeting, 
April 9, 1978. 
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continual geographical relocation and some 
attenuation of Jewish belongingness. The 
Centers which have accepted the responsibility 
for working with this population have had to 
adapt their goals and services accordingly. 
Pre-school-ers, elderly, adults and youth as 
groups have been served programatically with 
different degrees of success in different com­
munities with increasing attempts of the 
Centers to inject meaningful features of 
Jewish culture and values into these programs. 

In the inner cities, where surprisingly large 
pockets of poor and moderate income Jews 
have remained, an interesting mix consisting 
of the elderly, single-parent families, some 
economically marginal families and indivi­
duals, many traditional Jews, and others 
whose idealism includes belief in the value of 
stabilizing and strengthening the central city 
and its older neighborhoods, many problems 
and potentials coexist as challenges to those 
Centers which have decided to stay and 
develop meaningful approaches to the com­
plexities of the situation. 

Today, in both situations, Centers are pre­
occupied with a concern for Jewish survival in 
an open society and with the introduction of 
some kind of positive confrontation on the 
part of at least the younger generations with 
the meaningfulness and relevance of their 
Jewish heritage. 

Historically the Center has been viewed 
earlier as an instrument of informal education 
and socialization—a meeting place for the 
community. Its community organizational 
functions have been seen until recently in the 
past as incidental to the recreational and 
socialization functions. 

Recently, in Israel and in North America, 
the Center has been increasingly recognized as 
an instrument of community building and 
community development reflective of the 
needs of the community which it serves, as 
seen through the eyes of its governing bodies, 
its funding sources, its staff and its member­
ship-client groups. The increasing demands 
placed on the Center for community develop­
ment and community organization is a 

function of many factors, not the least of 
which is a growing sophistication of the Center 
professionals that "we don't operate in a 
vacuum and we can contribute to the 
resolution of at least some of the social 
problems our client/members face." 

Specific functions are assigned the Center by 
the groups that affect the Center's policies and 
role definitions in different communities at 
different times. Socialization in its broader 
definition is concerned with helping indivi­
duals to become effective and respected 
members of a society, capable of leading 
relatively fulfilling meaningful and productive 
lives within the context of the family, sub­
group, local community and larger society, (if 
Metropolitan New York is typical). The 
community organization focus consists of 
some or all of the following elements: 

1. The interfacing with other Jewish service 
institutions in and out of Federation to create 
the necessary service networks in order to 
maximize effectiveness and efficiency in 
service provision. A special aspect of this 
interfacing includes cooperative planning for 
an area or region, as the actual or potential 
accessibility of the population served by each 
of the Centers is recognized. This has led to 
coordination, specialization, and the initiation 
of lacking or scarce services to groups in need. 

2. The need for the creation of and, where 
they exist, interaction with, existing Jewish 
community councils for the purpose of neigh­
borhood stabilization, improved intergroup 
relations, concern for a greater degree o f 
Jewish unity, and the obtaining for those 
Jewish residents of a fair share o f public 
services and resources for which they qualify. 

3. The establishment of mechanisms by 
which community residents can participate 
more effectively in the governance of the 
Center, especially among newly served and 
economically disadvantaged groups. 

4. The development of community festivals 
and various special events which strengthen 
the sense of Jewish togetherness and viability 
in neighborhoods where this is not felt, either 
because of a lack of visibility or of isolation or 
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divisiveness among the different Jewish groups. 
5. "Good old" social action in which the 

Center or Center worker along with member­
ship groups gets involved in some social issue 
or issues and works for some form of social 
change in the democratic spirit. 

6. Center professionals may also see the 
necessity for planning and working for overall 
community problem-solving within specific 
geographical or specialized interest areas as an 
appropriate implementation of their role in 
community betterment in which the Jewish 
clientele, along with members of other ethnic 
groups, has a vital stake: such as the 
improvement of the local public school 
system, economic development and the need 
for better police protection, sanitation, health 
and mental health services, etc. 

As reported by the Association of Com­
munity Centers of Israel, in Israel, the Center 
has concentrated on integrating mostly eco­
nomically disadvantaged newcomers into the 
social mainstream. As such it plans needed 
services for all age groups, develops local 
indigenous leadership, coordinates existing 
programs for effective service delivery and 
enhances the total community environment. It 
has developed many specialized programs to 
meet felt needs and interests of its service 
populations. Besides the social and educa­
tional programs provided for all ages, it has 
organized celebrations of national and reli­
gious holidays and has taken a leadership role 
in community projects. A community worker 
with a specialized role has been added to the 
staffs of many community centers, to nego­
tiate between the Center and the community 
groups served or included in the outreach 
efforts. 

From the foregoing, it becomes clear that 
the overall objectives and many of the 
methods of the Jewish Community Centers in 
different communities have much in common. 
The settings, the emphases, and some of the 
conditions may vary in minor or even in major 
ways, thus requiring limited or significant 
differences in implementation methodologies. 
Here we need to see both the universal and the 

particular elements. 
The Center worker who takes on a com­

munity organization or community develop­
ment role is seen as the advocate for indi­
viduals and subgroups and as their instrument 
for influencing Center policy whether through 
enabling, mediating or advocating or a 
combination of all of these. The Center is also 
an institution in itself, a service arm and a 
microcosm of the larger Jewish community. 
As the service arm, it may at times become the 
target of groups seeking some greater power 
who perceive themselves as insufficiently 
included in the services provided by the Center 
and/or insufficiently represented in the gover­
nance mechanisms and policy-making bodies 
of the Center. As a microcosm of the larger 
Jewish community, the Center becomes the 
first hopefully more flexible and responsive 
establishment instrument with which the 
relatively powerless client learns how to nego­
tiate to gain a greater modicum of community 
resources and power. This experience can be 
extremely valuable in the growth of nego­
tiating capacity by individuals and subgroups 
who have previously felt quite powerless to 
assert themselves appropriately as members of 
an open society. 

A major concern for the Jewish community 
in virtually every setting is its pluralistic 
quality, a product of the different histories of 
each of the subgroups as well, plus the pre­
dilections of the various individuals and 
groups in the community who find particular 
aspects of our multifaceted Jewish life to their 
liking. For some, one or another religious 
orientation appeals, while for others one or 
more of the secular modes command their 
loyalties. The Center, which hopefully should 
be hospitable to the wide range of these diverse 
components as well as to the variations in 
social class, economic and political levels, has 
both an opportunity and a challenge to create, 
foster and contribute to the sense of inclusive-
ness and commonality for all of these groups 
as intended by the term Klal Yisrael. 

The Center professional by choice of social 
issues can hopefully contribute to the sense of 
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Jewish community togetherness, without the 
necessity of conjuring up an outside threat of a 
"common enemy," a real or artificially 
created encounter with some form of anti-
Semitism. 

The need for skill and vision here represent 
indeed a challenge to the Center professional's 
leadership role. We can invoke a strong sense 
of unity through the function of community-
problem solving, and this in turn can lead to a 
continuing sense of commonality. This can 
then become institutionalized and structured 
in the form of representative and inclusive 
Jewish community governance mechanisms, 
such as a broad-based community council. In 
this manner we have the making of a 
community organization instrument which 
together with the Center can provide for a 
sense of unity in the local community. Behind 
this is the conviction that the Center has a 
potentially very vital role in giving such a body 
staff guidance, if this is desired, and that it can 
help to support an atmosphere of democratic, 
inclusive and responsible community decision­
making. 

For the Center to become a sound and 
effective force for community organization 
and development, it would be desirable that its 
board, staff and clientele (membership) be 
representative of all major segments of the 
community and responsive to these. The 
Center professional needs to have a vision of 
an inclusive, responsive, united, mutually 
accepting, and responsive community. 

The planning committee which put the 
International Conference session together 
tried to keep all of this in mind, its members 
sincerely believing that there were enough 
common issues even in clarifying the Center's 

role in community organization and com­
munity development and that we could 
communicate with and learn from each other. 
We selected three major issues among many, 
and yet we felt that even here the three issues 
were not without some overlapping relation­
ship with each other. 

1. The Center's Role in Outreach to Indivi­
dual Groups in the Jewish Community. Here 
Israel's recent experiences in development 
towns and urban communities, along with 
work with the Jewish poor in inner cities in the 
Diaspora can be very informative. Clarifica­
tion o f role and the development of support 
systems for the role of the community worker 
appeared very relevant here. 

2. Provision for Inclusion in the Governance 
of the Center of all or most of the significant 
subgroups (including the socio-economically 
disadvantaged service population). In the 
Diaspora this may mean newer arrivals, 
Orthodox and Chassidic "denominations," 
and the disadvantaged. In Israel, concern for 
insuring the participation of and representa­
tion of the service populations on some policy­
making groups is paramount especially when 
the official board may consist largely of 
governmental appointees and leading citizens, 
perhaps identified with the established power 
structures. 

3. Innovative Center Programs Which Help 
to Build a Sense of Community among the 
different individuals and subgroups within the 
Jewish community. The pluralistic nature of 
Jewish group life may lead to fragmentation 
and divisiveness and isolation among the 
different groups and there is a need to 
experience some sense of commonality. 
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Assessing the Effectiveness of a 
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... it appears that a family life education program can bring about lasting attitudinal change. 
However, the attitudes that were changed were those based on either misinformation or general 
misconceptions about all aged people. 

As people age, they may face various crises, 
such as: loss of a spouse, failing health and 
loss of income. When such crises occur, more 
demands and expectations are placed upon 
their children. 1 Family support and involve­
ment, therefore, is an essential factor in main­
taining elderly people as productive and 
functional members of the community. The 
attitude of the child toward aging appears to 
be a chief factor in influencing the aging 
parent-adult child relationship. A number of 
investigators postulate that attitudes learned 
during one's formative years may affect how a 
person will interact with aged as adults . 2 

Only a few researchers have touched upon 
intervention strategies to improve these rela­
tionships. Johnson and Brusk suggested from 
their study that structured interviews may be a 
first step for some families to think about the 

1 Bertha Simos, "Adult Children and Their 
Aging Parents," Social Work, 1973, V. 18, pp. 
78-85; M.B. Sussman and L. Burchinal, "Kin 
Family Network: Unheralded Structure in Current 
Conceptualizations of Family Functioning," Mar­
riage and Family Living, 1962, V. 24, pp. 231-40; 
L.E. Troll, "The Family of Later Life: A Decade 
Review," Marriage and Family Living, 1971, V. 33, 
pp. 263-290. 

2 T. Hickey and R.A. Kalish, "Young People's 
Perceptions of Adults ," Journal of Gerontology, 
1968, V. 23, pp. 215-219; R. Kastenbaum and N . 
Durkee, "Young People View Old A g e , " in I.R. 
Kastenbaum, ed. , New Thoughts on Old Age. 
Springer, New York, 1964. 

quality of their relationship.3 Simos^ pro­
posed that counseling must include aged 
family members and that family life education 
programs should be developed around prob­
lems associated with aging. 

This article assesses the effect of an 
educational family life education series on 
changing an adult child's attitudes toward 
his aged parent. 

Program Design 

The program was designed for adult 
children of aged parents through a grant from 
the Baltimore City Commission on Aging and 
Retirement Education. The authors designed a 
pilot project which presented the participants 
with relevant information on aging and social 
services supports available. 

The family life education series consisted of 
six consecutive weekly evening sessions, each 
lasting two hours. The programs were held at 
the Jewish Community Center, a recreational 
and educational setting. It was felt that some 
individuals would be uncomfortable attending 
a program in a primary casework or treatment 
focus agency. The program format was 
flexible and concentrated on participant 
concerns noted on a survey administered prior 

3 Elizabeth Johnson and Barbara Bursk, "Rela­
tionship Between the Elderly and Their Adult 
Children," The Gerontologist, 1977, Vol. 17, 
Number 1, pp. 90-96. 

4 Simos, op. cit. 
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